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        Hell in a Head Gasket

      

      

      When Sere Mal-Laurette escaped hell, she thought she’d left her demons behind her. But now that one has found his way through hell’s gate, others are sure to follow. Then all hell will break loose.

      If Sere fails to contain the little soulless bastards, the loas of the dead will likely figure out her true identity. Then they’ll be all over her soul, and she can kiss immortality goodbye. Moreover, someone needs to send the demons back to where they came from before they wreak havoc on the citizens of New Orleans.

      To prevent the demon doppelgängers from killing their human equivalents and taking over their lives, Sere will need the help of people she trusts—and some she doesn’t. It’s time for her to embrace the badass demon hunter she was always meant to be. To do so, however, she’ll have to quickly figure out the line between protector of humanity and murdering psychopath.
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      High above the murky swamp waters, Sere Mal-Laurette lay naked in the porch hammock, watching the sun set over the bayou. It wasn’t the peaceful end of the day, however, that held her attention. The green glow on the horizon that she hoped she was just imagining grew brighter as the light of day faded. She rolled over toward the decrepit cabin nestled in the limbs of the cypress tree.

      “It’s probably just a chemical-plant fire or distant lightning strikes.” She knew in her gut, however, that her plausible explanations were nothing more than a desire to turn her back on her obligation. The same burst of Day-Glo green had heralded her crossing between dimensions.

      She bolted out of the woven-rope cocoon like a scalded cat and stood with fists clenched at the railing. “Damn it! The gate to hell isn’t a revolving door. Why can’t you demons leave me alone? I didn’t make my escape just to have you fools follow me like I was some demented Pied Piper of the damned.” No one would be able to hear her on the island far out in the swamp, but yelling provided a release, however brief, to her frustration.

      Though corralling the recently escaped soulless demon back into its dimension wasn’t her responsibility, she sure as hell would pay the price if its existence among the living was discovered. The voodoo loas of the dead were on constant guard against empty bodies. Sere—as a soul stolen from Guinee, placed in one of those empty shells, and made immortal—was number one on their Most Wanted list. So long as they believed the gate between realms was sealed with their missing soul trapped inside, they had no reason to suspect it was she, and not her father, who had sidestepped the final resting place. One dumb-ass demon flailing around life like a drunken college student on spring break would make the loas leave their realm to start investigating.

      With no choice but to search for the cause of the rift, she stared into the bayou, trying to estimate the green glow’s location. Between the meandering rivers, cypress groves, and hyacinth-clogged marshes, finding her way directly through the swamp would be impossible. Like an ever-changing maze, hell’s swamp never provided the same connection between dimensions twice.

      She clenched her fists so hard her fingernails bit into her palms. “Fuck. It’s not likely the demon will just be sitting out there waiting for me. I might work my way out there just to find out the fucker has already made it into some hick town. The more attention it attracts, the sooner the loas will be all over my ass.”

      The only way to discover what dangers lay ahead was to follow the path behind her—the one leading away from the peace of her swamp cabin and back to the chaos of towns filled with people. If something strange had slithered, swum, flown, or walked out of the bayou, it would certainly be the talk of the superstitious redneck bar gossips. All she had to do was wander the small taverns, getting hit on by fat assholes with missing teeth, until she found one drunk enough to think he had a shot at impressing a passing young woman with his tales of derring-do.

      “No point in dragging this out.” She entered the cabin that had been her home in both hell and life for nineteen of her twenty-six years of existence. The place still reeked of spells cast by the original swamp witch, hell’s creator, to contain Sere’s father. Too bad Agnes Delarosa sucked so badly at containment charms. Even though the old witch was long gone, some ideas were best left unspoken.

      Sere squeezed into the skintight black leather pants and matching halter top. Once her body adjusted to the outer coverings, the outfit moved like a second skin. She sat in the dusty rocking chair that Agnes’s granddaughter, Sanguine Delarosa, had used to cradle Sere in as a young child. The alligator-skin boots she yanked on fit snugly over the riding pants.

      Before climbing down from the porch, she stepped on the lower board of the railing and reached down to her boot. The combat knife was sheathed inside just as she’d expected, but touching the handle of the deadly weapon gave her a sense of reassurance. It and the clothes on her back were all she needed from the cabin. She’d snatch whatever else she required from the hidden cache close to the highway.

      She looked back at the open door, wondering if she should lock the place up. “If anyone stumbles this far out and needs a place to hole up, I expect something like a rusty lock won’t prove much of an obstacle. Besides, what is there worth stealing?”

      The dark of night was fast approaching. While most people headed to the safety of their homes, Sere would start her hunt, but first, she needed transportation. She climbed down the makeshift ladder consisting of a dozen boards nailed to the tree trunk. Then, with all the enthusiasm of a commuter facing a wearisome drive to work the nightshift, she approached the weathered canoe tied up in the reeds. With a firm push, she had the fiberglass hull off the silt bank and into the dark water. As she jumped in and pulled away from the island, she watched the last rays of daylight brighten the storm-tossed cabin like a beacon to help her find her way home.
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        * * *

      

      After an hour of paddling along the well-known waterways, Sere beached the old canoe on an island that looked like every other one she’d passed. Headlights from cars plying the interstate a half mile away barely illuminated the old shipping container that lay on its side, covered in vines. “Let’s see what surprises you have for me this time.”

      Strictly speaking, the cache wasn’t hers. Joe Cazenave was a firm believer in having escape options, and for every covert store of supplies, he had constantly changing security features. As her fighting instructor and mentor, he seldom complained when Sere borrowed what she needed. However, that didn’t mean she didn’t have to figure out his deadly little puzzles to gain access.

      She squatted down to begin her inspection of the rust-red garage-sized metal strongbox. It had sunk low enough into the bog that a small moat had formed around it like a medieval castle. Based on the flat rock wedged against the container’s top—now facing sideways—and the matching one meant to look haphazardly buried in the reeds, she assumed the protective guardians Joe had assigned to keep an eye on his treasures weren’t fluffy little river otters.

      She thought back to her training. Joe set up his caches such that even if he turned up naked and near death, he could still open the box. “Everything I need is right in front of me.” The jump from rock to slippery moss-covered rock would be a challenge even in the best of conditions. “There must be a makeshift bridge somewhere close.”

      A little hunting through the vines and reeds revealed the waterlogged plank. After setting it over the two rocks, she carefully edged her way to the center of the protective canal. A ball of water moccasins teemed so tightly under her feet that she wondered if the head of Medusa was buried in the silt.

      “Clever, Joe.” Even if some kid did happen upon the treasure chest, he wouldn’t risk multiple snakebites just to explore an abandoned shipping container. But the snakes would only be Joe’s first line of defense.

      Sere didn’t even bother working her way toward the front to check the bolted-shut doors. They would be much too obvious for a man trained in all manner of military evasion tactics. The rock under the board hadn’t sunk at all from her crossing. She bounced on her toes to make sure of its stability. “You wouldn’t have bothered with a foundation unless you knew it would be needed.” Staring up along the corrugated metal, she caught sight of a rust-free section of the top surrounded by thick vines. “Right.”

      Even if Joe had shown up in a bad way, the ability to run up a wall was so firmly ingrained in his conditioning that he’d have had no problem performing the basic-training maneuver. Like a military cadet, Sere backed up to the far side of the plank and took a running start at the rusty-metal climbing wall. Her smooth boots slipped on the wet wood and metal as she leaped high enough to grasp the thick creepers that hung off the cabinet. Hand over hand, she pulled her slender frame up onto the top of the shipping container.

      From above the marsh, she could barely make out the circuitous route from the island to the mainland. “You never could make anything easy, could you, Joe?”

      A passing set of misaligned truck headlights made her hit the deck to avoid any possibility of being seen. Lying flat on the box, she ran her hand over a section of repaired corrugated metal. It had been aged to look no different from the rest of the container, but based on the Phillips-head screws, she knew she’d discovered Joe’s way in.

      No matter how clever you think you are, never accept your first—or even your hundredth—conclusion that you are safe. Joe’s words were like an encyclopedia of self-doubt. His puzzles were bomb-disposal chess matches.

      She ran her fingertip around the head of the nearest screw. As with the front door, simply using it as intended was far too obvious. “If I’m not supposed to turn you, then what am I to do with you, little fucker?”

      A sliver of metal that had gotten trapped under the screw head sliced into her finger. “Ouch.” Sere put her fingertip to her mouth. The metallic taste of blood made her realize the cut hadn’t been accidental. She pulled her finger out of her mouth and squeezed it until a drop of blood formed. Then she dripped it into the indented cross of the screw head. The plate of repaired steel popped up just enough for her to work her fingers underneath. “DNA detector… you’re getting technological on me, old man.”

      The hidden door lifted up like the hood of a car. She scampered under the steel plate and landed on the floor like a cat jumping off a ledge. Once the secret hatch had reclosed, lights came on in the shipping container.

      The contents made her smile. “Joe’s garage.” As a combination of fallout shelter, resupply depot, and workshop, the room was filled with food, weapons, tools, and—most importantly—four motorcycles, which stood proudly along the wall. Her packed alligator saddlebags—made from the same hide as her boots—were secured on the back of a vintage Triton. The handmade café racer made up of a Triumph motor mounted into a Norton frame was so well constructed that she knew it must have been one of Joe’s creations. “Is there anything you can’t do with your hands?”

      A note taped to the gas cap read, “throttle sticks, no rev limiter.” She wasn’t sure if the message indicated further work he intended to do, a warning to Sere, or intentional modifications. The leather bomber jacket draped over the handlebars was a nice touch. She threw it on. Based on how tightly if fit around her chest and shoulders, she had to wonder which of his conquests had left it behind.

      “Let’s hear how you sound.” She threw her leg over the seat and gave the starter a firm thrust. The old engine kicked over but grumpily refused to start. “I see how it is. Just like your creator—as obstinate as hell.” She stood the bike up off its kickstand, jumped six inches into the air, and landed with the full force of her five-foot, four-inch, one-hundred-three-pound frame against the foot lever. The bike roared to life like an English lion.

      Before coaxing the motorcycle toward the main doors, Sere enviously eyed the wall lined with knives, guns, and explosives. She resisted the temptation. “No point in stealing anything else until I know what I’m up against. Best to travel light.”

      For a normally high-revving speedster, the Triton crept along the metal floor like a wild cat controlling its desire to pounce. When the front tire hit the ramp five feet from the rusted-shut doors, hydraulic rams lowered the wall like the opening to Batman’s cave. The heavy metal plate fell across the swamp moat, creating a drawbridge.

      Halfway across, Sere stopped and set the bike on its kickstand. She stared over the edge at the water teeming with snakes. “I suppose a little company for my personal protection wouldn’t hurt. It’s not like a couple of you guys would take up much room in my bags.” As she lowered her hands into the water, the water serpents gathered around them, each vying to be plucked out of the moat. She chose two young and energetic canebrake rattlesnakes. They wriggled around her wrists until she fed their heads into the top flaps of her saddlebags. Their thin, scaly bodies disappeared into the darkness with only a final shake of their rattles as thanks for being included in the upcoming adventure. With living companions from the swamp she loved, heading out into the wilds of humanity felt slightly less daunting.
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      Sere shut down her Triton in front of Bubba’s Bar and Grill. After two hours straddling the high-vibration engine, she was ready for a shot and a fight—preferably in that order. The row of Harley Davidsons that took up prime real estate on either side of the front door displayed their asses to her like an aging chorus line. Not one of the bikes was less than thirty years old, and more than a few looked like they’d been ridden hard for too long. At least I won’t be dealing with rich-kid wannabe bikers, she thought.

      She swung her leg off the tandem seat and unbuckled her skullcap helmet. Dust from the gravel parking lot, kicked up by her tires, hung thick in the humid night air. She tossed her leather helmet onto the matching saddlebags and left the petcock under the gas tank set to open. “I won’t be long.”

      At some point in the building’s history, someone must have thought old-West-style swinging front doors gave a bar some panache. Really, the only thing the squeaky hinges and banging doors were useful for was announcing any new patron’s arrival. She scanned the bar for both potential threats and tactical advantages. She had the room mapped out before the hinges of the swinging door stopped their screeching.

      Four guys playing pool. All holding their sticks like boners and, just like their cocks, easily neutralized. Fat fuck at the end of the bar—I expect he’s the rider of the worn-out-suspension Wide Glide closest to the front door. Loud asshole arguing with waitress. He’s more bluster than brawn, but the girl could be an issue. From the muscles she’s displaying under her tank top, she clearly could put him in his place without saying a word, but she is doing a masterful job of controlling her irritation. Bartender has a Navy SEAL tattoo on his bulging bicep that he’s only half hiding under a sweaty T-shirt. Must remember not to turn my back on that one.

      She took a seat on the swivel barstool. One good kick to the chair’s base, and it will separate to provide me with a useful shield.

      The bartender leaned an elbow on the cypress counter. “What can I get ya, pretty lady?”

      Smooth talker. He’s sizing me up, but as a threat or a conquest? “Shot of Jameson.”

      He tapped on the bar with his knuckles as if recording the drink order on the polished wood.

      “Hey, is it true that gingers don’t have souls?” Fat Fuck asked. He apparently thought insulting a woman made for a good pickup line.

      “I don’t know,” Sere replied. “Is it true fat pricks can’t see their dicks? Tell me, how exactly do you get it on with a woman? Does she have to be bowlegged? Because the basic geometry eludes me.”

      “You’ve got quite the mouth on you, little girl.” The barstool groaned under his weight as he turned toward her.

      Bartender Smooth slid the shot to Sere but addressed Fat Fuck. “No need for that.”

      The tub of flesh returned to his drink. “If the little girl can’t take some ribbing, maybe she shouldn’t frequent bars.”

      “Sounds to me like she was simply giving back what you were serving up.” Bartender Smooth turned back to Sere and used his well-worn dishrag to polish up a glass beer stein. “You from around here or just passing through?”

      Wonderful. We’re at the brass-tacks-disguised-as-small-talk section of the evening. Sere hated casual conversations, but she needed to get someone to start talking. Bartender Smooth seemed like the type of dude who would hit on every woman who strayed into his domain. Having asshole customers made him appear the white knight out to rescue any damsel stupid enough to be distressed by the bar’s clientele. At least the lothario might be a little freer with information than the rest of the bikers. “A little of both. I’m doing some research on the swamp’s mythical creatures. Have you heard of any strange things happening out on the water or know of any available johnboats for hire?”

      From his condescending look, she half expected some crack about her being a rich college student seeking adventure. “People are always asking about the rougarou wolf,” he said, “or the Fifolet pirate ghost or the Pleistocene gator. Just stories to sell swamp tours to unsuspecting tourists, in my opinion. But if you’re looking to tool around the swamp for an hour or two during the day, I’m sure I can set you up with a boat and captain happy to take your money.” The man’s head remained aimed at her as his eyes flashed around the room so discreetly Sere nearly missed his assessment. The man’s tattoo wasn’t just for show. Military training was hard to acquire and impossible to hide. “However, if you’re looking for anything more than the typical tour of the swamp, you should know that gator hunters don’t take kindly to strangers scoping out their grounds.”

      “Thanks for the warning. What I’m seeking is deep in the bayou, beyond the alligator-hunting grounds. I doubt I could reach the area in a few hours. I’m not looking for a guide, only the use of a boat for a few days.”

      He finally set the glass on the shelf. “Horror stories aside, no one stays out in the swamp after dark. Even the best of navigators can get lost in the myriad waterways, and no one wants to get stuck out there without help. Plus, when it comes to catching gators, a hunter can lose his tags if he’s not off the water by sunset. The state’s pretty strict about such things. Even if you could find someone willing to rent you a boat, they’d never agree to more than a couple of hours. Maybe you should consider a safer line of research.”

      Fat Fuck slid his empty beer glass down the bar. It nearly careened into Sere’s hand. “I could show you a thing or two that would make you quiver. The bayou ain’t no place for a little girl all alone.”

      Call me little girl one more time, and I’ll knock some of that fat off of your lard ass. “I was raised by a swamp witch, so nothing out there frightens me.” She eyed his fat belly, which hung over the front of the barstool. “And I highly doubt there’s anything you could show me that I’d find impressive. As for your hunting grounds, they might as well be kiddy fishing ponds at the state fair as far as I’m concerned.” She leaned against the stool’s short back and kicked her boots onto the counter in front of Bartender Smooth for the man’s inspection, discreetly placing the one with the knife on the bottom. “You sound like you know your river animals. Tell me what you see.”

      He ran his hands over the two-inch-diameter ridged scales that covered Sere’s foot. “Big horny scutes, aren’t they? From the umbilical scar on the boot’s upper, the hide is clearly from an alligator, but not like one I’ve ever run across. The leather is softer than most gator hides—nearly that of a saltie. Those shoes must have cost you a pretty penny.” Though his hands stopped at the top of the scaled leather, his eyes continued considerably higher up her legs.

      She yanked the gator-skin boots off the bar. “She was my pet. When she died, I skinned her, tanned her, and made these boots.”

      A roar of laughter indicated that every person in the bar had been paying attention. “Listen here, little girl. If you’re gonna tell a whopper, at least make it believable.” Fat Fuck’s speech was so filled with saliva that Bartender Smooth had to wipe down the bar with his rag.

      She hooked the toe of her boot under the foot ring of the barstool. “Are you calling me a liar?”

      Bartender Smooth slid another beer toward Fat Fuck. “Let’s keep it civilized. I don’t need another bar fight, especially when the provocateur is so outnumbered.”

      Loud Mouth leaned back in his chair and spread his legs as if he was trying to display his junk. “So all this talk of women’s liberation ends when things get physical? That doesn’t sound right. Any other biker that set foot in this bar and lied through their teeth would face a proper whooping.”

      Damn it. A few more minutes, and I might have learned something useful about the swamp. She downed the second shot of Jameson that Bartender Smooth had set in front of her like a peace offering. “I was just looking for some information.”

      The four dudes at the pool table circled in toward her like sharks sensing blood. “You were looking to horn in on our swamp land. I don’t know how you heard about the monster gator being on our lands, but any creature that valuable belongs to us.” The tallest of the four punctuated his words with flicks of his cue.

      Damn it, Lefty. I told you to stay in the deep swamp. With the sound of the pool stick being snapped in half, Sere knew the time for polite conversation had come to an end. She hurled the empty shot glass at Fat Fuck’s eye and clocked him so perfectly that the ton of flesh fell off his chair and shook the floor. One down.

      By launching backward off her barstool, she was able to swing its base up with her foot. With one good yank of the seat cushion, the heavy cast-iron base came free. She grabbed the shaft in midflight and twirled the lattice ironwork like a parasol. The first pool dude lunged with his broken stick like some foolish kid trying to poke a hornet’s nest. Sere caught the splintered end with her rotating iron-lattice disk and wrenched it out of his grasp so forcefully she felt his shoulder dislocate.

      The rest of the mob closed in fast. With one complete swing of the heavy iron, she not only cleared an opening around her but also built up momentum. Laying the base back on the floor, she transferred the centrifugal force into linear projection and launched into the air like a circus acrobat. She caught Loud Mouth smack in the jaw with her knee as she flew over his head, causing him to fall backward and crush the chair behind him. She reached out and did a hand flip off the neighboring table.

      Like a swimmer doing a kick turn, she hit the back wall with her feet and barreled back toward the crowd. With her arms set like a flying cross, she wiped out two more of the pool players, but the reduced momentum landed her on the floor. She scampered up with her back against the bar just as the final pool player made a mad rush at her. He stopped cold like a cartoon character who’d just realized his mistake when he found the tip of her knife at his throat.

      “I didn’t come here looking for trouble,” she said.

      The cold steel circles of a double-barreled shotgun pressed under Sere’s hair at the back of her skull. “Oh, I’ll bet trouble just follows you around like a lovesick puppy. Hand over the knife.”

      Fuck. I knew better than to turn my back on Bartender Smooth. She reached back and set the blade on the bar.

      The final pool dude’s smile revealed missing teeth. “Now we’re gonna have a little fun.”

      From behind him, the waitress wacked the dude in the head with an empty beer bottle like she was swatting a fly. He went down hard. “Don’t get any crazy idea about female unity,” the waitress said, “but no woman should have to endure Leroy’s brand of flirting.”

      The gun was still pointed at Sere’s head while the injured started finding their way back to their feet. Things were about to get ugly.

      “This looks like a Ranger’s knife,” Bartender Smooth said. “Not many of those show up on the open market. I’d wager you picked it up at the same place as those boots.”

      “It was given to me by a friend.” Who also taught me how to use it.

      In front of her, the group was forming into a lynch mob. The gun barrel behind her shifted as the bartender picked up the knife. This is it. She swung around to her left, forcing the barrel away from her head. Instinctively, Bartender Smooth pulled the trigger. The unintended shotgun blast of rock salt cleared the most aggressive of Sere’s pursuers. She caught the hot metal barrel in her armpit and kept spinning to force the gun out of Bartender Smooth’s hands. With one swing of the empty weapon, she cleared enough of a path to bolt for the door. She busted through the swinging gate and was on the back of her bike before the others had a chance to regroup.
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      Sere gave one good kick of the starter and had the Triton roaring to life. Gunning the throttle, she peppered the other motorcycles with gravel from her rear tire before finding traction on the narrow lane of pavement that stretched out of town. Like a racehorse let out of the gate, the motorcycle settled back on its rear shocks and tore off down the road.

      The others weren’t far behind. If her café racer took to the chase like a thoroughbred, the heavy Harleys acted like Clydesdales hammering the asphalt, making far more noise than speed. Within a mile, the thunderous roar of the manly V-twins had died down to a pathetic whimper on the breeze. But as Sere left the heavy cruisers in the dust, the ominous howl of a high-performance Ducati grew in intensity.

      Fuck a Duc. Sere leaned low across the curved gas tank to cut down on wind resistance and gave her bike every bit of throttle it could handle. She’d never be able to outrun or outmaneuver the monster on her tail. She needed to think fast if she didn’t want to end up as roadkill. I didn’t see that bike when I left the bar. It must be Bartender Smooth’s ride. He’d likely have the speed demon parked out back and aimed at the road for a quick pursuit. I need to stop underestimating that dude.

      She downshifted and made a quick right-hander onto a gravel road to get off the even pavement. Hopefully, the guy on her ass would have enough love for his crotch rocket to avoid having it pelted with rocks. Gunning the engine, she raised a cloud of pebbles and dust with her tires to make the narrow path as uninviting as possible.

      But the high-pitched howl grew louder.

      Damn you. Why can’t you take no for an answer? Just like a redneck. Think, girl. How do I dump this dumb-ass suitor? She scanned the dark path ahead with little optimism. The sound of chainsaws, smell of freshly cut lumber, and intense glare of high-wattage floodlights broke the heavy vegetation to her left. At least I’m not alone, she thought, though she suspected the biker dudes back at the bar had friends among the night road crew. I’ll have to risk it.

      She swung her bike down the first heavily wheel-rutted logging road she came to. A semi with its windshield caked with dust blasted an irate air horn at her impudence. The screeching of the big truck’s brakes was sure to alert ol’ Smoothie of her maneuver. With barely enough room to squeeze by, she angled her bike between the truck trailer’s massive iron brackets—which were loaded down with tree trunks—and the roadbed. Peering through the undergrowth, she saw the bulk of the road-building equipment in a holler below. The shallow land formation cleared of vegetation looked as though a giant had used a spoon to scoop out the center of a mound of mashed potatoes, complete with a gravy-mud lake in the middle. Perfect.

      Instead of sticking to the truck route that skirted the rim of the holler, she aimed her bike along a dried-out streambed that snaked over the edge into the valley. She only had to maintain her grasp of her bucking machine for a hundred feet as the narrow tires hit every rock and rut before she came on the access road that paralleled the logging road she’d left. Rather than continuing in front of the pursuing bike, she turned into the path of the rider above. Staying low and sticking close to the wall of the ravine so as not to be seen, she made as much noise as possible.

      From the other side of the bowl-shaped canyon, she caught the familiar sound of her valiant Triton engine echoing off the bare cliff opposite the direction she was headed. If Bartender Smooth was relying on what he heard, he’d believe she’d just darted well ahead of him but that he was still tracking her in the right direction. From the roadway above, the engine howl transitioned to a piston-driven scream. Apparently, Smoothie doesn’t take rejection well.

      She continued tearing up the dirt-and-gravel road until the sound of the Ducati was just a distant angry buzz. It wasn’t until she’d returned to the well-paved road heading away from Bubba’s Bar that she realized the hot moisture that wetted her inner calf wasn’t the result of her exertion. One touch to the thick oil confirmed her worst fear. Fucking head gasket. Like a bad dog satisfying himself on her leg, the Triton was spewing hot fluid all over her leather pants. She let off the throttle and pulled in the clutch to coast the bike down the long, winding road into the next town.
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        * * *

      

      The bike’s momentum only took her as far as Kelly’s Diner, at the outskirts of the small hamlet. Sere eyed a weathered gray pickup truck out front with Big Larry’s Machine Shop painted on the cab door. She hoped Big Larry wasn’t another fucking biker.

      Sere appreciated the bonding experience people felt when sharing a meal, as if they were saying, We’re all human. We’ve all gotta eat. Of course, as a resident of hell’s dimension, that wasn’t strictly true for her. But she had to admit, a good cup of coffee and a slice of warm pie were about the best experiences life had to offer, even if the sustenance was only for show.

      She rummaged through her saddlebag for a fresh pair of jeans and underwear. The two-foot-long rattlesnake curled up her arm. “I don’t have time to play right now. Stay on guard in case someone tries something funny.” She peeled the body-heat-loving serpent off her arm and coiled it back on top of her undies.

      As she walked into the diner, she performed her usual scan of customers, potential threats, and possible improvised weapons. Unlike the bar, the diner’s booths were filled with happy families and the counter lined with overweight customers enjoying dinner, which didn’t present much of a concern. She stood in front of the Wait to Be Seated sign while a scrawny little fella in coveralls paid his tab at the register.

      The matronly woman behind the counter flashed Sere a welcoming smile. “I’ll be right with you, hon.”

      The guy paying his bill pulled cash out with his grease-smudged hands. “Thanks for the grub, Kelly.”

      “Same time tomorrow, Larry? I’ll have a fresh batch of apple pies for dinner.”

      “Yummy.” As he turned toward Sere, she read the shop label on his blue-and-white-striped coveralls: Big Larry’s.

      “You wouldn’t happen to be the guy with the machine shop, would you?” she asked.

      “That’s me. From the look of your pants, I guess you might be in need of some help.”

      Sere made another scan of the restaurant to make sure there wasn’t a much bigger Larry Senior lurking in the bathroom hallway. “Are you the owner?” she asked dubiously.

      His low-pitched single chuckle sounded well rehearsed. “I get that a lot. Either I can have a look at your problem while you change clothes, or you can join me while I tell you my life’s story. Your choice.”

      Kelly reached out for Sere’s change of attire. “You can leave those here if you want, hon. Larry will have your motor diagnosed in far less time than it will take you to clean up. He’s too kind to tell you he’s in a hurry, even though he always is. I swear that guy lives in his workshop. While you’re out there, I’ll find you a bar of grease-cutting soap and some wash rags.”

      Sere handed over her fresh jeans with underwear wrapped inside. “Thanks.”

      Larry held the door open for Sere, though whether out of chivalry or a desire to keep his favorite dining spot oil free, she couldn’t tell. The slick that enveloped her leg seemed to be spreading like swamp mange.

      “What seems to be the problem?” he asked.

      She cocked her ear down the two-lane highway, fearful of hearing the roar of motorcycle engines. “My bike blew a head gasket.”

      Larry let out a long whistle at the sight of the motorcycle half-coated in oil. “I would say so. Haven’t seen a café racer like this in a coon’s age.”

      In light of her recent run-in, she couldn’t ignore the danger of being caught by some associate of the beer-loving biker gang. “I suppose you mostly get Harleys in your shop.”

      His chuckle sounded far more genuine this time. “Want to guess why they call me Big Larry?”

      She shrugged at his non-sequitur question. “My first guess was that the shop name referred to your father.”

      He knelt down next to the bike for a better look at the problem. “Nope. My dad was a loudmouth good-for-nothing drunk. As a kid, I got picked on by damn near everyone. They used to call me Runt. A girl I knew started calling me Big Larry to get the assholes off my back. Since I’m clearly diminutive in stature, we left it to their sexually charged diminished mental capacities to figure out what she was referring to.”

      This time it was Sere’s turn to chuckle. “But surely they must have caught on when they saw you in the gym showers.”

      “This was in elementary school. With my friend’s help, I quickly developed a reputation for being a lady’s man. Being seen as the first out of the puberty blocks gave me enough of a head start that no one questioned my nickname later in life. The assholes that used to call me Runt all ride Harleys now, so you can imagine not many of them turn to me when they need repairs.”

      Sere breathed a little easier hearing that Larry wouldn’t be the one to betray her to the biker gang. She leaned down next to him beside the bike. “So is this something you can fix?”

      “Oh, sure. I can get the engine apart tonight. I’ll have to send to Baton Rouge for the parts. If I get the order in early tomorrow morning, I should get what I need by late afternoon. I should have you back on the road by Wednesday morning. Are you staying in town? Kelly has some short-term-rental rooms available.”

      Sere looked down the main street, wondering who would possibly be looking for an Airbnb so far from civilization. “Is her cooking really so good it attracts tourists?”

      Larry lowered his head to hide his laugh. “You’ll never catch me saying anything but praises about that woman. She’s the one that gave me my nickname. However, I’ve yet to meet anyone who came to town for one of her meals. Mostly she rents to city dudes out here for a gator adventure tour. The bayou docks are about a half mile down that side road.”

      Perfect. With the confirmation from the drunks at Bubba’s that there was still something lurking in the swamp, she needed a way to sneak out there without drawing further attention. Lefty wouldn’t risk his alligator hide unless he was trying to draw her attention. “Since I’ll only need a spot to toss my bedroll for two nights, I’ll make my own arrangements.”

      “Suit yourself.” He pulled out a work-order notebook from his overalls. “How about a number where I can reach you?”

      She took the pad and scribbled down the number Joe had given her in case of emergencies. “This will get you in touch with Joe Cazenave. He’ll take care of the expenses.”

      Larry looked at her with half-closed, suspicious eyes. “So you won’t give out your phone number, aren’t willing to let me know where you’re staying, and wanted to make sure I was on the level. You on the run from someone, pretty lady?”

      Though at every moment, she feared hearing a motorcycle engine from down the road, and though she could use an ally, letting on about her situation to a stranger would be a tactical mistake that would earn her a hard glare from Joe. “Not enough to pass up on one of Kelly’s world-famous pies.”

      “Parish famous maybe. I know enough about women to know when not to push. Give me a hand, and we’ll get your bike loaded into my truck. When it comes time to pick up your ride, my shop is at the other end of town. You can’t miss it.”

      Once the bike was loaded and strapped down, she pulled her saddlebags off the back and bedroll off the front fender. Seeing Larry pull away with the Triton was like watching a doctor wheel a relative into surgery. Don’t be stupid. It’s just a bike.
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        * * *

      

      Sere draped her red-and-white-checkered napkin over the remaining crumbs of her rhubarb pie. Cleaned up and well fed, she did her best to not appear suspicious as she glanced out the side windows of Kelly’s Diner. It’s been over an hour. Each of those dicks is probably back at the bar, licking his wounded pride—or changing the story to make himself out as the victor. Either way, I can’t imagine any of those lazy fucks lasting this long on their loud-exhaust bikes. All roar and no stamina, just like their riders.

      “Can I get you anything else, hon?” Kelly stood next to the table. Her quick glance to see what Sere had been focusing on made Sere believe the woman wasn’t just referring to what was on the menu.

      “I think I’m fine.”

      Kelly flipped the order form closed and put it back in the pocket of her apron. “The meal is on me tonight. What should I say if anyone comes looking for you?”

      You don’t miss much, do you? Sere thought. “As little as possible.”

      “You were never here. I’ll pass the word to Larry as well, though most people in this town underestimate his observational abilities. Are you sure you won’t take up my offer of a clean, safe place to sleep?”

      The notion that being inside somehow equaled being safe had long baffled Sere. “You’ve already been more than generous.”

      Kelly continued looking around the diner as if making sure they weren’t overheard. “I know the signs of domestic abuse when I see them—fresh bruises, constantly checking every face you see, not trusting anyone, and traveling without much more than the clothes on your back. I also know when someone’s not comfortable accepting help.” She slid a small stack of twenty-dollar bills under Sere’s napkin. “If you have to stay on the run, you’ll probably need a little cash.” Sere tried to object, but Kelly put her hand on Sere’s shoulder before she could get the words out. “Whatever you were about to say, you can just stuff it. Stay here as long as you feel safe. I’ll bring you a fresh iced tea.”

      Sere kicked the saddlebags and bedroll at her feet. “If I do end up sneaking out, would you mind stashing my things until I come back for my bike?”

      “Of course, hon.” As the overly caring woman moved on to the next table, Sere pocketed the money. Never know when it might come in handy.

      She sat nursing her continually filled iced tea until she saw dented trucks with mud-covered wheels and fenders—complete with alligator blood dripping from the open tailgates—turn out of the dirt road and into town. Finally. A half dozen of the pickups swung into the diner’s parking lot.

      With a quick nod to Kelly, Sere slipped out the back door. If the woman suspected one of the gator hunters or his guests of being Sere’s abuser, she might be even less willing to listen to the poor sap complain when his boat went missing.
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        * * *

      

      Sticking to the shadows of the cypress trees, Sere skirted the dirt road down to the swamp. Between Joe’s paramilitary training in covert reconnaissance and her upbringing in hell’s swamp, Sere felt more at home in the vegetation’s dark corners than in the well-lit diner.

      The sound of water gently lapping at the wooden pier was like a loving lullaby welcoming her home. She hunched down behind a live oak covered in Spanish moss while she waited to be sure everyone had left for the night. Only a hoot owl high up in the tree seemed to notice her presence. To confirm she was alone, Sere tossed a rock out into the water. The only response was the owl, which flew off toward the splash.

      She sat in wait for an additional five minutes. Joe’s training, which had begun when Sere first entered hell at the age of seven, was so firmly ingrained that she could outsneak a black panther and was nearly as distrustful. When her heart rate and respiration indicated there was no threat—logically or instinctively detected—she crept toward the dock.

      She eyed the line of johnboats like a customer inspecting the merchandise at a whorehouse. Engine’s too big—must make a lot of noise when aroused. Scrawny—I don’t need some boat getting all wet on me. Nice big flat bottom with plenty of storage—you’ve got potential. She bent down to inspect the last boat’s motor. With a slap to the rounded housing, she proclaimed, “You’ll do. Hope you’re up for a rough ride tonight. It’s going to be a long one.”

      She had the control-box access panel removed and the boat hotwired faster than a fraternity brother opening a freshman girl’s shirt and snapping loose her bra. With little more than a tug of the rope, she unraveled the mooring line from the dock cleat. As she sat on the boat’s railing, she gave one good kick against the dock. The boat quietly drifted out into the bayou. She hurried back to the controls while scanning the shore for any indication she’d been noticed. So far, so good. With the gentlest of touches to the throttle and steering wheel, she had the boat clear of the last vestige of civilization.

      To avoid the sound of the outboard engine traveling across the open water and alerting the inhabitants of the raised hunting cabins, Sere steered the flat-bottomed boat into the nearest tree-lined river. The winding path out to the deep swamp would take the better part of the night. By morning, someone was sure to notice the missing boat. The hunters would be keeping a sharp eye out for her while they checked their traps, but that would be in a good ten hours. She just needed to avoid catching the attention of some fool and having him tear off through the bayou at night after her and getting his dumb ass hopelessly lost in the process. She already had hell’s denizens to deal with. She didn’t need to add an idiot with a gun to the list.

      The farther she got from humans, the less they bothered her. Out on the water with only the night birds, water creatures, and chirping insects as her company, she was back in her adopted home and felt at ease. Moments of extreme peace had a way of allowing memories to surface like swamp gas burbling up out of calm water—and often just as noxious.

      “Why, Papa?” she remembered asking. “Why did you bring me back?”

      “You were never supposed to die, Serephine. The loas of the dead took you from me too soon.”

      Even as a seven-year-old girl, Sere had known when she was being conned. Her father never realized how transparent his lies truly were. But then, maybe it took the innocence of a child to see them clearly.

      She’d looked at the soft white skin of her wrists in confusion. The self-inflicted knife wounds that had ended her life and freed her from her father weren’t there. “But this isn’t my body.”

      “Your body has been in the ground for over a hundred years, my sweet daughter. This new one won’t suffer the ravages of time. You will be my first immortal. Together, we’ll rule this dimension.”

      The old bank office where Baron Malveaux had played his evil games on the people of New Orleans was exactly as the girl remembered. “I don’t understand. If we’re not really among the living, where are we?”

      “I’ve been cast into hell,” he’d said, “but the fools who think they control me don’t realize what they’ve done. I will rule this new kingdom just as I did the last. Hell must have a devil.”

      Sere swung the johnboat hard to the right, hoping the change in direction might also distract her from her memories. “You were a goddamned fool thinking you could steal souls from the loas of the dead. That is what confirmed you as the devil. If you’d just served your time and made your penance at the seven gates that Sanguine, Kendell, and their friends guarded, they would have set you free.”

      Sere cut the boat down to quarter throttle to avoid getting caught up in the water hyacinths. What would have happened if you had behaved? she silently asked her father. Would the budding romance between you and Sanguine have helped you understand love? Would you have still let hell’s only angel raise me?

      Of the people who’d helped Sere grow from a small, scared girl in hell to the badass demon hunter, none was more important than the woman who was the least human of them all. My guardian angel. Tears threatened to make it hard to see the submerged obstacles.

      “This is stupid. I’m being a foolish, emotional child.” There was work to do and danger to face. Not for the first time, she appreciated the brilliance Sanguine had shown in convincing Joe Cazenave to participate in her education when she was young. Even though the early sessions had been over the communication link between life and the hell she had been forced into, the man had a way of making his physical training more real than that of the most ardent drill instructor. Joe would slap me silly for allowing my thoughts to wander at a time like this.

      She focused her attention on the path ahead. The green glow she’d seen on the horizon at home hadn’t come with GPS coordinates. Navigating the boat as much by instinct as by her memory of the event, she searched the stars for the familiar constellations that she’d used as road markers to the glow’s location.

      It still might be just a chemical-plant fire. The logical explanation, however, didn’t relieve her of the nagging worry that something had followed her out of hell. And once one demon figured out the path, others were sure to follow. And I was so damned careful.

      By dawn’s first light, she’d traveled beyond all signs of human activity. She let the motor idle while she searched the shore for any hint that someone had ever ventured out this far: a fence post, an empty beer can, or even a lone nail in a tree. She shut off the motor and listened to the sounds of the swamp. Not even a distant boat motor. The bow of the johnboat nudged onto the shore. She hopped out with the painter in hand and tied off the craft to a young tree that bent over the water’s edge. The island was much the same as every other low-lying landmass in the bayou. Vegetation so completely covered the shore that the transition from solid ground to water was hard to detect. Her foot sank six inches into the mud. The silt was rich with the smells of rotting plants, unseen animals, and memories of home. She lay on a downed tree trunk to enjoy the early-morning sun and sounds that had comforted her since Sanguine had first introduced her to swamp living.

      Sleep, like food, was something Sere only partook of when it suited her purposes. What others called dreams, she knew were her connections to other dimensions. If she was going to discover what happened, she’d need to see the problem from both sides. Being so close to the hell mouth, however, made it hard to relax. “I don’t even know what I’m looking for. If there is a demon out here, I’m not going to find it just tooling around in a motorboat.” She closed her eyes and welcomed whatever alternate reality presented itself.
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        * * *

      

      Sere pulled the hood of her black rain slicker down over her forehead. Hurricane Agnes, which had been raging for nineteen years, continued her unrelenting pummeling of the French Quarter. Only the devil Malveaux had figured out how to move time forward in hell in order to escape the storm, and with his dastardly soul finally consigned to the deep waters, the hell that had been created for his incarceration had returned to its natural state.

      “I fucking hate this place.” Water filled the street and cascaded like waterfalls into her galoshes. “You’d think with this much rain at least the water would be clean. Fucking city sewer system.” She crept out of the side alley. As badly as the weather sucked, at least she was able to confront it on her own terms.

      The Quarter on a Monday morning—as it was hell, it was always Monday morning—was exactly as she remembered it. The workforce, from wait staff and retail clerks all the way to CEOs and bank presidents, walked the cobblestoned sidewalks on their way to their jobs. Must be a nice day in the land of the living, Sere thought as she inspected their attire. Not a single person was wearing rain gear. The wind-driven walls of water soaked every doppelgänger as though some demented supreme being were acting like a nasty boy on the roof with an arsenal of water balloons. Walking the streets at a leisurely pace while hell took its toll, however, was only the beginning of the marionettes’ tortures.

      Sere looked up from under the vinyl hood. Not one of the window openings in the wood-and-brick restaurant across the street contained a pane of glass. Customers diligently sat at their tables as waiters struggled against the storm to deliver the trays of food. The hurricane tore through the open space like a weather bowling ball battering the human-shaped pins. From the looks of anguish on their faces, the doppelgängers must have had some level of self-awareness.

      “At least y’all are still whole.”

      A mosquito the size of a hummingbird zoomed out of the maelstrom and landed on one of the women seated near the entrance. It lowered its hypodermic proboscis into the bare shoulder and drank its pound of blood. Though the woman continued her conversation with her companion, her eyes were glued to the demonic creature. Sere lost sight of the restaurant as a cockroach the size of a pedicab splashed water on her with its scurrying feet.

      A cold chill ran up her back and made the hair on her neck stand on end under the heavy slicker. She wasn’t alone. Quickly, she made an inventory of her weapons without changing her stance. Jack shit. Wonderful.

      Creepy, cold tendril-fingers raised goose bumps on her shoulder. Gotcha. She reached up and grabbed the withered bony hand close to her neck, turned her body, and flung the distorted doppelgänger into the street. The momentum landed Sere in the river of sewage. As she stood up from the sludge, she shed her rainwear. Fighting in baggy plastic was a good way to end up wrapped tightly in her clothing and tossed in the river.

      She could almost feel sorry for the typical doppelgänger condemned to living out whatever activity the real-person equivalent had planned for the day. The ones who’d been distorted by hell into demons, however, were like prisoners promoted to guards. They had lost whatever humanity might have been projected into them and acted on pure hatred. Violence was the only form of communication they understood. The black apparition pulled out two long blood-drenched swords from under its cape and lunged at her.

      “Fucking harvester. You’re not going to sell my body parts as fresh produce at the French Market.” She ducked low and kicked at the bottom of his black vinyl cloak.

      The demon did a somersault over her head and landed with a loud splash behind her. “Don’t resist me, and I’ll just take an arm or maybe one of those thin, muscular, pretty legs. You’ll hardly miss it.”

      “No, thanks.” When her opponent came at her again, Sere launched herself up toward the mangled remnant of a metal bracket that had supported a balcony and swung forward like an acrobat about to do a flip.

      The demon had anticipated her move. Instead of wrapping her legs around his scrawny neck and spinning his head like a cap off a cheap bottle of beer, Sere felt his teeth sink deep into her inner thigh. His twin swords crossed like scissors slicing up her body. Instinctively, she pulled hard at the rusty metal beam, which snapped off at the brick wall. Now I have a weapon. She arched her body and twisted hard away from the gleaming blades. Their crash into the stream of muck drove his sharply rotted teeth deeper into her flesh, but she managed to pin one of his arms under their bodies. In his disorientation, she grabbed his free wrist, pulled hard at his spindly, desiccated arm, and by driving her heel into his shoulder socket, wrenched his arm from his body. The blade he was holding fell harmlessly at her side.

      No longer in her grasp, the demon turned away from his removed limb in her clutches and jumped to his feet. He angled his remaining weapon up from his crotch. “Was it good for you too? I was due for an arm upgrade anyway. Too bad yours are so small.”

      She tossed the bony arm across the water, grabbed the sword, and stood to face him. “You can add as many accessories as you like to that hooptie body of yours. They still won’t give you any skills. You’re like a car that’s been so heavily modified it no longer drives without getting stuck in potholes.”

      “We’ll see about that.” He swung wildly at her head.

      Her taunting had worked. While he focused on the sword she used to parry his attack, she pulled the rusty metal bar from behind her back and impaled him through the gut. “I’m not so easily sliced into deli meat,” she said as she spun away from him and pulled the shaft out of his body.

      “That’s two for you.” His bravado was betrayed by raspy breathing, which indicated his true condition.

      “Come on, bony boy.” She aimed the sword at his neck. “Make your move, and lose your head.”

      Harvesters never considered the cost. A fight with one was always all or nothing. Sere knew better than to take his injuries as weaknesses. Though he was down an arm and losing blood at an alarming rate from his gut, the wounds would only drive him to fight with increased ferocity. He came at her with eyes ablaze, teeth bared, and sword swinging haphazardly through the air as if he were fighting off a swarm of mosquitoes.

      Defense was never Sere’s position of choice. She rushed at the demon with equal zeal. There was no safe, easy play. She slashed backhand at him with her iron bar. His sword cut her from shoulder to wrist but not before she’d landed her rusty bar into his ribs. The force of the blow, along with his blade being at her side, opened him up to the kill cut. She continued with her determined spin and slashed down with the edge of her sword against the demon’s neck. His head rolled from his shoulders into the muck just before his body slumped to the ground.

      Sere dropped her weapons, bent over, and put her hands on her knees for support. Blood flowed down her arm and dripped onto the demon’s upturned face. “Disintegrate, you asshole.” His head and body sank into the slop like meat falling off the bone into a thick roux.

      From across the street, the woman who’d been weakened from the mosquito stared at Sere with wide, frightened eyes. Sere could practically hear the hellish sermon that played in the woman’s mind: This is what one gets for stepping out of the preordained path of righteousness. Doppelgängers who showed free will and broke away from Professor Yates’s projections of the real people in life either became harvesters or were sliced up for the harvesters’ pleasure.

      Sere brushed the gore from the decapitated harvester off the front of her slicker. “You lose, asshole.” Though blood coated her arm, in hell’s nightmare, so long as she won, she would heal.

      She picked up the two swords as her winnings and headed toward Jackson Square. Artists never were much good at following society’s ideals, and that made the area in front of Saint Louis Cathedral—with its street performers, musicians, and painters—the perfect place to find a pieced-together sentient mannequin willing to talk. She glared menacingly and pointed the swords at anyone who crossed her path.

      Tourists sat on the steps of the church, looking like human remnants a gator had thrown up. A street performer mockingly danced and yelled at the spectators. Observing the entertainer’s short female arms, beefcake shoulders, well-endowed breasts, child’s legs, and mangled face, Sere couldn’t guess its original gender. Paintings in blood hung from the square’s rotting iron gates. Towering above the scene were the chained-shut wooden doors of Saint Louis Cathedral.

      She ducked under the cast-iron portico of the block-long apartment building to watch the action from a shadowy doorway. “This is pointless. The hell mouth isn’t in the Quarter, so being here puts me no closer to understanding where the other end of the connection is in life. If it were here, there would be a full-on demon invasion. Why would I dream up a place that’s no use whatsoever?” She squeezed her eyes shut, hoping that when she opened them again, it would be to wake up from her nightmare.

      The rains of hell were still howling in Sere’s ears when a gutter waif stumbled into her. The girl couldn’t have been much older than a teenager. “Sorry you had to wait. I didn’t dare approach you after the fight in case someone was watching. The goddess Sanguine told us to keep an eye out for you. I had to be sure it was really you before making contact. Can’t be too careful these days, but after seeing you willingly go up against a harvester and survive the encounter, I knew you must have been sent from the beyond. To defeat evil, a hero must embrace personal injury. That’s how I knew you weren’t a typical doppelgänger. What do you need?”

      Sere faced away from the girl in an attempt to avoid unwanted harvester attention being paid to her companion. “Something has crossed out of hell, but I don’t even know where to look. The access between our dimensions has been uncovered on this side.”

      “The goddess hears your plea. Help will find you. You’d better leave now.” The girl turned from the shadows and disappeared back into the storm-drenched streets.
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        * * *

      

      Sere woke up to a loud splash and a wall of water that drenched her. Even in her sleep-hazed post-nightmare state, she knew that the gator she’d grown up with in hell’s swamp had arrived.

      “Damn it, Lefty!” She slid off the log and shook the water out of her hair. The thirty-foot alligator took up most of the width of the river. “You could have just nudged the log or something. You know how I hate being splashed by that tail of yours.”

      The monster turned toward the shore and set his muzzle next to her feet like a repentant puppy. The creature’s nostrils ejected swamp moisture so hard it penetrated her jeans clear up to her thighs.

      “It’s good to see you too.” She never could stay mad at him for long. “But how many times have I told you? You can’t swim out of the deep swamp toward the gator-hunting grounds. Now that the stories about you have grown beyond mere rumors, those redneck assholes won’t rest until they have your hide.”

      The river monster nudged Sere’s boot as if that was supposed to be an explanation of his actions. The show of emotion made her squat down to rub the prehistoric-looking creature’s snout. “I miss her too.” Sere rubbed the large scales of her boot that perfectly matched those of her reptilian companion. “At least she’s always with me. I wish I could have fashioned you a memento as well, but it’s not like you carry anything with you.” Between her boots, saddlebags, and helmet cover, Sere had tried to utilize as much of the old gator’s hide as she could reasonably keep with her.

      Lefty swung his head back into the river and swam far enough out that he could edge his tail up beside Sere like a boat ramp.

      “I guess there’s no harm in going for a little ride. After all, I did ask for help finding whatever is out here. It’d be rude to reject the offer when it comes in the form of such a gallant gator.” Sere skipped along the pointy scutes of the reptile’s back the way she had as a child. When she reached the animal’s massive shoulders, she lay on her back with her head between Lefty’s green-and-gold eyes.

      The animal’s fifteen-foot-long tail made for powerful, quiet, and smooth locomotion through the calm water. The gentle rocking of his body massaged his scutes into Sere’s back muscles. She stared up at the sky as he swam beneath her, just as she’d done so many days growing up in hell. The ancient hell gator that had protected Sanguine was more a pet to Sere than a guardian. Fellow creatures from hell. No wonder I bonded with you.
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      Lefty stopped his gentle rocking and floated calmly. Water sloshed up along his bulbous body and roused Sere from her enjoyment of the early afternoon.

      “You’re not supposed to submerge, you silly creature. You’re getting me all wet.” She rolled onto her stomach to see what had disturbed her pet’s swim through the bayou. Instead of the expected thick green swamp water, they were floating into a small clear-blue lake. Hell’s gate.

      “Just stay where you are. There’s no reason why this has to turn ugly.”

      The trembling voice from the shore made Sere bolt up from Lefty’s back like a surfer preparing to ride a wave. She crouched into her attack stance. Someone was watching her from the tall grass beyond the sandy beach. She slipped her hand down to her boot. Goddamn that bartender. He still has my fucking knife.

      “Who are you? Show yourself before I sic my alligator on you.”

      She hunched low on Lefty’s back as a thin young man stepped out of the tall grass. “Please don’t. Professor Yates sent me.”

      “Andy? What the hell are you doing here?”

      Professor Yates’s teenage assistant from hell stood with his arms in front of him like a boy who’d just been caught skinny-dipping. “I’m supposed to give you this.” He kicked a backpack at his feet.

      Hell’s swamp creatures, like Lefty, were native to the demonic realm. Sere respected those original inhabitants. Then there were the projections of real people and animals that Professor Yates had created to fill the French Quarter. As hell’s guardians, Sanguine, Kendell, and their friends had needed a make-believe population to convince Baron Malveaux that he wasn’t alone, but to Sere, the human puppets were little more than toys for her amusement. Not all of them, however, belonged to her. Joe had used some of the mannequins as sparring partners in his training sessions, and Kendell and the band had occupied their doubles for their personal music gigs when performing for young Sere. Professor Yates, however, took his games too far in giving the mannequins he used a degree of sentience. They didn’t have souls but were endowed with a degree of self-will. These fleshy automatons gave Sere the creeps.

      “You have no business on this side of the divide. Someone could have seen you. This had better be fucking important, or I’ll kill your real just to watch you disintegrate, Artie.”

      The boy’s face turned beet red. “Don’t call me that. Just because my soul wasn’t pulled from the dead like yours was, that doesn’t mean I’m artificial. I am self-aware.”

      Sere sat back down on the gator’s back, feeling like a guru explaining life to a fool. “Sentience without a soul results in only self-interest.”

      “That doesn’t even make any sense. You’re just trying to justify your need for the team of people who’ve given you life. Queen Sere, who thinks her servants should always bow down and be grateful for the scraps of self-determination dropped from her table.”

      Lefty let out a crackly roar that rippled the water and silenced Andy.

      “I don’t expect you to understand,” Sere said. “Without that basic connection to others, you have no ability to empathize. Like all demons, all you care about is yourself. My prehistoric gator has more understanding of compassion than you do.”

      “And you’re some great expert? Until you left hell, your entire experience with living people could be summed up in less than ten individuals, and each of them was fawning over you like you were an orphan picked up off the street.”

      “First I was a queen, and now I’m an orphan? Sere the orphan queen. I kind of like that.” Philosophical arguments with a toy doll never got Sere anywhere productive.

      “No, what you are is a psychotic bitch.”

      Even without her knife, Sere could list a dozen ways of decapitating the doppelgänger without even thinking about it, but Professor Yates hadn’t sent Andy so that she could exercise her assassin’s skills on him. “So you’re the little pipsqueak that set off the green-glow hell alarm? Why go to all the trouble?”

      Andy crossed his arms over his chest as if he’d done something clever and was about to be patted on the back for it. “This bag is full of shotgun shells. I made them myself under the professor’s supervision.”

      She didn’t like the sound of that. Anything made in hell would have dire consequences in life. “You’re going to make me ask you why? It would be a lot easier if you’d learn to tell me what I want to know so I don’t have to keep asking dumb questions.”

      He looked around as if hesitant someone might be listening in. “I wasn’t the first one to set off the green glow.”

      Sere stroked Lefty’s back like a jockey subtly directing a racehorse. If you just took one of the kid’s legs, it would probably grow back. “You’re starting to piss me off, Artie.”

      He glared at her, but instead of reacting further to her insult, he reached into the pack and pulled out a box of shells as if that was supposed to somehow pacify her. “Something else crossed over first. We don’t know how or what. I’m only here because the professor rigged up a tether lifeline from hell so I could enter the gate, but this is as far as I can go. He hoped these shotgun shells would make it easier for you to deal with whatever followed you.”

      “So you’re like a little Aquaman toy breathing through a tube.” She nodded toward the bag. “How do they work?”

      “Hell’s creatures are reflections of this reality.”

      She rolled her eyes. You maybe, but not me. “Stop stating the obvious.”

      “Using a bullet created in life won’t kill a doppelgänger, only injure one of us until we can regenerate. I used rubble from the real-bank bombing projected into our dimension to fill these shells. Shoot one of us with these, and the connection to our real will be severed.”

      Memories of the night Joe helped Aunt Kendell and Uncle Myles blow up Baron Malveaux’s office in life and free young Sere from the devil’s dominance still haunted her. Even nineteen years later, she still avoided the French Quarter as if it were coated in radioactive dust.

      She kicked Lefty in the side to get him to swim toward the shore. “That works if the demon is related to the professor’s projections in the city. Agnes Delarosa was slightly more clever in how she filled the swamps.”

      Andy jumped a good six feet back from the water’s edge at seeing the monster zero in on his location. “Professor Yates just wants you to be prepared.”

      From the water, she was able to see partway into the open bag. “And what does he expect me to do without a gun?”

      “He said Joe would be able to work up a shotgun for you. Please don’t let your gator eat me.”

      She patted the river monster’s shoulder to get him to turn parallel to the shore. “How confident are you that those shells will disrupt the virtual projection?”

      Andy remained well back from the shore. “It’s just a theory, but Professor Yates said it’d be best if you didn’t have any open wounds while you were handling the cartridges. We were a little short on time for testing. It will depend on your quarry’s size, but there should be enough pellets in each shell to cut the connection of anything weighing a hundred pounds or so.”

      Wonderful. So demonic squirrels won’t be a problem. She could tell from Andy’s shaking that he wasn’t telling her everything. “And what happens to the projected body?”

      “Matter in life remains as matter.”

      Peachy. “So no disintegration as in hell?” Lefty swung his tail onshore, and Sere stepped off her companion and lifted the heavy backpack. “Professor Yates didn’t by chance tell you I was to test one of these little deadly shells on you, now, did he? Or is that why you didn’t bring a gun?”

      Andy hid behind a nearby cypress tree trunk. “Of course not. I’ve been a useful assistant ever since you killed Thomas.”

      “That was an accident.” Sere didn’t mean to smile, but she could feel the muscles tugging at her cheeks.

      “Bullshit. You cut off his goddamned head.”

      Sere felt along the edge of her boot to the empty scabbard concealed in the lining. “Weapons training can be dangerous. Joe wanted to use a mannequin that could think on its feet. Besides, Professor Yates was able to regenerate Thomas.”

      Andy stayed well hidden behind the tree. “But without the sentient modifications the professor had given him. He’s just another mindless human copy now. I’d like to keep my personal memories, if that’s all right with you.”

      Using her ninja training, she silently stepped along the shore. When she spoke again, it was from beside the tree in a whisper directly in Andy’s ear. “Who’s to say you’d regenerate if I lopped off your head on this side of the barrier?” The boy took off so fast along the shoreline that Sere wondered if his feet were even getting wet. “Don’t let me catch you on this side of the barrier again! I won’t just be playing next time.”

      She laughed at the retreating figure and turned back to Lefty. “I’m sure I’ll get an earful from the professor about my treatment of the kid, but he should know better than to send that silly little lab rat.”

      The fact that the old inventor’s lab geeks were partially responsible for her immortality only made her more mistrustful of their hidden agenda. Sentience isn’t so easily contained, my dear professor. Lefty splashed water with his tail in the direction of the retreating youth as if agreeing with Sere.

      Sere sat on the shore with the backpack at her feet. “So was Andy the one you wanted me to see? Next time you wander in from the swamp toward civilization and make me worry about your reptilian hide, find me something worth hunting.”

      His snort sent a mist plume that reached all the way to the trees.

      “You’re right. Andy said there was another. Some creature has a good head start on me. Would have helped if Andy had told me if it was swimming, flying, or walking.” She pulled one of the boxes of shells out of the stuffed bag. “Based on the number of shells, Professor Yates must be expecting a full-on nutria invasion.”
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      While Sere considered her next move, Lefty circled the surface of the small lake like a guardian, making sure the little demon made it back down to hell. Though she doubted Andy would be fool enough to bubble back up from the lake’s depths, hell’s gator being on patrol in the area at least meant the gate wasn’t standing wide open for all to use.

      She let out a loud whistle to call him over. “Take me back to my boat. I need to find Joe. I just hope he’s not waiting for me at Big Larry’s. The longer I sit here, the more of a head start that demon has on me.”

      Once she settled on his back, Lefty made a beeline for the johnboat Sere had borrowed. The huge animal maneuvered the interconnected waterways like a child challenged to find a specific toy in the chaos of his room.

      While he swam, she pulled out one of the shotgun shells and dumped the contents into her hand. “I wonder what would happen if I swallowed one.”

      Lefty rocked hard to the right as if trying to make her drop the bombing-debris rocks.

      “I wasn’t going to do it. I was just wondering. You don’t have to get all freaked out on me. Committing suicide once was enough for me.” She resumed her contemplation of the miniature marbles. “I always figured Superman must have dreaded holding a kryptonite stone in his hand, but handling these deadly connections to home doesn’t frighten me. It makes me nostalgic. I suppose that’s the point. Remembering where I come from makes me weak. Someone without ties is free to take the path of danger.”

      Lefty swam along as if Sere’s philosophical revelations were nothing more than the singing of the birds in the trees. She tossed the rounded pebbles into the water and watched them sink until they were out of sight. “I should have heaved a couple of shells into the water after Andy. I’ll bet that would have kept him from bothering me again.”

      The water began to churn where the rocks had sunk. Snakes, fish, and turtles surfaced and followed Lefty like a bayou flotilla. Sere crawled to the back of the giant gator. Animals from the swamp, like her snake companions, had always been more like friends than creepy-crawly creatures out to bite her. But they didn’t typically gather in large groups at her command—at least not the ones in the living realm.

      “They can’t be from hell. If that many animals worked their way through the gate, the sky would have lit up like a Day-glo-green hurricane.” She sat cross-legged on the tough hide and emptied another shell into her hand. Rolling the stones around in her palm, she wondered if the paranormal energy held some magical attraction for the living animals. Each rounded white-and-black-veined pebble tingled as if electrically charged.

      When Sere was growing up in hell, Polly Urethane had done her best to educate her on the magical specifics of the world she inhabited. As the only student of ten instructors, Sere didn’t have the luxury of falling asleep in the back of the class, though that didn’t prevent her from being obstinate. Persevering despite Sere’s resistance, Polly had told her, “Professor Yates’s projections need hell’s structures to bounce off of, like a movie shown on a big screen. Since what we’re doing is three-dimensional and solid, we require considerably more than a flat white sheet. Every physical structure that Agnes Delarosa constructed with her witch spells we use to bounce our reality into your realm. The residual paranormal energy coats everything in the Quarter like moisture rolling down a cold glass of iced tea on a humid day.”

      Sere picked one of the pellets off her palm and tossed it into the water. The animals gave it a wide berth, but the gap they created was quickly filled with a large catfish that joined the procession. With each stone she heaved into the water like fish bait, another creature surfaced. My personal swamp navy.

      As Sere’s surrogate mother, Sanguine had offered information that was easier to remember than Polly’s teacher-like ramblings: “Remember, Sere, my grandmother and I were swamp witches. These marshes, rivers, and forests and all the creatures that dwell here are more than just your home. They’re here for your protection.” Being a little girl living in hell came with its own rules, and what Sanguine had been prior to becoming an angel had sounded like an alternate reality—one that couldn’t possibly matter.

      “I stand corrected, my magical witch angel. You must have known one day I’d wander beyond hell’s borders and need to rely on your bayou friends.”

      By the time Lefty crawled onto the shore next to the boat Sere had borrowed, the swamp creatures that had followed them had swum back to their submerged lives. She added that tidbit of information to what she knew about swamp life. If I don’t give them a mission, I can’t expect them to hang around.

      She lifted the backpack to her shoulder and climbed off the gator’s back. “Keep patrolling hell’s gate. I don’t want that little twerp swimming back here like the connection is some damn public pool and he’s leaving the kiddie side for the deep end. If I need you, I’ll send the snakes. Otherwise, for your own safety, please do not wander in toward the gator hunters again. I know you could snap one of their boats in half with just the flick of your tail, but those assholes can be relentless. Trust me. I know.” The memory of the black Ducati and its determined rider still got on Sere’s nerves. You fucking made me blow a head gasket.

      She dumped the pack on the ground and stood on the shore while Lefty swam back toward the section of swamp free of men and their obsessions. The sun still hung too high over the horizon for her to dare her journey back to civilization. Borrowing the boat was bad enough, but getting caught with it out on the water by some overzealous gator-hunting vigilante might tax even her fighting skills.

      She sat next to the backpack. While watching the afternoon fade away, she faced what she had become. When she was growing up, hell’s swamp had been the one respite she could rely on. Being flown into New Orleans in Sanguine’s arms meant lessons over the communication gate from Kendell and her crew, combat training with Joe, and orientation from Sanguine on what was involved in city living. Other than the physical exertion, Sere found the whole endeavor tiresome. No matter how many times the others explained that real people weren’t as hollow as the doppelgängers she dealt with—and that someday she would appreciate the interpersonal skills—Sere found her animal companions far more interesting. Even enduring puberty with only sex bots to satisfy her urges came as a relief compared to joining the living and having to deal with the emotional connection that went along with the physical acts.

      “People and their fucking neuroses.”

      The memory of her last day in hell played in her mind like a repeating song she couldn’t turn off. “You don’t have to go.” The sunlight had filtered through the white feathers of Sanguine’s wings, casting an angelic glow around the cabin. No other expression of love enveloped Sere’s heart as strongly as that heavenly light.

      She hadn’t wanted to leave. Hell was far from being an ideal place to grow up, but Sanguine and her guardian alligators had been more of a family to Sere than anyone she had ever known, almost. On her last day, the conversation had continued to play out. “I can’t shake the thought that Anthony wouldn’t approve of me running away from life. The older I get, the less I can hide from who I am.”

      “Your brother died long ago.”

      Sere had paced the main room of the cabin in the tree. “You speak of death like it’s some kind of parting of spirits. While you and Kendell were devoted to containing Father in this hell you govern, Anthony was the one who came back to protect me from the devil. I was just an innocent child caught in your trap.”

      Sere hadn’t meant to be snippy. As Sanguine continued, Sere regretted making the veiled accusations. Never before had Sanguine’s wings fallen so low. “You’re a beautiful songbird locked in a cage, and I need to set you free. I can see that now. Your father is gone. I’ve been selfish keeping you in my realm for so long.”

      Sanguine might have come from the land of the living, but it was never really her home—just as hell wasn’t really Sere’s.

      “I had nowhere else to go,” Sere said. “You saved me, raised me, and loved me. But hiding in the swamp—whether in hell or life—isn’t my destiny. It’s time I become the person I predicted I’d be—the one my brother inspired me to be.”

      Sanguine stood a little straighter but left her wings lowered. “You’re a warrior princess. That’s how you saw yourself as a young girl and how you wanted to be raised, and now you’re ready to fulfill that dream.” The woman under the feathers had understood, even if the angel always sought to protect.

      Sere heaved the backpack into the boat. “Fucking emotions.” She pushed the aluminum hull off the muddy shore, jumped in, and headed back for a civilization that was far less welcoming than the swamp she loved. Like any warrior, comfort was merely an indication that she was ignoring her true sense of purpose.

      Being back in the man-made boat after a day with only her swamp creatures made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. With each bend in the river, she stared long and hard at the shoreline, tall grasses, and shadowy tree trunks for someone who might be lying in wait for her return. As night fell, the uneasy feeling of being watched intensified. Since she hadn’t spent much time around people, the gut instinct Joe often talked about always sounded more like magic than tactics to Sere. For the first time, she had a sense of what he was talking about. With only the shotgun cartridges as weapons—but no gun to discharge them and no knife—each of her muscles flexed, ready for battle.

      “Where does instinct end and paranoia begin?” She spoke the question out loud as a way of imprinting a reminder to ask Joe at their next training session.
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      Well before dawn, Sere snuck the gator hunter’s boat back into its position alongside the dock. A light she didn’t remember hung over the bait station, attracting all manner of moths and flying insects. They probably just replaced the bulb, she thought hopefully. Any change, however, put her fighting instinct even further on edge. She looked over the side of the rickety boards at the dark water. It was either swim for it or sneak past the lit structure. The heavy pack made the decision for her. Wet ammunition seldom worked as intended, and she didn’t need weapons she couldn’t rely on when it came to facing a demon from hell. She kept low, hoping to stay in the shadow of the butcher bench that smelled of rotting meat. If there was a surveillance system, she didn’t notice it—but that was kind of the point.

      Once away from the water, she crept along the trees and vines to avoid creating any footprints on the dirt road back into town. Between hunching low and keeping silent, watching for someone following her, and avoiding every twig that might snap and announce her presence, the mile-long walk from the swamp to town took three times as long as the trip out to the water had taken the previous night. Before crossing from the comfortable shadows to the comparatively revealing streetlights, she looked down the deserted main road. I doubt the routine in this small town ever changes. Since the gator boys can’t start hunting until daylight, I should still have a few hours before things get interesting.

      The streetlights managed to clearly illuminate the signs on the fronts of the buildings but only cast an overall glow on the rest of the main road. Other than the sound of her boots on the concrete sidewalk, the town was slumbering like a high school student buried under the blankets, not wanting to start the day. Each dark window held the possibility of someone secretly watching, but with the threat now ahead of her, the creepy feeling of someone following eased off.

      From the far end of town, she caught the sound of a tinny transistor radio blaring “Highway to Heaven.” I’ll bet that’s Larry getting an early start. It’ll be good to have my wheels back.

      She didn’t run into any further signs of life until she saw the bright shop lights from the open bay door of the mechanic’s shop. “Anybody home?” she called out.

      “Come on in. I’m in the back, trying to get some of this grease off my hands.”

      Standing proudly off to the side of the front door was her Triton. It sparkled in the bright work lights. “I didn’t expect you to detail my ride, just fix the head gasket.” She secured Andy’s backpack on the gas-tank luggage rack.

      “Force of habit. I hate seeing a piece of machinery not looking its best when it leaves my shop.” Larry came out of the back bathroom, still wiping his hands on a heavily stained shop towel.

      Sere bent down to inspect the engine. “She looks good. How does she ride?”

      “I like a woman who’s not dazzled by a shiny finish. Go ahead and kick her over.”

      Like most old engines, the bike had a tendency to start grumpy if left for too long. Sere started her preride ritual, like a mother trying to rouse her child without causing the kid to dive deeper under the covers.

      She swung her leg over the engine and gave the bike its usually unsuccessful first kick. To her surprise, the engine fired right up. “She didn’t feel warm, but you must have already started her up this morning.”

      “Nope. I had her ready by the end of the day yesterday. I gave her a little fine-tuning after I had her back together.” The proud mechanic stood beside the bike and ran his eyes over both machine and rider.

      “Are you admiring me or the bike?”

      His good-natured laugh was barely loud enough to be heard over the engine. “Maybe a little of both.” He reached in the chest pocket of his coveralls and pulled out a receipt. “I called that number you gave me. Your bill’s taken care of, but I got the impression the guy on the other end wasn’t too happy about the engine failure.”

      She took the slip of paper and stuffed it into her jeans without checking the charge. “I’ll have some explaining to do.” The concerned look on Larry’s face reminded her of how Kelly had assumed her injuries had been from an abusive relationship. I’ll bet she had a few choice remarks for Larry. “Don’t worry about it. Joe is more father figure and mentor than judge.”

      “So he’s not your ex?” Larry asked.

      I don’t have an ex, but telling you that would only create questions I’d rather not answer. “He’s the one who taught me how to take care of myself.”

      “Looks like he’s done a fine job. Kelly won’t open for another hour, but if you want, I’ll bet we could talk her out of some hot coffee.”

      Sere was grateful for the change of topic. “I need to pick up my things from her anyway, but then I need to be on my way.”

      He looked down the street. “Good, because Kelly is not going to rest until she knows firsthand you’re okay. If you didn’t swing by, I’d have to tell her the story of how you stopped in to get your motorcycle and repeat it fifteen times. She could put the cops to shame the way she looks for inconsistencies in a repeated story.”

      Sere appreciated the concern from the strangers more than she’d expected. “I suppose a quick cup of coffee wouldn’t hurt.” She edged up onto the seat. “Climb on.”

      He swung his leg over the seat and gingerly put his hands on her waist. “I’m not too proud to accept the ride. Just don’t do anything that would require me to make an ungentlemanly gesture.”

      She laughed off his insecurity and gunned the engine. “Hold on as tightly as you like. You’re not going to offend me.” She let loose of the clutch and gave the engine a good pull through the parking lot and onto the street without squealing the tires. Probably best not to wake the whole town.

      Even with the added weight of a passenger on the back, the bike promptly responded to the slightest twist of the throttle. She leaned back against him to be heard over the engine. “You obviously know more about getting the most out of a motor than you let on.”

      He leaned in over her shoulder. “I did a little hot-rodding when I was younger. If you’re ever in the market for some upgrades, you know where to find me.”

      Kelly stood out front of her diner with her hands on her hips as Sere swung the Triton into the parking lot. The woman’s look of consternation transitioned to a big smile on seeing who was behind the handlebars. “I thought maybe Larry was taking your bike out for another joy ride. Any time he upgrades an engine, he can’t help but take it for a spin—one that always seems to end in front of my diner so he can show off his handiwork.”

      Larry kept his head down as he got off the back of the bike and scuffed his foot against the asphalt. “Who else is there in this town who’d admire my skills as much as you?”

      In spite of Kelly’s original glare at Larry, Sere wondered if the two would have preferred some alone time. “I just stopped by to pick up my things.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, hon. The coffee’s already brewed, and I’ll have the griddle fired up in no time. How would a plate of eggs and grits sound—or maybe some flapjacks?”

      Larry looked up and gave Kelly a toothy smile. “You know what I want.”

      “I swear, boy, where do you put it? I could cook you up a stack of jacks three feet tall, and you wouldn’t put on a pound.”

      Sere set the bike on its kickstand and shut off the petcock. “I couldn’t eat that many, but a pancake or two and a cup of black coffee sure sounds good.”

      Larry nudged her as he headed for the front door. “Wait until you try one of Kelly’s breakfasts. That woman does know how to cook.”

      Kelly checked the street before following Sere and Larry inside. “Well, while you were busy playing with cars in shop class, I was taking home economics.”

      They still teach that? Sere didn’t want to sound judgmental. She followed Larry to the counter and sat next to the pots of hot coffee. “Anything new happen while I was away?” She tried to make it sound like she was just looking for a little morning gossip to go with her coffee.

      Kelly filled Sere’s cup. From the woman’s frown and squint, Sere knew she hadn’t fooled her. “Cody’s boat was stolen. Not many people around here have the balls to take a man’s means of making a living. Though I can’t say I felt sorry for the asshole. Lord knows he’s poached enough other gator hunters’ lines in the past.”

      Larry downed his coffee in two slurps as if the steaming liquid didn’t have any effect on his mouth at all. “None of those guys play fair. It’d serve Cody right if that boat was found at the bottom of the bayou. My bet is it was the Buford brothers.”

      Kelly poured the thick batter onto the hot griddle and called over her back, “Not every conflict originates in high school, Larry.”

      “Maybe not,” he replied while grabbing the coffee pot to refill his cup. “But I’ve yet to see one of those jocks set foot in my shop.”

      “I’m not spending all morning dealing with your insecurities—especially not when we have a visitor.” Kelly returned from the stove and freshened Sere’s cup of coffee. “So tell me, hon, where did you get off to? If some dashing knight had swung into town and whisked you off on his white horse, I’d have heard about it.”

      Sere got the message loud and clear: Someone’s always watching. “I found a comfortable spot to set up camp along the river.” Her answer had the advantage of not being a lie.

      With her spatula, Kelly lifted the first round of flapjacks and slid them onto three plates. “I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, dear, but did you steal that boat? I’m only asking so I’ll know how to protect you.”

      Larry slammed his fork down so hard onto his plate that Sere wondered how the thick porcelain hadn’t chipped. “That’s just rude, Kelly. Sometimes you can be awfully blunt.”

      Sere didn’t turn away from Kelly’s penetrating stare. “Technically, I borrowed the boat. It’s back where it belongs. But to answer your question, yes. I did take it.”

      “You don’t believe in lying, do you, hon?”

      Sere took a mouthful of the heavily buttered pancake while she considered her answer. “I never saw much point in it. If I do something, I should have enough conviction of my action to not hide it.”

      Larry waved a forkful of syrup-dripping flapjack at her. “That’s a good way to get yourself in a lot of trouble.”

      “I’m not afraid of a good fight.”

      Kelly leaned her hip against the counter with her cup in her hands. “And were you the one who busted up Bubba’s Bar?”

      “Word travels fast.”

      Larry pushed his empty plate toward Kelly and smiled. “Not much else to do out here but gossip. Jackson’s Bluff is only ten miles down the road.”

      The road out front was beginning to seem awfully confining, and the first headlights of the day announced that people were starting to head out to work. Turn right, and ride into a mob of angry bikers, or turn left into oncoming pickup trucks with loaded gun racks.

      She pushed her plate of half-eaten flapjacks aside while Kelly was refilling Larry’s plate. “I should get going.”

      Kelly dumped Sere’s remaining food, rinsed the plate, and put it and her cup in the dishwasher so only two settings were left on the counter. “Probably a good idea. I should be getting my first customers any minute now. You can sneak out the back. Your gear is in the bathroom cabinet. We’ll distract anyone who might come looking for you as long as we can, but do yourself a favor, hon—don’t get caught.”

      Larry took the renewed stack of flapjacks and pointed his empty fork back toward his shop. “When you get to the end of town, make a left away from the swamp. About fifteen miles down, you’ll come on the interstate.”

      What makes you think I’m running? Concealing information wasn’t the same as lying, and she didn’t want to worry the two, who’d been so hospitable. She got up from the counter stool and put her hand on Larry’s shoulder. “Thank you both. Hopefully, the next time I pass through town, it’ll be a little less dramatic.”

      The look of worry the mechanic and cook shared was enough to convey the message: People don’t forget wrongs done to them out here.
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      As Sere rode to the edge of town, she spotted the turnoff toward the freeway. She didn’t take it. Somewhere on the road ahead that meandered alongside the water, a denizen of hell might have pulled itself out of the swamp.

      She considered what she’d heard as she leaned her Triton into the gentle curves. Bikers weren’t always the best sources of information, but between traveling the backwoods of Louisiana during their free time and working outdoors during the day, the customers at Bubba’s Bar would have heard of anything unusual. Stories of monsters crawling out of the swamp were hard to suppress. Lake Pontchartrain might as well have been an ocean for the amount of contact people north of the lake had with the citizens of New Orleans. Bikers out for a Saturday ride would head north along the open empty expanses of roadway, not south into the big city. And since neither Kelly nor Larry had heard of any swamp monster wandering into town, she had to conclude her prey lay to the south. She had seventy miles to go before reaching Joe’s cabin—plenty of opportunities to listen in on rumors at the local watering holes or work off a little aggression.

      Against the gray-blue of predawn, a cloud of rust-orange dust caught the light a mile ahead. The only people out this far and up this early would have to be the gator hunters working their way out to the swamp.

      She swung the motorcycle into the first available parking lot to avoid the oncoming pickups. Strangers in small rural towns attracted suspicion, people gossiped, and she’d made herself a target with the bikers. It wouldn’t take a leap of creativity for some hick to connect the badass biker chick asking about borrowing a boat to the missing skiff. A beat-up truck coated in months’ worth of dust was parked in front of the shiplap shack. “Riley’s” was written above the front door of the shack in red paint. Bar or whorehouse?

      When it came to fighting, Sere preferred her altercations to be inside, where she could keep track of her adversaries. Any opponent would have to enter or exit the arena through well-defined doors or windows. Every chair, table, and beer bottle was a potential weapon. Counters, walls, and hanging light fixtures made for useful launching sites. Outdoors, the variables were less in her favor. When they thought they wouldn’t be taking out a wall of booze with the blast, rednecks had a way of pulling their rifles out of their trucks as lustily as they might whip their dicks out of their pants and firing with the same piss-poor accuracy at any target in sight.

      She pushed open the door and entered the establishment like a spider zeroing in on the center of an opponent’s web. A dude in camouflage cargo shorts and a green flannel shirt lay slumped over the bar. From the smell that hit Sere ten feet away, she guessed he’d been occupying the barstool for days.

      “Anyone here?” She wasn’t looking for service, but discovering if Camo Boy was the only one to contend with would help her plan her inquisition.

      To her surprise, the guy who’d looked to be in an alcohol-induced coma rolled onto his side against the bar. “What do you want?” he slurred.

      “Information about the bayou. See anything strange crawl out of the weeds lately?”

      He lifted the cell phone he’d been slumped over and showed her the screen. The bare light bulb of the dock’s butcher station had perfectly illuminated her sneaking away from the boat. “Just some no-good, thieving bitch who stole my boat.” He got off the bar stool and rose to a solid six feet tall, three hundred pounds.

      “Easy, big boy.” Sere scanned the solid linebacker-style body for some sign of weakness. She could see she had been sorely mistaken in her first impression of the man as a broken-down drunk. “I didn’t steal your boat—just borrowed it. If you’ll get your jockstrap out of a knot and look inside your slip, you’ll find your toy right were you left it—up your ass.”

      “Girl, you’ve got a funny way of asking for information.” He pointed toward the dust-encrusted window and her bike out front. “Maybe I’ll just go outside and take those fancy saddlebags as my payment for the boat rental.”

      “I wouldn’t recommend it.” My usual gymnastic attack isn’t likely to have much of an effect on all that mass, and without my knife, I’m down to focusing on his most vulnerable anatomy. Unfortunately, he’s probably still too drunk to notice a kick to the balls.

      “Afraid I’ll mess up your precious panties and bras pawing around with my smelly meat hooks?”

      “Something like that.” If an attack won’t work, maybe cunning will. I do still need information.

      He pushed her out of the way with one hand and slammed the door open with the other. The Triton looked like a kid’s toy next to the mountain of a man as he drunkenly stumbled up to the bike. “Let’s see what we’ve got here.”

      “I really wouldn’t do that if I were you.” She wasn’t really trying to stop him, but what she’d said was the truth.

      As he stuck his hand in her saddlebag, he turned to her and grinned. He reminded her of a school bully trying to steal her lunch. “Fuck!” He yanked his hand out of the gator skin bag. A two-foot-long rattlesnake had its fangs firmly implanted in Camo Boy’s wrist and was twisting its body up the man’s arm. “What kind of a sick bitch puts a snake in her saddlebag?”

      “The kind that doesn’t like her shit messed with. You might want to sit down before the venom makes you woozy.”

      He fell to his knees next to the bike and grabbed the snake’s head. “Get this fucking thing off of me.” The snake released but then resank its fangs back into the man’s arm.

      “He doesn’t like being yanked around like that. The more you pull at him, the more holes he’ll make in your arm, each time injecting you with more of his venom. He’s not very old, so he’s got quite a lot of vigor.”

      “What the fuck do you want, woman?” The mound of manly flesh was quivering like a little boy facing a session with his father’s belt.

      Sere opened the matching saddlebag and let the other snake coil up her arm. She then pulled the hypodermic needle of antivenom from the pocket in the top flap. She held them both up for him to see his options. “Forgiveness for borrowing your boat and a little information.”

      “Whatever you want, but for the love of God, get this fucking snake off my arm! I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

      Sere put two fingers under the jowls of the snake still digging hard into the man’s forearm. Its flared head settled back, and the creature pulled out its fangs from the sunburnt flesh. Like a little puppy, the serpent snuggled his head against Sere’s wrist. She lifted it off the terrified man and draped it around her neck.

      Camo Boy kept his arm exposed. “Fucking give me the shot before my arm falls off!”

      “You swear a lot. Information first, shot second. And if I don’t like what you have to say, I’ve still got this other snake locked and loaded.”

      “Do you honestly think I’m going to lie to you now?”

      She let the spent snake coil back into the saddlebag, where it could get some rest. “I’m looking for information on anything unusual that’s been happening in the swamp.”

      “You talking about the rumors of the Pleistocene gator? Bullshit yarns spun by tour guides after spending too much time in the sun.”

      Sere considered directing his attention to her boots and saddlebags, but confirming the rumors wouldn’t do Lefty any good. Besides, that wasn’t the monster she was after. “I’m looking for something else.”

      “Woman, give me the damn shot, and we can spend all day playing twenty questions. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Sere took the protective sleeve off the needle. “Very well.” She jabbed the point into his shoulder so hard he yelled nearly as loudly as when he’d been bit. “If I find out you’ve been lying to me, I will return.” She depressed the plunger, releasing the antidote into his arm.

      He remained sitting against her bike. “Why is this so damn important to you that you’d steal a boat and threaten a man’s life?”

      She looked out across the dusty road and toward the swamp. “Something’s coming, Camo Boy. And all your redneck guns aren’t going to do a bit of good against it.”

      He rubbed his shoulder. “You’re not going to scare anyone with your campfire ghost stories. Me and the boys have faced some impressive creatures out there, but I haven’t heard of anything recently that couldn’t be explained. Every now and then, some city dude gets lost out there hunting for something to hang on his wall. A few days ago, I heard another of those idiots was spotted in the deep swamp.”

      Andy? That’d be too easy. “Tell me about him.”

      “Woman, I’m sure he’s gator food by now. I can’t imagine anyone surviving a night in the swamp alone, especially not someone dressed in a business suit.”

      She opened her hand so the snake around her arm could lay its head on her palm and lick its tongue toward the man on the ground. “Up until two minutes ago, you couldn’t image this defenseless-looking woman having deadly creatures at her beck and call. That’s the problem with you rural dudes—no imagination.”

      Between the snake venom, fear, and alcohol, he looked ready to pass out. She pushed him away from her bike with her foot and set her pet snake back in the saddlebag. Nothing left to learn here.

      She straddled the Triton and kicked it to life. When she reached the edge of the parking lot, a rifle bullet tore through her leg. Sere looked over her shoulder as she tried to maintain her balance on the unstable motorcycle.

      A woman was standing in the doorway of Riley’s with a smoking gun cradled in her arm. “I don’t put up with other bitches molesting my customers,” she yelled.
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      Sere twisted the Triton’s handgrip as far as it would go to get clear of the crazy woman and her rifle. Goddamn, that hurts. She reached down to feel the hole that had been punched into her leg. Blood soaked her jeans and was filling her gator-skin boots. She flexed her toes. At least I’ve still got enough of my muscles working to use the foot brake.

      She sat back upright on the motorcycle and shifted up through the gears. Tough scrapes were nothing new. She still remembered the first time she’d fought injured.

      Joe had towered over young Sere—but then, at ten years old, everyone towered over her. “Get up.”

      “I can’t. You hurt my arm.” She lay on the brick-covered courtyard behind the Scratchy Dog club in hell, cradling her broken limb.

      “And that affects your ability to use your legs?”

      “I hate you.” She meant it.

      He uncrossed his arms and moved a foot closer to her. “And I love you. Now, get off your ass.”

      She watched every movement of his body. By approaching her and expressing his emotions, he gave her the advantage. She rolled gingerly onto her good arm. With one hard backward kick, she landed her heel against his knee, bending it completely backward. He fell with a scream and a thud but rolled over, laughing, while grabbing his dislocated leg. “Nicely done. I barely saw that one coming.”

      “Bullshit. You haven’t let me have a free kick since I was seven. If you’d seen it coming, you would have defended against it.”

      He pulled hard at his calf while twisting to get the leg to lie straight. “You’re getting better at reading people, Sere.” Using her name was one of his highest compliments.

      She’d blushed slightly at gaining a moment of respect from her mentor. “My arm still hurts, though.”

      “You can’t always rely on me or Professor Yates to be around to heal your booboos,” he’d said. “Sometimes you’ll have to fight hurt.”

      Sere gunned the throttle as a way of distracting herself from the searing hole in her leg. “Fair enough, old man. But why the hell did you have to up the pain quotient now that I’m back among the living?”

      A loud, high-performance howl responded to her engine noise like a bird calling back to its mate.

      “Fuck! Outrunning that goddamned Duc again is not on my day’s agenda. I’ll bet anything that bitch with a gun called Bartender Smooth the moment she saw me enter her pathetic excuse for a bar.”

      Raw determination had gotten her out of some bad situations in the past, but her body didn’t function in life the way it had in hell. The road ahead grew fuzzy. The motorcycle between her legs no longer obeyed every one of her impulses. And the Ducati was getting louder. Within five minutes, it would be on top of her.

      Joe’s words rang in her memory. “There will come a time, girl, when all your skills won’t mean shit. When that moment comes, find a place to hole up. Instinctively, we all understand that nothing is more dangerous than a cornered hurt animal. Let that inherent nature work for you.”

      Sere turned off the narrow highway and into a patch of tall grass. She plowed through the stalks until she could no longer see the road behind her. With her good leg, she held the bike up long enough to pull off the saddlebags and tossed them back along the route she’d cut through the field. The two snakes slithered out and took up defensive positions alongside the newly formed path. With one leg no longer functional, the only way for her to get off the motorcycle was to let it fall onto its side and squeeze out from underneath it.

      She lay behind the downed motorcycle and pulled her chest onto the side of the seat to watch and listen from a protective position. “I can still fight, goddamn it.” But her bravado didn’t pump any additional strength into her leg or blood into her veins.

      The rider of the Ducati didn’t even have the decency to drive past the field in a veiled attempt at not noticing her exit from the road. The loud roar of the monster ceased at the asphalt. “I’m coming in there. Don’t shoot me. I come in peace.”

      Like you’d tell me if you were going to attack? “I don’t have a gun, but that doesn’t mean I’m unprotected. For your own good, don’t come any closer than ten feet from me.”

      She listened to the slow crunching of grass under leather boots. Bartender Smooth stepped into the clearing just ahead of the leather bags. He stopped, sandwiched between the two snakes, who were coiled up and rattling their warnings. “Friends of yours?”

      “They don’t take kindly to me being chased. The engine’s high vibration disturbs their sleep. Since they’re a might bit grumpy, you probably shouldn’t make any sudden movements.” Especially if they involve attacking me.

      He lifted his head and looked behind her. “That leg looks pretty bad. I’ve got an emergency medical kit on my bike.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You’ll be dead if we don’t get you medical attention.”

      “We don’t need anything. You need to get back on that penis compensation of a motorcycle and ride out of here.”

      He eased back onto his boot heels and put his hands in his back pockets. “For your information, I prefer slow and gentle when it comes to sex, not fast and loud—though like my bike, I do have some skills when it comes to handling the curves. At least let me look at that wound.”

      “No fucking way. And if you think you’ll just stand there until I pass out, my snakes aren’t going anywhere.”

      He pulled her knife from the back of his jeans. “I can handle a couple of little worm-lizards.”

      She struggled up higher onto the gas tank. “Give me my knife back.”

      “Call off your snakes, and let me look at your injuries.”

      “Why?”

      He took a slow step forward. Though the snakes increased their staccato, they remained coiled at attention without striking. “You know, offering you help is like reaching out to a hellcat. You’re hurt. If you really don’t trust me, I’ll just call 9-1-1 and be on my way.”

      She aimed her fingers at the snakes. “Do that, and I will end you. No doctors.”

      “Fine. But I’m not leaving you here to die. Sorry. That’s just not in my nature.”

      The swirling black dots in front of her eyes were forming up into dark globs like thunder clouds building on a sunny day. “You’ll give me back my knife if I let you look at my wound?”

      “After I look at your wound.”

      Her options where dwindling. If she passed out, it’d be difficult to get hold of Joe. “Fine.” She waved her hand at the snakes, who slithered back into the comfort of her saddlebags. “Try anything funny, and those two will shoot out at you like they were fired out of a gun.”

      What do I still have available? The gas in the tank would make for a blinding eye attack. Three out of four useable limbs means once he’s close enough, I can incapacitate him with a well-aimed blow. And the backpack full of shotgun shells would make for a good bludgeon.

      He knelt down beside her leg. “Looks like Riley got you good. We’re going to need to get those pants off and clean the bullet hole. I need to see if it’s still in you or passed right through your leg.”

      “I’m not dropping my jeans for you. Hand me my knife, and I’ll cut the pant leg myself.”

      “Relax. I don’t hit on injured women. What kind of sick fucks have you been dating?”

      Not all of her sex-bot encounters in hell had been with nice, wholesome doppelgängers. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

      He used the dagger to slit the seam from boot to belt. Gently, he peeled the denim away from her flesh. “That’s a lot of blood. Are you sure you don’t want an ambulance? Even stitching this up isn’t going to get you back on that bike.”

      The storm clouds in front of her eyes were starting to display lightning accompanied by a roll of thunder. She reached into her bra and pulled out Joe’s card. “Call this guy.” As he reached for the slip of paper, she grasped his leather jacket and pulled his face down to hers. “If I see anyone other than Joe when I come to, I will end you. That’s a promise.”

      “Why didn’t you call him yourself?”

      Sere was losing her grasp on his jacket nearly as fast as she was losing consciousness. “Cell phones don’t work around me. Any wireless electronics go haywire…”
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      The sting of a tube being shoved into Sere’s leg brought her back to consciousness. “Fucking ouch!”

      “Nice to see you’re back with us.” The sound of Joe’s unconcerned voice made her settle back against the motorcycle seat. She opened her eyes and saw him leaning down over the plastic shell of a ballpoint pen, which was imbedded in her leg.

      “We should leave the bullet in her.” Bartender Smooth hovered over Joe like a meddlesome supervising surgeon. “It could be lodged in an artery. Removing it could cause her to bleed out.”

      Joe wiggled the tube inside Sere’s leg until it hit the lead slug. “Normally, I’d agree with you, but this lady’s anatomy isn’t typical. We need to get this foreign matter out of her.”

      Sere was happy to leave the explanation—or lack thereof—to Joe. Bullets in bodies had a way of calling forth the loas of the dead for a quick look-see in case they were about to inherit another soul. She really didn’t need those fuckers hovering around in the afterlife only to discover her body wasn’t strictly human.

      Joe drove the point of his knife into her thigh opposite the plastic tube that held the bullet in place. She focused on her breathing to distract herself from the field operation. “It’s only pain, girl. Nothing to cry about.” Joe’s words from a decade earlier after a humiliating defeat still rang in her mind as he jabbed the knife farther into her leg.

      “How is it she’s not bleeding to death?” Bartender Smooth was missing his leather jacket. He bent over her, tall and muscular in his tight black jeans and sweaty white T-shirt.

      Joe gave Sere a knowing smile. “I told you, Sere isn’t like most people.”

      “So that’s your name. I’m—”

      “I don’t give a fuck what your name is,” Sere interjected between clenched teeth. “Bartender Smooth works fine as far as I’m concerned.”

      Joe shoved the plastic tube harder into her leg, forcing the bullet to follow the tip of the knife out of her flesh. “That is kind of a mouthful.”

      “Could we at least shorten it to Bart?”

      Sere grabbed the leather jacket behind her head as Joe forced the bullet out of her leg. “Cartoon bad boy or Western outlaw?”

      Bart laughed and nodded. “Maybe a little of both.”

      “With some military training thrown in.” Joe pulled the plastic tube out of her leg and pointed the bloody shaft at the man’s arm. “I noticed the lower edge of your tattoo under the shirt sleeve.” Joe pulled up the sleeve of his own cotton shirt to reveal the Special Forces emblem emblazed on his bicep.

      Bart dropped Sere’s knife, point down, into the grass beside Joe’s leg. “I would guess you’re the friend who gave her that dagger.”

      “‘Gave’ nothing. She won it off me in a knife fight when she was twelve years old. Some students learn deceptively fast.”

      “So you’re the one who taught her to fight?” Bart asked. “I’ve seen her moves. What was that, anyway—Krav Maga?”

      Sere flexed her toes. Though there was pain in her leg, at least the mobility was coming back. “Defendu mixed with traditional gymnastics.”

      “Impressive.” Bart pointed at the blade still stuck in the ground. “I know a number of guys who carry Fairbairn-Sykes knives but not many who’ve studied the close-quarters combat system the same men developed. Mixing in a tumbling run was a nice touch.”

      Joe poked his fingers against the path the bullet had taken through Sere’s leg. “Her education has been eclectic to say the least.” He ripped the sleeve off his shirt and fastened it around the two holes in her leg.

      “If you two are done discussing my attributes, do you think I can go now?” Sere flexed her knee. The leg of her jeans was nothing more than a wet rag that slapped bloodily against her skin.

      Joe wiped his knife off in the grass. “I’d like to get you back to the cabin, where I can connect you to Professor Yates’s equipment and regenerate that flesh.”

      “I was headed your way anyway,” Sere said.

      “Mind telling me what you two are talking about?” Bart once again had his arms crossed in his judgmental pose.

      “None of your business,” Sere said. “You got a look at my leg, and I got my knife back. That was the deal. You can be on your way now.”

      “I’m not even sure why I bothered stopping.”

      She glared up at him. “Why did you? And why have you been chasing me? Other than wrecking your bar, what the hell did I ever do to you?”

      “You told the truth,” Bart said.

      “I always tell the truth. That’s hardly a reason to pursue a woman like a deranged stalker.”

      He pointed at her boots. “You got my attention with that story about the gator. Clearly, you’re on the hunt for something you don’t want to talk about. I’ve got a sixth sense when it comes to danger. Maybe it comes from my military training. When I get the squirrelly feeling that shit’s about to go south, I start looking for whose side people are on. I’m still not sure if you’re about to be the cause of my problems or the solution, but either way, I’m not taking my eyes off you for long.”

      Joe helped Sere to her feet then lifted her Triton out of the grass. “Well, you won’t have to worry about her today. She’s in no shape to be dealing with any more monsters—motorized or otherwise.”
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      “What the hell were you thinking?” Joe looked pissed. He stood behind his workbench with his hands on his hips in the main room of his one-bedroom cabin.

      Sere sat on the bar stool and rubbed at the holes in her leg. They still smarted, but at least they weren’t bleeding. “It was just a bullet.”

      He tossed the technology-laced ace bandage at her. “I don’t give a shit about your leg. I don’t even care about the bar brawl. Stealing a boat from a legitimate businessman, however, carries with it the threat of a police report. I’m just glad I was called out to tend to your wound and not to bail you out of jail. If you want to keep your identity secret, you can’t create a paper trail. I thought I taught you better.”

      She kicked off her boot, leaned against the backrest of the chair, and put her bare leg on the workbench. The rags that had been her jeans separated to her waist like the slit of an uncomfortable dress, revealing her cotton underwear. As she wrapped the strip of rejuvenating cloth tightly around her thigh, Joe plugged the cord that dangled from the end into his archaic desktop computer. He was right. An arrest would have meant authorities checking on her identity.

      Jennifer Ellen Cranston

      448 South Jefferson Dr.

      Metairie, LA.

      Wife of Henry Charles Cranston, Attorney at Law.

      Mother of William “Bobby”…

      Shut up! Sere rubbed her temples, trying to drive the woman’s specifics out of her brain.

      “Are you listening to me?” Joe asked.

      Her leg grew stronger from the electronic buzzing that regenerated her flesh from Professor Yates’s original projection. “Sorry. Stealing that boat was stupid. I did, however, need to get out to the deep swamp.” She lifted the heavy backpack off the floor and dropped it on Joe’s workbench. “Andy crossed out of hell to give me these. Mind telling me what’s going on?”

      He reached into the top drawer of the battered metal desk behind him, pulled out a folder, and slid it across to her. “Have a look.”

      She flipped open the gray-green cover. Clipped to the inside was the picture of a smiling fifty-something-year-old dude in a suit. She scanned the pages but couldn’t find anything even remotely interesting. “He’s not my type.”

      “Right? Montgomery Fisher. CPA. Honestly, that was as far as I got before I lost interest. Professor Yates sent the information out to me.”

      Sere held up the folder. “I don’t get it. What’s the joke?”

      “Last week, Mr. Fisher’s doppelgänger got up from his desk and walked straight out of town.”

      A cold chill ran down her back. Cody’s an idiot. This can’t possibly be the city slicker he said had wandered into the swamp. That story had to be an exaggeration. She only hoped she was right in her assessment of the gator hunters’ desire to embellish their gossip. “So? He wouldn’t be the first to commit disintegration.” Though it happened rarely, Professor Yates’s projection of the real world into hell did develop glitches without any of the doppelgängers becoming sentient harvesters or their prey. The self-correcting program directed the reproduced person to self-destruct, and then a new one was created in his or her place.

      “He headed out toward the swamp. Professor Yates lost track of him as he was walking along Highway 10.”

      Sere reopened the folder. “His real works in the Quarter?”

      “Yep. He’s been there for twenty years.”

      Shit. “So he was around during the time of the blast.”

      “Exactly. What do you remember?”

      Though the act of terrorism that leveled the bank building—and the gates of hell that had been hidden in her father’s old office—had freed Sere from her father and the loas of the dead, she had done her best to forget the night in question. “Not much. I was only seven years old at the time. Sanguine flew me out of town while you, Kendell, and Myles conducted your little act of subversion.”

      “You know that’s not what I meant.”

      Do we really need to go over this again? “As I’ve told you a zillion times, I have no idea what goes on in the minds of those zomb—”

      “We do not use the Z word here.” Joe never yelled, but the intensity of his words could cut off the most impassioned debate.

      “Fine. Doppelgängers don’t have independent thoughts. We’re not talking harvesters here. Those cock stealers have no interest in leaving hell. From what I saw, when a typical projection breaks free, it’s like Peter Pan’s shadow. It doesn’t think. Without a sense of self, a doppelgänger’s actions are based on purely random emotions until it dissolves into nothingness.” She remembered chasing one of them as if it were a butterfly until the storm scattered it like dust. She toyed with the Velcro strap at her leg.

      Joe picked up on her irritation and checked the progress bars on his computer screen. “Leave it be. We’re only halfway there.” He turned back to her. “I’m just trying to understand Monty’s motivation. What do the doppelgängers want?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. They don’t want anything. For the most part, they think they really are living the lives they’re portraying. And once they step out of the spotlight of their projections, they cease to exist. The professor is brilliant, but sometimes that brain of his takes him down some improbable thought paths.” She slid the folder back toward Joe. “If this guy left the Quarter, he must have dissolved into thin air. That’s why the professor lost track of him. Whatever crossed out of hell is more likely to be some animal from Agnes Delarosa’s original hell dimension. Sanguine never did fully understand her grandmother’s creation. My guess is I’m hunting a nutria. Those damn swamp rats can survive anything. Lefty’s already proven animals can make their way out of hell.”

      Joe leaned over the workbench and thumbed through the file. “Are you ready to tell me how you and that alligator pet of yours managed the transition?”

      Joe’s casual question was an attempt at getting through her defenses. Sanguine’s words blared in the forefront of Sere’s memories like a recorded warning. “If you do this, you can’t tell anyone how you accomplished the crossover. I’m serious, Sere. I can cover for you on this side, but if the concept of entering or escaping hell is discovered, we’ll be looking at the apocalypse. Anyone you tell would be in beyond-the-grave danger from the loas.”

      “You know I can’t do that,” Sere said. What happened to you, my guardian angel? If it really is this doppelgänger, how did he slip past you?

      Joe continued staring at the file. “Hopefully, your prey turns out to be just a swamp critter, but it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared for any adversary. Professor Yates wouldn’t have sent me this information unless he was genuinely concerned. We’re not talking about a normal doppelgänger. Monty didn’t just work in the Quarter. At the time of the explosion, he lived in a flat on Bourbon Street. His projection was one that got torn to pieces.”

      Even as a young child living in the 1800s, Sere had never cared for visiting the Quarter, where her father conducted his business. Once Sere had been resurrected into Jennifer’s bodily projection—and after the explosion that leveled the bank—Sanguine had told her horror stories about what might happen if she ventured into the shattered projection. The warnings ended up being the foundation of her nightmares. Each doppelgänger in the Quarter who survived the blast is like a puzzle that has had some of its pieces exchanged with its neighbor. In your reproduction body, there’s no telling what would happen to you if you crossed Canal Street. Other human puppets might steal your pretty hair or innocent eyes.

      “The blast was years ago,” Sere said. “Professor Yates assured me the virtual-reality projection in the French Quarter was stabilized long ago.”

      “Yeah, I heard that too.” Joe kept looking through the folder as if searching for an answer.

      “You don’t believe him?” Sere never could fully reconcile the ghost stories Sanguine told her with Professor Yates’s assurances of the Quarter’s safety. Her nightmares wouldn’t let her.

      Joe frowned and pushed the folder across the workbench as if it were a puck on an air-hockey table. “I don’t know what to believe. Humans—at least as I experience them—use other people to help define our reality. But listening to you, I think it sounds like doppelgängers aren’t fully self-aware beyond what’s projected into them. These mixed projections might be getting a glimpse of something external to themselves. The question is, what would that show them about their true natures?”

      While in hell, Sere had never given much thought to her real. The parallel girl in life was like an unloved doll that she kept locked in the closet. “What would you do if you found out you were just the mirror image of someone else?”

      “I suppose I would try to disprove the idea,” Joe said.

      Sere looked away from the folder and massaged her leg as if it had been six months in a cast. “Now imagine that your thoughts aren’t based on logic—just pure impulse.”

      Joe opened the backpack and pulled out one of the boxes. “If I truly believed it was my life and some imposter was filling my shoes, I’d kill the guy and take my rightful place. Is that what you feel?”

      Jennifer Ellen… Sere put her palm to her forehead and pressed hard. Shut up! “This brain doesn’t remember anything before my father put my soul in this body.”

      “Fine, don’t tell me.” He pulled a shell from the box. “But if one of your doppelgänger half brothers has wandered out of hell, you’re going to have to stop him before he shows up at work in the Quarter—or at his house—and causes a ruckus. Because if he does kill his real, and the loas of the dead get wind that there’s a hole between hell and life…”

      “You don’t have to remind me.” Those fuckers won’t ever leave me alone. She pulled matching shotgun shells from the box. Killing monsters or decapitating puppets in hell was one thing, but the line between virtual-reality game and real-life murder was growing awfully thin. “So I just wander along the edge of the swamp, looking for a monster that actually looks like a man. It might have been nice if someone had told Andy so he could have told me. If we’re right about his objective, Monty Boy could have hitched a ride into New Orleans while I rode right past him. He could be killing his real as we speak.”

      “We’re all doing the best we can,” Joe said. “The professor has been busy checking every projection, trying to figure out who or what wandered out of hell. Not every creature in that dimension is his responsibility. And as you pointed out, we believed the human copies weren’t capable of figuring out how to escape on their own. Professor Yates just sent me the file this morning.”

      If that doppelgänger learned to survive independent of his projections, someone in hell must have helped him. She continued looking at the plastic cylinder with the stone pellets inside it. “You do realize there’s a difference between training me to be a psychopath and encouraging me to actually become one.”

      “I trained you to take care of yourself.”

      You only did what Sanguine asked. Is this the danger she saw with her future vision? “So what kind of a gun will I need for these cartridges?”

      “I’ve got everything from a long-barreled single shot to a double-barreled sawed-off blaster. Though after seeing you shoot, I’d recommend four barrels. It’ll look a little odd and waste a lot of ammunition, but it will give you the most coverage.”

      Sere had never cared much for target practice. “So what if I prefer my fighting hand-to-hand at close range instead of using a sniper rifle from some hidden blind? You were the one who trained me to fight.”

      “All I’m saying is, you’ve got shit for aim.” He pulled a section of metal tubes that had been welded together off the rack above his desk.

      “Fine. Considering my poor marksmanship, why didn’t Professor Yates use rifle shells instead of buckshot? That way, I could load more than one round.”

      Joe test fitted one of the shells in the barrel tube. “Blasting a single hole through a doppelgänger won’t do much good. The goal is to disrupt the carrier signal that makes his body physical. To do that, you’ll need as much coverage as possible. The more pellets that mess with his energy, the better. Have you thought about where you plan on hiding the weapon?”

      “In my bedroll. That way it’ll be under the headlight of my bike, where I can grab it even when I’m riding.”

      He marked off a section of the multibarrel tubing and clamped it with a table vise. “If we get lucky and your prey is a swamp monster, you’ve got time to find it, but if you are hunting a human copy, you’ll have to assume he is as devious as the real thing. Where do you plan on starting your search?”

      She stared at the picture of the slightly pudgy jovial face. “He doesn’t look like the type to be comfortable out in the swamp. If that’s where he left hell, he wouldn’t be staying out there any longer than necessary. I’d rather find him before he makes his way into the city.”

      “We have to assume that, like you, he won’t be able to use a cellphone to Über a ride. He’ll have to rely on other people.”

      But this professional prick probably wouldn’t turn to the bikers I’ve been dealing with. “His first challenge would be getting out of the bayou. That’s no easy feat for a citified businessman without a boat. Camo Boy Cody did hear of some city slicker wandering lost in the waterways, but he didn’t say anything about the dude walking into town. Cody wouldn’t have kept something like that a secret. Snakebites are more persuasive at getting answers than truth serum.”

      “So you think fake Monty is still in the swamp?” Joe asked.

      “I think he’s not smart enough to have figured out how to escape hell. But assuming you and Professor Yates are right, a nice well-fatted piece of meat like this guy would be awfully tempting to an alligator.” God, I hate agreeing with that asshole gator hunter.

      Joe cut the tubing with a grinder. He scrunched up his face as if thinking through the noise and sparks. Once the excess metal hit the burn-marked wooden floor, he set the old nickel-plated tool back on the bench. “Again, we have to assume that he shares some of your attributes. Even if a gator had the balls to bite you, unless it took off your head, you’d simply regenerate whatever limb you lost—though without the professor’s help, it might take some time.”

      “Perfect. Somewhere out in one of those bayou villages, a man half-eaten by gators is going to pull his mangled flesh out of the water. Of course, the rednecks will call in the local quack. Our good doctor will get to see the man miraculously heal. Then someone’s sure to call in the sheriff, and I’ll be fucked.”

      Joe matched up a wooden stock to the four barrels. “Rule number one…”

      “Don’t feel sorry for myself,” Sere finished. “It’s not like I was going to forget something you’ve been pounding into my head every day for the last nineteen years. I’m simply trying to map out the dangers.”

      He pointed the rapidly forming shotgun toward a wall of shelving filled with what looked like shortwave radios. “So long as our foe doesn’t get past my cabin, I’ll be able to intercept any police alert meant to reach New Orleans. And if word does get past me, I have my ways of keeping the story contained.” Even after a decade of being off the New Orleans police force, Joe still had his contacts. “With me keeping an eye on what’s happening north of here, you could start your search in New Orleans and work your way up. If he has already snuck past us, the sooner we find out, the better.”

      The city gave her the willies. “I’ll only head to New Orleans as a last resort.” Each person she saw there had a counterpart in hell—human puppets she’d known and played with. Though the threat of the devil absconding with human souls and transplanting them into the potentially immortal doppelgängers had passed, she couldn’t help seeing each person in life as having been a potential victim of her father. Jennifer Ell… “Stop it!”

      “You okay?” Joe asked.

      She yanked the cloth off her leg. “It’s nothing. Just a headache from the professor’s rejuvenation bandage.”

      He checked the computer screen. “You suck at lying, but it looks like you’ve received enough energy to get back on your feet.”

      “I’m not lying. I don’t do that.” Being strapped to Professor Yates’s equipment intensified her connection to her real for the rejuvenation process. Somewhere between Joe’s cabin and New Orleans was a woman who looked exactly like Sere—well, not exactly. The higher-class version had grown her hair long, enjoyed more meals, and dressed the part of a member of New Orleans’s upper crust.

      “Right.” He loaded the shotgun with four shells from his desk, flipped the barrel closed, and handed it to her. “This is small enough that you can strap it to your thigh for effect or keep it hidden in your bedroll.”

      She turned toward the open sliding-glass door, held the four-barreled weapon with both hands at hip level, and discharged the shells into a white sheet drying over the porch railing of the fishing cabin. The small holes that peppered the cotton fabric created a rounded-corner square three feet across. “Nice.”

      He pulled a traditional sawed-off single-barrel shotgun from his wall of weapons and set it on the table. “Take this one along with you as well. It’s thin enough to fit on your back under your riding jacket. Just leave the neck of your leathers loose so you can access the stock. I’ll feel better knowing you’ve got a gun on you as well as the blaster on your bike.”

      She looked at the gun in disdain. “Single shot? Why not give me a fucking musket?”

      “If you get in a scrape that you can’t fight your way out of, one good shotgun blast—even if you don’t hit anything—will buy you enough time to get to your bike.”

      “I suppose,” she said without enthusiasm. Though a very similar play had gotten her out of Bubba’s Bar, she hated relying on a weapon that would only provide half measures.

      Joe pulled out a leather holster from under the table. “Even if you do manage to hit someone with one of these guns, neither will disable a human at any great distance, but they should give you time to escape danger. Just don’t hang around long. Most of those biker dudes will be after you before your wheels leave the parking lot.”

      “Tell me about it.” The sunset over the bayou lit up the small cabin. “It’s getting late. I’d better get riding.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Sere. Look at you. At least take a shower. There’s no reason to look like an escaped female captive from a sexploitation movie. There’s a bed in the other room. Even though you hardly sleep, a little catnap once in a while would do wonders for your mood.”

      She trusted Joe more than anyone she’d ever known, but being indoors made her skin crawl. “I know. I just prefer to be on the move.”

      “You’re like a wild animal. Put a roof over your head, and you feel like you’re in a cage. What do you want to do? Take a dip in the swamp?”

      She tossed the shotgun onto the workbench and started peeling off the remnants of her jeans. “Race you to the other side of the river, old man.” She bolted for the back door in only her panties and tank top.

      “You are a fucking cheat and always have been.” Even so, he had his overalls off and beat her to the dive from the porch, wearing only his boxer briefs.
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        * * *

      

      Competition with Joe was no laughing matter. Once challenged, the man would fight to the death. He simply knew no other way. By the time Sere surfaced in the cold river, he was halfway across and swimming hard. With her head down and arms and legs pumping against the water, she heard his loud splash of victory. “Beat ya again!”

      She eased off her determined swim. “I let you win.”

      “Whatever.” He dove under the water like an alligator sneaking up on its prey. Insulting his achievement had insured that the competition wasn’t over.

      Time to test that leg. She bent down hard and headed to the bottom of the river before he had a chance to get under her. Without weapons, it would be hand-to-hand underwater combat. Unlike food or sleep, Sere needed oxygen for her blood just as much as any other creature. She swung around on the muddy bottom, searching for where he would make his attack. Fuck, I’m giving him the advantage by playing defense. The water was flowing slowly downriver, preventing his movements from appearing as unexpected currents in otherwise calm water. He’ll be coming from upriver, swimming with the flow. She grabbed hold of a large boulder and pulled hard against it to propel her body toward the far riverbank without disturbing the silt and giving away her position. When she made it to the reeds, she surfaced for air.

      She only got one gulp in before she felt his hands grasp her ankle like a bear trap. With a quick twist and pull, he had her once again in the murky water. He didn’t stop dragging her until she couldn’t make out any daylight under the thick leaves that covered the surface. When he finally turned her foot loose, he grasped her by the back of her tank top and guided her to the surface. Once she felt the leathery vegetation against her head, he let her go.

      To keep her on her toes, Joe seldom announced the day’s activity, leaving it her to figure out what was going on. This isn’t combat—it’s stealth-attack training. She arched her back so only her face broke the surface under the large leaves. When she rolled over, she saw his steel-gray eyes only inches away.

      As he stood, the water lilies covered him, making him look like a swamp commando rising for the attack. “Not bad using that rock for propulsion, but coming up under the reeds was a mistake. Anyone on the shore would have noticed your approach as you pushed the stalks aside. Look for vegetation that covers the surface but doesn’t require much in the way of underwater support.”

      She was out of breath from being underwater for so long. “Are we done now? I’ve already had a tough day.”

      From his determined squint, she suspected he was about to drag her back underwater for the combat she’d originally expected. “When you’re at your most vulnerable, you have to anticipate an attack.”

      “I know. You’ve drilled it into me plenty of times. I’m just saying, right now while I’m on the hunt isn’t the best time for furthering my education. Just once, it’d be nice to lie out on the river on a sunny day with you and not have to worry that you were going to come at me with a knife.”

      “Fine, we’ll take a break. I just want you to answer how it is you ended up with that hole in your leg.” He pushed off from the shore and lay on his back as he drifted out into the river.

      The late-afternoon sun felt good on her face and chest as she floated after him in the cold water. “I was complacent. My adversary was incapacitated. I didn’t count on him having a cohort who was playing the long game. Riley didn’t make her attack until I was far enough away not to be a threat.”

      “Sometimes losing a battle or sacrificing an ally is better than a quick win.”

      Sere tried to play out the confrontation from Riley’s perspective. “She must have seen me enter the bar from the back room. That early in the day, I clearly wasn’t looking for a drink. I would guess my stance was her first warning that something wasn’t right. She didn’t make herself known, trusting that Camo Boy wouldn’t have any problem dealing with me. When I got the better of him, she let the scene play out, watching quietly from the window to determine what weapons I had instead of coming out right away with gun blazing.”

      “And if she had?”

      Sere had the short battle easily mapped out in her memory. “We were close to the front door. Had Riley made her move, my snakes would have taken her down.”

      “What else did she learn?”

      Fuck! “What I was after. She waited until I’d questioned Cody before showing up with the rifle. So she knows I’m looking for a swamp monster, and she heard Cody talk about a businessman found in the swamp.”

      Joe’s gray chest hair caught the light like cottonwood fluff on the water. “It’s unlikely that our boy Monty will be stopping into Riley’s for a drink on his way to killing his real, but the danger of the two meeting can’t be ignored. It’s her agenda that’s more of a concern. The whole encounter could be completely innocent, of course.”

      “Like you’d ever let me turn my back on something suspicious.”

      “I’m just trying to get you to see the event from every angle,” he said. “If you’re determined to head north in pursuit of your demon, remember that he’s not the only one out to get you. That’s enough post-combat analysis. What’s the deal with Ruggedly Good-Looking?”

      “That bartender? He nearly blew my head off with a shotgun.”

      Joe’s laugh only further infuriated Sere’s sense of self-righteousness. “And what did you do to inspire such ardent desire?”

      “I may have beaten the shit out of his customers.”

      Joe directed his drifting back toward the cabin. “Personally, I find a woman capable of knocking an asshole on his butt sexy.”

      “Trust me, you and that douchebag have nothing in common. Do you know he was the one responsible for blowing the head gasket on my Triton?”

      “You mean my Triton. What was he doing driving my bike, anyway?”

      “Well, he wasn’t,” she said. “But if he’d taken the fight as the rejection I’d intended, I wouldn’t have had to outrun him.”

      “I see.” Even though he didn’t show it, she knew he was inwardly laughing at her.
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        * * *

      

      As Sere climbed the wooden ladder back to the cabin, her soaking-wet cotton panties and tank top clung to her skin like static-charged plastic wrap and were nearly as transparent. She stopped cold at the sliding-glass door. Standing at the workbench was Bartender Smooth.

      “What the hell are you doing here? How did you find this place?” Though practically naked, her anger overrode any feelings of embarrassment.

      Bart held up the business card she’d given him. “The address was on the back.” His eyes were not on her face.

      She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “What? You didn’t get a good enough look earlier? You might show a little common courtesy and turn the fuck around.”

      “There’s not a single blemish on your body.”

      The stock of the shotgun was within easy reach. With one good blast from her, he’d change his assessment of her as the defenseless female. “Now that you’ve confirmed your lechery, turn the fuck around!”

      He finally lifted his face to look her in the eyes. “A couple of hours ago, I was tending to a pretty deep bullet hole. No one heals that fast.”

      Joe came up behind her. “Go get changed. Your box of emergency supplies is under the bed.”

      She kept her eyes on Bart while she walked past him. She hissed to remind him that there were two snakes close by in her saddlebags who’d be happy to offer her their protection should he wish to continue leering. From the small bedroom, she could still hear the two men.

      “So are you going to explain how she healed so fast?” Bart asked.

      The work stool squeaked—presumably from Joe’s wet ass turning it. “I’m not the intruder. Why don’t we start with what you’re doing in my cabin?”

      Sere toweled off before slipping into fresh panties, a bra, a T-shirt, and jeans. This is the goddamned third change of clothes since I left my cabin.

      “There’s been a murder, and someone’s gone missing.”

      “So?” Sere asked as she left the privacy of the bedroom.

      “According to the work order they found in his coveralls, the dead man’s last job was to fix the head gasket on your Triton.”

      Sere’s blood ran cold. Panic made her respiration instantly double. “Shit! Larry’s dead?” She was ready to grab the shotguns and head north that instant.

      Bart’s voice lost some of its irritating bravado. “I hadn’t seen carnage like that diner since I left Libya. Body parts and blood covered the floor and tables. At first, the sheriff thought it was a wild animal that wandered into town looking for food and tore the body to shreds during the night, but a witness said they saw you sneak out of the restaurant before dawn.”

      Sere clenched her jaw. The sheriff might not have been as far off as he imagined. She strapped the shotgun’s leather harness around her waist and crossed it over her chest. Joe loaded both guns before handing her the single-shot. She flipped her head to the side to clear her hair out of the way and swung the weapon into its holster on her back. With the gun in position, the butt stuck up just far enough to be easily grabbed from over her shoulder.

      “I stopped by Larry’s shop to pick up my ride while the rest of the town was sleeping. We went over to Kelly’s Diner for breakfast before I headed out. What’s the story on Kelly?”

      “They only found the mechanic’s blood and body parts. With Kelly missing, she is a suspect, but no one believes that sweet woman would hurt anyone—more likely, the killer abducted her. The sheriff is conducting a search.”

      While Bart was focused on Sere, Joe snuck the gray-green folder back into the drawer of his desk. “How is it you know so much about the crime?”

      “The sheriff’s deputy is a distant cousin. We don’t talk much except at family crawfish boils, but as it was his car in the diner’s driveway, I convinced him to let me have a look. Since Riley was the one who alerted me about Sere’s run-in with Cody, I thought another disturbance so close to her bar was worth checking out. It won’t take long for Sheriff Newton to add up the odd occurrences over the last couple of days and come looking for Sere.”

      She coaxed her snakes out of her saddlebags and set them curled up on the workbench. “No doubt he’ll pin it on me without doing any real investigating.” The oil-soaked riding pants she pulled out were as useless as the shredded, bloody jeans. A mixture of oil and blood had splattered the leather bomber jacket that she laid next to her pants.

      Joe pointed to the pile of discarded clothing. “You have a strange concept of dropping off laundry. You can use my riding jacket. At least since it isn’t covered in blood, you’ll be slightly less conspicuous. It’s in the closet. Do me a favor—try not to destroy it.”

      Bart called after her as she headed back into the bedroom. “The sheriff likes things simple in his parish. Unless Kelly turns up with an alternative story, he’s going to be looking for the most suspicious stranger to have recently wandered his back roads.”

      She pulled the oversized jacket over the shotgun strapped to her back and checked how it looked in the mirror. Her face felt like a layer of thin ice over a moving stream. At any moment, her sorrow might crack the surface of her resilience and drown her in emotions she was ill prepared to handle. Outside of the group who’d raised her, Larry had been the first person to show her genuine compassion, and Kelly had honestly cared what happened to someone she barely knew. Now one was dead and the other not far behind. Sere couldn’t shake the suspicion that somehow she was to blame. Her inner resolve returned like hardened steel being pulled from the forge. I have to find Kelly before some hick cop puts out an APB on my ass and stops me from getting to the murderer. Then I’m going to find who did this thing and send them straight to hell, or worse.

      Through the open door, she could hear Bart talking in a low voice to Joe. “You’re not going to make some pseudo-fatherly request that I keep an eye on her?” There was more testosterone flying from the two bulls in the next room than from a bachelor party in a Bourbon Street strip club.

      “You don’t pay much attention, do you, boy?” Joe’s southern accent always came out when he was dealing with someone he didn’t fully respect. “If you want anything to do with that girl, you’d better wise up. I don’t worry about her safety, because I’m the one who taught her how to fight. Thinking that she needs protection would be an insult both to my training and to her abilities. Now, you wouldn’t want to insult me, would you?”

      “Of course not. I’m just trying to gauge the relationship between you two.”

      Sere peeked out from the door to see Joe’s reaction. He stood, glistening wet, and faced Bart with his unflinching laser stare. His intense breathing flexed his aged but well-defined six-pack abs. “Sere decides for herself who she wants in her life. I’m not her daddy, and I’m not some geriatric lover. But if you keep thinking of her as the weaker sex who you can win over with your charms, you’d better sniff around some other filly.”

      “You still haven’t answered how she healed so quickly,” Bart said.

      “And I don’t intend to. Sere’s secrets aren’t for me to divulge.”

      She stepped out of the bedroom before the two men resorted to comparing dick sizes. She flipped her hair over the thick collar of Joe’s riding jacket to hide the butt of the shotgun. “How do I look?”

      “Like a badass father fucker,” Joe said.

      She smiled at the not-so-subtle jibe. “You always know how to sweet-talk a girl. Why don’t you get that old BSA motorcycle out of mothballs and join me on the hunt? Might do you good to get that old blood pumping, and you could tell Auntie Kendell firsthand that I know how to take care of myself.”

      He stared at Bart. “Tempting, but it looks like you’ll have enough company already.”

      “Him?” She pointed at Bart. “He’s not going with me.”

      Bart threw on his riding jacket and zipped it up as if preparing for battle. “You’re going to need my help.”

      “You’re like some stray dog that doesn’t know when it’s not wanted. I don’t need a chaperone, and I’m not in the market for a sidekick. You delivered your warning. Now, shoo. I can’t have you getting in my way just because you got all googly-eyed seeing my naked body.”

      “Trust me, I’m not that hard up. I was simply trying to figure out how your wounds healed so fast. There are plenty of women out there I can spend my time with. Just don’t go getting yourself shot again in one of the local bars, and I’ll leave you alone. I don’t need some snarky, skinny bitch who thinks she’s God’s gift to humanity.”

      Man, have you got that wrong.

      He stormed out of the workroom. The sound of his Ducati’s engine was quickly drowned out by the staccato of gravel pelting the wooden side of the cabin.

      “I realize we never taught you how to flirt, but just so you know, that wasn’t it.” Joe opened his desk and handed Sere the folder on Monty. “Keep this hidden.”

      “Why would you think it was our doppelgänger who killed that sweet man?”

      “If we’re right about him wanting to kill his real and take over that life, he’d need to do it in such a way that it wasn’t noticed. Any reasonable person would want a little practice before the big event. My bet is fake Monty just discovered how messy murder can be.”
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      Sere took off from Joe’s cabin and headed toward the interstate. Though she doubted Bart would have hung around after their fight, the man had an annoying habit of showing up where he wasn’t wanted.

      When it came to Joe, she had only been half joking when she’d invited him along on the hunt. Any speed he might have lost to age, he more than made up for in cunning. Beating her off the porch and into the river had proven that. Now that she was out on the open road, however, she embraced the loneliness that others often feared. With no one to keep track of, she was free to conduct the hunt as she saw fit.

      The monotonous ride on the straight, flat interstate made for a good time to think. Though her emotions continued to boil within her like lava under a volcano’s cone, her cold determination kept them in check. Without an alternate demon to consider, she focused her energy on Montgomery Fisher’s doppelgänger. Assuming Joe is right and Larry’s death was simply practice, what would fake Monty try next? He must have Kelly, and since there’s no trail of blood, I’ll assume she’s still alive.

      Without a vehicle of his own, Monty would have a hard time transporting Kelly very far from town. Though the swamp was Sere’s home, she realized most others considered the marshes, animals, and hidden islands the stuff of horror stories—a perfect place for disposing of a body. She needed to get back out on the water, and that meant a boat. Borrowing the same boat twice has to beat finding another victim. I hope those snake bites aren’t bothering you too much, Cody Boy.

      Even if Sere did find Kelly, if it turned out that fake Monty had killed Larry and abducted her, the café owner’s story could easily lead to people pointing the finger at the real Montgomery Fisher, who was simply going about his humdrum life in New Orleans. “Fuck!” Sere laid into the throttle, hoping the increased speed would clear the logjam of thoughts. Kelly identifying Montgomery Fisher’s doppelgänger would create too many questions. No one was going to buy that a mild-mannered New Orleans CPA went on a killing spree or that he had some mysterious double no one had ever heard of before. And even if Sere captured the doppelgänger and turned him in to save her own hide, any investigation would lead back to the real man. Finding Kelly had to be her first priority, but then what? Whatever story Kelly told that might exonerate Sere would sound like the ranting of a madwoman. That might not be the worst result. So long as the sheriff discounts anything she says as momentary insanity, he probably won’t bother reporting it.

      And what do I do if Kelly is already dead? Sere let off the gas to avoid speeding past a highway patrol car. Bart was probably right. With no one else to blame, the sheriff would make a case for Sere being the perpetrator of the killing spree. Even if she did find fake Monty, she couldn’t turn him in. I’m going to find you, fucker. Then I’m going to kill you myself. If Kelly is still alive, she’ll be so traumatized that no one will believe anything she says. Then I’ll disappear back into my beloved swamp. Fuck the cops. Fuck the judicial system. Fuck the loas of the dead. “And fuck Jennifer Ellen Cranston!”
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        * * *

      

      The sun had set by the time Sere rode past the line of pickup trucks parked in front of Riley’s bar. The beater from the morning was still gathering dust next to the front door. She pulled her Triton to the back of the unpainted wooden building. Riley had already proven she preferred to take matters into her own hands rather than call in the authorities when it came to Sere’s stealing and customer harassment. Hopefully, the woman’s brand of vigilante justice extended to suspected murderers.

      Sere used her thin dagger to pop the lock on the back door. The rifle Riley had used earlier wasn’t the type of weapon to be carried around as a fashion accessory. If Sere could confront the woman away from the bar, patrons, and gun, maybe she could make her listen to reason—even if it was at the point of a knife. Sere crouched behind a stack of Jack Daniel’s boxes and waited.

      “I’ll get another case of Bud.” Riley’s voice cut through the bar chatter that flooded the back room behind the swinging door.

      Sere waited until the bartender had just passed her before springing to her feet. With one fluid motion, she pulled Riley’s greasy ponytail down hard and had the knife against her stretched throat. “I don’t mean to hurt you, but I will if you don’t help me.”

      “You’re that bitch I plugged this morning. You’ve got a lot of damn nerve coming back here.” Riley’s calm but determined voice indicated that being threatened was nothing new.

      “In spite of our so-far rocky relationship, I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say.”

      The bartender held her hands out from her sides. “I doubt that, but as you’ve got my attention, I suppose I don’t have a choice.”

      “I want to talk to Cody, and I’d rather not do it while we’re aiming weapons at each other.”

      The woman let out a snarky grunt that might have been a laugh. “You know, I’d actually like to see that.” She turned her neck against the knife, “Cody, come back here and give me a hand.”

      Sere let go of Riley’s hair so she’d be free to respond to the new threat that pushed his way through the swinging door. The mountain of a man walked an unsteady line. I’ll bet you’ve been drinking all day.

      “Waddya want, Ri?”

      Sere held the knife in the light in front of Riley to make sure Cody knew what he was dealing with. “I’m going to put this away. I just want to talk.”

      “You going to apologize for stealing my boat again?”

      She sheathed the blade back into her boot. “I borrowed your boat, and I’m not here to debate old news.”

      “Not apologize again… steal my boat again.” The man’s slurred speech wasn’t helping Sere understand what he was talking about.

      “As I told you, Camo Boy, your boat is in your slip, and we dealt with our issues this morning.”

      Riley crossed her arms and leaned against the glass-fronted fridge. “He’s asking if you’re returning his boat again. When he went out to find it after you left, it wasn’t there.”

      Shit! So that’s how Monty abducted Kelly. In a burst of insight, Sere realized she’d been the one to bring her nemesis into town. “That fucker must have slipped into the boat while I was out investigating the swamp. I never checked the lockers. Why would I so far from civilization? That’s how he got into town. Then that asshole must have followed me to Kelly’s. I really need to listen better to Joe’s explanations of human gut feelings. Your boat would have been his most obvious means of escape. How could I be so dense?”

      “Girl, I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Cody said, “but you’ve been a pain in my ass since I met ya. And now you’re interrupting my drinking.”

      “I know who killed Larry and kidnapped Kelly. He’s using your boat to hide out in the swamp.”

      “You mean Runt’s dead? About time someone put that little pipsqueak in the ground.”

      Sere rubbed the base of her head against the butt of the shotgun strapped to her back. “God, you are a piece of work. Your boat is missing, so you drink. Then I come and tell you it’s back, so you drink some more. Then—when you finally head out to do some work—you find it’s missing again, so you come back here to continue drinking. Have either of you even checked into town today?”

      Riley and Cody looked at each other in dumb silence. Sere was beginning to wonder if either of them would be of any help at all. At least Cody must know his way around the swamp.

      “Do you want your fucking boat back or not? Because I guarantee you, if this guy kills Kelly, he’s not going to putter it back to the dock. And even if the sheriff does find your rig, it’ll be impounded for evidence. So you can either sit here on your fat ass, drinking away whatever life you had, or you can give me a hand, and I can get you back fishing.”

      Cody took a deep breath, which, based on his straightened stance, helped sober him somewhat. “First, as my boat was stolen, I have no way to get you out on the water. And second, it’s past nightfall.”

      “So what?” Sere asked. “The swamp doesn’t fill up with monsters at night, at least no more so than during the day.”

      “Look, girly,” Cody said. “I’m not afraid of the boogeyman, but even people who’ve spent their whole lives in the swamps can get lost from time to time. At least during the day, there are others out on the water if something goes wrong. Only a damned fool goes looking for trouble.”

      “I found my way out and back traveling at night. I could use someone who understands the waterways and would know where a person might hide a body, but if you’re too afraid of the dark, I’ll go alone.”

      Cody pulled a can of Bud out of the fridge and popped it open. “You are the craziest chick I’ve ever met. And that includes both of my psycho ex-wives. It’d be worth heading out just to see you get scared of something.”

      Riley shook her head as if she couldn’t believe what she was about to say. “I’ve got a boat under a tarp out back. It belonged to my daddy. Honestly, I’m not even sure it floats. But any woman who wants to go hunting a serial killer at night in the swamp with a guy who’s three times her size and pissed off at her is my kind of bitch.”

      “Perfect.” Sere turned to Cody. “If your truck will start, I’ll meet you out back.”

      “Hasn’t anyone ever told you, you don’t impugn a man’s truck? You are going to die out there, and I’m going to laugh my head off.”

      Riley pulled her keys from her overly tight cutoff jeans and worked a rusted one off the ring. “I’ve got work to do. I’d warn you about the snakes out there, but from what Cody told me this morning, those vipers are probably your friends.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere headed out back, happy not to have been shot again. Joe’s teaching rang in her memory. “If you can earn an enemy’s respect, you’ll have their loyalty until the next change of events. Knowing where you stand with someone, and what to watch out for in their change of demeanor, is better than relying on the blind devotion of a supposed friend.”

      Cody might hate her, but he wouldn’t cross her—at least not at night out in the swamp. Based on his run-in with her snakes, he’d have to conclude that every animal lurking in the dark was at her command. She didn’t dare consider Riley an ally, but the woman wouldn’t interfere so long as there was some entertainment value. Monty was a different story. If it was him she was hunting, which Sere was beginning to accept as highly likely, he’d proven he could be a vicious killer.

      The blue plastic tarp draped over the boat was covered in mud. A pond filled with mosquito larvae nestled in the hull’s depression like an aquatic feature in a mobile-home park. This is going to be a mess. With her knife, she cut the vines away from the tongue of the trailer. The boat’s rotted painter was covered in slime, but the cable that wrapped around the winch at the front was still flexible. She unhooked the shackle and turned the crank to release a good ten feet of plastic-coated line. By climbing onto the boat’s bow, she was able to reach the limb of a pine tree. She wrapped the end of the cable around the trunk above the branch and secured it with the shackle. Turning the crank of the trailer, she lifted the bow of the boat and dumped most of the water out the back. With the nose of the boat still in the air, she pulled off the tarp. The look of the salvaged boat was less than encouraging. The center thwart was rotted nearly in half, and whatever paint had covered the interior of the hull had long ago peeled away.

      Cody’s wreck of a truck struggled around the corner of the building like an asthmatic wandering outside for another cigarette. As he passed the boat hanging from the tree, he shook his head. “That’s not a boat. It’s a couple of sheets of decaying plywood held together with shards of fiberglass. I’m surprised it held together long enough for you to lift the bow off the ground.”

      She didn’t have much more hope than he did, but she wasn’t about to admit it. “So long as there’s a motor connected to a flat surface that doesn’t sink to the bottom of the river, I’m going.”

      He again shook his head and swung the truck around so that the tailgate wedged under the tongue of the trailer. “There’s no point trying to drag that rusty frame on those dry-rotted tires. We’ll have to load the boat into the back of my truck.”

      After an hour of pushing, winching, and swearing, they had the hull perched over the back end of the truck. “They make a nice pair,” Sere said as she looked at the combination.

      “I told you before, don’t talk shit about my truck if you expect my help.”

      She patted the front fender. “My apologies.” As she opened the passenger door, the squealing metal fell at a precarious angle to the cab. “Is it supposed to do that?”

      Cody jumped out of the driver’s seat. “Just get your bony ass inside. I’ll take care of the door.” He lifted the panel like it was a sack of groceries and shoved it back into the frame.

      “If we actually make it onto the water, finding a serial killer should be a snap compared to hauling this hull out to the river.”

      He got back behind the wheel and threw the truck in gear. “You are a snarky-ass bitch. You know that?”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      A polite person would have offered thanks for his help in the night’s endeavors, but Sere decided Cody would probably see such a comment as a sign of weakness. The way he looked her over made her wonder if being alone with the brute was such a good idea.

      “What?” she asked.

      He turned back to the windshield and coaxed the truck into gear. “I’ve got my rifle, but I was just wondering what you plan on using against the murderer once you find him.”

      She leaned back against what was left of the vinyl bench seat and thrust her hand into the pocket of Joe’s riding jacket to count the half dozen shells she’d pulled from her bag. The exposed springs groaned under the butt of her gun. “If I’m right, that rifle of yours in the back window won’t do much good.”

      “I’ll take it with me just the same. And your little venomous friends? I’m not moving another inch until I know they aren’t with you.”

      She pulled open the sides of the jacket. “No snakes. You are, of course, free to check the saddlebags on my bike to make sure they’re still standing guard if you don’t believe me.”

      “No, thanks.” He punched the accelerator to get the heap of metal moving.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll be damned—she floats.” Cody held the bow of the boat so firmly Sere suspected he was preparing to wrench in out of the river if it started gushing water.

      “Never doubted it for a minute.” She hopped in and headed for the outboard motor.

      “I can promise you that motor is never going to start.”

      We’ll see. Though wireless communications refused to find a signal around Sere, most mechanical machinery bowed to her desires. On the third firm tug of the rope, the two-cylinder engine fired to life. “Don’t look so surprised. Everyone has to have skills with something. For me, it’s engines.”

      “Sure as hell ain’t people.” He jumped on board and shoved off from the dock with the butt of his rifle. Sere held her breath as the fiberglass flexed under his weight, but only a trickle of water seeped in around the seams.

      She settled in next to the antique motor. “You’re the navigator. Where would you head if you wanted to kill someone without being heard and dump their body where no one would find it?”

      “You make it sound like an everyday occurrence for me.” In spite of his protest, he pointed toward a fork in the river. “Head north. There are a couple of abandoned fishing cabins along a stretch of river that got hit hard during the last hurricane. If I was looking for a little privacy, that’s where I’d head.”

      Sere followed Cody’s directions. Instead of heading for the deep swamp as she would have expected, the waterway he indicated paralleled the road. Fishing camps sat on stilts high above the river like gigantic water bugs. This can’t be right. If she were looking to commit murder, she’d head for the most deserted section of swamp she could find. But she hadn’t brought Cody along for his good looks or shining personality. Not everyone had been raised deep in the bayou as she had. And a city slicker like Monty wouldn’t see the rivers and marshes as inviting—more like good areas for getting hopelessly lost.

      “Take that left bend, and kill the motor.” Cody leaned forward over the bow like an overweight pit bull that thought it had retained some instinctual hunting skills.

      She swung the boat to the left, straightened it up to the river, and hit the kill switch. “What do you see?”

      He kept low in the boat, no easy feat for a man who filled the pointed bow from gunnel to gunnel. “There’s a light in that second cabin. It belongs to a buddy of mine. No one’s supposed to be up there. I also thought I heard a voice.” He rose up out of his stealthy position. “Fuck. And there’s my boat.” He reached under him and pulled out a paddle. With two long strokes, he had the battered motorboat alongside the weathered dock. He grabbed his rifle, hopped out without bothering to tie the boat to the dock, and made a beeline for his aluminum skiff nestled in the weeds.

      “What are you doing?” Sere whispered. “You’re going to give us away.”

      “You said you’d get me to my boat, and I said I’d find you your murderer. We’re square as far as I’m concerned.”

      “You’re not going to help me save Kelly?” Sere couldn’t believe Cody was just going to jump in his boat and leave.

      “I’m no fool. That crazy son of a bitch already dismembered one person.” Cody untied his boat, gave it a hard shove in the direction they’d come from, and jumped in before Sere could stop him. “I’ll do you the favor of drifting to the end of the river before firing up my motor.”

      Fuck! Sere watched helplessly as Cody floated off. She jumped out of the small boat and did what she could to tie it off with the rotted painter. If Monty was holding Kelly in the cabin above her head, he’d have to be pretty unobservant not to have noticed the action on the river.

      “What do you plan on doing to me?” Kelly’s plea rang out across the water. Though Sere didn’t doubt the woman’s fear, the sudden outburst could have been a message to Sere that Monty was still oblivious to her approach. Thank you, Kelly.

      “I’m going to kill you.” The man’s voice lacked the firm sincerity Sere had expected. He sounded more confused than afraid, as if he didn’t fully know what he was doing.

      “The way you did Larry? Because you did a piss-poor job of it. What did either of us ever do to you?”

      Sere did her best to keep her weight evenly distributed on the aluminum ladder to prevent any noise announcing her approach. So long as Monty was focused on Kelly, Sere might be able to sneak up on him before things turned violent.

      “This has nothing to do with you,” Monty said. “Does the bug ask the shoe why it’s being stomped on? I need to learn how best to decapitate a person.”

      Sere peeked over the edge of the deck. Through the open sliding glass door, she could see Kelly tied to a yellow-vinyl and metal kitchen chair. She was struggling against the ropes. The intense look on her face still displayed the last vestiges of fear, but anger was quickly taking hold. Hang in there, Kelly. I’m just about in position.

      “So you’re some wannabe mass murderer trying to figure out how it’s done? You don’t look the type—or is that heavyset-frumpy-businessman look part of the act?”

      Monty stood in profile to the door and ran his finger over the edge of a meat cleaver. From the worn wooden handle and pitted blade, Sere suspected it had come from the fish-cleaning station on the dock below. “Why do you care what I do? I’d think you would be pleading for your life, not trying to figure me out.”

      Just like a doppelgänger—he can’t think beyond his self-interest and sees attempted empathy as a weakness. Sere snuck onto the deck and worked her way behind a battered chest freezer with beer stickers plastered to its front. Reaching behind her, she slipped the shotgun out of its holster. With just the single shell loaded in the barrel and six more in her pocket, she wasn’t going to get many opportunities to put Monty down.

      Sere’s heart rate doubled as she realized Kelly hadn’t responded to Monty’s latest taunt. Shit!

      She jumped out from behind the metal icebox and held the gun at her hip. “Die, Doppelfucker!” she yelled from the back door.

      To Sere’s horror, Monty lifted the butcher’s knife dripping with blood from the woman’s neck. Kelly’s eyes were unnaturally large. She didn’t move, as though the slightest turn of her head might make it fall from her shoulders. The sound of air gurgling through thick blood filled the small cabin.

      Sere aimed high to avoid knocking Kelly’s head from her body, as if she were playing some demented arcade game. The shotgun blast didn’t even disturb a hair on Monty’s balding head.

      “Fuck!” She quickly snapped the weapon open in desperation to reload, but she knew she’d blown her one good shot at taking out the killer.

      He rushed at her with cleaver held high. Now we’re talking my kind of battle, she thought. She dropped the gun, grabbed the top of the doorframe, and kicked her boot heel at his bloated face. As if expecting the move, Monty dove for the floor like a baseball runner stealing home base. He slipped right under her, leaped back to his feet, and continued running for the edge of the deck.

      “Oh, hell no.” She jumped down, retrieved her shotgun, and finished reloading the second shell. When she got to the railing, Monty had already bounded down to the dock. She tried calming her nerves to make the shot count, but every fraction of a second put him another stride away. The blast sent pellets bouncing along the wooden boards at his feet.

      Without taking the time for self-recrimination, she loaded the third shell, lifted the gun to her shoulder, and took proper aim. All of Joe’s attempts at training Sere to go slowly and act deliberately came flooding back. She squeezed the trigger as Monty jumped into Riley’s boat. Small red dots speckled the back of the man’s blue-and-white seersucker suit. “Got you, asshole.”

      She opened the breach for the fourth shell. Though she’d hit him, only a couple of the pellets had struck hard enough to penetrate his suit and skin—not nearly enough to adequately disrupt his connection to the real Montgomery Fisher.

      As she took aim, she heard the last gasps from the woman behind her. Fuck! Her shot sprinkled the water, causing a dozen catfish to surface in response to the call, but Monty was well on his way up river. “God damn it!” Sere dropped the gun and rushed over to the woman who had been so kind—one of the few truly generous strangers that Sere had met in real life. She had to lean in close to Kelly’s mouth to hear her.

      “He burst into the diner not five minutes after you left. Larry tried to stop him—”

      “Don’t talk.” Sere untied the woman’s hands and feet. Neck artery severed. Nothing you can do to stop death. Make her comfortable. The loas will be coming. “I’m sorry.” For the first time in Sere’s life, she truly understood what the term meant. Had she not stopped off at the diner, Larry and Kelly would still be involved in their lifelong flirtation. Now he was dead, and Kelly was about to join him. Sere had never felt a stronger feeling of self-loathing. “I have to go.” She caressed the dying woman’s hair from her face. The light was quietly fading from Kelly’s eyes as tears filled Sere’s.

      She turned and rushed back to the porch railing. “God fucking dammit!” The words rushed out of her mouth in one long scream across the water. She couldn’t bear to turn around. Though Sere wasn’t afraid of death, she had no idea how long she’d have before the loas turned up to claim the woman’s soul. Would they even notice me? It wasn’t a chance Sere could risk.

      She slid down the ladder and ran to the fish-cleaning station below the porch. Under the sink, she found a box of large black trash bags. With no available boat in sight, she’d have to swim for it, but she wasn’t about to abandon her clothing for the sheriff to use as one more nail in her coffin. She stripped down completely and pulled one shotgun shell from her jacket before stuffing everything in the doubled-up plastic bags. With a six-foot length of rope, she tied the bag to her waist.

      “This has been a tough couple of days.” She tossed the shotgun shell into the water without bothering to crack it open and dove into the river. A snapping turtle the size of a manhole cover drifted up under her. Grabbing hold of its shell, she directed it toward Monty in the rapidly disappearing motorboat.
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      Sere pulled hard against the turtle’s shell to get her head above water. Surfacing reconnected Sere to her surroundings. The moment wasn’t just to satisfy her need to breathe. Fresh air was like a slap in the face to snap her out of her thoughts, but the cool night breeze—and the mental break it provided—lasted only a moment. As she lowered her head back behind the animal’s shell, memories of Kelly’s ordeal returned.

      Sere had never seen someone die before. The event shook her. For nearly all of her life, the doppelgängers she’d lived with were little more than dolls without emotions. Even if one got hurt, it could regenerate any missing parts like a lizard whose tail got cut off, and if one died, it could easily be replaced. Kelly had been mortally wounded, and there hadn’t been a damn thing Sere could do to help—no magical bandage, no spiritual connection, nothing. She’d just stood there like a goddamned idiot. Even if Sere hadn’t seen the woman’s emotions displayed in her eyes, her feelings had worked like an energy tsunami that swept Sere up in its intensity. Like a swimmer doing the breaststroke, Sere lunged back to the surface for another cleansing breath of air before returning to her living nightmare of death.

      Right at that moment, Kelly’s soul was somewhere in Guinee, trying to explain her life to paranormal beings who thought they had some divine authority over humanity. Godforsaken assholes, more like it. Sere’s own time with the loas had been mercifully short. Children seldom were forced to stay in purgatory for more than a day.

      Why couldn’t Kendell have found someone else to watch over the devil? Even as a child, Sere had known the answer. Baron Malveaux had only shown complete and selfless love to one person: his daughter Serephine. Kendell needed the most powerful soul she could find to contain what Malveaux had become, and that was young Sere. What none of the gate guardians could have known was that the devil would pull young Sere out of Guinee and into his hell.

      Fuck, this isn’t about me. She twisted the turtle’s shell toward the surface so she could stay above the water long enough to get a look at where they were headed. Hopefully, the animal was following the vibrations from the outboard motor, but it could just as easily be looking to Sere for navigation. In the moonlight, tree limbs draped with Spanish moss cast shadows on the winding river.

      “I have no idea where we are or where that asshole motored off to.” She looked down at the round shell. “If you can hear me, head toward civilization.”

      Once back fully underwater, the turtle banked to the right while Sere continued her contemplations. That’s the difference between me and Monty. Though I could easily turn the murder into being about me, I feel the connection to Kelly. He never would. Kelly would find peace with the loas—of that, Sere had no doubt. Whatever minor harm Kelly and Larry might have caused in their lives, no one could fake the inherent decency they’d both shown Sere. Their deaths were true tragedies. Some might have said the same about Serephine Malveaux—the young daughter of the city’s most powerful banker who took her own life—but the loas took a dim view of people who cut their time short. And Sere’s life had been very short indeed. Rest easy, my friends. I hope you two share in the love you couldn’t quite find in life.
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        * * *

      

      By daybreak, Sere had spotted the first hunting cabin. Though Riley’s boat was nowhere to be seen, she needed to get out of the river and start a more traditional hunt. She patted the thick shell as her goodbye and let go of the turtle to start her swim toward the dock. On reaching the foot of the aluminum swimming ladder, she wrapped in her hand the rope to the plastic bag filled with her belongings and climbed up to the deck that surrounded the cabin.

      “We need to stop meeting like this.”

      Bartender Smooth’s voice had her instinctively covering her body. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

      He set aside his fishing pole. “So you’re a swamp mermaid. That explains a lot, like how you leave the water magically healed. You haven’t needed another swim after getting shot again, have you?”

      “Would you please, for once, be a gentleman and get me a towel?”

      He got up and pulled the beach towel from the back of his chair. “I’m sorry. I thought as a mermaid you might prefer to be wet and naked.”

      She snatched the terrycloth from his hands. “I’m not a fucking mermaid.” I’m a creature from hell. Yeah, that should make for a more believable explanation. She wrapped the towel around her body and bent down to grab her bag.

      He stood with his arms folded. “Well, I can’t wait to hear your explanation for this situation.”

      She opened the bag and pulled out her clothing, which she slid on under the towel. “What makes you think I owe you one?”

      “This is my cabin. Since you were headed out to clear your name the last time I saw you, I’m guessing you’re still in trouble with the law. I wouldn’t want to be charged with being an accessory after the crime.”

      Once again dressed, she regained some semblance of composure. The shotgun didn’t hurt either. She made a show of swinging it into the holster behind her back. “Fine. But you asked for it. I found Larry’s murderer, and I was there when he slit Kelly’s throat. She’s lying dead on the floor of some abandoned hunting cabin a few miles downstream.”

      His snarky arrogance mellowed to something resembling caring. “That must have been horrible.”

      “I’ve seen worse. The murderer headed this way in a broken-down skiff. Did you happened to see anything like that while you were out here jerking your morning rod?”

      “Nice,” he responded to her jab. “If he’d have come puttering this way, I’d have heard him.”

      She looked around the bayou. “There must be a hundred waterways out here he could have taken. Damn it! I had one good shot at that asshole, and I missed.”

      Bart looked her over then peered over the edge of the dock. “So what’s your plan now? Gonna hunt him down on foot now that you couldn’t outswim him?”

      Shit. “I need to get back to my motorcycle. It’s behind Riley’s bar. Mind giving me a lift?” Asking Bart for help stuck in her throat like swallowing an angry crawfish.

      “Wow. Did you hurt yourself just now? Asking me for help is something new.” He hitched up his jeans as if he’d just scored a conquest. “I feel like we’re making some progress in our relationship.”

      “Toward what? I need a ride twenty miles down the road. It’s not like I agreed to give you a blowjob as payment.”

      “Maybe not,” he said, “but you are the one who keeps showing up without her clothes on and making all the sexual innuendoes.”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with anything. You’re the one who keeps following me like some creeper.”

      He waved at the dock. “This is my house. You’re the one who climbed up here naked. I really can’t see how that’s my fault.”

      She was desperate to change the subject away from her repeated embarrassments. “Can we please just go? I’ve got a murderer to catch and a sheriff to keep off my tail.” Not to mention the loas of the dead, who were probably all too interested in hearing how Kelly had died and who had been present at the time.

      He led the way up the dirt path to the garage beside the cabin. Once he opened the overhead door, she stood face-to-face with his Ducati Monster. I’ve ridden on the backs of alligators. I can certainly ride on you. As he got on the beast and fired it up, she realized it wasn’t the bike that intimidated her—it was the prospect of riding on the back. He pulled the motorcycle out into the light and motioned for her to climb on. You could at least make it look like you were scooching that muscular ass of yours up to make room for me. She’d had too much of him making her feel self-conscious to ask for the additional space.

      Climbing onto the elevated back end, she pressed her feet to the passenger pegs and forced her crotch tightly against the top of his rock-hard glutes. She grabbed him around the waist and ground her body aggressively against his. “Make it fast.”

      Bart released the clutch and hit the throttle so hard Sere had to lean her chest down onto his back to maintain her balance. So this is how it’s going to be. Fat chance, bucko. Once she regained her composure, she bent her head over his shoulder to anticipate the road ahead. Like any good horse trainer, she needed to see what he could do before showing him who was really in charge. His mastery of the motorcycle through town was pedantic at best, but then, he probably didn’t want to show up his Harley-loving patrons, who were probably all still groggy from their hangovers. I guess I should be grateful he isn’t advertising my presence.

      But being the sweet, submissive girl on the back of some big muscular guy’s crotch rocket was never Sere’s style. As soon as he hit the gentle bend out of town, she swung her hips hard to the side of his, forcing the bike from the mild angle into a far more aggressive cut through the turn. Bart had to hit the gas to keep the bike steady.

      “Do you mind if I do the driving?” he yelled over his shoulder.

      “A little bit, yeah.” She hooked her fingers into the belt loops of his tight jeans and yanked his butt hard upright while shifting her hips farther onto the seat. “This bike didn’t seem to be slow while you were chasing me. What’s the deal? Can’t perform when someone else is on board? I always figured these crotch rockets weren’t much more than masturbatory aids.”

      “Shut up and hang on.” He ran through the gears so fast that she wondered if he ever fully released the clutch handle. The lazy pastoral highway became a high-speed slalom course. But no matter how hard Bart took the curves, Sere leaned her knee even farther toward the blurring white lines on the pavement below.

      When Kelly’s Diner came into view, Sere turned her face away, but the image of police cars, yellow warning tape, and men in uniforms had been instantly and indelibly imprinted on her mind. Bart hit the brakes, causing her crotch to ride up under his jacket and against his bare back.

      She clamped her arms and thighs around him. “Get me out of here. If the cops see me, I’m toast.”

      “That’s why I slowed down. My cousin on the force will assume I’m just scaring some innocent young thing to get her to swoon over me. So long as he thinks I’m flirting, he’ll tell his buddies I’m not a problem. Had I punched it, he might have come after me with sirens blaring.”

      That made sense, but she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of acknowledging his consideration for her safety. “Think you can find a way around Larry’s machine shop?”

      He patted her on the leg as she settled back onto the seat. “No problem.”

      She kept her hands on his hips as he guided the powerful bike through the city streets, but she refrained from taking the lead again. Each house they passed could have been Kelly’s or Larry’s—each person a friend or relative. People in small towns stuck together, and she was responsible for the community losing two of its best. She buried her face in the back of Bart’s leather jacket in shame. I’ll never show my face in this town again. For the rest of the ride, she let his hips direct the action.

      When they entered Riley’s parking lot, she edged toward the back of the seat. “You can drop me off here.”

      He stopped the motorcycle and stood upright with his hands on his hips like a virgin who’d just been given it hard, doggy style. “I thought your bike was parked out back.”

      That’s what she said. Sere smiled at her private joke. “It is. I’ve got something I need to attend to first.” She hopped off the rear of the Ducati with a new appreciation for the bike’s hard, vibrating ride. As she walked up to Cody’s truck, she pulled out her knife. With quick, penetrating blows, she slashed all four of his tires. Each time she thrust her blade into the thick rubber, she envisioned the sharp tip plunging into the fat asshole’s gut. “If you’d just hung around, maybe Kelly would still be alive,” she grumbled.

      “I almost hate to ask, but do you want me to come with you, or was this just a wham bam thank you ma’am?”

      She slipped the blade back into her boot with a feeling of sexual release. “Don’t you have some drinks to mix or bottles to pop open?”

      “It’s eight in the morning. Even my regulars don’t show up until ten.”

      Sere wasn’t sure what transportation Monty would find, but she was positive of his destination. “I’m headed down to New Orleans. I won’t be back this way for a few days at least. Do what you can to keep the sheriff off my ass, but don’t go getting yourself in trouble. Tell him about Kelly. I can’t stand the idea of that poor woman’s body left out there for the vultures.”

      “How am I supposed to explain what I know about her location without mentioning you?”

      “You’re clever. I’m sure you’ll come up with something.”

      He sat back on the bike and scrunched his butt into its familiar location on the seat. “That may be the first semicompliment you’ve given me.”

      She gave him a seductive smile before heading for the back of the building. “Consider it my thanks for the ride.”
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        * * *

      

      The humid air that rose from the swamp and battered Sere’s face as she raced down the highway tasted like fresh gumbo, rich with the smells of mysterious spices and seafood. She swung the motorcycle from side to side like a dance partner, happy to no longer be dependent on others for her transportation. Now that she once again had time alone to think, she hoped to make sense of the rush of people who’d been streaming into her life lately.

      Larry and Kelly had been kind, generous, decent people. And they were dead because they’d met Sere. The couple would forever be a reminder of her responsibility to protect the living from the demons that had followed her out of hell.

      Cody and Riley were assholes who only looked out for themselves, and they’d weathered meeting Sere with little more than a few days’ worth of irritations. Not everyone in this strange realm was worthy of Sere’s protection or in need of it. Identifying the difference, however, had to be more involved than separating out those who had been nice to her from those who had pulled out a gun.

      Bart needed his own category. For Sere, sexual desire while living in hell had been easily satisfied with any doppelgänger she found attractive at the time. Like looking at porn, she simply focused on whatever her libido took a fancy to and bent the puppet to her desires. Bart, however, wasn’t some mindless drone for her to have her way with. He had his own longings. Dealing with him versus the sex bots was comparable to playing poker instead of solitaire. And she only enjoyed competition when she knew she could win. If I keep up this flirtation, one of us is going to get hurt or killed. Why the hell are people so damn confusing?

      The threat focused her back on Monty. She straightened the bike and laid into the throttle so hard the front tire momentarily came off the pavement. His first two murders were effective but messy. If he expected to take over Montgomery Fisher’s life after killing him, the murder would need to be much more elegant and leave no possibility of someone finding the body. A hundred miles stood between Jackson’s Bluff and New Orleans—with plenty of small hamlets in between for Monty to refine his technique in seclusion. Chasing after him would only put Sere at the scene of each crime, and she already had one sheriff who had his sights on her as the most likely psychopath. Others, like Larry and Kelly, would die. There wasn’t much she could do about that. Saving them wasn’t her job. Killing the demon from hell was. And if I fail? It wasn’t a question she could contemplate while speeding her way to New Orleans.

      Focus on your desired result, not on the failure you fear. Joe made an art form of boiling down a complex idea into a simple sentence. Fake Monty had no soul. That made killing him the wrong term. She wasn’t killing anyone because he wasn’t human, or even animal, for that matter. Creatures working on pure instinct, however, could be notoriously hard to find and destroy. Without a consciousness to appeal to, Monty would kill to watch the effect it would have on Sere—just as he’d done with Kelly.

      There was another, far more ominous solution, one that would cross the line from defender of humanity to self-appointed executioner. Monty might be impossible to stop before he killed again, but Mr. Fisher, CPA and member of New Orleans business community, would be a sitting duck.

      “I’m not murdering Montgomery Fisher.” Saying the idea out loud worked like a sign post to turn her destructive thoughts to a more productive direction. Having watched Kelly die, the idea of killing Monty’s real to see if it would make the serial killer disintegrate was no longer an option. “I’m not a killer—I’m an exterminator. I have to end Monty and save his real. There’s no other way to keep the loas out of my business.” Besides, if she and Joe were correct, the doppelgänger believed killing Mr. Fisher would clear the way for Monty to take his place. There was just no way to know how life worked on demons from hell. Doing Monty’s dirty work could create exactly what she was trying to prevent.

      But it wasn’t just her soul’s fate that was at risk. Monty might be the problem standing front and center, but somewhere in hell were answers to the much bigger questions of how he’d become sentient, who’d helped him escape, and what nightmare that entity intended to unleash among the living.

      “One thing at a time, girl. Monty has already seen me, so I’ll need a disguise.”
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        * * *

      

      Well before hitting the suburbs of New Orleans, she swung the Triton onto an off-ramp lined with shabby strip malls. The danger and—she had to admit it—the allure of continuing a few more miles to the middle-class mall and risking running into Jennifer Cranston was too strong to ignore. Sere’s fashion-conscious real, however, wouldn’t be caught dead in the ’60s-era buildings that housed businesses catering to women who wanted a throwaway persona. Sere pulled into the parking lot filled with twenty-year-old beater sedans. Looking through the windows at the empty fast-food containers and blankets that filled the back seats, she wondered how many of the cars qualified as primary residences. Based on the condom wrappers on the floors, some of them could well have doubled as places of employment.

      She hit the buzzer to Harry’s House of Wigs and waited for the cashier to push the corresponding button unlocking the security steel-bar door. The gate popped open as if the hinges had been bent out of place by an abusive client. “How can I help you, sweetie?”

      Sere ran her fingers through her short, thin, helmet-flattened locks. “I need something to cover this red hair. I stand out like a carrot in a produce bin of yellow and brown potatoes. Nothing too expensive, but something that will help me blend in without looking like I’m hiding.”

      “Gotcha. So no neon-purple with glitter tips.” The woman walked out from behind the counter and looked over Sere’s face. “Brunette is usually best for passing unobserved, but if we go too dark, your light eyebrows and complexion are going to be a tip-offs that the do is fake.”

      Sere thought back to the image of her real that had haunted her during her leg’s reconstruction. Jennifer had long hair that she struggled to infuse with body. She also dyed it as light as she could while maintaining a hint of red. Fucking vain woman. Sere needed to be as far from recognizable as possible to anyone Jennifer might know. “I’ll wear dark glasses.”

      The shop attendant nodded knowingly. “I’ve got a shoulder-length black number with bangs. It’s straight like your natural hair. That’s about the best I can do on a budget. The previous owner had to get out of town in a hurry, so you might not want to be seen around Kenner wearing it.” She took the ratty-looking wig off a white Styrofoam head.

      Sounds like I’ll be trading one dangerous persona for another. Sere held up the fake hair, wondering when it had last been cleaned. She pulled it over her head and fluffed up the black locks. The shop attendant handed Sere a mirror. I look ridiculous.

      “Not bad.” The saleswoman took a pair of oversized dark glasses from a rotating display next to the counter and slipped them on Sere’s face. “Not bad at all. Add a change of clothing, and no one will recognize you.”

      “At least not anyone I know.”

      “Isn’t that the point?” The woman headed back for the register without waiting for a reply. “Cash or charge?”

      Sere pulled out the twenties Kelly had given her. Looks like you were more right than you knew about me needing this money.

      The cashier gave Sere a knowing smile. “There’s a discount for cash. Most of my clients like to stay anonymous. If you take the next freeway off-ramp, you’ll run into an outlet mall. They have a couple of reasonably priced clothing stores.”

      Sere stashed the change in her jeans. “Thanks for everything.”

      Once outside, Sere caught sight of her reflection in the shop window. The sales girl was right. In her jeans, leather coat, and alligator boots, her hair color didn’t make much of a difference. Monty would spot her a mile away. With Sere straddling her Triton, the attempted disguise of wig and glasses was laughable.

      “Okay. One thing at a time. It’s not like Monty is barreling down on me. A change of clothing shouldn’t be that hard.”

      The wig under her helmet made for awkward riding. With each change in wind direction, the layers of protection slid around, forcing her to slow down and readjust her skullcap. She gratefully took the next off-ramp and parked her motorcycle among the throngs of SUVs and family sedans. The interconnected concrete boxes a city-block long didn’t have a single window.

      “What a god-awful-looking place.” She got off her bike and set her helmet on her saddlebags. Her wig needed to be rotated a quarter turn to sit correctly on her head. “The snakes should be glad I’m not hauling them around with me, though lord knows I could use the emotional support.”

      The rattling from against the inside of the leather saddlebags was all the answer Sere needed. Large air-conditioned concrete cities were no place for swamp creatures, be they reptilian or human. Walking across the field of hard black asphalt hurt her feet. Boots were meant for use on grass and soft dirt, not imitation solid rock. The wig and glasses made her self-conscious. Monty wouldn’t be anywhere close to the mall, and the odds of running into Jennifer were pretty remote, but Sere needed to get used to the disguise.

      The wall of glass separated as she approached the entrance, like the gates of hell welcoming in another of the damned. The difference, of course, was that Sere didn’t have any fear of hell—a mall full of possession-hungry people, however, gave her the shakes. Empty-handed people rushed passed her like lemmings, while those with arms full of boxes and bags struggled against the flow.

      Sere stood on the marble floor and gazed at the towering concrete-and-glass storefronts. She shivered as much from the cold air as the emotional cesspool of advertisements. With her head down, she walked into the modern-day cave with her hands thrust into Joe’s jacket. God, I wish you were here with me.

      “We have continuing coverage of the swamp strangler.” Sere stopped cold at the entrance of the bar. On the TV, a female reporter—probably chosen because of her large breasts and sympathetic smile—was attempting to look like a professional with the story of the century. “So far, we have the confirmed killing of four people: a man and woman brutally dismembered outside of Jackson’s Bluff, a motorist who had the misfortune to suffer a tire blowout and endured a dozen knife wounds from her supposed good Samaritan, and most recently, a convenience-store clerk. No word yet on how he was killed.”

      Sere squinted with hatred at the reporter. Too bad for you, you sick fuck. Even from this side of the TV screen, I can tell you’re getting off on reporting the carnage. Two pencil drawings appeared behind the reporter. “This just in.” The woman’s voice rose so fast Sere wondered if some production assistant had just stuck his hand up the bimbo’s skirt under the desk. “Police are looking for any information on these two individuals.” Sere listened to the descriptions in stunned panic. The drawings were crude but accurate.

      “Look at that, Jenny. That drawing could be of you.”

      Sere didn’t dare turn toward the women behind her.

      “Right. Like I’d ever do that to my hair. And when was the last time I weighed a hundred pounds?”

      There was an expectant moment of silence behind Sere, then both women answered at once as if reading each other’s minds. “Junior-year cheerleading camp!”

      Oh my God, please leave. Sere dropped her attention from the TV to the reflection in the floor-to-ceiling bar window. Behind her, a woman with long, straight strawberry-blond hair that curled slightly at the ends was laughing and clutching her friend as if they’d just shared the funniest joke ever told. Suddenly, I understand the doppelgängers’ desire to kill their reals. This woman simply cannot be Jennifer Ellen Cranston. But as Sere consulted their shared memories, she knew the airhead was none other than the human who’d supplied Sere with her body’s blueprint. The longer she focused on their connection, the less in touch Sere became with her body. No!

      “Are you okay, Jenny?” The friend’s voice sounded both beside and behind Sere as if she were listening to too many stereo speakers.

      “Sorry, I just got a little light-headed. That last mimosa might have been a mistake.”

      “As if,” her companion said, laughing.

      Sere ducked away from the women and headed the direction they’d come from. As she hurried down the promenade lined with shops, the woman’s memories continued to play for Sere like a bad Lifetime Channel movie—a form of entertainment Jennifer apparently enjoyed way too much. How did I ever survive your high school years? Next time I see Professor Yates, I need to thank him for filtering out all that girl’s drivel. How could you have been that obsessed with boys? Honestly, one cock looks pretty much like the next.

      She put her hands to her temples and forced her memories of living in the swamp back to front and center. “As soon as I kill Monty, I’m returning to the swamp and never leaving,” she said so quietly no one would hear. She kept facing forward in the fear that Jennifer and her cheerleading-bitch friend might have forgotten which way to turn and ended up following her. They’d be just dumb enough to retrace their steps and still marvel at the stores they’d just left. No wonder people spend hours in this place. They’re too stupid to figure out how to get out, just like rats in a maze being rewarded with cheese at every turn.

      At Village Vintage Attire, Sere finally found the nerve to look behind her. Like ditching a kid sister—something Jennifer had made into an art form—Sere discreetly searched the crowd to make sure she hadn’t been followed.

      “I’m digging the whole Daddy was a biker vibe. The boots are a bit over the top, though. What new look are you going for today?”

      Sere turned away from the cavernous mall to face the saleswoman standing next to the entrance. Her long, flowing blond hair made a smooth transition to the billowy hippie-style dress. Sere wondered if telling the woman about the shotgun strapped to her back would make the fake hippie reconsider her opinion about the daddy issues. From behind the counter, the same reporter was blaring from the cashier’s laptop, updating the latest information on the serial killer. Sere adjusted her sunglasses to hide as much of her face as possible. “The news today is just awful.”

      The saleswoman turned toward the back of the store. “Emily, would you please turn that off.”

      Sere suppressed a smile at seeing her ploy work so well. News stories about serial killers aren’t exactly conducive to shopping for frilly garments, I suppose. Gotta keep the money flowing. No longer seeing her likeness broadcast on the monitor, Sere turned back to the store manager. “I’m having dinner with my aunt and uncle. They’re not fans of my motorcycling adventures. I need something that won’t offend them but also won’t drain every penny I have.” Again, it wasn’t a lie. If she went down to New Orleans and didn’t see Kendell and Myles, Joe might develop a new form of martial arts just to whip her ass.

      “We have some lovely vintage cotton dresses.” The woman put her hands on Sere’s waist and drew in the leather jacket. “With your cute little figure, a yellow-and-white polka-dotted sundress with a wide white-leather belt would be simply scrumptious. And maybe some vintage Keds sneakers?”

      You seriously have to be fucking kidding me. Sere tried not to vomit at the image of her as a good, sweet little girl. “Sounds perfect.” I swear to God, Joe, if you only knew what I have to go through just so you don’t have make up a lame excuse to Myles and Kendell. But the change of clothing wasn’t just about seeing the couple who’d done so much to save her soul. In her black hair, sunglasses, and feminine dress, Sere could walk right up to Monty and stab him between the ribs without him ever realizing her true identity. And she still had to contend with the newscasts displaying her image to the brain-dead masses hungry for a little titillation. It’s just a temporary change of clothing.

      The woman dragged Sere from rack to rack until her arms were filled with the trappings of the new persona. “A wide-brimmed sun hat would be just perfect—”

      “I think I’m good,” Sere interjected. “I’ll just pay and be on my way.”

      “Don’t be silly. You simply must try it all on. I’m dying to see what you look like all dressed up.”

      Keep pestering me, and dying will be the operative word, Sere thought. “I’m really in a bit of a hurry.”

      The woman shrugged as if she couldn’t fathom why Sere was being so rude as to deny her the pleasure of seeing her creation come to life. “If you must. You can pay Emily at the counter.” She turned away like a lover scorned and headed back to the entrance for her next fashion victim.

      With the oversized shopping bag designed to advertise to every mall patron that Village Vintage Attire had made another sale, Sere navigated the shortest possible route back to her motorcycle. As she passed the sports bar, she caught the grating voice of the news reporter. “This just in. The police believe the woman in question might be riding a vintage motorcycle.”

      Shit!
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      From what little Sere knew of women her age, she suspected she might be the only one on earth not to own a cell phone. The damn things hadn’t existed when she was born in the 1800s. While in hell, she’d relied on the interdimensional gates to talk to the handful of people in life who were important to her. Now that she’d made it to the land of the living, the fucking blocks of technology were about as useful for communication as bricks. For the first time in her odd life, she wished she had some way to keep tabs on the information that streamed to every passerby.

      Back out in the parking lot, she opened her saddlebags and coaxed her snakes out of the way so she could add in the shopping bags filled with the trappings of her new identity. “With no way for me to contact them, I guess Aunt Kendell and Uncle Myles are just going to have to deal with me showing up out of the blue. If they’re too busy or can’t find room for me, I’m sure we can find some empty lot to set up for the night. I know you guys would be more comfortable if we were all outside, anyway.” The snakes started their rattles of displeasure at the threat of being kept indoors. “Just be glad you don’t have to hide your true identities. You’d look pretty stupid in wigs and sunglasses.” Not that I look much better.

      Though it was potentially dangerous taking off her disguise in the vicinity of Jennifer and having her likeness plastered all over the news, Sere couldn’t safely operate the Triton with it on. She caressed the handlebars, fearing she wouldn’t be able to use her trusty motorcycle for much longer. Eventually, all the paranoid chicken-shit city slickers would start reporting every woman on two wheels. According to the overly enthusiastic bubbleheaded reporter, however, the killing spree was still happening well outside New Orleans. “The police chief wants to make it clear: the people of New Orleans have nothing to fear.”

      Sere grumbled, “She could have tried a little harder to make it sound like she believed what she was reading. God, I want to slap that sensationalist reporting bitch.” Sere kicked over the Triton’s motor, imagining that the starter lever was the newswoman’s face, and headed back to the freeway.

      With each mile closer to the heart of the city, more cars crowded around her on the freeway—each one filled with people. Stop imagining every person you pass is staring at you. Even if the news weren’t broadcasting your picture, you’d still feel vehicular claustrophobia.

      At the freeway interchange, most of the traffic veered right toward the Quarter and Central Business District. Sere headed left. Before she braved the center of tourist activity to fulfill her pseudo-familial obligation to Kendell and Myles, she needed to learn a little more about defeating Monty. She tucked in behind a tractor trailer that took an off-ramp leading to the wharfs along the Mississippi. Free from the barrage of passenger vehicles loaded with tourists having nothing better to do than stare at the chick on the motorcycle, Sere’s panic subsided. The narrow access roads sucked with their potholes, poorly marked cross streets, and coned-off repairs, but at least on her motorcycle, she had the maneuverability to avoid most of the obstacles, even if the giant trucks made it impossible to pass.
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        * * *

      

      The gravel road to the far end of the docks was so seldom used that weeds had crept in from the neighboring abandoned lot. Sere edged her motorcycle along the path, trying to keep the dust from announcing her arrival. When she came to the end, she got off her bike and walked it out to the mostly deserted shipping offices.

      “I suppose this is as good a time as any to get used to my disguise.” She quickly took off her helmet and pulled on her wig to avoid being noticed. A snake uncoiled from under the artificial hair, slithered down in front of her face, turned its beady little eyes to her, and stuck out its tongue. “Damn it, snake, this isn’t a medusa wig. That’s not funny.” She lifted the serpent off her forehead and let it curl back into the saddlebag. It dove under the clothes as if giving her the cold shoulder. “Okay, it was a little funny in a very Greek-mythology kind of way.” The canebrake gave a dismissive flick of its last rattle as it disappeared into the pant leg of her spare pair of jeans. Snakes could be so sensitive.

      She put on the oversized sunglasses and checked her appearance in the motorcycle’s side mirror. “I still look ridiculous.” She threw the saddlebags over her shoulder and headed to the front of the office that faced the river.

      As she pushed open the plywood-covered glass door, the old man in the Barcalounger said, “Hello, Sere,” without turning to face her.

      “You could have at least looked at my disguise before dashing my hopes of anonymity.”

      The chair’s leather groaned as Professor Yates stood up. “And lie to you? What good would that have done?” He pointed to a bank of computer monitors that lined one wall of the small office. “Besides, I knew you were coming from half a mile away.”

      View screens compared Sere’s disguised face with projections that were continually updating her doppelgänger body. “I guess it’s fairly easy for you to figure out who’s who in hell.”

      He stood beside her, looking over his work. “These computer banks hold images of every person who’s wandered New Orleans for the last twenty years. Each doppelgänger is modeled and projected based on those files, so matching one of you up is pretty straightforward no matter the attempted disguise.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing you’re on my side.” And a good thing the loas are technologically naïve. She wasn’t going to share that last thought with Professor Yates. Even though he was as aware of Sere’s situation with the afterlife as anyone, she still didn’t like broadcasting her fears.

      He turned to her and puffed up his chest like a proud grandfather. “You’re all that matters.”

      The computer screens were doing much more than identifying Sere. Views of the hell dimension filled most of the wall. “Is that why you don’t just shut off this virtual-reality diorama? All this is just to keep me going?” She had trouble accepting that so much danger was kept running simply so her odd existence was allowed to continue. With a quick flip of the switch, Monty would be no more.

      “We love you, child, but even you aren’t that important. Twenty years ago, your father turned loose an energy chain reaction that ran between our two dimensions. The only way to utilize the power and prevent a runaway condition that could doom us all was to build this contraption. Hell has to exist even if there aren’t any souls kept prisoner there.”

      Except Sanguine, Sere thought, but this wasn’t the time to worry about her surrogate mother. “But why the emergency doppelgänger-warning device?”

      “When you were just a girl and your father stepped out of his prison dimension to face his demise, I suspected the day would come when another denizen of hell would come looking for me, so I stashed some sensors around my lair just to be prepared.”

      She set her saddlebags on his desk. History was only interesting if it gave her something to use in the present. “I need a place to stash my stuff while I’m in the city. I also need to understand more about who I’m hunting.”

      “Straight to it. I’ve always liked that about you. Though I guess later you’ll be dealing with enough small talk with Kendell and Myles to last a lifetime.”

      “Don’t remind me.” She took off Joe’s jacket, yanked the shotgun from the holster on her back, and set them next to her saddlebags. She then pulled her dress out of her bag. “I fucking hate this thing, but I need to get used to looking like a lady.”

      He snickered at the unusual attire and pointed down the hallway. “There’s a bathroom halfway down the hall. Mind telling me how you’re going to hide that shotgun while wearing a dress?”

      “If I’m right about Monty still figuring out how to efficiently kill a person, he’ll be a few days from entering New Orleans to confront his real. I should have some time to get ready for him. Wandering around the Quarter in bike leathers with a shotgun concealed on my back would be a bit conspicuous in this summer heat.”

      He pulled a ring of keys out from the desk. “While you’re getting changed, I’ll wheel your motorcycle into the storage room in the back. Then we can have a chat about what to do with this demon from hell.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere had never understood why some women took forever to get themselves dressed and presentable. As she stood inspecting herself in the bathroom mirror, however, she wondered how she’d find the nerve to set foot outside Professor Yates’s offices. From wig to sneakers, each part of her disguise felt about to slip right off and reveal the murderess described on the newscasts. I need to start paying attention to what the authorities have found. Maybe I’ll get lucky and they’ll kill Monty in a shootout. More likely, they’ll shoot him full of holes only to discover he can’t be killed. She readjusted the wig for the tenth time.

      The bangs fell below the tops of the sunglasses. The fake hair teased her eyebrows under the thick frames. “Well, at least no one will recognize me.”

      She gave up and left the bathroom, haunted by a feeling of being like a girl going trick-or-treating in whatever she could steal from her mother’s closet. Jennifer’s memories—which had a way of surfacing when they were least wanted—didn’t help Sere’s evaluation of the costume. Professor Yates stood in the middle of the office, wearing a broad smile, his hand on what looked like a vehicle for a child.

      “What is that thing?”

      He turned the handlebars so she could get a better look. “It’s a motor scooter.”

      From the way he presented it, she assumed he meant it for her. “What do you expect me to do with it?”

      “You ride it. You can’t exactly go tearing through the Quarter on your café racer while wearing a dress.”

      She set her folded jeans, halter top, and boots next to her saddlebags. “I thought everyone walked in New Orleans.”

      He shrugged and started pushing the scooter back toward the hallway. “If you don’t want it, I’ll put it away. I just thought you might appreciate the mobility.”

      “Stop.” She squeezed her eyes closed, realizing she’d been insensitive. “Of course I want it. Thank you.” The final two words felt like some foreign language she didn’t speak fluently.

      “I know it doesn’t fit your usual badass persona, but trust me, you’ll fit right in puttering around on this relic.” He set the scooter on its kickstand next to the door.

      She pulled the dagger from her boot, which was on the table. “At least I can strap this to my leg. You wouldn’t happen to have a standard ace bandage or something I could use as a holster, would you?”

      He nodded toward the back room. “Joe keeps a stash of emergency supplies back there. I’m sure you can find plenty of holsters and weapons in his footlocker. Now, how can I help you deal with this doppelgänger?”

      She sat at the desk and pulled out a box of shells Andy had prepared from the backpack. “I know I can kill Monty by shooting him with one of these or cutting his head off. Anything else I do to him will just make for a bloody mess that I’ll have to explain while he regenerates and makes another attack. The clock is ticking. I have to get to him before he kills his real or people figure out that there are two Montgomery Fishers running around town. What don’t I know?”

      Professor Yates lit his pipe and settled back into his lounge chair. “There has always been the threat that a doppelgänger might meet its real.”

      Though Professor Yates was responsible for Sere’s continued existence, she wasn’t comfortable telling him she’d already crossed that line. “What about a doppelgänger meeting a different real? Would the copy know what was discussed with the real?”

      “Are you thinking of confronting Mr. Fisher in person?”

      Sere shrugged. “I could say I was looking for some tax advice.”

      “You haven’t worked a day in your life. You’d look like a little girl asking what she owed the government from her allowance.”

      “Speaking of which, you wouldn’t happen to have some cash you could spare?” She lifted the hem of her flower-print dress. “I spent my last twenty on this frock.”

      “You got ripped off.” He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a worn leather wallet. “I’ve got a hundred fifteen bucks. It’s all yours.” He put the bills on the desk.

      “Thanks.” So this is what it feels like to be a girl asking her father for money. Fuck this. Next time, I’ll steal what I need. Sere folded the bills and thrust them into the dress pocket. “I’m not even sure what I’d say to Mr. Fisher, but as Monty’s real, he might give me some insight into where Monty might go first on entering New Orleans.”

      Professor Yates set his pipe in an ashtray on the desk. “I hear Joe’s training kicking in. You’re looking for some weakness in Mr. Fisher that Monty might not even suspect in himself. Just don’t let on about the whole doppelgänger thing. Even if he brushed the idea off, people have a way of letting such notions fester.”

      “But if I tell him his life is in danger,” Sere said, “he might be able to be prepared.”

      “Play the idea out, though. Even if he does take you seriously, it’s unlikely he’d call the cops based on some wild girl’s warning. As a Southerner with more than a little money, Mr. Fisher undoubtedly has a gun or two. So he stays armed just in case you are correct. Then we have the inevitable shoot-out between doppelgänger and real.”

      Sere raised her hand for the professor to stop. “You’ve made your point. Mr. Fisher loses that battle, the loas get involved, and the police show up to find the carnage of one dead and one immortal version of the same dude.”

      Professor Yates waved at his banks of computers. “I’ve had nineteen years to worry. No matter how I run the scenarios, if two versions of the same person ever meet, eventually our secret gets out. So long as there’s a separation between dimensions, my computer programs work like check valves. I can project this reality into hell and prevent hell from seeping back. The real people outside that door have no idea they have duplicates in hell. If a doppelgänger crosses over, however, and meets its real, their shared consciousness is like pouring oil and water into the same pot. They remain separate, but a certain amount of mixing of knowledge is inevitable.”

      Shit! Hopefully, those around Jennifer would believe she had a vivid imagination—though Sere doubted Jenny had enough brainpower for true creativity.

      She changed the subject to something less condemning and more useful in her quest. “How about those sensors of yours? Is there a way we could set them up around Mr. Fisher’s office or home?”

      “We’d run the risk of someone stumbling on them and figuring out that doppelgängers are among us.”

      “Sounds like I’m on my own.” I should have just stayed on the hunt. She tried to remain stoic, Joe’s first rule ringing in her head as if she’d been hit with it by a baseball bat: no self-pity.

      “That’s not true. You’ve got Joe’s training. Kendell and Myles are respected members of the community. They have ties among every economic stratum that they can call on for help. I may not be much use in a fight, but I can offer you these offices, where you’ll be safe. Figure out what you need. We’ll all be here for you.”
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        * * *

      

      The most important thing Sere took from her meeting with Professor Yates was also the most obvious: she needed a plan. But any coordinated effort required knowing the strengths and weaknesses of those closest to her. She could walk into any bar and quickly identify every potential threat and possible weapon, but reading the abilities of those she’d need to rely on wasn’t so easy. Leaning on others required trust, and that wasn’t a condition Sere found comfortable. The difference between people was like choosing an oak chair over one made of pine. They both looked and functioned pretty much the same for their stated purpose. The only way to discover which was more useful in a fight was to actually bust someone over the head with the two and see which splintered to pieces and which laid out the adversary. Evaluating a person’s usefulness, however, often required making the assessment without the benefit of combat.

      Night had fallen by the time she left Professor Yates’s offices. Without her gun, motorcycle, or snakes, she felt more vulnerable than she wanted to admit. She ran a hand along the side of her dress to assure herself that the knife strapped to her leg was easily accessible. Sitting sidesaddle on the small, rattly scooter with her legs exposed didn’t help her self-image as a badass demon hunter. At the moderate speed, at least, her wig didn’t blow out of place. Her dress flapped around her legs as she gave the scooter full throttle. I guess a bar fight is out of the question tonight. Not that she wanted to bust up Aunt Kendell and Uncle Myles’s establishment, but some activities had a way of happening in spite of her intentions.

      As a challenge to her nerves, she headed up Esplanade. Sanguine’s ghost stories about deranged doppelgängers out to steal young Sere’s body parts always took place between the elegant tree-lined avenue and Canal Street, two roads that helped define the trapezoidal nightmare of the French Quarter. Come and get me, assholes, she thought. But the only people she passed were bands of gutter punks and laughing tourists. She looked at the drunk, giggling fools and wondered, Why did I think reals here would have more depth than their doppelgängers in hell?

      She turned right onto Royal Street, away from the Quarter and toward Frenchmen Street and the Scratchy Dog. The throngs of hipsters, fashionable tourists, street musicians, and all manner of artists plying their creativity on every street corner made it nearly impossible to maneuver the small scooter down the narrow, crowded road. She set the faded-yellow motorbike on its stand behind a black VW bus covered in white Dia de los Muertos images. The fanciful skulls had her shaking her head. Like that’s what the dead look like. Someone’s clearly never been to hell.

      She squeezed past a group of excited women holding red plastic cups filled with alcohol so strong it made Sere’s eyes water. This is insane. I’m never getting into the club, and even if I do, Aunt Kendell and Uncle Myles are going to be way too busy. I’m letting my experiences from hell get the better of me. Reals can’t drop everything and pay attention to me just because I ask.

      With each step farther into the throng of people, Sere’s sense of panic increased. Like a salmon struggling to spawn upstream only to discover it had made a wrong turn, Sere turned around and fought against the mindless mass’s attempt at forcing her to join the mob. The claustrophobia of so many bodies pressed around her caused her heart to race. Without an adversary to confront, the fight-or-flight impulse had only one outlet. She put her palms flat together and cut like a fish through the gaggle of drunk women intent on pressing their way into the club. Once past the pheromone-fueled females, Sere eased up on her struggle, but the need to run—which she had seldom before experienced—didn’t abate until she rounded a corner into a dark side street. The seclusion that most women feared, she found comforting. But the confusing maze of streets that met at oblique angles made it impossible to figure out a direct path back to the scooter. Groups of partiers noisily passed her as she turned down one street then the next.

      As she sought out a street sign for some hint of her location, a thin-bladed knife penetrated deep into her back. Fuck. This is what I get for allowing myself to become distracted. She resisted the urge to summersault away from her assailant and have it out in the street. Too many people might be attracted by the scuffle like moths to the flame. If any of them gets killed in the fight, the loas will be all over my ass.

      The man behind her turned the knife to direct her like she was an insect impaled on a pin. “Walk nice and slow. We’re just two people looking for a quiet corner to get to know each other better.” He drove the blade in so deep she could feel his fist on the handle against her back.

      “What do you want with me? Please don’t hurt me.” She did her best to add some trembling to her voice. If her abductor thought she was scared, she might be able to catch him off guard.

      He nudged her toward a deserted side street. “I think we both know a little knife isn’t going to do you much damage, Sere Mal-Laurette. Though I am curious: if cutting off your head is the only way to kill you, what happens if I sever your spine?”

      “So you know who I am.” She gave up the pretense of fear. Anyone who knew her wouldn’t be so easily fooled into thinking she was a damsel in distress. “If you expected me to keep walking, I wouldn’t do any additional damage if I were you.”

      He clicked a remote inside his pants. The sliding door of a van in front of her opened as if by magic. He yanked the knife out of her and kneed her in the small of her back. She fell face-first onto a blue tarp that covered the floor of the van. Her black wig flew off her head and landed in a corner like a scared dog scampering for safety.

      Rolling onto her side, Sere was finally able to face her enemy. “Thomas?” Though the boy lab assistant was now a man, Sere easily remembered the facial features of the doppelgänger she’d decapitated as a girl. He slammed the door shut before she could reach for her blade.
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      “I don’t have time for this bullshit.” The van’s walls rumbled like someone shaking a piece of sheet metal to imitate the sound of thunder. “Can you not hit every fucking pothole?” Sere couldn’t reach the wound on her back to stop the bleeding. It stung like blazes, but as deep as it was, it would heal on its own eventually. Passing out from blood loss, however, was a real possibility, and that was going to make it hard to fight. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of expressing fear or pain. “Are we there yet? I have to pee.”

      “Just shut up. You’re in no position to counterattack. By the time we get where we’re going, the blood loss should make you nice and docile.”

      “I wouldn’t count on me being nice regardless of my physical condition.” Fucking real Thomas is even more annoying than his doppelgänger. She needed to keep him talking. So long as he thought he was in charge, she might get him to say something useful. “I won’t do you much good while comatose, so how about answering some of my questions as a way of keeping me conscious?” He swung the van violently to the right, which forced her to roll onto the gaping wound. You fucking did that on purpose.

      “I suppose it couldn’t hurt.”

      “How do you know about me?” From the increase in speed, she assumed they’d gotten onto a main road. The smoother ride allowed her to sit upright against the van’s wall and get a glimpse out the windshield.

      “When you chopped off my shadow’s head, I gained his memories. At first I thought they were just my teenaged delusions, but as I grew older, his thoughts became a part of my own.”

      “That’s not possible.” The pain in Sere’s back was nothing compared to the shocking revelation. That fucking arrogant professor and his toys.

      “I don’t make the rules.”

      “Even if you do know what I did, how did you know how to find me?” Her disguise might not have been the best, but to someone who must have thought he was dreaming up a murderess, it should have sufficed.

      “I have my sources.”

      And if one of those sources happens to be in hell, I’ll have to add another tick to my suspicion column regarding someone playing games in hell. “Still getting messages from the beyond? I would have thought without your doppelgänger, you would be happy to be rid of hell.”

      “You don’t know shit about hell.”

      By flexing her legs, she forced her back firmly against the metal wall to stop the bleeding. “Bullshit. You’re just trying to get under my skin. I lived most of my life in hell.”

      He slammed on the brakes so hard she tumbled up against the barrier behind the front seats. He then turned on her with a glare she’d never seen from a living human being. “You honestly believe you experienced hell? That dimension was your playground, and you acted like a spoiled little girl ripping the heads off her dolls.”

      The blood oozing from her back soaked her dress from bra to panties. Consciousness threatened to drain out of her like water swirling out of a claw-foot tub. I have to stay focused. “You can’t possibly be this obsessed with me harming what was little more than your virtual-reality avatar.”

      “It was all just a game to you, wasn’t it? You really don’t get it. I was a nice guy before I bonded with my hell persona. People liked me. I had a girlfriend, a steady job, a future. Now I’m an asshole. The former me wouldn’t have even thought about abducting you, let alone running a knife into you. Who I am now, however, will happily kill you and not even lose any sleep over the murder.”

      She still had her knife. He’d gotten the drop on her by using the crowd, but he hadn’t killed her when he had the chance. The evil he saw in himself hadn’t fully taken over. Unlike Monty, Thomas did have a soul that rejected the impulse to kill. His inexperience with evil gave her the advantage. He was counting on her loss of blood making her unable to fight. She just needed to string him along for a little longer. I still need to find out who’s involved. But equally important, I need to find out if killing a doppelgänger releases its evil into its real—and if so, what will happen when I do in Monty the serial killer. I need to study this deranged hybrid.

      Thomas got out and opened the sliding door. “Let’s go.”

      She rolled to her side and spoke in a broken whisper. “I don’t think I can.”

      He bent into the van and wrapped an arm around her waist. As he hauled her from the vehicle, she slipped his switchblade out of his belt and stashed it in her dress. She let her feet drag against the pavement while he struggled to maneuver her weakened body into the garage warehouse.

      He gently lowered her into the desk chair. “I suppose you’re not a threat. Don’t do anything stupid, and I won’t tie you up.”

      She made a show of trying to breathe in enough air to compensate for the hole in her lung. “So are you going to kill me now? Have you thought this through? For starters, my blood is on your knife, in your van, and soaked into your clothing. People might not have seen you stab me, but someone is sure to have noticed you toss me into your vehicle. Just having the impulse to kill isn’t the same as knowing how to get away with it.”

      Thomas stood over her with his arms crossed like an asshole ex-boyfriend about to accuse her of an indiscretion. “If I wanted to kill you, I wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of abducting you. You put this evil in me. You can damn well figure out a way to get it out.”

      At least you’re not asking me to make you immortal, she thought. “I can talk to the professor, but as your doppelgänger used to work for him, you could do that yourself.”

      “And once again be that old man’s lab rat? I don’t think so. Besides, he’s just the architect of hell. You may not be the gatekeeper, but you know who is. I hold you personally responsible for the evil within me. Figure out how to remove it from me, and return it to hell where it belongs.”

      She coughed up blood and spit it on the concrete floor. The metallic taste of iron and copper made it hard to breathe without gagging. “I get it, but what do you expect me to do? We’re not talking about you being possessed. Your doppelgänger was based on who you are. It’s not my fault you can’t face your personal demons.”

      “Subject anyone to hell for long enough, and they’re bound to turn dark and twisted.”

      Sere had had just about enough of Thomas’s whining. I’ve already got a goddamned mass murderer to contend with. “I’m not your fucking demonic psychiatrist.”

      Thomas moved in menacingly. When he reached for the knife that wasn’t there, Sere made her move. With one foot, she kicked hard against the heavy wooden chair, sending it flying backward toward the wall. Using the momentum, she lunged forward, pulled her knife from under her dress and his from her pocket and, like an expert assassin, held the two blades to his throat—one at the front and one at the back. The artery in his neck pulsed against the razor-sharp steel.

      “I could free you of your evil with little more than a paper cut,” she said. “I was only a kid when I beheaded your doppelgänger, but even back then, he was a better adversary than you are now. Did you really think you could outmaneuver me?” Her adrenaline made up for her blood loss. Though there wasn’t a bullet holding the puncture open as with her last injury, the dirt and fabric from her dress prevented her flesh from bonding shut. In the exhilaration of battle, she drew even more energy from her real. I hope Jennifer drank lots of liquids today. She’s going to need it to replace the energy I’m draining.

      Thomas cringed as he swallowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed dangerously hard against the sharp metal. “Please don’t kill me.”

      “I don’t like being stabbed, abducted, or threatened. Don’t do it again. Now, how exactly did you find me?”

      He pointed at the cell phone in his pocket. “My shadow helped Professor Yates develop the doppelgänger detection system. Once my evil twin joined me, I was able to simplify the technology to a smart-phone app.”

      Peachy. Another bit of technology that won’t do me a damn bit of good. “So you just happened to be standing in the right place at the right time when your phone vibrated in your pants? Then you whipped out your knife like some flasher displaying his cock and rammed it in the first woman who passed by? I’m not buying it.”

      “I got a notification when the professor’s detection system went off. I could see his computer screens on my phone, so I knew who you really were. I saw you walk up to his office in your riding attire and motorcycle and leave in that dress, pushing a scooter. My smart-phone app tracks you like you were wearing a GPS chip. It didn’t take a genius to figure out you’d visit your surrogate family eventually. With the crowds, Frenchmen Street was the least conspicuous place for me to lie in wait.”

      Sere could feel each hard breath he took against her knife. “So you’re saying you didn’t have help? Because if this is all just you, I have no reason not to slit your throat.”

      “Don’t do it, Sere.”

      Hearing Kendell’s voice at the door made Sere instinctively flex her arms and force the blades harder against Thomas’s throat. A trickle of blood ran along the edge to the hilt.

      “How did you find me?” she growled at Kendell between clenched teeth.

      “Joe told us you were in town,” Kendell said. “You parked my old scooter near the band’s van. Professor Yates told me you’d borrowed it. Since we didn’t see you at the club, we figured there must have been a problem—”

      “Please stop,” Sere interrupted. “I’m sorry I asked.” Life-and-death situations weren’t the time for long-winded answers to pointless mysteries.

      “Just put the knives down,” Myles said in what was probably supposed to be an authoritative tone but sounded more like a councilor talking someone off a ledge.

      Sere refocused her attention on the two blades poised like scissors about to clip off Thomas’s head. “Not until he learns his lesson.”

      He stared into her eyes. “If you’re not going to help me, then go ahead and kill me. I can’t live like this any longer.” She could see from his unflinching gaze that he was serious.

      You’re not a killer. As the adrenaline drained from her system, she remembered the intellectual exercise she’d conducted on the ride down to New Orleans. “Don’t cross my path again, and I’ll see what I can do. If I see you again, I will kill you.” Even drawing on Jennifer’s life force had its limits. Now that she had Thomas at her mercy, she no longer had the thrill of the fight to keep her energized. She’d gotten what information she could out of him, and he wasn’t in a position to resume his threat. Reluctantly, she lowered her blades.

      Thomas backed slowly away while still facing Sere, as if he couldn’t believe she was going to let him live. With each step he took, she calculated how much strength it would take to throw the dagger into his heart.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sere shook her head in disbelief when Myles and Kendell helped her outside to the black VW bus with white sugar skulls. Of course it belongs to you two. The blue tarp that had covered the back of Thomas’s van lay in a heap next to the back door.

      “I guess he didn’t want to drive around with the incriminating evidence,” Sere said. “At least that should keep me from getting blood all over those Mexican blankets.”

      Kendell stuck close to Sere’s side like an overly protective mother hen while Myles spread the plastic-impregnated cloth inside the old bus. “We can take you to Professor Yates. He can hook you up—”

      “No.” One intense connection to Jennifer in a week was more than enough. “Just take me somewhere I can get cleaned up. The wound looks more dramatic than it is.” She still felt lightheaded from the blood loss. Though she could draw on Jennifer’s healing energy to speed the process, blood and tissue still needed to be regenerated by her own body. With no direct threat, she preferred to do the work herself.

      Myles turned and jiggled the key in the VW’s ignition as if unlocking a Japanese puzzle box. The ignition finally engaged, creating a loud backfire before the old engine settled down to its rhythmic rattling. “We’ll take you back to our place. It’s not much, but you’ll be safe.”

      Sere faded in and out of consciousness during the short ride. Each time she felt the warm embrace of sleep coming on, Kendell grabbed her hand to bring her back to reality.

      “Honestly, I’ll be fine. I’ve suffered worse.” Sere didn’t mention that her last injury had been recent. There was no need to add to their concern for her.

      “It makes me feel better knowing you’re still with us,” Kendell said.

      “At least I’m not being tossed around like a rag doll. From now on, I think I’ll stick to my motorcycle for transportation.” Leaving her fate in the hands of another driver felt like giving up all her autonomy. Every block they drove past Esplanade into the Quarter made her skin crawl, which didn’t help with healing the gash in her back. Fortunately, the ride didn’t last long.

      Kendell helped her out of the van and up the stairs to their apartment. Once the need for physical exertion had passed, her body experienced the damage Thomas’s knife had inflicted. Sere fell onto the ottoman between two attentive pups.

      “Wait here for a minute, and I’ll get a bath going for you,” Kendell said.

      With her blood-soaked dress, disheveled hair lacking the wig, and as much spent adrenaline as blood pumping through her veins, Sere felt acutely out of place. In an attempt at easing her discomfort, she patted the heads of the two Lhasa apsos that lay on either side of her. “How old are your dogs?” Casual conversation had never felt more out of place, but at least it was a distraction from her condition.

      Myles pulled a bottle of Jameson’s from the cupboard. “Cheesecake is thirty-four, and Doughnut Hole is twenty-one.”

      Sere stared into the older dog’s eyes. “I know I haven’t spent much time in this reality, but I didn’t think that kind of age was possible for a dog.” The mutt still had the alertness of a puppy.

      “Their longevity was payment from Papa Ghede for dealing with your father.” Myles handed Sere a glass filled two fingers high with whiskey.

      She turned the clear tumbler with the amber liquid in her hand. “How did you know?”

      “A good bartender or an attentive gentleman never forgets a lady’s drink preference.”

      She tossed the whiskey back with one gulp. The familiar smooth vanilla flavor and floral bouquet were drowned out by the metallic taste of blood that still filled her mouth and sinuses.

      Myles refilled her glass as soon as she lowered it from her mouth. “After the last couple of days you’ve had, no one’s going to judge you for going on a bit of a bender tonight. You’re safe here.”

      She sipped the second drink. “I’m not a friendly drunk—usually there’s carnage involved.”

      He sat on the sofa and set the bottle on the side table. “Like up in Jackson’s Bluff?”

      “That was different. I was soliciting information.”

      “Is that also what you were doing with Thomas?” Myles asked. “Because if so, we might want to work on your investigative style.” He hid his smirk behind a sip of whiskey.

      She turned her back to him so he could see the gash that ripped through her dress clear to her exposed ribs. “He had it coming.”

      Kendell saved Myles from receiving more of Sere’s cuttingly witty sarcasm by emerging from the hallway. “I’ve got everything ready. Let’s get you out of those clothes and cleaned up.”

      “I keep telling you, I’m fine on my own.”

      From Kendell’s scowl, Sere knew she was in for a fight, and unlike a physical altercation, it would be a battle she wasn’t likely to win.

      “I’m fully aware of your interdimensional situation,” Kendell said. “I helped create it. You may be a badass, but you know better than to cross me.”

      Only Sanguine could really control Sere, but as the guardian angel’s sister in the paranormal, Auntie Kendell came in a close second. Poor Joe was a distant third, having to rely on physical strength rather than rapier wit.

      “I suppose I could use some help cleaning the wound,” Sere said. “It is a little hard to reach.”

      Kendell softened her strict stance by uncoiling her arms from her chest. She took Sere by the hand as if she were a little girl who’d gotten hurt playing outdoors. “Bring your drink. We need to get all of the foreign material out of that wound. Even with your kickass attitude, it’s going to hurt.”

      Sere wanted to explain how many times she’d been in worse situations, but making Kendell turn green from the stories wasn’t likely to give the woman the fortitude to do the necessary work. “Lead the way.”

      Sere stepped into the bathroom, expecting it to be covered in plastic like a murderer’s kill room. With the trail of blood that dripped off her dress, she wouldn’t have blamed Kendell for trying to keep their home from looking like a crime scene. To her surprise, the small but luxurious bathroom smelled of vanilla from the softly burning scented candles. A thick towel was laid over the lip of the sink and another on the edge of the deep tub, which was filled with swirling water. Kendell touched Sere’s shoulders and started peeling off the rags that just that afternoon had been a polka-dotted sundress. Drying blood bonded the fabric to her skin like glue.

      Sere tried to reach up to help, but Kendell swatted her hand away. “Just relax, for a change, and let me take care of you. Put your hands on the sides of the sink, and lean over so I can attend to that gash. It looks awfully deep.”

      Sere pulled Thomas’s knife out of her dress pocket before Kendell managed to yank the mess of fabric past her breasts and unhooked her bra. She set the blade in the sink to be cleaned. “I don’t need to be stitched up.”

      Kendell pressed a hot towel into the wound. From the sting, Sere assumed there was some antibiotic cleaning agent involved. “I’m fully aware of your physiology. All I’m going to do is get out the dirt and fabric. Then I’ll tape a dressing over it so you can bathe without pain or recontamination. By the time you rejoin us, I’m sure you’ll be as good as new and just as feisty.”

      After years of training, Sere didn’t really know how to let down her guard. Being continually prepared for battle meant certain muscles in her arms and shoulders hadn’t relaxed in a decade. Kendell’s firm, caring touch on Sere’s back was like having Lefty’s scutes massage it.

      “I think that will do it,” Kendell said. “Can you feel anything in your back that shouldn’t be there? I can go deeper.”

      Sere shed the remainder of her blood-soaked clothing so she could stand upright. Her muscles resumed their standard tension of preparedness. With only her knife sheathed against her thigh, her reflection in the mirror looked ready to resume the battle. “I think you got it.”

      Kendell wadded up the blood-soaked towels and garments and stashed them in a black garbage bag. “I set some clothes out on our bed. My jeans might be a little loose on you, and I can’t vouch for the condition of Myles’s cotton shirt. If they don’t work for you, rummage around until you find something that fits. Enjoy the bath for as long as you like. Please use anything you find in this apartment as if it were your own.”

      Sere unstrapped the knife holster and set it and the blade on the counter next to the sink. “Thank you, Auntie Kendell.”
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        * * *

      

      Once Kendell had left the bathroom, Sere picked up her glass of whiskey and eyed the tub with trepidation. Luxury had a way of being more addictive than alcohol. Joe always said soldiers in the field never let down their guard, and Sere had enemies both known and unknown to contend with. For all of her adult life, bathing had involved cold and often murky water shared with other creatures. The deep jet tub filled with water contaminated only with bath salts felt like a well-baited trap.

      She took a long swig of her drink. “I’m being foolish. I’ll never be as safe as I am right now. It could be months before I’ll once again be able to truly get all the grunge off me.” She stepped into the hot swirling water and set her glass on the tiled enclosure surrounding the tub. Easing into the water felt like the equivalent of downing a glass of Jameson in one gulp. The warmth soothed every nerve ending.

      Memories of the first seven years of Serephine Malveaux’s life came flooding back. Archibald Malveaux had more than his share of faults, but as a young girl, Serephine had been kept in the dark regarding her father’s activities. The hot bath reminded her of a warm antebellum afternoon. Her mother had been combing out Serephine’s long gossamer hair while the girl lounged in the mansion’s copper tub. The humid, fragrant New Orleans air seemed to meld right into the bathwater.

      In Sere’s hazy memory, a wild man had burst into the house. “Your husband has stolen my family!” he yelled at Serephine’s mother. The man looked to have spent the last week sleeping in the gutter. His once-fashionable suit was ripped and soaked. He smelled of rotting meat, alcohol, and vomit. All young Serephine could think was, Why has this crazy man interrupted my bath time?

      “Please, not in front of my daughter.” Her mother’s voice quivered. Serephine had never heard her sound like that.

      “Why not?” the man yelled. “What about my daughters, who are about to be prostitutes in your husband’s brothels? Is your sweet, innocent child somehow more precious than my own? I curse you all for letting him get away with this evil.”

      Sere hadn’t understood all of the man’s words back then, but the fear in his voice had made her shiver in spite of the hot water and sultry afternoon. It was as if the world’s cold reality had just been dumped on top of her. The little girl was forced to grow up in an instant.

      Sere stopped the memory like a projectionist holding a film reel’s single frame under a magnifying lens. The man’s penetrating brown eyes, high cheekbones, and jet-black hair were all too familiar. Kendell’s great-great-grandfather was no less passionate about those he loved than Kendell herself, whose lineage was woven into Sere’s.

      “You just had to fuck the man’s daughters, didn’t you, father? All the women and girls you could get your hands on became your indentured concubines—stolen from their families as payment for loans you knew their men couldn’t pay. How many of New Orleans’s high-class families have you destroyed and bound to me because of your lusts?”

      Sere drained the last of her Jameson’s as a means of bringing her thoughts back to the present. “I suppose it’s more like Illegitimate-Half-Niece-Multiple-Times-Removed Kendell, but Auntie feels like a more appropriate title. Given enough family history, I suppose we’re all interrelated somehow.”

      She lounged back in the fiberglass tub with the empty glass still in her hand and drifted off to sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sere woke the next morning on the living room couch with Doughnut Hole licking her face. She vaguely remembered getting out of the lukewarm water, dressing, and rejoining Kendell and Myles after her bath the night before. As with most conversations that didn’t directly pertain to her mission, she’d only half tuned in to what they’d said. Their one useful tidbit of information was that three more people had gone missing along the route from Jackson’s Bluff to New Orleans, bringing the number of likely homicides to seven. The fact that there were no signs of human remains led Sere to believe Monty had graduated from amateur murderer to full-blown psycho killer.

      Kendell and Myles had gone to bed soon after being convinced Sere was fine and wasn’t going to sneak out in the early-morning hours to go hunting the demon without first saying goodbye. She picked up the small black dog and stared into his black eyes. “I’m awake. You can stop now.”

      He gave her a playful bark. When she set him down, he made a beeline for the back bedroom. Great. Now I’ll have to resume the mindless conversation. I need to keep it short so I can get back to the hunt for Monty. Yesterday’s distraction has put me seriously behind. Not that Kendell and Myles weren’t pleasant enough, but sooner or later, they would offer to help—or worse, ask about Sanguine.

      “You look like a new woman.” Kendell followed the two dogs into the living room, wearing a thick robe.

      “I hope I didn’t keep you up too late. The need for things like sleep and food still mystify me.”

      Kendell headed into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. “Don’t worry about us. As club owners, Myles and I keep pretty unusual hours. How are you feeling?”

      Sere got up from the couch, reached for the ceiling, and stretched out her back. Every muscle was working as intended. “All better.”

      The harsh stare from under Kendell’s brow indicated she wasn’t completely convinced, but Sere didn’t press the issue. “What are your plans?”

      “I’m not going to kill Montgomery Fisher, if that’s what you’re asking. I do need to meet with him, however. The more I understand about his life, the easier it will be for me to intercept his doppelgänger.”

      “We can go with you. As business owners, we can say we’re in the market for a new accountant. That should at least get you in the door.”

      There it is—less than five minutes before she offered to help. “I don’t need a chaperone.”

      “Maybe not, but you will be walking through the Quarter.” Kendell grabbed her oversized handbag from the counter and pulled out Sere’s wig and glasses. “Myles found these in the blue tarp when he cleaned out the VW. He disposed of everything covered in blood.”

      Sere’s heart started fluttering. “I hope he did a thorough job of it. Those blood-soaked items could lead the police back to you. If they figure out that Thomas was involved and start questioning him, he might put you two in a lot of trouble to save his hide and maintain whatever hold he thinks he has on me.” Worrying about you is really not what I need right now.

      Kendell handed her a cup of steaming coffee. “We’re not that naïve. Don’t forget, we were the ones who introduced you to Joe Cazenave. We have resources you couldn’t imagine.”

      “The last two people who helped me are both dead. I won’t risk your lives.”

      Kendell sat with her overweight dog while the younger black pup headed back to the bedroom. “We do have more than a little experience facing danger.”

      Sere sat on the sofa and leaned in toward Kendell. “Not like this. Don’t get me wrong. What you did in containing and defeating the devil was amazing, but we’re not talking spells and attempted redemption this time. Monty has one goal, and that’s to replace his real. This killing spree he’s on is simply his way of figuring out how best to accomplish the murder without anyone being the wiser. He has no consciousness to appeal to, no soul. He would stab you both just to time how long it took for you to bleed out. I know you’ve dealt with true evil, but even evil involves logic. What I’m dealing with regarding Monty is pure instinct.”

      Cheesecake’s ears perked up as Sere discussed the dangers Kendell could be facing. “We’re not suggesting picking up guns and searching for your demon,” Kendell said. “The real Montgomery Fisher is a CPA in the Quarter. Talking to him about our taxes is hardly a matter of life or death, even though it can feel that way at times.”

      Sere shook her head in disbelief. “You don’t get it. Monty is a projection of Mr. Fisher. I can’t risk that this doppelgänger might receive his real’s thoughts and experiences. You two meeting the real guy could put you in Monty’s line of fire. If he figures out how important you are to me, or that you might know what he’s up to, he’ll come after you. His prime motivation is replacing Mr. Fisher, and he has no reservations about killing anyone who gets in his way.”

      “But that’s impossible. His face is all over the news. Even if Monty did acquire all of Mr. Fisher’s knowledge, he’d have to realize those closest to his real would notice the change.”

      Sere worked the wig onto her head. It hadn’t been much to begin with, but after a day under her helmet, stuffed in her saddlebag, and tossed around the back of a van the thing looked, smelled, and felt like a dead swamp rat. “You keep applying logic to his thought processes. For the last twenty-plus years, his brain has been merely the shadow of Mr. Fisher’s thoughts. Now that Monty has escaped hell, his thinking is closer to that of a toddler going after some candy, only in a demonic sense. So instead of throwing a tantrum at not getting what he wants, he goes on a killing spree.”

      “So what is your plan? Find out how Mr. Fisher lives and intercept Monty? Then what? Based on what happened to Thomas when you decapitated his doppelgänger, you might be sacrificing one homicidal maniac in the creation of another.”

      Sere rolled up the pant leg of her jeans and fastened the knife holster to her leg. The blade she’d taken off Thomas, she stashed under her belt below the cotton dress shirt. “Honestly, I don’t know what will happen. Thomas’s doppelgänger in hell worked for Professor Yates, so he wasn’t strictly a copy like Monty. I understand how Monty thinks because I’m used to the same basic thought processes. But in addition to having my own soul that separates me from this projected body, I also have the education you and your friends gave me. I’ll outwit him when the time comes, but for now, I just need to know what he’s up to. And much as I love you, I need the freedom to conduct my hunt as I see fit. Figuring out answers to your questions is only making me second-guess myself. Lie low, and don’t make a big deal of my visit. I’ll be in touch once this is over.”

      “We’ll stay out of your way, but you can’t honestly believe we’re just going to sit on the sidelines.”
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      Kendell had a point about Sere walking through the Quarter, though having someone by her side wasn’t likely to help. The bombing that had taken out her father’s old bank had happened only a couple of blocks away, coating the whole area in paranormally infected marble dust. Nineteen years later, Sere’s skin itched as if it were an animal hide being tanned in some noxious chemical mixture.

      “I’m imagining things.” Between the heavy rains, city cleanups after drunken festivals, and the occasional hurricane, any dust would have been washed out to the Gulf of Mexico long ago. She increased her pace to a determined walk just the same.

      She had precious little to go on in terms of understanding Montgomery Fisher. Each time she’d tried wading through the folder of information, her eyes had glazed over in boredom. How people could spend their days cloistered away behind a desk, staring at numbers, was beyond her. Searching for his office while wandering through the Quarter increased her feeling of claustrophobia. The buildings were too close together, the streets too congested with traffic, the sidewalks much too narrow, and the people—either from prolonged intoxication or simply morning dullness—were completely oblivious to where they were going. In desperation, she ducked into a small bar to escape the maddening throng of people.

      “This is the Swamp Strangler’s list of suspected victims.” The news never seemed to shut up. The bar’s version blared from two big screens against opposite walls. Sere felt hemmed in by the stereophonic images, both photographic and hand drawn. When she saw the pencil sketch of her face, she hunched down over the bar, hoping no one would notice. “This woman, originally thought to be an accomplice, has now been added to the list of potential victims. The people of New Orleans are encouraged to stay on guard but under no circumstances to confront the suspected perpetrator of these horrific crimes.” A drawing of Monty’s face completely filled both screens.

      The woman bartender leaned against the counter, shaking her head. “Why some people feel the need to kill indiscriminately is beyond me. What can I get you?”

      “Black coffee, as strong as you’ve got.”

      “Rough night?” The woman turned her back to Sere and pulled the black-stained half-full glass pot from the coffeemaker.

      “Something like that.” Sere scratched at her black wig, wondering how much longer she’d have to endure the dead-rat smell. It would have been nice if one of you women had taught me something about makeup and hair coloring when I was growing up, though I probably wouldn’t have listened. It wasn’t like I was trying to impress anyone in hell. She settled the wig back in position. People focused on pictures of criminals, but the faces of their victims were often forgotten by the next commercial break. However, while the general population looked the other way, the cops would still be on the lookout for the mysterious redheaded woman with the vintage motorcycle.

      “Shit.” Sere took a deep swig of the bitter brew.

      “Can I get you something stronger? Hair of the dog maybe?”

      As tempting as it was, alcohol wasn’t going to help with her observation of Monty’s real. “No, thank you. I just realized I’m supposed to meet someone, and I’m late. You wouldn’t happen to know where I could find a CPA named Montgomery Fisher?”

      “That’s who that guy looks like! I’ve been wracking my brain trying to figure it out. Mr. Fisher might be a little older and maybe a pound or two heavier, but those two could be brothers if not twins. The only real difference is their eyes. The Swamp Strangler’s eyes are as cold and dead as a freezer-burned hamburger. Mr. Fisher’s are always smiling, even during tax season.”

      “So you know him?” Sere pushed the ceramic cup and saucer to the center of the bar.

      “Mostly just from seeing him pass on the street. He’s helped out a couple of service-worker friends. One of them insisted he join her for a drink. That’s the only time I met him. Trust me, though—whatever your financial woes are, he’ll get you squared away. When you see him, tell him he looks like the Swamp Strangler. He’ll get a kick of out it.”

      “If you like the guy—in light of all the news attention—it might be better if you kept that as an inside joke.” Sere pulled out a five and set it next to the coffee cup. “And where might I find him?”

      “Up one block and over two. Keep an eye out for a used bookstore. His office is really easy to miss.”
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        * * *

      

      During the short walk, Sere ran through every scenario she could think of for using Mr. Fisher to intercept Monty. Even if she could lie, each story she thought up sounded more outlandish than the last. “I’m just going to tell him the truth, or at least as much of it as he’s likely to accept.”

      She stood in front of the used bookstore, wishing she could while away the day, thumbing through other people’s thoughts, instead of dropping a truth bomb on someone who didn’t deserve it. Still looking through the smudged window at the display of first editions, she pushed open the door to the CPA’s office.

      “Can I help you?” The receptionist, with her horn-rimmed glasses and bun of gray hair, looked like she would have been more at home in the store next door. She probably came with the building.

      “I need to see Mr. Fisher. I’m afraid I don’t have an appointment.”

      The woman lowered her glasses and let them hang from the delicate gold chain around her neck. “Let me see if he’s busy.” She picked up an ancient push-button phone receiver. From the smile the woman failed to hide, Sere suspected Mr. Fisher spent more time snoozing behind his desk than fixing people’s economic nightmares.

      The door to the back office opened to display a gentleman wearing a seersucker suit and bow tie. “I don’t get many walk-ins. Please come in and have a seat. I’m sure we can untangle whatever situation has you in its grasp.”

      The bartender was right. Mr. Fisher’s eyes displayed a constant state of good humor. He looked as if he were just waiting for someone to tell him a joke so he could bust out laughing.

      Sere waited until he’d closed the door and resumed his seat behind the wooden desk. From the computer displays filled with graphs and spreadsheets that occupied the table behind him, she assumed the old-time-accountant image was mostly for show. You are a sly one, aren’t you? Old-fashioned exterior to lure people in and make them comfortable, but as sharp as a tack. I see where Monty is getting his cunning.

      “I’m with the Scratchy Dog night club on Frenchmen Street.”

      “So this is a business situation?” He sat a little straighter as if normal folk needed a more laid-back money manager and business owners more professionalism.

      “No, not really. I didn’t want you to think I was just some crazy woman off the street. Kendell Summer and Myles Garrison have helped raise me since I was a little girl.”

      He sat back in his leather office chair. “I used to love going to see Polly Urethane and the Strippers at the Scratchy Dog when I was just starting out.”

      “Kendell played guitar with the group.”

      He looked up at the ceiling with a wistful air of remembrance. “Olympia Stain. That woman could shred a set of strings like no one’s business.”

      “You really were a fan if you knew her real name along with her stage name.”

      He settled back into position behind the desk and laughed. “I hate to admit it, but I’ve still got a flyer around here somewhere with all of their signatures on it: Polly, Olympia, Minerva Wax, Scraper, and Lynn Seed. I used to catch them every Friday night. I hope they’re not the ones in need of help.”

      Sere put her hands in her lap, feeling like a little girl called to the principal’s office. “They’re all fine. My problem—or rather your problem—doesn’t involve money. I’m sure you’ve seen the news stories about the Swamp Strangler.”

      His eyes lost the crinkles at the sides, indicating a growing seriousness. “I don’t pay much attention to the local sensationalist nonsense, but it would be impossible not to know what’s going on.”

      She decided the best course was to just lay it out. “He’s coming for you.”

      Mr. Fisher kept eye contact without blinking for an uncomfortably long time. “This is a joke.”

      “I wish it were. You must have noticed the physical resemblance. I’m here to stop him.”

      The CPA shook his head and let out a disbelieving chuckle. “Lady, if you’re running a con, you’ve picked the wrong mark. I’ve got two daughters, one at LSU and one applying to Tulane. You can see the office I work in. Other than the computers, it hasn’t been updated in a decade. And my wife is intent on remodeling every room of our house. To think that I would have money to extort is just a laugh.”

      Sere scratched her wig until it came loose. Fuck it. Instead of continuing the ruse, she slid the mop of hair off the back of her head, revealing her matted red locks. Monty has probably already seen through the disguise, and if not, seeing that I’m still after him might hasten his next move. The sooner he comes after this sweet old man, the sooner he ends his killing rampage. “I’m not asking for anything, and I’m not lying to you. Tell me you haven’t noticed the resemblance.”

      He turned his palms toward the ceiling. “Those crime drawings are like Rorschach tests. People see what they want to see. So sure, my wife ribbed me about being some mass-murdering CPA, but no one would take the similarities seriously. Fluff up your hair a little, and you could pass…”

      She let the realization settle in for a moment. “I am the woman in the drawing, but I’m not his victim, and I’m not his accomplice. I’ve been after him from the beginning.”

      “So you’re some kind of bounty hunter?”

      “I suppose that’s as accurate a description as any. Though at this point, my adversary and I are more like the snake and the mongoose. If he gets the drop on me, he’ll kill me without giving it a second thought.”

      “What do you want from me? And why on earth would he be after me?”

      Sere struggled with how much to tell the sweet old man. “Let me ask you: have you been feeling okay lately?”

      He resumed his analytical stare. “Does it show?”

      “No. You look fine to me, but this guy has an ability to sap a person’s strength.” And not just any person, she thought, but she didn’t want to burden Mr. Fisher with information about the direct connection to his doppelgänger until she had to.

      “I’m hardly ever sick. I’ve got the constitution of an ox. So when I collapsed yesterday morning, my wife demanded I see our doctor. He says I’m fine, and he ran enough tests to know. That didn’t do me much good last night, though, when I was flat on my back, struggling to breathe.”

      Sere felt a combination of panic for Mr. Fisher and excitement that Monty was struggling enough that he had to draw that much energy from his real. Those shotgun pellets must still be raising hell inside him. “Have you had any visions you couldn’t explain, like you were someone else?”

      “Nothing like that, just an exhaustion that drains every cell in my body.”

      Damn it. I guess I won’t be getting a glimpse into what Monty’s up to. “He must be closer than I thought.”

      Mr. Fisher leaned across his desk. “I don’t get it. You still haven’t explained why he would be after me. I thought all of the Swamp Strangler’s victims were the result of random encounters.”

      “He’s learning how to kill without the death being noticed. His plan is to take up your life once you’re out of the scene.”

      The middle-aged gentleman shook his head as if nothing made any sense. “Even a psychopath would see the impossibility of trying to live someone else’s life. He might look a little like me, but he’d never make the illusion stick.”

      Sere stood up and spread her arms so Mr. Fisher could get a good look at her. “How old do you think I am?”

      “Early twenties?”

      She smiled at hearing his attempt at chivalry. “You’re sweet. Saying I was in my midtwenties would not have been an insult.” She turned her back on him and focused on Jennifer Ellen Cranston—then Jennifer Ellen Williams—as a teenaged cheerleader.

      When she turned back around, she could see the shock in Mr. Fisher’s eyes. “What the hell? Can you teach me that trick? I could make you a lot of money—”

      “It’s not a trick,” she blurted. Her voice was at a higher, more youthful pitch. Her clothes felt even baggier than when she’d put them on. “The guy that’s after you can do the same thing. He can look exactly like you if he wants.” The sound of her own voice was beginning to bug her. She could just envision Jennifer, the popular girl, flirting with all the high school boys. She turned back toward the door and let her self-image return to that of the woman she’d worked so hard at creating.

      Mr. Fisher continued talking, as if Sere had slipped behind a dressing screen to change and he didn’t want to make a big deal of her exposure. “I’ve lived my whole life in New Orleans, so I’ve seen some stuff I never could explain. But I still don’t get one thing. Why would anyone want my life? Don’t get me wrong. I love my family, and I’ve worked hard to build this business, but I’ve got college tuitions to deal with, a rapidly approaching retirement that scares the hell out of me, people who rely on my expert advice—stresses a middle-aged man would want to escape, not kill to acquire.”

      She felt better at her proper size and age. “Why does anyone fixate on anything? He is a psychopath.”

      “What happens if he succeeds?” From the worried look in his eyes, Sere suspected the man was more concerned with his family than his personal safety.

      “You mean after he kills you and assumes your life? I don’t know. I doubt his end game is to work his remaining years as a CPA and retire to a life of ease while watching his daughters achieve lives of their own. Your history would give him a safe cover identity for whatever future crimes he has in mind.” Though I doubt this demon has planned that far ahead, Sere thought.

      “What makes you think you can stop him?” Mr. Fisher asked.

      Though she wanted to trust the kindly CPA, she couldn’t risk Monty listening in on everything that might be said. Unlike her disgusted avoidance of Jennifer, Monty was probably doing all he could to hear every one of Mr. Fisher’s thoughts in his attempt at intercepting and killing the man. She needed to keep the information to what Monty would figure out on his own.

      “Up until now, his attacks have been random. That’s been an advantage for him. I’m not sure you’re next, but from what I’ve seen, he’s perfected his technique enough to make a try at you. For the first time, that puts me one step ahead of him. I’ve been playing catchup since the beginning, and that’s a bad position to be in.”

      “What would you have me do—run and hide?”

      She pointed at a stack of blank paper. “Write down your week’s activities, including times and addresses. The more I know about you, the better I can protect you.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere left the office with the neatly graphed page of Mr. Fisher’s activities folded up in her pocket and headed down toward the river. With the CPA on a predictable path and the people Sere cared about on the sidelines, she almost felt as if she had control of the situation. She didn’t need Joe’s edicts, however, to know the fallacy of such an instinct. People often thought they had the upper hand right up until the moment the knife went into their hearts.

      The logical move—and the one she’d carefully laid out for Monty to assume—would be for her to hide in every available bush and spy on Mr. Fisher like some love-struck stalker. So long as Monty thought that was what she was doing, he’d be lying low, trying to find her before she ambushed him—a situation that would keep Mr. Fisher safe for the time being. However, it wasn’t a ruse that was likely to last long. Even with Monty operating on little more than a reptilian brain, he’d eventually figure out there wasn’t a threat lurking in the shadows. His second-guessing still puts me one step ahead. What I told Mr. Fisher wasn’t a lie.

      The real tidbit of information was Mr. Fisher’s illness. Sere could draw on Jennifer if the need were great enough, but the emotional energy required to create the direct bond without the enhancement of Professor Yates’s equipment was like getting lost in an intense, prolonged orgasm—potentially addictive and psychically draining. If Monty was relying on that connection to his real, something had to be wrong. As Mr. Fisher’s illness was recent, Sere hoped Monty’s malady was more than just the buckshot. Whatever was causing Monty to draw on Mr. Fisher, he was behaving like a wounded animal. That made him vulnerable but also potentially more dangerous.

      The breeze off the water invigorated Sere’s skin as she headed toward the professor’s lab. She needed her equipment if she was going back on the hunt. Playing the undercover female sleuth hadn’t come naturally. She was a woman of action, not conversation. The disguise had worked well enough. No cop had stopped her to question the resemblance to the drawing plastered on yesterday’s newscast, and Auntie Kendell and Uncle Myles hadn’t been burdened with the image of Sere as a badass motorcycle-riding demon hunter—though having to rescue her from a knife-wielding psycho probably wasn’t much better.

      Sere stopped for a moment and squeezed her eyes shut. When they found me, I was the one with the blades. Same difference. She continued on. Every step put her closer to being out of the couple’s idea of street clothes and back in her riding leathers complete with shotgun. Though she’d only had the weapon with her for a short time, there was a reassurance at having the weight strapped to her back. Even if she wasn’t much good at pulling the trigger, the section of pipe and solid wood made for an impressive bludgeon.

      She was still considering how much of the undercover city image she could shed when she opened the door to Professor Yates’s offices. The man was wildly disorganized, but the smashed equipment, disgorged file folders, and busted interior windows were enough evidence that his latest encounter had been more adversarial than collaborative.

      “Professor Yates?” she called out, not really expecting an answer.

      “He’s getting away out the back door, and he’s got your gun.” The old man gasped out the words.

      Not this time. Sere pulled out the switchblade she’d taken off Thomas and raced down the hallway. The back door was just settling closed as she turned sideways and used her shoulder on it like a battering ram. Back out in the bright light of day, she could see that Monty had a good twenty-yard head start. She flipped open the blade, twisted her body, and launched the dagger with all of the momentum she could muster. It penetrated the left side of his back.

      “Fuck you, Monty!” she yelled. He didn’t even slow down.

      She still had her knife, but as it was stashed under the pant leg of her jeans, she would need to stop running to fish out the blade. With her gun in his hand, Monty was sprinting like a relay runner headed toward the finish line. She stood with fists clenched and watched him bolt onto the back of a passing streetcar.

      Facts swirled around her like a swarm of annoying gnats. She’d landed a knife wound. That meant Monty was in worse shape and would be pulling harder against Mr. Fisher. But he had her gun, and that meant the shells could just as easily disrupt her connection to her real as his. Professor Yates…

      “Shit!” She turned away from the retreating red streetcar and ran back into the building before the pneumatic dampener had a chance to shut the door. She fell to her knees beside the gangly gentleman gasping for air on the floor. Blood was oozing out of scattered holes in his chest. She put her hands over the wounds, unsure of what else to do. “Stay with me. I can’t lose you too.”

      “He was far enough away that the pellets couldn’t penetrate very deep,” Professor Yates gasped. “Get me my phone so I can call for help.”

      She kept her hand over the bloody holes while scanning his desk. “Got it.”

      “See if you can find something to stop this bleeding.”

      “Is that your polite way of reminding me your phone won’t work with me standing here? I’ll try the bathroom.” Blood again streamed out of his body when she took her hand away. She ran to the space that was as much a utility closet as a bathroom and pulled open every cabinet, searching for something to stem the rivers of blood escaping from the professor’s body.

      She could hear his side of the conversation in the next room. “I’ve been shot. Bring the emergency kit. Don’t tell Kendell or Myles. Just get here quickly. Sere’s safe.”

      As soon as she heard the phone land back on the desk, she rushed in with an armload of towels and rolls of duct tape. “Who did you call?”

      “Polly. She’s been helping me out practically since the day we set up the virtual-reality overlay in your father’s hell.”

      “You could have called the paramedics. That would have been safer.” She helped him to sit up against the side of the desk so she could wrap the terrycloth around his chest.

      “Bullshit. You can’t be discovered. For the last two decades, this lab’s primary function has been to keep you whole. The medics would bring the cops, and they ask too many questions.”

      She needed to keep him from going into shock. Though the pellets hadn’t punctured his lungs, he had lost a lot of blood. However, she also had a lot of questions and not a lot of time. “What did Monty want? And how the hell did he get past your security system?”

      “He wants to be free of his real.” Professor Yates looked up at her with glazed eyes. “He’s not doing well. A person on the street wouldn’t notice anything unusual, but my computer monitoring system sees doppelgängers as they are, not as they appear.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      He pointed at the laptop that lay on its side across the room. “Boot that up, and open the most recent file.”

      She pulled the tape tight across his chest. The once grungy-white towels were quickly turning dark red. He held the makeshift bandage in place while she crawled over to the computer and poked at the keys. So long as you don’t have an external connection, there’s no reason for you not to obey me. A video started playing of a man walking up to the front door of the receptionist’s office. When he looked up at the camera, Sere figured out what the professor had meant. “He doesn’t look like he has any skin.”

      “Exactly.” The professor coughed hard but didn’t spit out any blood. “He must still have those rock pellets in him. Not that he’d be doing much better even if he hadn’t been shot. The longer he’s out of hell, the less complete his projection. His internal organs will all continue to function, but superficial aspects like skin and hair pigment will slowly fade. So far, only you and my equipment can detect the change, but eventually, others will notice too. And with those stones in him, the difference in his appearance will happen sooner rather than later.”

      Sere enhanced the image. Muscles, veins, teeth, and eyes all looked unnaturally prominent. Only a light sheen of milky-white skin covered the surface. “He barely looks human. And you say I’ll be able to see this with my naked eyes?”

      “You’re from the same dimension, so yes. People in this realm vary in their perceptions of reality. The more empathetic people are, the sooner they will notice the truth. As for my sensors, I don’t know why they didn’t alert me. Figuring out what went wrong will be my first chore once Polly gets me back on my feet.”

      “And what about Montgomery Fisher?”

      Professor Yates pointed at the screen. “He’ll see exactly what you see.”

      Great. I drove the poor man to the brink of insanity, and now Monty is going to push him over the edge. She kept the knowledge to herself. The professor already had enough to deal with, being shot and all.

      Polly rushed in the front door, carrying an overstuffed backpack. She pushed past Sere as if she weren’t even there and dropped the pack next to the professor. “What happened?”

      “He got hold of Sere’s gun and shot me with that paranormal buckshot.”

      Polly started pulling out equipment and medical supplies from the bag. “Good thing he shot you and not Sere.” She held up what looked like a steampunk electromagnet. “Do you think this thing will work on you?”

      “It should. The energy it’ll pull won’t be mine but the pellets’. If anything, it should work better since my body is actively trying to reject the alternate-dimension foreign objects.”

      Polly tossed Sere the end of the wire. “Plug that into a wall socket.”

      Nice to see you too. The lack of a greeting on their first meeting in the same dimension, however, only increased Sere’s impression of the fortysomething band manager as a no-nonsense, as-hard-as-nails leader who could seemingly make things happen by sheer force of will.

      She stuck the plug in the socket. “Good to go.”

      The wand in Polly’s hand made zapping and popping sounds that didn’t sound safe. She lowered the flat end over the bloodstained towels and started running it like an iron over the surface.

      “Damn,” the professor said. “Remind me to add a cooling coil to that thing. It feels like lightning bolts are being extracted from my flesh.”

      “Hush up, old man,” Polly said. “This only takes care of the paranormal part of your injuries. You’ve still lost a lot of blood. You need to take it easy until we can get you to the hospital.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He settled back against the desk.

      Polly ran the device over his chest and sides three times until she was satisfied the magnet had finished its work. “Help me unwrap him. With any luck, the pellets will be nestled in the fabric of the towels. They may be a little hot, so watch where you touch.”

      “Right.” The duct tape Sere had so hastily wrapped around the towels combined with the professor’s blood to make for a sticky, gooey mess to remove. As Sere took off the saturated rags, Polly grabbed boxes of gauze and bandages from the bag.

      “Once we get this bleeding under control, get your things, and hightail it out of here. I’ll have Kendell bring the band’s bus and drive us to the ER. We’ll say the professor had an experiment go sideways, creating an explosion. We can’t risk the authorities showing up here and somehow making a connection between this lab and the Swamp Strangler.”

      Sere made a mental inventory of everything she’d left behind. “I understand. You take care of your own.”

      Polly turned on her with an animal ferocity. “You’re included in that family. If the cops start messing with this equipment, you’re the one who will be in the most danger. I’m only being abrupt with you because I know you can take it.”

      Sere swallowed hard. “I’m sorry. I should have realized.”

      “Go easy on the girl, Pol,” Professor Yates said. “You can’t expect her to understand every human interaction.”

      “Before I go,” Sere said, “I need to know what Monty wanted, what he took, and what I’m up against.”

      Professor Yates struggled to sit upright against the desk. “He came in the back door like Frankenstein’s monster, smashing equipment and demanding answers about his existence. He grabbed your gun and started aiming it around the room like he wanted to burn this whole place down but didn’t know where to start. Along with losing skin pigment, he’s apparently also losing nerve endings. Pain didn’t seem to register at all.”

      “That would explain why the knife I buried in his back didn’t slow him down,” Sere said.

      “He’ll feel it later once the adrenaline wears off,” the professor said. “His brain can only process so many stimulations at once—rage being his current dominant expression. I tried reasoning with him the way I would with a toddler throwing a tantrum, but in spite of his questions, he clearly wasn’t looking for answers.”

      “I talked with Joe about Monty’s possible motivations. We came to the conclusion he wants to kill his real and take over that life. If he’s losing what little mental capacity he had, however, I’m beginning to wonder if that’s still his intention.”

      “I doubt intention has anything to do with it at this point. If you hadn’t busted in, I have no doubt he would have killed me and torched this lab. He sees everyone else walking around independent of my equipment and figures he should be able to as well.”

      Polly double-checked her work in stopping the bleeding. “Wouldn’t that just destroy him, though?”

      “He doesn’t see us as providing for his existence.” Professor Yates nodded toward his equipment. “To him, this is more like the electronic walls of his hell prison. Now that he’s escaped the physical realm, he believes his continued suffering is the result of our efforts and his real.”

      Sere had hoped there was some part of Monty she could reason with, but more and more, it seemed he really was just a dangerous bug to be squashed. And the damn demonic cockroach was getting away. “Is there any other way to safely destroy him other than the marble shotgun pellets? Because they don’t seem to be as effective as I’d like.”

      “We don’t have time for this shit,” Polly said. “I need to get the professor to the hospital. I love you, Sere. Now, for your own good, get the hell out of here, and don’t look back.”

      Polly was right. The longer it took for Sere to gather the pieces of the puzzle, the longer the professor would have to suffer. It seemed every person she came in contact with, she put in danger. As desperate as she was to get changed, getting out of the lab had to be her first priority. She headed to the back room, where she’d seen her belongings and where Monty had stolen her single-barreled shotgun.

      Her snakes hissed and rattled when she threw her saddlebags over her shoulder. “I missed you guys too.” She scooped up the backpack filled with shotgun shells that lay open on its side. There was no way to know how many boxes Monty had absconded with, but he clearly had more shells than just what she’d left loaded in the gun. Her bedroll still had an inner firmness, indicating she at least still had the four-barreled blaster.

      “I suppose I should be happy we’re now equally armed, but honor be damned. I’d just as soon shoot the son of a bitch in the back and be done with it. Honorable confrontations only extend to adversaries with souls. I wouldn’t build a human-sized robot just so some mosquito could crawl in and face me on equal terms.”

      Her snakes rattled their objection.

      “Higher-functioning animals have souls. Insects do not. Monty is nothing more than a hell cockroach with a gun. I’ll stomp him out the first opportunity I get.”

      Satisfied that she’d gathered up everything that might connect Professor Yates to her—and thereby to the Swamp Strangler—Sere hopped on the Triton and walked it to the back door. Before heading out, she yelled over her shoulder, “See you both when this is over. I’m trusting you to take care of those we love, Polly.”

      “Ride hard and ride fast, girl.”
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      Sere kick-started the Triton. Time was against her. Again, she was riding into battle without being properly outfitted for what was to come. The loose jeans and flappy cotton shirt weren’t ideal riding attire, and they’d be even more of a hindrance when it came to a fight. Her boots were still in her bags with the snakes, which meant her knife was strapped to her leg—not exactly easily accessible. Monty, however, wouldn’t be just sitting around, waiting for her to get changed.

      Not that he was in optimum fighting condition, either. Between the rock pellets and separation from hell, his translucency was going to make it impossible for him to step into Mr. Fisher’s life. His plan had been doomed from the start, but now even he had to see the futility of it. With the new knife wound to contend with, Monty would be sucking on Mr. Fisher’s life force like a college kid on spring break draining a cheap daiquiri. Sere had to assume the doppelgänger would still have his sights set on killing the old man, but his intentions would be based on pure anger and frustration with no possibility of real victory. As a cornered, wounded animal with nothing to lose and hopped up on human energy, Monty would be more dangerous than ever.

      Sere took a hard left under the freeway overpass onto Saint Charles Avenue. From the itinerary Mr. Fisher had provided, the CPA should be home for lunch. She swerved between cars, potholes, and pedestrians, wondering if Monty would confront the man at home or wait outside until he left for work. Either way, the murderer was once again a step ahead.

      To avoid the infuriating obstacles, she leaned over the gas tank, shifted the bike up a gear, and jumped the tires onto a rail of the streetcar line. Like a woman running on a tightrope, she trusted her instincts to keep her balanced as she flew past screaming people and honking horns. At Bordeaux Street, she hopped off the track and turned toward the river.

      I just hope I didn’t spend too much time dealing with Professor Yates. Polly was right. I didn’t have time for such bullshit. I should have just grabbed my bike and torn off after Monty. But had she done that, the professor would likely have succumbed to his wounds before being able to reach his phone. Plus, Monty had her gun. She would have been an easy target following along behind the streetcar.

      Second-guessing herself was becoming a bad habit and one of no practical use while she was in pursuit of a mass murderer. She stopped under the limbs of a live oak that covered the street a block from Mr. Fisher’s house and consulted the CPA’s schedule. Drive home for lunch at 12:15. I own a 2013 black Jeep Cherokee. Her analog wristwatch read 12:25. From where she stood, she could see there wasn’t a car in his driveway. As a man of precision, Mr. Fisher was mostly likely never late for anything. She eased the Triton from its hiding spot and drove down the street at a moderate speed, hoping not to attract attention.

      She stopped cold at the base of the driveway. Fuck. I wonder what the chances are that Mr. Fisher is an aficionado of Ducati Monsters. Sitting alongside the Queen Anne Victorian sat the familiar black bike she’d hoped to never see again. “I suppose there’s no point in hiding now.”

      She pulled the four-barreled shotgun out of her bedroll under the headlight of her bike. Looking like a door-to-door mercenary for hire, she approached the house. “You in there, Bart?”

      The rugged bartender opened the door. “Mr. Fisher is in trouble. His wife is worried sick.”

      “That much, I could figure out on my own. What are you doing here?”

      He stepped out of the entrance and closed the door. “Joe thought you could use backup. I was performing a basic pincer move. With you working your way up from New Orleans and me chasing Monty south, I had hoped we could trap him. Too bad you were late.”

      Sere considered slapping some sense into the muscular dude. “Your plan. Not mine. And it only would have worked if you’d bothered telling me about it.”

      “I’m not standing here arguing with you, especially while you’re swinging that scatter gun. If I’d told you my idea, you just would have objected and probably done something foolish to foil my attempt to help. Going up against an enemy alone when you don’t have to is just stupid.”

      “So now you’re calling me stupid?” She was having trouble controlling the volume of her voice. “Who’s the one standing on the porch with his dick in his hand?”

      He checked the door behind him. “Are we going to argue, or do you want to go find this asshole before he kills your accountant?”

      Sere tensed up, ready for battle. “You know where they went?”

      “When the Jeep sped past me with the masked man in the passenger seat aiming a gun at Mr. Fisher behind the wheel, I rushed up to the house to find out what happened. Mrs. Fisher was desperate for any help. They were quietly having lunch, discussing how they were going to pay for their youngest daughter’s tuition, when the madman burst in, wielding the shotgun, and forced Mr. Fisher out the door.” Bart held up a cell phone. From the picture of puppies on the screensaver, Sere guessed it wasn’t his. “Mrs. Fisher keeps a tracker on her phone for all their cars in case one gets stolen.”

      Peachy. So to find him, I’m at your mercy. Weakness wasn’t something to confess while on the hunt. She took a deep, calming breath. “I suppose it was Joe who told you the Swamp Strangler was after Mr. Fisher.”

      “He was just trying to help. You were pretty emotional when I left you at Riley’s, so I made the run down to Joe’s cabin to make sure I hadn’t made a huge mistake letting you take off on your own. We both thought you could use someone covering your ass.”

      “And you of course appointed yourself as head ass watcher.”

      He hustled down the walkway toward the motorcycles. “This isn’t just about you. Stories of serial killers coming out of the swamps have a way of cutting into my business. People don’t go drinking at night if they think someone with a knife is lurking in the shadows.”

      “So you figured you’d just sit in the bushes, whacking off and watching while I did battle? You could have stopped the asshole before he ever entered the house.”

      He threw his leg over the crotch rocket and lifted his helmet from the handlebars. “If you had let me explain rather than fighting with me, we’d already be on the road. I couldn’t exactly tail the psycho through the swamps, but I figured eventually he’d show up here at the Fisher house. The real question is, where the hell were you? When I saw the murderer sneaking up the street, I figured you had to be slinking through the bushes after him or hiding in the attic for the ambush. I lay back so I wouldn’t get caught in your crossfire. I only took matters into my own hands when they tore off down the street with you nowhere to be seen.”

      Sere gripped the butt of her shotgun. “Was that a cut about my marksmanship?”

      He cranked over the Ducati’s engine. “I was only trying to let you play out whatever plan you were running. I guessed if you weren’t following the murderer, maybe you were hiding in Mr. Fisher’s vehicle. But you’re not running a plan, are you?”

      She couldn’t admit that he was right. “We’re wasting time. I suppose I’ll have to follow you.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere was steaming mad as she followed Bart’s Ducati, but she knew her irritation at him was only a transference of her self-condemnation. She’d wasted too much time with Kendell and Myles. Had she not taken the familial detour, she wouldn’t have been stabbed by Thomas and lost a whole night to being looked after like a sick child. If she’d stayed focused, she could have been ahead of Bart at figuring out the obvious ploy of lying in wait at the Fisher residence. Even if Monty had found her, the battle would have been between her and him the way it should have been. Hell, if she’d just bolted the moment Polly showed up to take care of the professor, she still might have been able to track Monty the way Bart had assumed she would.

      “How the hell am I supposed to know this stuff? Joe taught me to defend myself and work alone, not coordinate my activities like I belonged to a pack of wolves.” She’d never wanted to stop off at a bar for a shot and a fight more than she did right then.

      When they reached the freeway on-ramp, the Ducati shot ahead as if Bart had fed nitrous into the carburetor. Giving chase redirected Sere’s thoughts from what she should have done to what she needed to do. Monty was headed over the Crescent City Connection toward the Jean Lafitte swamp. Makes sense. Monty would be looking for somewhere to dispose of the body, but he needs Mr. Fisher to do the driving. Monty had to believe he’d given Sere the slip if he was headed to an area she understood so well. Being in cities—with their crowded streets, confining buildings, and lack of vegetation to provide cover—meant she’d had to play a role that didn’t come naturally. Once out in the marshes and rivers, she could slip through the water and plants like a snake slithering after its prey.

      She patted her saddlebag, knowing how much her serpents would enjoy being back in their natural habitat. He was still a step ahead, but he’d misjudged her determination, and—as much as she hated to admit it—Bart’s cleverness. “That hunky fool still should have minded his own business,” she grumbled.

      Sere leaned low over her handlebars to cut down on wind resistance as Bart cut through the freeway traffic. Though the Ducati was more powerful, it was burdened with a bulky rider who relied more on brawn—or in this case horsepower—than smarts. She didn’t have any problems keeping up. When he finally took the off-ramp, however, he didn’t even bother to downshift. “That idiot is going to get us both killed before we even reach the swamp.”

      Weaving around the city traffic gave Sere the clear advantage. Bart could only shoot through gaps wide enough to accommodate his beefy arms and shoulders. At the high speeds he was maintaining, he needed to steer a predictable path. She kept her front tire glued to his tail like a quarterback following a linebacker through the opponent’s defensive line.

      When they transitioned from well-maintained city streets to rugged gravel roads winding through dense marshes, Bart finally reduced his speed to a sane pace. Sere checked her watch. Fifteen minutes from front door to bayou’s edge. That must be some kind of record.

      He pulled into a wide turnout and shut down his engine. When he took off his helmet, she wondered how he managed to remove it from his ego-inflated head. “I suppose you think that was clever,” she said, “nearly getting us both killed. Or was that payback for our first ride together where I lost you in my dust?”

      He nodded down the road. “The Jeep is just around that corner. It only arrived a couple of minutes before us. I thought it might be nice if we showed up before Mr. Fisher was killed instead of after.”

      She choked as much on having to admit he was right as on the road dust she’d been swallowing. “What weapons did you bring?”

      He swung his muscular leg off the back of his bike. The first knife he pulled from his hip and set on the seat of his Ducati looked like some adolescent boy’s idea of a cool weapon. “Cold Steel Natchez Bowie knife. This thing will cut through damn near anything, but I hardly ever have to use it. One look at the massive blade, and whoever I’m facing backs down.” The next knife was more her style. “Flat black Ontario MK 3 Navy knife. It’s an inch shorter than your Fairbairn-Sykes, making it easier to wield in tight combat.”

      “I’ll bet that’s the excuse you give all the girls.” Sere couldn’t resist the jibe. His cold stare made it clear he didn’t find the reference to his manhood humorous. Muscular military types and reptiles—exactly the same lack of a sense of humor.

      “If that’s about the size of my cock, I’ll have you know I’m quite well endowed.”

      “I guess I’ll just have to take your word on that for the time being. What other dangerous weapons are you packing?”

      He pulled what looked like an updated mercenary version of a Swiss Army knife out of his boot. “GIGN Glauca B1, developed for France’s counterterrorist unit. I’ve MacGyvered my way out of countless situations with this baby. That’s it for the knives.” He reached around to the small of his back. “I also carry this Smith & Wesson snub nose .38. It’s not pretty, but as a bartender, I’ve found that knives aren’t always the ultimate solution to drunken brawls.” He nodded at her boot. “I’ve shown you mine. Time to fess up with what you’ve got.”

      She pulled her trusty knife from her boot. “You already know about this one. I used to carry a sawed-off single-barrel shotgun on my back, but Monty stole it from my supplies.” She reached under her headlight and pulled the four-barreled blaster from her bedroll. “This is what will ultimately kill Monty. The shells are custom designed for his special vulnerabilities.”

      “You travel light, but then, I’ve seen you fight.”

      She turned the shotgun around and aimed the butt of the gun toward Bart. “Take it. When the time is right, pepper Monty with as much buckshot as you can blast into him.”

      Bart had the standard confused, dumb expression she’d come to expect as he accepted the weapon. “You don’t want to do the deed yourself?”

      She pointed at the seat of his bike. “Give me your Navy knife. Monty is sure to expect some sort of frontal assault. Most of the paths through the swamps are narrow, circuitous routes without any other way in or out.” She unbuttoned her cotton shirt and tossed it onto the seat of her Triton. “What he won’t expect is a water assault.” She gave Bart a suspicious stare. “Since you’re Navy, I would have thought you’d have already guessed my plan.” She kicked off her sneakers and unzipped her jeans then added them to the pile. “I’ll slip around the small island and approach from the back while you do your best not be noticed coming in from the front.”

      He handled the shotgun as if he’d just been handed a trophy for second place. “I’m the Navy SEAL. I’m the one who should be making the water approach.”

      In only her panties, bra, and the knife strapped to her leg, she opened her saddlebags and let the two canebrake rattlers slither up her arms. “Tell you what: take one of these snakes from my arms, and I’ll let you make the manly gesture of shedding your clothes and slipping into the reptile-infested waters.”

      He set the barrel of the gun over his shoulder. “Point taken. This thing looks pretty indiscriminate in what it’ll hit. How do you want to coordinate the attack so you’re not the one being filled with buckshot?”

      Good question. Admitting that she was as susceptible to the custom pellets as Monty, however, would mean divulging more information than she wanted Bart to know. “Get as close to them as you can, and find a good hiding spot. There’s plenty of thick brush, so it shouldn’t be a problem. Monty will be looking for someplace along the shore. He won’t do anything until he’s sure there’s an alligator in the vicinity to devour the body, so we have a few minutes at least. Have the gun ready. Wait until he’s searching the water, then when I signal you, make enough noise to distract him. Once he turns his back on me, I’ll be the one to lunge out of the water—instead of a gator. With the knives, I should be able to calm him down. I need answers before we kill him.”

      “So I’m just your fallback? You could deal with him easily enough with those blades.”

      Sere took his Navy knife from the seat of the Ducati. Holding out her arm, she slit her wrist the way she had as a seven-year-old girl. Blood oozed from the wound but quickly coagulated. By the time she’d wiped the blade off on the seat, the slash had almost disappeared. “I heal quickly. So does Monty. I can kill him with the knives, but it won’t be easy. Even from a distance, though, that buckshot isn’t something his body can tolerate.”

      Bart picked up the rest of his weapons and stashed them back around his body. “Are you two related?”

      “We don’t have time for family genealogy. Just be ready when I come up out of the water. I’ll tell you when to shoot.”

      “Don’t leave me holding my dick again. If it looks like he’s about to kill Mr. Fisher, I’m not going to hesitate.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere waited until Bart was halfway down the road before snagging a couple of shotgun shells from her saddlebag and securing them in the waistband of her underwear. “Time to call in some reinforcements.” She stepped gingerly through the vines and tree roots to the water’s edge. Spreading out her arms on top of the water, she aimed her snakes toward the welcoming bayou. “Go find Lefty. One way or another, there’s going to be a body to dispose of, and I can’t trust these overfed, practically domesticated tour-group swamp puppies to know how to devour fresh meat.” The two snakes shot off like lightning bolts discharged underwater. Only the slight ripples on the surface of the calm river betrayed their passage.

      Sere checked that her knife was securely strapped to her leg. She then took Bart’s thick blade and clamped it between her teeth. Let’s see how useful you real creatures are compared to the hell beasts I know. She crushed one of the shotgun shells in her hand and flung the pebbles out into the water. When she dove into the murky depths, teeming schools of catfish and river gars were waiting for her. Like personal underwater propulsion jets, they swam so close to her that they pulled her along through the interconnected rivers. They didn’t leave her until the water became so dense with vegetation that their undulating bodies might be noticed above. When they disbanded, she crept along through the stalks until she couldn’t see any light above through the thick mat of water lilies that clung to the shoreline.

      Without disturbing the surrounding plants, she lifted her head under a large leaf, feeling like a combination of the little mermaid and a Navy SEAL. I’d like to have seen Bart do better, she thought, more pleased with herself than was strictly warranted. The river creatures, after all, were her allies, not her subjects.

      Monty screamed at the large pond of open water beyond Sere’s aquatic garden. “Where are you goddamned gators? Show yourselves!”

      But the surface of the water remained as smooth as glass. She lowered her head back underwater and edged closer to the shore. Her fish companions had swum her out so quickly that she wondered if she had gotten to the island before Bart. She didn’t dare make a move until he was in position, but she couldn’t wait around all day. Monty’s patience wasn’t likely to last long. When her eyes again broke the surface, she was staring at the demon’s business loafers. Behind him on the ground, Mr. Fisher cowered before the version of himself so hell tortured as to have become nearly unrecognizable.

      A slight breeze rustled the leaves of the oak saplings beyond the shore. One of the young trees bent down farther than warranted by the breath of air. Bart flashed the okay sign with his fingers, indicating he was in position. How the hell did he see me? I guess his training is better than I suspected. When she gave him the return thumbs-up, he rustled the small bush enough to attract Monty’s attention.

      “What’s back there? Have I finally found an alligator? Come on out and face hell.”

      While Monty was turned away from her, Sere reached out from the swamp, grabbed him by the ankles, and yanked him hard off his feet and halfway into the water. She was on top of him before he had a chance to roll over. With her thin bladed knife, she jabbed him through the back as if pinning him to the shore. She had Bart’s Navy knife against his throat before he’d gathered his wits enough to cry out. “We’re going to get up out of this water nice and slow.”

      Monty struggled under her weight. “If you’re going to kill me, do it. I’ll just regenerate in hell and try again. You don’t have anything to threaten me with.”

      She leaned back and pulled him to his knees with the knife at his carotid artery. “Brave words, but we both know they’re a lie. Even if you do come back, you will have forgotten what you apparently learned. Get up.” By driving the thin knife up toward his lung, she forced him to rise as if operating him via remote control.

      “You’re just going to kill me no matter what I say.”

      “You’re not wrong, but I want some answers before I dispatch you back to where you belong. How did you escape hell?”

      He continued to move under her knife-edges as if trying to discover a weakness in her hold. “Why should I tell you anything?”

      She pulled the black knife tighter to his neck and whispered in his ear so that neither Bart nor Mr. Fisher could hear. “I still have powerful allies in hell. You think you had it bad before? Wait until the entire dimension turns against you.”

      “I have my allies too.”

      From the ground, Mr. Fisher let out a bloodcurdling scream and spasmed so hard it looked as if his life was being sucked out of every muscle and organ of his body. Monty used the distraction and increased energy to spin so hard to his left that Sere felt her knife slice through muscle in his neck as he escaped her death threat. Though he had avoided losing his head to Bart’s blade, she held tightly to the remaining handle in his back as the razor-sharp steel severed his spinal cord.

      He crumpled to the grass, taking the thin blade with him. Sere spun around like a ninja ballerina, building momentum. As she sliced down toward her victim’s neck with Bart’s Navy knife, Monty rolled his torso over and lifted the barrel of the shotgun from the ground. The satisfying resistance of sharpened metal cutting through tissue and bone was countered by small pellets of paranormal stone penetrating her side. Monty’s head rolled off his shoulders and hit the ground while his body remained sitting, propped up with the butt of the shotgun.

      “Shoot him!”

      Bart ran out from the tree line, shotgun in hand. “Why? He’s already dead. He can’t hurt you now that he’s decapitated.”

      “Stop arguing logic with me, and fire the goddamned gun.” She looked over at Mr. Fisher, fearful she would see the man transform into the demon she’d just dispatched.

      Bart came around beside her before leveling the gun at the propped up body. The blast knocked Monty’s broken and lifeless torso three feet before it came to rest next to his head.
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        * * *

      

      The side of Sere’s rib cage burned as if hot coals had been seared into her flesh. She gasped for air. She’d been hurt enough times to know the drill. When she was younger, her body often needed a few minutes to adjust to its new condition. Through rigorous training, she’d cut that time down to seconds. But with each passing moment, Sere felt her grip on her consciousness slipping away. Unfortunately, it wasn’t toward a comatose state.

      Sere clung to her personal messed-up history while her body sought out any source of energy it could find to combat the disruptive damage the pellets were creating. Her perception glazed over as if she were being put into a nesting doll. Not fucking Jennifer Cranston again. Please, woman, be doing something other than shopping with that dimwit friend of yours. But instead of slipping into her real’s world, Sere witnessed her body falling into Bart’s arms like some movie scene featuring a dumb-ass damsel in distress fainting into her lover’s embrace.

      “Now we’ll face off on my home turf.” The man’s words were more felt than heard.

      She was having trouble breathing. Dirt and grass filled her mouth. The scene of her body in Bart’s arms continued to play out in front of her. “Damn it to hell! I must be in Mr. Fisher. He would have been the easiest body to access since his image is being projected into hell.”

      “Very good.” Even without changing her focus, she knew it was Monty standing over her like some egotistical misogynist boyfriend.

      “How did you manage the leap?”

      “Your boyfriend over there was a little slow with the shotgun, for one. But that wasn’t your real mistake.”

      “I had him shoot the goddamned body.” Sere could kick herself for her stupidity.

      “Did no one ever bother to tell you only a head shot would kill a zombie?”

      “Fucking Artie Andy and his lack of instructions. I’ll bet anything he knew and didn’t tell me.” Being trapped in Mr. Fisher’s soul meant every thought came out for Monty to hear.

      “Leave her alone.” The words shook Sere to her core. Monty fell to the ground and raised his hands over his head as if God himself had spoken.

      Sere instantly recognized the voice. “I promise you, Montgomery Fisher, that I will do all I can to get this pestilence out of you.”

      The intense pain of the buckshot in her side had gotten so much worse that she returned to her body. Someone was pressing a hand hard against her side.

      “What the hell?” she said.

      “Just once, would you please shut up and let me help you?” The rugged features of Bartender Smooth came into focus. “Tell me what I need to do to keep you from fading out again.”

      “You have to get the buckshot out of me.”

      He lifted his hands off her naked torso. Blood started pumping out of her.

      “You’ll bleed out long before I can get all those pellets removed,” Bart said. “Let me wrap you up and get you to the hospital.”

      His denseness provided a useful distraction to her need for human energy. “We already went through this the last time I was shot. No fucking hospitals. Everyone I know is too far away to help. You’re a Navy SEAL. Surely, you must have some medic skills.”

      “I don’t have any supplies, not even a bottle of whiskey to numb you and disinfect the area. Anything I do would hurt like hell and send you into shock.”

      She reached up and grabbed him by the shirt. “Get these fucking pellets out of me. The pain will keep me focused. You’ve already seen how fast I can heal.” She rolled to her side so the holes would be more accessible and turned her attention to Jennifer. If she did slip into another soul, at least it wouldn’t be one plagued by a demon.

      Bart yanked off his leather jacket and pressed it to her side. “Push this as hard against the wounds as you can stand to slow down the blood loss. I need to find something to get at those pellets.” Bart left her and hunted around the reeds along the swamp until he found a grove of young bamboo. He started hacking at the brown stalks with his MacGyver knife and blew through each one.

      Sere looked back at Mr. Fisher. The poor man’s eyes had glazed over like he was in a trance. What the hell am I going to do with you?
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        * * *

      

      Pain from the knives and sharpened bamboo skewers that Bart used like straws or chopsticks—depending on the pellet’s depth in her flesh—kept Sere from slipping into another person. However, the connection that she’d previously experienced as a hardwired direct link to Jennifer now felt like blaring, overlapping radio signals—and the paranormal pellets were spinning the dial. Every person in a ten-mile radius seemed to be projecting his or her consciousness for Sere to tap into. If she focused too long on any specific input, she could easily take on that person’s identity. Only by remembering the young child that she’d been and her odd upbringing by the handful of people who truly cared about her was she able to maintain some sense of her own identity.

      Bart used his GIGN Glauca B1 knife to cut and strip some vines. Then he pulled off his shirt, revealing a muscular, well-tanned chest that perfectly matched his rippling arms. He tenderly pressed the sweat-stained folded cotton to her wounds and secured it in place with the vines. His smell was nearly as intoxicating as the adrenaline she’d relied on to stay sane.

      “I think that’s it,” Bart said.

      I’m out here with fucking Tarzan MacGyver. His face was so covered in blood that Sere started laughing. He looked like a vampire who’d lost all control.

      Bart turned to Mr. Fisher. “She’s going into shock.”

      “Fuck shock,” Sere said. “Call Kendell. Tell her to bring the van. I’m not going to be able to ride my Triton in this condition.”

      “In the meantime, what do we do with that body?” Mr. Fisher asked as he pointed a trembling finger at Monty’s remains. She hoped she wasn’t just imaging that he sounded more like the kindly CPA than the demonic serial killer.

      Sere stared hopefully out toward the swamp. From the swath of cleared water hyacinth that was moving her way, Lefty would be there in a matter of minutes. “I have that covered.”

      Eventually, the demon’s death might still attract the loas of the dead, though without a soul, she wasn’t sure how they would respond to Monty’s corpse. The only safe place to dispose of him was back in hell, where his body’s supernatural molecules would disassociate into nothingness—hopefully taking along with it his memories and intentions.

      When Sere’s serpent companions slithered ashore, both Bart and Mr. Fisher leaped four feet back toward the trees. They hid even farther into the brush when the thirty-foot alligator cozied up to the shore.

      “Holy shit,” Bart said. “The Pleistocene gator is real?”

      “Maybe next time, you’ll treat my boots with more reverence.” She turned away from her beloved pet and toward the two men. “It would be best if neither of you ever mentioned his existence. I can’t have those brain-dead gator hunters wandering into the deep swamp.”

      “So we’re sharing secrets now?” Bart asked.

      She still wasn’t fond of putting her trust in anyone, but Bart had proven a useful ally. “I guess you’ve earned the benefit of the doubt.” She watched the two men gather up as much of the bloody, scattered remains as they could, but neither seemed inclined to push the pile of limbs, organs, and tissue closer than six feet from the swamp’s shore.

      “Just leave it and back away.” Sere pulled another shotgun shell from her waistband and scattered the contents from mangled flesh on the water’s edge. First to answer her call were her two faithful snakes, but they were quickly joined by a host of their brethren. Together, they worked like a scaly, reptilian conveyor belt, transferring every bit of Monty onto Lefty’s back. When no drop of blood was left, Sere dragged her body to the water’s edge. Lefty truly looked like a gator from hell with the body remains coating his back. She leaned in close to the giant reptile’s head. “Take this shit back to hell.”

      “I may never leave the city again,” Mr. Fisher said.
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        * * *

      

      Sere was still double-checking that she wasn’t absorbing some random person’s energy when Kendell and Myles emerged from the trees. Kendell ran over and knelt down to smooth the sweaty, swamp-water-smelling, bloodstained hair out of Sere’s eyes. “We should have been here with you.”

      Sere felt like shit, but at least her feelings were all hers and not an amalgam of different inputs. “I couldn’t be worrying about you while facing a demon.”

      Myles helped Mr. Fisher to his feet. “How are you holding up?” Sere could tell from Myles’s intensity that he was searching for signs of possession.

      “I’ve been better,” the professional businessman said. “It’s not every day you meet your demonic double. I’m just glad Sere was able to decapitate the beast before he killed me and got to my family.”

      “Get him back to the van,” Bart said as he hunted around the weeds and grass for anything that might have been left behind.

      Mr. Fisher put his arm around Myles’s shoulders. He could barely stand, let alone walk on his own. “Some lunch break.”

      “Don’t worry,” Myles said. “We’ll take you to Professor Yates’s lab. He’ll get you back on your feet. Then we’ll see about retrieving your Jeep.”

      Sere leaned in close to Kendell. “Mr. Fisher isn’t fully himself. We shouldn’t let him out of sight with Myles. It might not be safe.”

      “We’ve dealt with possessions a time or two. Myles knows what to look for.”

      Why does everyone think they know more about hell than I do? Sere thought. “Not like this. Mr. Fisher isn’t being controlled by some other spirit. It’s a part of him.”

      “Then we’d best get you back to the van as well.” Bart wrapped his strong arms around Sere’s legs and torso and lifted her from the ground as if she were a little girl. His embrace enveloped her like the hammock she slept in on Sanguine’s porch. Those peaceful, secluded days on the swamp seemed like a lifetime ago. “You’d have been proud of her,” Bart continued to Kendell. “She crept up on the Swamp Strangler like a ninja then dispatched him before he could kill Mr. Fisher.”

      Sere punched his bulging chest muscle. “I don’t need you exaggerating my exploits. I told you before. I don’t need a sidekick, and I certainly don’t need a raconteur.”

      “What’s that?” Bart asked.

      She squinted at him, hoping the snarky attitude would convey through her words. “A traveling minstrel who follows along, singing about the exploits of his brave knight.”

      “You’re making that up.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck for stability as he carried her down the path. “Embellishing maybe.”

      “Well, you never know. I have been told I have a lovely singing voice.”

      Kendell’s lack of response wasn’t helping. This is not some budding romance. You don’t have to pretend you’re not even there. As they exited the dense brush, Sere leaned over Bart’s broad shoulder toward Kendell. “Can you ride a motorcycle? I don’t want to leave my Triton just sitting out here.”

      Kendell shrugged. “I used to putter that yellow scooter all over town. How different can it be?”

      You have to be kidding me. “Just go easy on the throttle, and stick to the back roads.”

      Bart bent down to lower Sere onto the VW’s bench seat. “I’ll ride my Ducati and keep her company. She’ll be fine.”

      Kendell looked down the dusty road at the two motorcycles. “First, though, you might want those clothes we lent you. I’ll go grab your saddlebags as well.”

      Sere settled back on the blanket-covered vinyl bench. With Myles in the driver’s seat, she was able to talk in private to Mr. Fisher, who sat in the back seat. “I know what’s inside you.”

      “Don’t worry about me. A man doesn’t reach his midfifties without facing down more than a few inner demons. Besides, I deal with the IRS on a regular basis. Any government agency that goes by a three-letter acronym must come from hell.” From the determination in his eyes, she could tell there was resolve behind the forced sense of humor.

      “Monty isn’t some secret dirty garbage bag of past longing. The desires he’s dumped into you would be more like having a dump truck bury you in filth. You might have the upper hand now, but he’ll never quit. I want you to know I’ll do all that I can to free you. You just need to hang on.”

      The kindly old CPA’s smile had to be one he reserved for people in grave economic straits—a combination of sympathy and partnership. His attitude did inspire confidence. “I have my family to keep me sane. They’re all the support I’ll ever need. But it will be a pleasure to see you again when you’re ready.”
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      When they pulled up to Professor Yates’s lab, Sere saw the two motorcycles already parked alongside the building. You just couldn’t resist pushing Kendell to the limit, could you? Fuck you, Bartender Smooth. That woman can barely ride a motorized bicycle.

      Being the first one out of the building, Bart wasn’t even smart enough to try to avoid her wrath. “Looks like your friends have everything ready. Let me help you inside.” He reached into the van for her arm.

      She pulled it away in disgust. “You were supposed to give Kendell a gentle riding lesson, not turn the trip into another of your fucking competitions. You just can’t resist showing the size of your dick, can you?”

      Kendell stepped out from behind the mountain of a man. “Don’t blame him. I might have instigated the race. That bike of yours is really something. If I didn’t think Myles and Cheesecake would have a fit, I’d consider getting one for myself.”

      Bart’s leather jacket over his bare chest gave off the familiar crunching sound as he crossed his arms in satisfaction. “Anytime you want a real lesson, I’d be happy to offer my services.”

      Myles revved the VW’s engine before shutting it off. “Not while I’m her partner. Kendell has used up her allotment of death-defying activities. Now, someone help Sere inside while I give Mr. Fisher a hand.” He turned back to the kindly old man. “Once the professor gives you a quick once-over, I’ll drive you home. Then I’ll call on a friend to help me retrieve your Jeep.”

      “After this, I may take the afternoon off,” Mr. Fisher said. The CPA’s seersucker suit, which just a day before had been white and characteristically New Orleans, now looked like it was made out of dirty dishrags.

      Sere reached across the seat and took the man’s hand. “I was serious. I owe you, and I won’t rest until I make it right.”

      “First, take care of yourself, darlin’. You’ll know where to find me when you come up with a cure.”

      She hobbled off the seat and fell onto the floor of the old VW. Bart loomed over her as if waiting for her to request his help. Fat chance.

      “Oh, for the love of Pete. You two are like kindergarteners.” Kendell leaned down under Sere’s shoulder and helped her to her feet before turning on Bart. “Get her other arm. She’s not going to ask, and she’s not going to swoon over you like some sex-starved romantic. You’re just going to have to do it because it’s the decent thing.”

      He took the other shoulder, walking hunched over to allow Sere’s feet to remain on the ground. “It’s not like I haven’t tried.”

      Kendell shook her head next to Sere’s. “Next you’re going to say, ‘She started it.’ In case you haven’t already figured it out, Sere’s pretty good at taking care of herself. If you want to be in her life, it’d be best to let her take the lead.”

      If Sere could have bent her neck far enough, she would have kissed Kendell on the cheek for standing up for her. Instead, she felt her legs give out from under her. The two carried her in like a limp doll and laid her out on Professor Yates’s metal worktable. She regained full alertness when Polly pulled the technology-enhanced bandage so tightly around her abdomen that she thought her breasts were about to explode out of her bra.

      “I don’t need any fucking connection.”

      “The hell you don’t,” Polly said. “Your side is peeling away like bark off a termite-eaten stump. Now shut up, and let us work.”

      With Bart and Kendell standing on each side of the table—and Professor Yates and Polly dialing in the equipment—Sere knew she was facing a losing battle. She stared into Bart’s smoky brown eyes. Great. Now not only has he seen me naked, but he also expects to witness me at my weakest and most vulnerable.

      “You should leave now,” she said.

      Bart crossed his powerful arms in a stance Sere was getting to know far too well. “I’m not going anywhere. You remember that conversation we had about trust? This is what that looks like.”

      “Really? I don’t think I like it very much.” The crackling sound and sparky sensation around her wounds soothed her into unconsciousness.
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        * * *

      

      Jennifer nearly burned her hand as she reached into the stove for the glass casserole dish. “Ouch.”

      “You okay, honey?”

      She pulled the oven mitt off the counter and slipped it over her hand. “Yeah. I just got momentarily distracted. Dinner’s ready, and please turn off the news. I don’t want Bobby having nightmares again tonight.” Though she’d never admit it to Henry, their son wasn’t the only one suffering from sleepless nights.

      Locked into the scene like a performer thrust on stage without seeing the script, Sere wanted to bolt for the door. When the hell did I become June Fucking Cleaver?

      Jennifer’s husband, ever the attentive spouse, grabbed a bottle of wine from the fridge and filled her glass before taking his seat at the head of the table. Jennifer favored him with a smile of mutual understanding and took a sip.

      The overly sweet taste made Sere wince. What the hell this shit? She caught sight of the label. Chardon-fuckin’-nay? You have to be kidding me. That’s barely even alcohol.

      Jennifer set the glass back on the table. “I think this bottle might have gone bad.”

      “I’ll fetch another from the pantry.”

      She touched his hand before he was able to get up from the table. “No need. I think I’d like to try your Merlot.”

      “Really? I thought you said it tasted like blood.”

      She shrugged as if not fully remembering her distaste for the wine. “Tonight it appeals to me.”

      Bobby came flying in from the hallway like a wild animal and crashed into more than sat in his chair.

      “Did you wash your hands, young man?”

      He looked at his palms—a sure giveaway that he thought he could pull a fast one on her. “More or less.”

      “Go wash up. We’re having crawfish casserole with green beans.”

      Yuck! Sere watched in disbelief as Jennifer’s well-manicured hands fumbled with the serving knife. Amazingly, she managed to dump the creamy glop onto the plate and not the white-linen tablecloth.

      “Looks wonderful, darling,” the husband said.

      Sere could feel Jennifer’s love for the oaf. With any little compliment from the man, her stomach went all fluttery like a foolish schoolgirl’s.

      For a moment, Sere considered reaching under the woman’s dress for the knife that should have been strapped to her thigh. So this is how societally normal housewives go on killing rampages. The pain in Sere’s side became so intense that Jennifer dropped the serving knife, held her stomach, and leaned over the dining table.
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        * * *

      

      “Get this fucking thing off me!” Sere grabbed the edge of the metal worktable, hoping to hold onto her version of reality.

      “It’s not done yet.” As usual, Professor Yates was more intent on his dials and readouts than on Sere’s suffering.

      She reached around her stomach and started pulling at the fastener. “I’m done.” Yanking the wire-impregnated ace bandage off her ribs, she saw the black dots where the pellets had entered her flesh.

      “I was afraid of that,” the professor said. “Those marks are going to take a lot more work to heal. Without a much longer hookup to Jennifer, they might not ever fade away.”

      She took a quick glance around the room to make sure Myles had already left with Mr. Fisher. “I’ve told you before. Call her my real. I don’t want to ever hear that name.”

      Polly put her hand on the old scientist’s shoulder. “Let Sere decide for herself how much she needs.”

      Sere ran her hand over the dozen pockmarks on her side. “Leave them. I’ll get a tattoo of a flowering vine to camouflage the damage. They’ll remind me to be more careful next time.”

      “Careful isn’t your style.” Joe’s voice made Sere squirm onto her wounds in order to look at him standing in the front entry.

      “You’re late, old man,” she said playfully.

      He dropped his black motorcycle helmet and dual saddlebags on Professor Yates’s big lounge chair before removing the heavy leather jacket. “I’ve told you repeatedly not to rely on me, or anyone, to come to your rescue.”

      She didn’t mean to look at Bart, but once she locked her gaze onto his bulging chest muscles, she found it hard to turn away. “I was getting along just fine on my own. I just thought you might want to see me in action.” She used the excuse of trying to sit up as her reason for staring at the man’s physique.

      “She was pretty impressive with those knives,” Bart said.

      Joe rubbed a spot on his arm where Sere had jabbed him years ago during a training exercise. “I don’t doubt it.” Joe came up to the table as Bart stepped aside. “And yet, here you are, getting an energy infusion again. How did Monty get the better of you?”

      After every major conflict, Joe always wanted to rehash what she’d done wrong, even when she’d won. She sat with her hands on the edge of the table, accepting the criticism and performing the self-analysis. “I lost my spatial awareness. I should have realized he had fallen on the shotgun. I also got cocky with my assassin pirouette. If I’d landed on him the instant he escaped my grasp, he wouldn’t have had time to respond. I keep thinking I’ve got more time than I actually do. If I’d pinned him to the ground, that would have given Bart enough time to approach with the shotgun and finish him off.” Then Mr. Fisher wouldn’t have been infected with Monty the demon. Some self-incriminations were better kept to herself.

      “When you’re feeling up to it, we’ll set up a training cage in the shipping container. Then we can move on to more open-air-battle techniques. Fighting in real life is different from training in hell.”

      No shit. Anytime Joe made concessions for her condition, Sere knew he was goading her. “Just let me get some clothes on, and I’ll be ready to ride. We can start training in the morning.”

      “The hell you will, young lady,” Kendell said. “You need to rest.” She seldom played the protective maternal card, and she didn’t pull it off well.

      Sere pulled the sides of Myles’s old dress shirt around her chest, more to hide her wounds than her bra, which—between the swim in the swamp, the fight, and the shotgun blast—hadn’t fared well. “Taking time to rest only puts me behind. Joe’s right. My reflexes, awareness, and instincts aren’t sharp enough now that I’m here among the living. I’m fine if I can set the fight parameters like in a bar, but out in the open, I get overwhelmed with possibilities. That’s only half of my problem, though. Monty snuck out of hell, and I’m afraid others will follow. He had me at a disadvantage from the start. If it hadn’t been for Joe’s training, he would have completed his mission of killing Montgomery Fisher.”

      Bart stood behind Joe with his chin in the air as if he expected to be acknowledged as well. You want a fucking gold star for interfering? she thought. But then, he had saved her life. “You had your uses too.”

      She turned to Professor Yates, who still had his arm in a sling from his own encounter with Monty. “Something’s bothering me. Why didn’t it work?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      The shotgun marks hurt, but she was once again in full control of her mind. “Why am I still here? I thought that special buckshot was supposed to make me dissolve into nothingness.”

      Professor Yates picked up the bowl of bloody pellets Bart had dropped off. “First, you only got hit by one shell, and you didn’t even take all of the buckshot. Still, these half dozen stones might have done the job if it weren’t for your second advantage, which is the fact that you are not simply a doppelgänger. You have a soul that connects you directly to life. Jen—sorry, your real’s projection into hell gives you substance, and that got jumbled. Your spirit was the stabilizing force that kept you grounded.”

      She wanted to ask about Monty’s ability to jump into Mr. Fisher, or what had happened with Thomas after she chopped off his doppelgänger’s head years before, but she didn’t dare scare everyone else with the demon possessions that she’d inadvertently caused.

      Sere hopped down from the table and tested her legs. Her muscles quivered as if she’d just completed an intense training session. Everyone was looking at her. “If you’ll all excuse me, I think I’d like to get cleaned up and change.”

      Joe picked up one of his saddlebags from the floor and handed it to her. “Make one joke about me doing your laundry, and these will be the last leathers I’ll repair for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere couldn’t believe it was really her image reflected in the dingy full-length mirror in Professor Yates’s laboratory bathroom. Her hair lay plastered against her forehead and neck as if someone had dumped a gallon of glue over her. Rivulets of dried blood covered her from head to toe, the most dramatic being those that trailed down from the half dozen buckshot holes in her side. She turned sideways to inspect the damage. Small black spider veins snaked out from the black pockmarks.

      Peeling off the remains of her clothing came as a relief. She stepped into the small shower that was designed for emergency decontamination. I suppose that’s still fitting. Cold water streamed over her body and mixed with the blood, swamp water, and sweat before running into the metal drain at her feet. It wasn’t Kendell’s luxury tub of fragrant swirling water, but then, Sere wasn’t that type of girl. She lifted her face to be stung by the high-velocity icy gush of water. The pain felt good and invigorating.

      When she stepped out of the yellow plastic-draped enclosure, dried off, and looked in the mirror again, the image was that of a woman reborn. Like a kid on Christmas morning, she opened Joe’s sack and yanked out every piece of clothing. Among the man’s many hidden talents was his ability to work leather into anything from a thick, rough harness to thin, smooth riding pants. She slipped into the tight-fitting pants and halter top that reacted to her every movement like a second layer of skin. Sheathing her knife next to her leg in the alligator boots completed her transformation into the badass demon hunter.

      When she rejoined the others, she noticed her shotguns lying on the worktable. Joe was finishing up his cleaning and reassembly of the weapons. “How did these work out for you?”

      She ran her hand over the tender scars. “The single-barrel might be useful in slowing down human or demon, but it won’t finish the job. I need to keep the four-barrel more easily accessible.”

      As if reading her mind, he reached into his remaining saddlebag and tossed her a leg holster and bullet belt loaded with shells. “These will make you considerably more obvious in your intentions, but you won’t have to fish around the back of your riding jacket for the butt of the gun, and you’ll have your ammunition on you.”

      Sere fastened the leather straps around her waist and leg then holstered the shotgun at her thigh. “I’m not hiding who I am any longer. I am the devil’s daughter, and it’s my job to return hell’s demons to their rightful realm.”

      Bart handed her the leather riding jacket. “In that case, I guess we’ll all have our work cut out for us.”
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      After ridding the swamp of a serial-killing demon, badass Sere Mal-Laurette has moved to New Orleans to put some distance between the interdimensional beacon of her soul and the hellmouth. Hell, however, has other plans for her when a new horde of beasts is unleashed.

      Sere will have to knock the rust off her fighting skills if she hopes to save herself and humanity from a fate worse than death. But she soon learns she can’t do it alone, and she’s going to need more than the help of a bartending former Navy SEAL who makes her weak in the knees. The bikers and gator hunters she’s been using for sport during her bar brawls are going to take some serious convincing to join her cause—even if they are the ones most at risk.

      By relying on those closest to her to repair her doppelgänger body, hunt down the demons that are out to get her, and protect her soul from the loas of the dead, Sere just might learn something about what it means to be human.
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      Sere Mal-Laurette’s heart beat in time to the music from the club below. The nightly jazz-rock fusion wafted through the bargeboard floor of her loft above the Scratchy Dog nightclub like a voodoo spell calling her forth. She pushed open the perpetually stuck French doors of the dormer roof and stepped out onto the one-person balcony for her evening vigil. Energy from the crowd below infused the warm late-summer humidity and had her swaying to the rhythm of the street. She closed her eyes and breathed in the rich aromas of alcohol and gumbo from the street vendors. Every aspect of life on Frenchmen Street had proved intoxicating, and the experience had dulled her abilities. And she didn’t even care. At least being in the city made her less of a beacon for the demons trying to find their way out of hell.

      But her nightly foray to the balcony wasn’t about being filled with human energy. As she opened her eyes and stared out over the French Quarter rooftops, a chill struck so deeply into her chest that she thought her heart had frozen. “Fucking assgängers!” The green sparks on the horizon looked like a Saint Patrick’s Day fireworks display. Unfortunately, that drunken free-for-all had happened months before. After witnessing twelve weeks and three days of sunsets, she had begun to hope she was free of hell’s denizens.

      She gripped the wrought-iron railing to focus her frustration and stared intently out toward the swamp far beyond the city. Seven explosions. The same number as the people Monty murdered. That can’t be a coincidence.

      “Come on down and dance for us! Show us your moves.” As with every night, the longer she stood on the third-floor balcony, the more rambunctious the suitors of both sexes became. The fact that she usually gave in to their nightly temptations had only emboldened the youthful partiers.

      “Not tonight. I’ve got work to do.” She returned to the loft and changed out of the party clothes and into her leather motorcycle-riding pants, halter top, and gatorskin boots complete with a combat knife sheathed inside. The rest of her gear lay in the middle of the saggy seldom-used mattress. Her belongings didn’t amount to much: a set of motorcycle saddlebags with two changes of clothing inside, a four-barrel sawed-off shotgun and leather holster that she secured around her thigh, a matching bullet belt that hung low across her hips, and finally, a bedroll with a pump-action blaster protruding out the end. She left the backpack filled with excess shotgun shells on the bed. Her fighting instructor, Joe Cazenave, had taught her long ago never to put all of her ammunition in one hidden stash. She had caches of supplies along the swamp route in case she ran low.

      “Time to go.” Sere had to stretch all the way to her tiptoes to put her hand over the loft’s rough-hewn wooden beam. A two-foot-long canebrake rattlesnake slithered across her wrist and down her forearm. He didn’t stop until he’d undulated across her neck and into the saddlebag slung around her shoulder. “Come on. I don’t have time for your laziness. I know it’s nearly nightfall, but you can’t use your cold-blooded lethargy as an excuse in this heat.” The second snake flicked her hand with his tongue. “I swear, I’m going to leave without you if you don’t get that rattle shaking.”

      The snake made an overly dramatic fall from the rafter and along her arm but caught himself before crashing into her head. He coiled his body onto her shoulder and flicked her ear with his tongue as his sign of affection.

      “You’ll be happier once we’re back out in the swamp. Now, hop to, mister. We’ve got demons to chase.”

      Sere took one last look around the room. She’d only agreed to occupy the human-sized Victorian birdcage as a way of getting Aunt Kendell off her back. She shook her head as the memory of their conversation played out.

      “I’ll be more at ease knowing you’ve got a safe place to crash.” Kendell had struggled to get the old skeleton key to line up with the lock’s tumblers.

      Climbing the two flights of dimly lit, creaky stairs would have proven enough of a security feature, but Sere watched dutifully as Kendell finally managed to get the misaligned loft door open. The overly caring woman honestly believed safety was possible for Sere, and Sere had bought into the delusion.

      “I can take care of myself.” Sere fondled the butt of the knife stashed in her boot. The reflex probably wasn’t the best way for her to calm Kendell’s fears, but she found it hard to control.

      “I’m not talking about idiots like Thomas. His abduction of you was moronic.”

      Sere was still itching for a rematch with Professor Yates’s doppelgänger assistant, even if he was nothing more than a phantom possessing the real person. “Then why did you come barreling in to rescue me?” she asked.

      “We couldn’t let you kill him. Some lines shouldn’t be crossed.”

      “Fair enough, but if you’re not worried about humans attacking me, why bother with this dusty cage?”

      Like a magician performing her act, Kendell had pulled the yellowed bedsheet off the French doors. Light had flooded into the dreary apartment. “Because this building belongs to me and Myles. This may be the only room in all of New Orleans where the loas of the dead dare not enter. You can sleep here.”

      Sleep. That’s a good one, Sere thought. But the promise of keeping the dreaded lords of the dead off her ass was enough incentive to keep her in the big city. She hadn’t anticipated becoming addicted to the human energy that constantly surrounded her as well.

      Before entering the small bathroom, she bolted the front door from the inside. Though there was no need for covert behavior, finding alternate ways in and out of the loft helped keep her focused. Dangers—both human and supernatural—would be lurking from every shadow in the dimly lit French Quarter.

      She opened the frosted glass window above the toilet, pushed her saddlebags and bedroll through, and climbed over the porcelain commode. Squeezing past the chipped paint and rotting wood frame sent adrenaline pumping into her blood. Outside the small window, she secured her belongings over her shoulders. The roof angled sharply down toward the courtyard behind the club. She knew every handhold and loose piece of mortar in the brick walls. Hell’s version of the walled-in open space had been where she’d endured Joe’s combat training when she was just a child.

      Too obvious an escape route. Skipping the courtyard, she scurried along the rusted gutter to the side of the club. Without breaking stride, she jumped over the five-foot alleyway between buildings. Her mercenary training had become so ingrained that she didn’t always know when her memory was pulling up Joe’s teachings and when it was her interpretation. Stealth isn’t just about being unobserved. When noise is unavoidable, imitate nature. People will happily discount the sounds of a rat outside their window rather than accept the need to investigate a burglar.

      The lesson, however, hadn’t taken into account that at 109 pounds plus belongings, Sere couldn’t put as much trust in the hundred-year-old structures as a two-pound rat could. Her alligator boot went straight through a piece of Swiss-cheesed gutter, causing her to lose her balance. Even curling her body into a tumbling-gymnastic fall failed to prevent the snap of her arm as she landed on the concrete sidewalk. To avoid being seen, she continued her roll until she was under the wooden porch.

      “Fuck.” She held her wrist and slowly twisted it to confirm the break. “Nothing I can do for it now. Joe is going to kick my ass. Guess I shouldn’t have skipped out on those last training sessions.”

      She double-checked her bags to make sure her snakes and gun were still okay before sneaking out of hiding like a raccoon starting her nightly prowl. If people had noticed her fall, they weren’t rushing to her aid. Not the ideal escape route, I guess, but at least I don’t have to explain my night’s plans to Aunt Kendell. Sere kept to the shadows as she hurried along the street lined with colorfully painted old homes.

      At the plywood-covered doorway of an abandoned cottage, she checked to make sure she hadn’t been followed. The security light over the entrance, which she’d knocked out a week before, hadn’t been changed. With a backward thrust of her good elbow against the frame, she popped open the makeshift door. Staring out from under the caved-in ceiling was the headlight of her Triton café racer.

      She snuck in, tossed her saddlebags over the back seat, and bungeed her bedroll onto the front fender. “The team’s back together.” The cheesy line had become her rallying cry.

      Wheeling the motorcycle out of its hiding spot, however, proved challenging with a busted arm. The snakes shook their rattles in displeasure at the lurching exit. “You’re right. I’m not ready. Before I head out to the swamp to confront whatever just escaped hell, I need a refresher course with Joe. And I can’t fight him until my arm’s healed. I guess we’ll just have to hole up somewhere until morning.”
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        * * *

      

      The swamp beckoned like a warm bath, but finding rest among the rivers, cypress groves, and wild animals wouldn’t quicken Sere’s healing. If she was to face Joe—and after him hell’s demons—she needed to be fully functional.

      Fuck it. Instead of heading for the freeway and the peace of the bayou, she turned down Esplanade toward the river. Maybe I’ll get lucky and the professor won’t be in. He can’t possibly spend every moment in those dilapidated shipping offices.

      The approach to the seemingly deserted warehouse was lined with hidden detectors and more blatant video cameras designed specifically to identify Sere and her demon brethren. She pulled the motorcycle alongside the building, looked up into the round black dome, and smiled in case there was someone doing guard duty at the monitor.

      Before heading in, she reached into her saddlebag and pulled out the lazy snake. “If there’s no one home, I’ll need you as my lookout.” The serpent coiled around her neck like a scaly scarf.

      With one quick thrust of her combat knife between the boarded-up glass door and metal frame, she gained access to the office. “Anyone here?” she called out.

      All she got in response was the ticking of the professor’s equipment as it projected data from the living world into hell’s virtual reality. She headed to the medical cabinet at the back of the office. “I fucking hate this.”

      She popped the latch as she’d done with the front door. Inside the white-and-red locker were boxes of wire-laced cloth, computer cords, metal probes, and all manner of sensors designed to read Sere’s vital functions. She felt a bit like Frankenstein’s monster staring into the laboratory where he’d been created.

      On the highest shelf were neatly stacked bundles of technology-infused ACE bandages. She grabbed the top one and headed for the professor’s workbench. “I really fucking hate this.”

      The snake around her neck craned its body around so it could look her in the eye and hissed.

      “Yes, I know I repeated myself. Deal with it.” With only one working hand, she found wrapping the cloth around her broken arm a challenge. Even when she thought she had it right, she pulled loose the Velcro tab and rebandaged the arm. By the third wrapping, she gave up trying to do it perfectly. “It’s not like anyone’s around to judge my efforts.”

      She reached over to the archaic computer and booted up the hard drive. Of the roughly one million files representing every person in New Orleans, only Jennifer Ellen Cranston had her own tab at the bottom of the screen—right next to the one labeled Sere’s Recovery.

      Sere plugged the bandage into the USB port and opened the file regarding her personal projection. “I really, really fucking hate this a lot.”

      The snake slithered down her arm and onto the table as if indicating it had heard enough of her whining.

      “You’re right. I need to face my doppelgänger condition like a warrior. No point in putting this off.” She opened her personal tab and hit the file marked Connection to Real.
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        * * *

      

      Jennifer Cranston swerved her mom-mobile and hit the brakes to avoid slamming into the stopped cars on the Crescent City Connection incline. “Shoot. That was close. Are you okay, baby?”

      “Mom! Stop calling me that.” Bobby was just old enough to start being belligerent.

      Thank God I never had kids in hell, Sere thought from behind Jennifer’s eyes.

      The woman’s headshake reminded Sere that she was supposed to be the silent energy parasite. Anything she thought could too easily distract the airheaded, hair-dyed, post-popular girl.

      “What a strange train of thought.” Jennifer rubbed her forehead, feeling for a bump that she might have sustained from hitting it on the steering wheel.

      Of course you didn’t hit your head, you cock-loving, moronic ex-cheerleader.

      Jennifer turned the sedan back in line with traffic and tentatively eased the accelerator down as if she wasn’t sure she remembered how to drive. A beat-up truck shot into the gap in front of her.

      My God, woman. You are an even worse driver than you are a cook. Sere desperately wanted to take the reins and stomp on the gas.

      “Are you wearing your seat belt, my love?”

      “Like you’d ever let me leave it off.” Bobby’s voice had a high-pitched arrogance that made Sere want to slap him across the face.

      To Sere’s surprise, Jennifer punched the gas and turned hard left to cut in front of a slow-moving semi. The big truck blew its air horn, but not before Jennifer had made another lane change into the carpool lane.

      “Jesus, Mom. Are you trying to get us killed?”

      Shut up, you little pip-squeak, Sere thought.

      “Just trying to get home before your father. You know how he hates it when his dinner gets overcooked.” From behind Jennifer’s calm façade, Sere could tell the woman’s singsong voice was her way of telling her son to politely fuck off.

      Sere felt something yank hard backward against her gut like a parasail that had just been deployed, pulling her out of the boat that was Jennifer’s thoughts. Fucking connectus interruptus.

      “Why the hell did you do that?” she yelled. The friction burn on her skin from the bandage being ripped off hurt worse than the broken arm.

      Professor Yates threw the strip of cloth clear across the room. “You’re a damn fool! There’s an order to these things, you know. Without the security programs being in place, your thoughts could seep into your real’s. The hard line between where she leaves off and you begin needs to be maintained.”

      Sere rubbed her arm. It still hurt below the skin, but at least the bones felt like they’d knitted back together. “I had my snake in case something went wrong.”

      “How is he gonna know you’ve gotten lost in the connection? He’s a snake, not a mind reader.” The professor’s wiry gray hair took on an even more electrified look as he shook his head. “Besides, the connection isn’t just about you. If the safeguards aren’t put in place first, your real could end up thinking she’s losing her mind. People aren’t used to random voices inside their heads.” He brought up the Jennifer Ellen Cranston file. “Why do you think I keep her file readily at hand? I have to know if our actions are infecting her.”

      Sere looked at the readouts of the mundane life her real was leading. “What are you looking for?” No one knew Jennifer as thoroughly as Sere. Maybe she’d be able to spot something beyond the housewife’s lifestyle.

      “Anything that seems like it would have come from you. If she were to take up shooting, for example, or if she cut her hair short and let it return to its natural dark-red color.”

      Sere wondered if driving like a maniac counted. “You think she’s going to abandon her family, move out to the swamp, and worry about seeing demons at every turn?” she asked.

      “That would be an extreme example, but yes, that is exactly the scenario that worries me. What you see when you look at the doppelgängers could become her reality as well.”

      Sere closed her eyes in frustration. “I’ll go easy on her.”

      The professor was right, as always. If Jennifer developed Sere’s ability to see the doppelgängers with translucent skin, she’d probably check herself into a mental hospital.

      “We need her to continue on with her life as usual. If she gets put under a doctor’s care, he could easily prescribe her antipsychotics. If she loses touch with reality, I might not be able to use her for your body’s blueprint.”

      Sere looked at her healed arm. “What would that mean for me?”

      Professor Yates turned to the bank of computers that filled the hallway. “The easiest and fastest method of fixing your boo-boos is to hook you up directly to her energy, but I’ve got enough data on her to take care of any situation I can imagine you getting into. The healings will just take longer without her. It’s what I can’t imagine—and what you’re particularly good at creating—that worries me. Then there’s your age. Even if you choose to stay in your late twenties for all eternity, I’d still like to follow your real into old age just so you have some options.”

      Sere wasn’t sure being perpetually young was a bad idea, but it would limit her ability to create cover identities and disguises. “You’ve made your point. I won’t mess with your equipment unsupervised again.”

      “I’m always around. Show up in my lab, and wherever I am, the security sensors will tell me you’re here. I can work the equipment remotely, so you won’t have to wait on me if things are dire. And Joe has enough of a technological med kit in his cabin to work as a doppelgänger field hospital. Just don’t fuck with the computers yourself. It’s not safe for anyone.”

      Sere stood up from the metal table as her energy returned. “There’s something else. I saw green sparks on the horizon. Seven of them. You were able to identify Monty when he escaped hell. Any ideas on these latest seven fugitives?”

      She had never seen the professor turn so pale. “I’ll start running some diagnostics,” he said. “Monty was somewhat obvious. He just got up from his desk and walked out of the city. Since Montgomery Fisher hadn’t performed those same actions in life, my sensors picked up the doppelgänger’s inconsistency immediately. But that was the last time the alarms went off.”

      Fucking wonderful. “Now are you willing to listen to my concerns that someone is acting against us from the other side?”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions. Glitches happen.”

      Tell me about it. Those body harvesters in hell are some big-ass glitches. She kept that thought to herself. Though she knew better, people had a way of discounting her dreams as nothing more than fantasy and didn’t listen to the underlying warnings. But laying all of hell’s demons on Professor Yates’s shoulders wouldn’t help solve the faulty computations. Sere needed the old scientist-inventor to stay sharp, not filled with self-recriminations.

      “If there are seven new demons headed to New Orleans to kill their reals, it would be helpful to know who I’m supposed to protect.”

      He connected the spaghetti noodle of wires from the wall of computers to his laptop and sat in the old lounge chair. “I’ll get right on it. I have to warn you, though—if they slipped past my fail-safes, they won’t be easy to identify. This may take some time.”

      “If the new demons are anything like Monty, I’ll only have a few days before they start raising holy hell.”

      Professor Yates stared at the cascading formulae, data, and personal files as if trying to meld with the computer. “I’ll do my best.”

      She felt wobbly as she pushed off from the table. “If I promise not to touch your precious equipment, do you think I could crash in your back room? These connections always leave me a little fuzzy.” Much as she hated sleeping, her body needed to acclimate to the recent changes before she faced Joe in combat training.

      “Help yourself.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      When Sere roused herself out of her uncomfortable sleep on the concrete floor well before dawn, the professor was still going at it on his laptop. He was so far gone into his virtual realm that she feared disturbing him. I can’t sit around here all day waiting for you to figure out what happened. Time to put this reconditioned arm through its paces.

      She quietly gathered her things and snuck out the front door without him ever looking up from his computer screen. The Triton started with a touch of backfire. The bike had not been on a good long run in months, and carbon had built up in the cylinders. We both need to get clean from our addictions—mine alcohol, yours overly rich gasoline.

      The early-morning ride out to the swamp invigorated her body and soul. Being clear of New Orleans’s incessant temptations and breathing in the clean smells of water and plants sobered her to the reality ahead. But moving into the city had been for the best. She would only have attracted the demons if she’d stayed so close to the hellmouth.

      Not that it matters, apparently, she thought. Since the professor didn’t notice them, and those doppelmorons still figured out how to escape as easily as kindergarteners leaving the sandbox, there must be a superior intelligence working behind the scenes in hell.

      She’d have to dig deeper in her search for the mastermind behind the escapes. Before she’d be able to convince those who could help that the doppelgängers weren’t finding their own way out of hell, Sere needed a lot more evidence.

      When she pulled up to Joe’s cabin, he was sitting on his front porch, sipping coffee. “You’re late. I saw the green flashes.”

      She pulled off her leather riding jacket and held up her healed arm. “Sorry. Had a little accident last night.”

      He set his cup on the beer cooler beside his chair. “What do you need?”

      My ass kicked. “To clear my head and reconnect to this body.”

      He got out of the chair and stripped down to his boxer briefs. “I’ll grab my bag. We can train down near the water. Lose your weapons. I need to see what condition you’re in.”

      To avoid destroying a perfectly good set of leathers, she also tossed her pants and halter top on the seat of her Triton. “Let’s do this.”
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        * * *

      

      “Again,” Joe demanded.

      After only an hour of intense combat, Sere stood hunched over with her hands on her knees. “I can’t breathe.”

      “What are you, twelve?” Joe hadn’t given in to her whining since she was a little girl growing up in hell. And the last time he had played into her hand, she’d managed a good kick to his knee, dislocating the joint.

      She took a deep breath and bounded up from her crouched position to grab the cypress tree limb above her head. “At least I didn’t have to deal with my blood’s oxygen level back then.” She swung her heel toward his chest, but she was much too slow. He grabbed her ankle with both hands and twisted her out of her perch. She fell with a loud splash into the swamp.

      “The demons you’ll be facing will have the same limitations you do. Understanding what oxygen deprivation does to your reflexes and ability to think will put you a step ahead. I’m not out here simply to teach you how to overcome your weaknesses—you have to experience the pain so you’ll know how to maximize it in your enemies.”

      Yeah, yeah. Stop your preaching. I’ve heard it all before. She spit mud out of her mouth. “You make it sound like my doppelgänger brethren will be easier to fight than a normal human.”

      “You already know better than that, which means you’re trying to distract me.”

      He was right. She flung a fistful of swamp grass at his face and lunged out of the reeds toward his legs like an alligator attacking its prey. She barely managed to grasp his foot as he leapt away from her attack. Continuing her forward charge, she brought him down hard, but she released her hold before any lasting damage was inflicted on his joints.

      Instead of the counterattack she expected, he got to his feet and stood over her with his fists on his hips. “Now you’re just boring me.”

      During training, mercy was seldom well received. “Look, old man. If you hurt me, I’ll regenerate fast enough. You, however, could be out of commission for weeks if I turn all of my aggression loose.”

      “How about you let me worry about that. We’re not playing out here. You start pulling your punches based on your opponent’s skill level, and those demons will eat you for lunch. Come on, little girl. Do your worst.”

      He was goading her into embracing her doppelgänger instincts. From the age of seven, when she’d been trapped in hell without even her father to guide her, Joe and her other guardians had trained Sere to rely on her spiritual self as a way of containing the evil that came with her reproduction body.

      “Stop testing me,” she said.

      “Come on, hellion. Let me have it. Pussy.”

      He was getting under her skin. The derogatory female label didn’t bother her, but she hated that he was treating her like a child who could be easily manipulated.

      “Knock it off, Joe. I’m warning you.”

      “Warning me?”

      “You know what I’m saying. If I go all in and let go of my mental control, I won’t be able to stop myself.” The fear that she might not find her way back and become like every other doppelgänger had never been so pronounced.

      He walked over to his field pack and pulled out his pump-action riot scattergun. She didn’t need to be told what was loaded in the chamber. Even from ten feet away, the paranormal shell raised goose bumps on her arms. He set the weapon against the tree.

      “Best to find out what you’re capable of—and your limitations—out here in the swamp, where it’s just the two of us, rather than down in New Orleans where the loas of the dead might get called in.”

      Joe had been more than just her instructor. Father figure wasn’t a term she could embrace, but for twenty years, he’d been the one whose approval she most craved. She was torn between wanting to impress him and wanting to protect him.

      “You couldn’t shoot me even if I did go full demon on your ass.”

      He nodded toward the shotgun. “It’s not a full load—just enough to dim your lights. Now, fight me like you mean it, or I’ll shoot you just to piss you off.”

      A red tinge overlaid the swamp’s rich colors of early morning like a tinted lens. It was as if all of Sere’s education and conditioning had added layers of color to her perception of the world. She let go of her hold on reality, and the nuanced human emotions fell away, leaving increasing shades of anger. She attacked Joe with a savage fury she hadn’t thought herself capable of.

      But all of her youth, physical training, and agility were countered by his cunning. Each gymnastic tumbling assault she made that should have resulted in a blow to his body was quickly parried with martial-arts moves, landing her facedown in the muck. The shades of red grew darker with every fall until all around her appeared as figures drawn in blood.

      “Fucking shoot me, Joe!”

      The old man was winded and hurt but undaunted. “Not yet. You’re only fighting with half of your skills, little girl.”

      Like a computer booting up in her skull, her wrath sought out her combat training. Her next attack, though still wild demon in nature, would be supplemented by everything Joe had taught her. God, I hope I don’t kill him. Though she’d never had use for deities, for the first time, she hoped a higher power existed to save those she cared about from her.

      She came at him much the way she had with her previous attacks, but once Joe had set up for his countermove, Sere somersaulted over his sweeping kick, landed with her legs wrapped around his shoulders, and spun halfway around his neck as if acrobatically twisting off the lid of a jar. With his head held precariously between her thighs, she grasped his forehead and leaned back to the point where his neck would snap.

      Instead of feeling the satisfying bone separation that she both feared and craved, Sere fell backward hard against the trunk of a cypress tree. Joe’s knee came at her face so fast she didn’t have time to let go of his skull to protect her head from the blow. His knee hammered her head against the solid anvil of the trunk. The red that betrayed her lust for violence turned into the black of unconsciousness.
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        * * *

      

      Sere came to with a splitting headache. Memories of a dream involving Jennifer Cranston making lunch for her son Bobby didn’t help. The woman had no culinary skills at all, which was quite the insult to someone raised in New Orleans. Sere’s blurry vision slowly focused on Joe rolling up the technology-laced strip of cloth. A computer cord twenty feet long snaked out to his cell phone, which was at a safe distance from her zone of signal-distorting energy.

      “How did you manage it?” she asked.

      “Countering your death grip? I’ve still got my little tricks.”

      She rubbed the lump on the back of her skull. “I’m glad.” The mental cobwebs had her shaking her head. “I was going to kill you. I really wanted to. You shouldn’t have let me go that far into my primal hell-based instincts.” She felt around for the shotgun holes but found no rivers of blood streaming through her side. “Thanks for not shooting me, by the way.”

      “I trust my training even if you don’t. You weren’t going to get permanently lost in that doppelgänger body. Now, tell me what you’re really afraid of.”

      Battered from a training session, she was ready to answer that question. Truth was like an onion with layers that weren’t always easy to access. She sometimes needed pain to help her get down to the core.

      “Someone in hell was pulling Monty’s strings,” she said. “I’m certain of it. I don’t think I can face a concerted attack alone.”

      “Have you considered that you may be getting a little paranoid? If there were some malevolent organization in hell, Professor Yates would have seen something on his computerized diorama. After all, it was his equipment that first identified Monty as a threat.”

      “He didn’t notice the seven demons that escaped hell last night.”

      Joe gripped the barrel of his shotgun so tightly that Sere wondered if he was contemplating going on the hunt himself. “You could have led with that piece of information.”

      “Sorry. Your training sometimes proves overpowering. ‘Never give out more information than needed, even to your allies.’ I believe those were your words.”

      “What did the good professor have to say about our latest interlopers’ covert escape?”

      “He’s working on it,” Sere said, unable to hide her snarky disdain, especially from Joe.

      “You don’t trust him?”

      “I trust him with my very existence. I kind of have to. But after my run-in with Thomas, I’m limiting how much I lay on that old man. I have my doubts about these puppet assistants he keeps creating. When it comes to those he works with, the professor is a little too free with information.”

      Besides, she thought, the old man keeps limiting my powers. Why do all these people think they need to control me?

      “I’m still not convinced this isn’t just a caravan of lost souls. Maybe some hell tour bus took a wrong turn and ended up sinking into the swamp.”

      I wish, Sere thought. “Hell’s gate isn’t so easily accessed. I have Lefty swimming around, doing guard duty out in the swamp. With any luck, that big ol’ gator took out a couple of my adversaries, but that’s not an outcome I can rely on.”

      Joe’s eyes took on the cold, emotionless stare that indicated he was considering all options. “Assuming you’re right, what was the point in sending only one combatant the first time?” His military training was kicking in.

      “I think Monty was a test—basically a proof of concept. My adversary would have known I crossed over. He would have tried to recreate my success but without knowing what the limitations were. He probably thought only one being could cross over at a time.”

      Joe sucked on a blade of grass while leaning against the tree next to his shotgun. “Or he wondered what would happen to his test subject when he did make it out of hell. Each time Kendell and her gang crossed dimensions, their new bodies were based on their souls. You came through the portal more or less unchanged, but again, you possess a soul, unlike the doppelgängers in hell. From your archenemy’s perspective, there were a lot of unknowns. He might have feared creating a monster he couldn’t control.”

      Sere had another worry—her enemy had to be able to watch the events in life. “Whoever’s behind the screen must know I’m the one who killed Monty. I may have dissolved the doppelgänger and won the fight, but in doing so, I exposed my strengths and weaknesses.”

      Joe nodded. “A good leader learns from his soldier’s defeats. You think this small task force is his next move against you? While Monty was here, you were pretty convinced he was just after Mr. Fisher.”

      He was right—she had not been outmatched by Monty. And combatting the doppelgängers individually, Sere still had a fair chance. But demons from hell without souls didn’t concern themselves with fair play. If a group of them came after her, she had no strategy in place.

      “I’m still convinced Monty’s primary objective was killing his real and taking over the man’s life. That was what my enemy was investigating—to see if it was possible. When I foiled Monty’s attempt, I made myself the target for the lead doppelgänger. Ultimately, I still think the demons that make it through the gate want to take over the lives of their living reals. They can’t do that if I’m constantly sending their sorry asses back to hell.”

      If she was right about the number of combatants being dependent on the number of people the doppelgängers killed, that team could continually refresh and grow with every new murder. On her side, she knew fewer than a dozen humans she could rely on, and each of them was far too easily damaged. Other than Joe Cazenave—and possibly Bart the meddlesome bartender—not one of her people was good in a fight.

      “How can you turn that knowledge to your advantage?” Joe asked.

      “An army means a chain of command, and that means whoever is behind the breach between dimensions has to trust others. I don’t have to worry about coordinating my efforts. Whatever force came through the gate last night doesn’t have the capacity for independent thought. The more of them there are, the easier they’ll be to defeat, because the one in charge will have his hands full operating so many drone doppelgängers. And if he loses control of his squad, they’ll individually head down to New Orleans to fulfill their primary purpose of taking over the lives of their reals. There are only so many routes from the swamp to the city. Those doppelidiots’ homing instinct will give me a goal to defend.”

      “If it were you planning the attack, would you opt for small groups of coordinated skilled assassins or a military platoon?”

      I’d go alone, she thought, but admitting her recklessness to Joe had a way of resulting in another intense training exercise to show her the folly of such an action. “I have the benefit of having you on my side. Fortunately, there’s no Joe Cazenave doppelgänger for my opponent to call on.”

      “Why do you think I spend so much time in this godforsaken swamp?” Joe said.

      “Hey, this is my adopted home you’re talking about. Without skilled teams, I would expect brute force over hidden snipers. If I can isolate each soldier, my odds are pretty good. If they bum-rush, however, I’ll have my hands full. My four-barrel shotgun only holds four shells, and a single shot isn’t likely to drop a full-grown doppelfucker.”

      “Then why not send a dozen doppelgängers or a hundred? He’s got demons to spare.”

      “Monty murdered seven people on his killing spree. You were the one who taught me not to believe in coincidences.” She had to share that. Joe needed the complete picture to run his analyses.

      Joe let out a long, low whistle. “Interesting. I’m no expert when it comes to hell’s rules. When you see your aunt Kendell again, don’t play cagey with that piece of information.”

      Who says I’m going to see her? Sere thought, but she knew better than to get in an argument with Joe over the obligatory family visits. “The connection is still just a theory. I’ll continue watching the horizon each night.”

      “If you’re right, these seven outlaws from hell would likely pick up where Monty left off. The more dead people, the more openings from the beyond.” Joe fell silent as if his thoughts were taking him somewhere he didn’t want to go—and worse, didn’t want to share.

      “Then I’ll just have to stop them before they get frisky.” She enviously eyed his riot gun. “Too bad that thing only fires one shot at a time and is so damn big.”

      “I’ve never known you to rely on guns. You’ve got your combat knife and hand-to-hand training. Ultimately, those are what you need most. Just don’t underestimate your opposition. A semiorganized band of mercenaries only needs to distract you long enough for one of them to get in a well-aimed shot.”

      Hopefully, whatever they were using as ammunition wouldn’t be as deadly as the paranormal shells from hell that she had stashed in the ammo belt laid over her saddlebags. She also had Joe’s secret stashes, although she only knew the location of a couple of them. He’d designed each of his caches to be accessed in cases of emergency, and they weren’t just filled with weapons.

      “If things get ugly, I could sure use access to a field med kit,” she hinted.

      Joe rolled up the computer cable and put it back in his backpack. “No dice. Professor Yates informed me about your little break-in. Besides, you’d need a cellular connection. If you get hurt so badly you need immediate attention, there’s no way you could set up the phone. I will, however, give you my human medical supplies. If you get shot or knifed, stem the bleeding, get word to me, and trust your skills.” Joe rummaged through his pack for the nearly useless medical kit.

      Sere began to see red. Why won’t anyone do what I ask? I had an easier time in hell. “Fine. Don’t give it to me. I’ll just stay on a fifty-mile leash from you. Much farther than that, it’s unlikely you’d reach me in time with that vintage motorcycle of yours.” She glared at him, hoping he’d get more anger from her stare than from her words.

      He snickered, which only further enraged her. “I can just see you. The snarling dog at the end of her leash, barking and threatening everyone beyond her reach. How about that bartender of yours? He’s witnessed you heal enough times not to be freaked out by your unique anatomy.”

      He’s seen enough of my body already, she thought. She didn’t want to rely on Bart, but at least he was mobile. His Ducati Monster could reach her a hell of a lot faster than Joe’s BSA Spitfire.

      “I’m not crazy about the idea, but if that’s the best you’ve got, I’ll take it.” And con Bart out of the kit later.

      “I’ll see that he gets it and knows to keep it handy at all times.” Joe put the mostly useless human medical equipment in an oilcloth satchel. “You know, there is an alternative to going on the hunt. You’re welcome to stay at my cabin for as long as you want. If you’re right about them coming after you, there’s nothing wrong with facing an enemy from a well-fortified defense.”

      Her head still hurt, but at least she was able to stand up. “Weren’t you the one who taught me that sitting in a bunker was like being a crawfish in a pot? Eventually, someone always comes along and sets a fire under your ass.”

      Joe handed her the waterproof pouch. “This situation is slightly different. Being prepared isn’t the same as hiding. But if you’re so afraid of being trapped, I’ll gas up my BSA and ride with you. Someone having your back might not be a bad thing. You don’t have to face this alone.”

      I can’t risk you getting hurt, but admitting her fear for his safety wouldn’t go over well. “Can’t have you slowing me down, old man. Besides, I’ll need you to run interference on any police reports between the Northshore and New Orleans that might draw attention to me.”

      He retrieved his well-used pump-action shotgun. “Just the same, I’ll be ready if you need me.”
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Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      After a day of combat training, the ride on her motorcycle through the humid air and shadowy light of dusk calmed Sere’s adrenaline-fueled nerves. Fighting required her to be focused only on the threat directly in front of her. Such all-encompassing attention, once satisfied, had a way of busting loose the logjam of potential dangers to reveal the strategies available to her. She headed north toward where she’d seen the green light show.

      Someone in hell had it out for her. Of that she was certain, even if those around her weren’t yet convinced. As she’d won the last round against Monty, her nemesis must have upped the stakes. That meant the seven doppelfuckers that corresponded to the green fireworks weren’t just demon frat boys out for a night of terror on Bourbon Street. They were coming after her.

      Then there were the loas of the dead to consider. They were a constant looming threat, like a shadow whose source she couldn’t identify. If there was an increase in doppelgänger-on-human murders, the guardians of the divide between life and death would get suspicious. All of her fighting skills wouldn’t do a damn bit of good against spirits whose intent was to retrieve her soul from the living. At least in New Orleans she had people who understood and might be able to intervene, but running for safety wasn’t going to stop the demon apocalypse.

      She leaned hard into a right turn and twisted the throttle. “I can’t do my best if I’m constantly worrying about those loa-life assholes. They’re immortal. I’m immortal. We’re just going to have to figure out a way to coexist.” The words, however, only gave her a momentary sense of bravery. “The best way to keep the loas off my tail isn’t to turn and run. I have to make a stand against those doppelshits up here, where I can better control the aftermath of dead bodies—real and fake. Stopping the human carnage before it gets started has to be my number-one aim. Even if I can’t dissolve the demons, maybe I can convince these rural hicks to be on the watch for strangers in their towns.”

      Sere pulled into Riley’s all-too-familiar gravel parking lot and shut down her café racer. Bart’s establishment, Bubba’s Bar and Grill, was still a good twenty miles down the road, but getting into a bar fight with his customers might not be the best way to enlist the obnoxiously hot bartender’s cooperation. The gator hunter’s bar, however, was an all-too-convenient place for Sere to work out her aggressions. Combat training with Joe involved skill and cunning—bar brawls were far less mentally taxing and much more fun. Between bar regular Cody, whose boat she’d borrowed without permission and truck tires she’d slashed, and Riley, who’d managed a well-aimed rifle shot into Sere’s leg, she was assured a hostile greeting. Plus, taking on a bar full of drunk assholes to relieve the stress of the long ride beat showing up at Bart’s with her unresolved emotions.

      She unbuckled the holster of the four-barrel sawed-off shotgun and laid it over the rattlesnake-protected saddlebags. The blaster might prove too daunting even for the aggressive bar dudes. A rattling from within the gator-skin panniers indicated that her snakes weren’t happy about her entering a fight so lightly armed.

      “Relax. Joe might be able to knock me on my ass, but I’ve yet to be beaten hand to hand by a group of drunken rednecks.” She checked the butt of her knife, which projected beyond the top of her boot. “I have what I need.”

      She pushed her way through the door like an Old-West gunman ready for a showdown. Unfortunately, Riley was ready for her. As soon as the door closed behind Sere, the curvy bar owner in skimpy jean shorts and a tiny T-shirt stepped out from behind the bar with her rifle at her hip, aimed at Sere’s stomach.

      “I expected you’d come back eventually.”

      Sere made her customary quick scan of the premises. As Riley was standing front and center, holding a weapon, she was first up for Sere’s evaluation. In spite of the casual way Riley held the gun, the barmaid had proven her marksmanship when she’d plugged Sere’s leg on a moving motorcycle from fifty feet away. But the woman had also lent Sere her boat to go after Monty. Riley’s loyalties could be fickle that way. If Sere could provide some entertainment, the bar owner might back off to watch the show. A good brawl had to beat cleaning a pool of blood off the rough-hewn wooden floor.

      Camo Boy Cody hadn’t even changed chairs, let alone clothes, since their last encounter. The linebacker-turned-alcoholic still had muscle mass going for him but lacked the brains to use it beyond ramming into people.

      Lurking in the shadows near the jukebox was a dude more intent on his date than on the confrontation. The girl pushed her hand against his chest as though playing hard to get, but based on the white cutoffs that crept up her ass cheeks and the halter top thin enough to display her rock-hard nipples, Sere guessed that her date wouldn’t take the protest too seriously. If the couple joined in the fight, it would be merely because they were trying to get out the front door and into his truck before the cops showed up and checked on the girl’s ID.

      Behind Sere, a guy who fashioned himself as the bar bouncer leaned against the front door with folded arms. That much of a cocky attitude invariable resulted in a guy being more concerned about his junk than physical aggression in a bar. Sere calculated that he was only helping Riley out in an attempt to get into her skintight cutoffs. Poor misguided fool. I’ll bet that woman has an iron-grip vagina strong enough to snap your sniveling cock clean off like a rabbit’s foot in a bear trap.

      She tried not to stare at the remaining guy at the bar, who was slightly hidden by Cody’s massive frame. The man was dressed as a member of the road-construction crew, but his movements were too precise for someone who’d spent the day doing hard labor. Fuck! The doppelgänger’s skin hadn’t turned translucent yet, but he was far too pale to pull off the outdoor look.

      Sere’s observations took a split second. She’d completed her assessment before Riley could spit out her next wad of chewing tobacco. “Looks like you’ve got a new customer,” she said.

      “Thanks to you. Cody picked him up out in the swamp just this morning.” Riley lowered her aim to Sere’s feet. “I wouldn’t want to interrupt the night’s entertainment—just wanted you to see that you’re stuck here until I say otherwise.”

      “Always the classy lady.”

      Riley kept eye contact with Sere but leaned her chin over her shoulder to yell to the room, “Whoever knocks this skanky bitch on her ass drinks free for the rest of the night.”

      Sere gave Cody her squinty snake-eyed stare. The tub of flesh slunk away to the back room. Being bitten by a rattlesnake wasn’t the kind of thing he was likely to forget, even drunk. Not bad. One down before the fight even commences.

      Sere heard the chair scrape against the floor behind her. Your opening move is far too obvious and loud. Clearly, you’re not very experienced at bar brawls.

      She dove for the floor, leaving Bouncer Boy nothing to hit with his swinging chair. He whirled around from the momentum and crashed through the door he’d been protecting. Two down. Looks like it’s just you and me, assgänger.

      She made a quick check of the dark corner to assure herself that the two lovebirds had chosen a less antagonistic form of physical exertion. With the dude’s hands clasped tightly to the girl’s firm breasts and her fingers exploring the top edge of his belt like a snake charmer teasing a cobra out of its basket, neither was in a position to join the fracas.

      Riley had retreated to the area behind the bar but held her rifle over her shoulder as if expecting Sere to make a run for it. Fat chance, Sere thought. I am seriously looking forward to the day I rip that gun out of your hands.

      But Riley could wait. First, Sere had to deal with the demon from hell. She turned to the big guy at the bar. “I’ll wager you aren’t from around these parts.”

      The burly blue-collar worker rose from his barstool, holding an empty beer bottle like a billy club. “Prepare to die.”

      “Not much for small talk, I see.” I need to get this moron between Riley and me so she doesn’t have a shot. Sere held her arms out wide. “Okay, fuck puppet. Show me what you’ve got.” She circled away from the front door while planning her strategy. Though the patrons of the bar would be too drunk or distracted to believe what they were seeing, Riley’s eagle-eyed stare would be sure to catch any strange healings from her new champion.

      Sere backed into the cold metal rim of the round tabletop, which she felt through her leather pants. She consulted her mental inventory of the bar’s furniture. Cheap-ass round wooden tops over smaller barrels that look like someone tried to fit the wrong-sized top on a mason jar. She edged her bottom along the lip until her foot encountered the cast-iron barstool. Make your move, doppelfucker.

      The demon closed in toward her, blocking off Sere’s view of Riley behind the bar. Perfect. Sere spun away from her attacker, grabbed the lip of the table with both hands, and flung it at him. It spun like some medieval Frisbee. The doppelidiot ducked but not low enough, and the wheel of death’s metal rim skidded off the top of his head and knocked him to the floor.

      No problem. That was just decapitation attempt number one. Using her foot, Sere heaved the heavy metal stool up into her hands. The demon struggled back to his feet and dropped his bottle.

      “Here, let me help you with that headache.” Sere let him have it with the barstool. The thick cast-iron base cleaved his head in half. Blood spread from his brainless skull, covering the wood-plank floor like red paint from an overturned five-gallon bucket. She increased her grip on the chair. An eyeball rolled out of what had been his head, but too much of the skull was still attached. Sere couldn’t risk him regenerating. Hoping to look like some jilted lover who’d finally gotten even, she took an overhead swing of the cast-iron base and guillotined the mangled remains.

      One doppelgänger decapitated in public. Not the best result but better than having these people see a demon come back to life. If I stick around, though, I might have authorities from both the living and the dead all over my ass.

      Sere tossed the bloody stool through the window behind her. Like a superhero leaving the scene, she turned, launched off the wooden-barrel table base, and flew through the opening in the wall. With one gymnastic tumbling jump, she kicked the starter lever and landed on the back of her motorcycle.

      Riley burst through the front door with a rifle in her hand just as Sere let go of the clutch and gunned the motor. “I don’t give a flying fuck who you are or what you think you’re doing,” the bar owner yelled over the sound of the motorcycle’s squealing back tire. “Show up around my bar again, and my boys will be the least of your worries. This is your final warning.”

      At least that bar bitch isn’t shooting me this time.
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        * * *

      

      Between the smell of burnt oil and the sound of the backfiring engine, Sere didn’t have to guess which direction Cody’s truck had lumbered off in. She turned her motorcycle down the dirt road toward the swamp. Do you ever go anywhere other than your boat and the bar? I swear, you must spend all of your time on either the thwart or the stool.

      Like a slow-moving turtle trying to outswim an alligator, Cody’s truck was no match for Sere’s motorcycle, though the cloud of dust and smoke did have both her and the Triton gasping for air. Halfway down the access road to the swamp, Cody turned onto an even narrower two-rut road that cut through grass tall enough to brush the undercarriage of his truck. Based on the grunge that coated Sere’s boots as she followed him through the field, she guessed this was a route the truck took often. When the racket of banging metal and poorly tuned engine ceased, Sere pulled off the road and hit the kill switch. She doubted the idiot had anything worth worrying about, but this was his home turf.

      Best to be prepared. She reached into her saddlebags and let the two snakes slither up her arms. Before walking the remaining way to the run-down cabin, she double-checked her shotgun to be sure it was fully loaded. He’d brought one doppelgänger in from the swamp. Where there was one, there could be more.

      As Cody reached for the handle of the torn screen door, Sere pulled her knife and flung it at his wrist. She only missed by a few inches, impaling his arm and tacking it to the doorframe.

      “Fucking whore!” He pulled the blade out of his flesh and cradled his arm like a little sissy.

      “For an ex-football player, you sure aren’t good with pain,” she said.

      “Most people knock on the door when they want something. They don’t skewer the owner like a chunk of meat for the fire.”

      Sere spread her arms, and the two snakes crept out to her wrists, lifted their heads, and hissed ominously at Cody. “I couldn’t be sure you didn’t have another guest in the house like the guy at Riley’s.”

      “Did you ever consider simply asking someone a question without first inflicting bodily injury?”

      “Like you’d just tell me the truth without the threat of retaliation hanging over you.”

      “Retaliation involves harm after the offense, not before. Pretaliation isn’t a thing.”

      This isn’t getting me anywhere. He’s probably stalling to give the demon in the cabin a chance to strike. She draped one of the snakes around her neck and pulled her shotgun out of its holster. “Consider it incentive. Lie to me, and we’ll conduct our interview as we did last time.”

      He kept his hand on his arm to prevent blood loss and lifted it in protection against the snake. “For the love of God, woman, what do you want?”

      She felt like she was talking to a toddler who was being intentionally difficult. “Is there anyone in that cabin?”

      “No. The guy you killed at Riley’s was the only one.”

      It’s never that simple. “So you just gave him a ride into town out of the goodness of your heart?” she asked. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

      “I swear, have you no sympathy for people at all? It’s only good manners to rescue some fool who got lost. What did you expect me to do—leave him for gator food?”

      She looked Cody over for any sign of deception. The man, wounded and unarmed, wasn’t clever enough to lie. “I think we both know that dude at the bar was no innocent lost soul. I just want to know where you found him and if there were others with him.”

      Cody straightened up as if she’d pushed him as far as he intended to let her. “I’m not giving you any fucking ride back out on the water.”

      Again, she wondered why he couldn’t simply answer her questions like an adult instead of a naughty boy constantly looking for a way out. “Where did you find him?”

      Cody looked about to pass out. “At least let me get a bandage for my arm first.”

      Nice try, asshole. “Answers first.” She aimed the gun at the door just in case there was someone inside.

      “Fine, but it’s not like there’s a map of the swamp or signs at every river inlet. There’s a reason people get lost out there.”

      The smile that touched only the corners of his mouth and slightly crinkled the edges of his eyes told Sere he hoped she’d end up as one of the lost. Fuck. He’ll probably just give me bullshit directions.

      “You’ve gotta get out past the hunting grounds, through the grove of old cypress,” he continued. “Not the secondary-growth forest, but the really old trees. You know what I’m talking about?”

      Duh. I spent most of my life out there. “I’m familiar with the area.”

      “I’m not surprised. The place is creepy as hell. Only a swamp witch would feel at home out there. Deep in that river jungle is a bottomless pond that has no business being there. It’s almost as if someone has dredged the area looking for something. Crystal-clear water isn’t natural in the bayou. I found that guy sitting against a tree, looking out on the water like some damn idiot.”

      “Could you find the spot again?”

      Cody scampered back against the door of his cabin. “I told you before, I’m not your bayou tour guide. I swear, that’s all I know. Now, can I please wrap this knife wound?”

      “Toss me my blade first. If you’re lying to me, my snakes might pay you a little midnight visit.”

      He heaved the combat knife halfway out to her. “Lady, I swear to God, I’d tell you anything just to never have to see you again.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere rode through town at a leisurely pace. One brawl resulting in a killing was more than enough incentive for the cops to hunt her down. She didn’t need to add a speeding ticket to the charges. Riley wasn’t going to make a fuss and risk having her bar shut down as a crime scene, and no one was going to mourn a soulless puppet. Just the same, people talked. Sere needed to get out of there and focus on the dangers ahead.

      The doppelfuckwads were moving fast. To stay on top of them, she was going to need updates on the goings-on in the little out-of-the-way bars. There was only one person along the winding highway that bordered the swamp who might listen. Bartender Smooth, I guess one day I should learn your real name.

      The twenty-mile ride gave her just enough time to think. She hadn’t hesitated in decapitating the doppelgänger in Riley’s bar, but there were ramifications to consider. Monty’s beheading had resulted in his real, Mr. Montgomery Fisher, being possessed by his evil double. The two had already met, however. Professor Yates had been clear that such a meeting between doppelgänger and real could have unfortunate consequences, and possession was one of them. Plus, Monty was killed in Mr. Fisher’s presence, making the transfer that much easier.

      The only other possession Sere had encountered was that of Professor Yates’s original lab assistant, Thomas. I was a child, and that doppelgänger hybrid never should have been created in the first place. I know Thomas blames me for the demon inside him, but his case was unique.

      Based on the two previous beheadings, Sere was fairly sure that Riley’s doppelidiot would have only transferred an unexplained hangover to his real. Decapitation was more satisfying than blasting one of these carnival silhouettes with her shotgun. Still, Sere needed to at least get his name for her journal. It was still possible that in some dive bar, a passed-out road worker would wake up with deadly desires and killer instincts. If so, she had to be prepared.

      I’ll ask Bart to probe Riley on what she knows. The road made a long gentle uphill curve out of town. Sere was riding the same hill she’d coasted down to Kelly’s Diner a couple of months before. Don’t think about her. She and Larry are together at last.

      She needed to stay focused on what she’d learned. If there was a weakness in her paramilitary training, it was the ingrained expectation that her opponent had a similar skill set. Riley’s doppelidiot proved that wasn’t the case. This wouldn’t be the well-orchestrated attack she’d feared at Joe’s—it would be a bunch of random bar-brawl cage matches. And if Sere didn’t show up for the events, the devilish demons might raise holy hell with whomever they found just to get her attention.

      Must be difficult corralling a group of soulless idiots let out of hell like college students on spring break. The one constant is that all these doppelhomies will be headed to New Orleans to confront their reals and party like the damned—killing randomly as they go.

      She swung the Triton around the curves that cut through the forest. The roadway displayed by her headlight took on the familiar red tint that indicated she was letting her emotions get the better of her. Thinking about soliciting help from Bart had that effect on her. He always seemed to catch her at her worst and most exposed. At least she’d be able to make her petition fully dressed this time. Just once, she wanted to catch him with his pants down and in need of her help. But today wasn’t going to be that day.

      Her stomach felt like it was in her throat as she pulled into the gravel parking lot of the western-style saloon, and as much as she hated to admit it, the sensation wasn’t the result of the hard ride. Get your fucking hormones in check. He’s nothing special. He’s just a bartender. I could teach Lefty how to open beer bottles. Unfortunately, Bart had more going for him than just a mixologist’s sinewy forearms. Sere envisioned his dark-brown eyes, Navy SEAL tattoo, and riding leathers so skintight she didn’t have to use her imagination to know he had dimples on the sides of his butt.

      The picture in her mind made it hard to control the motorcycle between her legs. She rode past the row of Harleys and parked directly in front of the door. If things went badly—and they always seemed to with the biker crowd—she’d need a quick exit.

      She swung her leg off the bike but held onto the handlebars in case her legs were still paying attention to the hormone-driven desires and not her commands. Checking the four-barrel shotgun holstered at her thigh helped her focus her attention on the threat of a fight that loomed when she entered the bar. With one look at the belt filled with extra shells that hung low on her hips, anyone would think twice before crossing her. But then, drunken bikers didn’t always pay attention to much beyond her bare midriff and female curves.

      She reached into her saddlebags and pulled out her two rattlesnake companions. “You guys keep bitching that you don’t get to participate in all of the fun. This time, you can announce my presence.”

      She tossed the two vipers under the swinging bar doors. Startled screams of men greeted her companions. Satisfied that the men inside were sufficiently cowed, she pushed her way into the bar, wielding her shotgun. As she’d expected, most of the patrons had scrambled off their stools and were headed for the back wall.

      “I’m not here to fight this time.”

      Bart didn’t even put down the glass he was wiping clean. “Overcompensating much? Or do you just insist on making an entrance?”

      She set the barrel of the shotgun over her shoulder. “I thought it might be nice to not bust up your bar for a change. I need your help.”

      He set aside the glass he was polishing and pulled down a bottle of Jameson’s from behind him. “Sounds serious.”

      The bar customers huddled around the pool table as if they’d all decided they wanted a game. Fucking male egos, she thought as she watched the men pretend the snakes didn’t bother them in the presence of a woman. Just to ensure that their mistress wasn’t disturbed, the two vipers slithered their protective barricade ten feet past the end of the bar.

      Sere sat at the polished cypress counter and accepted the shot of whiskey. “One of Monty’s friends showed up at Riley’s. I have reason to believe he wasn’t the only one. This isn’t a fight I can face alone.”

      Bart pulled out a second shot glass for himself. She’d never seen him drink. He filled the glass but left it sitting on the bar. “I assume you dispatched him with your typical flair. Is that earlier fight why my establishment is being spared your usual drinking habits?”

      His attitude didn’t help her maintain control of her desire for action. “Don’t make me draw this out. Shit’s about to get real. I beheaded that idiot in front of Riley and her barflies. There wasn’t a way to dispose of the body, so I have to assume I’m about to have the cops up my ass. Any chance your cousin can tell us who he was?”

      “I thought Joe was your connection with the police. Can’t he stymie the investigation?”

      “If we were simply talking about word of a bar brawl in a tavern on the Northshore getting down to the New Orleans Chief of Police, sure,” Sere said, “but a homicide in front of multiple witnesses isn’t so easy to sweep under the rug.”

      Bart downed his shot and returned the empty glass to the bar in one fluid motion. “I can see that. From what I hear, Sheriff Newton still hasn’t let go of the last murders in this parish. With a new one to take care of, he’ll put every available officer on the case.”

      Having sirens blast at her each time she gunned her motorcycle through a local town wasn’t going to make finding the demons who were the true threats any easier. “I can’t patrol the whole swamp on my own. You’ve seen what these assholes are capable of. It only took Monty a couple of days to figure out how to kill people without having the bodies splattered all over the place. Multiply that rampage times seven—well, now six.”

      The expression in Bart’s wide, beautiful brown eyes from under his thick black eyebrows made it clear he didn’t like the idea of his bar turning into a stopover for serial killers. “This is a sleepy little town on the bayou, and the killings piling up around here are not business as usual. If you’re intent on beheading more demons, the cops aren’t just going to look the other way while you add to the body count.”

      “Riley’s idiot will be an ongoing problem, but investigations take time. Any doppelgänger who emerges from the swamp will have their real in New Orleans, and that means any investigation up here will undoubtedly rely on information from the big city. Joe might not be able to stop every police report in this little parish, but he can slow down the transfer of requests between departments. And even if Riley and her customers can come up with a unified description of me—which I doubt, due to their inebriated states—it’s not like anyone is going to be able to look me up online. Joe taught me not to leave a paper trail regarding my identity.”

      “So you expect me to help you dispose of the bodies?” he asked.

      She wondered if he’d go to that extreme for her. “I’m not looking for that level of trust. Not yet at least.”

      “That was some pretty weird shit I saw out in the swamp—two guys who could have been twins if one of them still had skin. As long as I live, I’ll never forget how you decapitated that ugly bastard and called him a demon. From your intensity, I knew you weren’t just being metaphorical. And based on his appearance, I’m inclined to give you the benefit of the doubt on that assessment. Then the Pleistocene Gator that’s supposed to be pure myth swims out of the swamp, and a horde of snakes transfers the bloody remains onto its back. That’s the kind of story that could end up with me being the village laughingstock.”

      “Let’s not forget me healing right before your eyes.”

      “Twice.” He refilled their glasses. “I’m willing to place my bet on you being the badass heroine and not the psycho serial killer, but I’m not going all in just yet.”

      “That’s fair. I’m not asking you to go blowing demons’ heads off.”

      “Just shoot their bodies once you’re done decapitating,” he said.

      “About that. Apparently, you were supposed to shoot the head, not the body. But thanks for trying.”

      He stared at her with his penetrating eyes for an uncomfortably long time. “You have to be kidding me. How could it possibly matter?”

      She couldn’t see any reason to hide the full truth. “Monty was Montgomery Fisher’s evil doppelgänger. Because the two of them had met and were in close proximity to each other when Monty was extinguished, his presence transferred into Mr. Fisher. The shotgun pellets were supposed to sever that connection, but with his head cut off, shooting the body only managed to blow it into a bloody pulp.”

      “Yeah. That would have been useful to know before I pulled the trigger.”

      She knew the feeling all too well. “The pip-squeak who delivered the bullets was a little short on information. There’s no handbook on killing demons.”

      Bart eyed the bottle of Jameson’s like a recovering alcoholic who’d already slipped two drinks off the wagon. “So that sweet CPA is now possessed by a demon?”

      “It’s not that simple. Technically, Mr. Fisher is not possessed, as the demon was based on the man himself. Think of it as more like personal desires he’s trying to resist.”

      Bart turned his glass upside down on the counter. “I’m familiar with the temptation. So any demon you kill will have the same effect on some unsuspecting person in New Orleans?”

      “No. If the doppelgänger and its real don’t meet, the transfer can’t take place.”

      “Real?”

      “Sorry. The real is what we call the real person who acts as the blueprint for the doppelgänger’s existence.”

      Again, Bart stared at Sere as if trying to see down to her soul. “You said Monty could heal just like you can. What’s your connection to these demons?”

      Bart had seen her naked, hurt, and on the hunt and had watched her body quickly heal, but some things were still hard for Sere to admit. She tossed back her shot for courage. “I’m one of them.”

      For a moment, she thought Bart was about to succumb to his temptation to fill the shot glass again. “Come again?”

      “Look. It’s complicated, and I’ve already wasted enough time. Are you going to help me or not?”

      “You know, one day I’m going to meet a woman who says her story is very simple and easy to follow. I’m looking forward to that day. You do realize I have a bar to run. That last little adventure had me shut down for days.”

      She ran her fingers over the smooth butt of the shotgun at her side. “Bullshit. I’ve seen your waitress in action. She didn’t have any problem clocking that pool player over the head with an empty beer bottle when things turned ugly last time. And I’ll bet anything Fat Fuck over there never left his barstool during our little ride down to New Orleans. He may not be worth much, but he’d never let his favorite watering hole go belly-up. Besides, you know you loved the action.”

      The Navy SEAL tattoo on Bart’s bicep waved like a flag in the wind as he flexed his muscles. “I’ve never turned away from a little danger.”

      She favored him with a smile. “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “For not saying ‘I’ve never turned away from coming to the aid of a damsel in distress.’”

      His laughter made the butterflies in her stomach fly straight up to behind her eyes, making it hard to see clearly. “Darlin’, I don’t think anyone would consider you a weak female in need of rescue. Any dude who had the effrontery to do that would find his testicles dangling off the point of your knife.”

      She lowered her gaze to the bulge in his tight black jeans. “You’ve got that right. So I can count on your help?”

      “I wasn’t kidding about needing to run this place. Even with the help of my regulars, there are chores than need doing. I can’t just jump on my bike and ride around after you. What exactly do you need?”

      The prospect of having him with her on the hunt made the butterflies flap so hard she became lightheaded. “What I really need is information. Riley seemed to know who she was dealing with regarding that demon. I don’t think it was mere coincidence that he found his way to her bar. But now that I’ve defeated one of them in a favorable fighting arena, future demons will likely show up just about anywhere. All I know for sure is they’ll be oozing up out of the swamp. I need eyes and ears from here to New Orleans if I’m going to catch them before they go on individual killing sprees. I also need to know as much as possible about the doppelgänger I killed. Somewhere out there is the actual human, and I need to make sure he hasn’t become possessed.”

      Bart nodded toward the two snakes, who—between their hissing and their rattling—were keeping his customers at bay. “You do realize siccing your vipers on those bikers isn’t going to ingratiate them to your plight.”

      “Yeah, about that…”

      “You want me to ask them, don’t you?” He gave her a snarky look that she could have done without.

      “You know I’d never back down from a fight, but as you surmised with the snakes, it won’t help to intimidate those boys—and beating the shit out of them is probably not the most effective way of getting their help.”

      He pointed seductively at her leather riding pants. “How much money do you have on you?”

      She never paid much attention to what kind of cash she had available. She reached into the impossibly tight pocket and pulled out a small handful of twenties. “Must be left over from what Professor Yates gave me.”

      “It’ll do. Call off your snakes.”

      She turned toward the room and let out a low-pitched whistle. The two rattlers begrudgingly slithered away from the crowd and toward the door.

      Bart snatched the money from her grip and held it high. “Next round is on the badass!”

      Whatever fear the burly bikers might have had regarding Sere and her pets was overcome by the offer of free booze. Though they didn’t shout her name and hoist her up on their shoulders, they did gather around the bar and appreciatively nod at her. Fat Fuck even made eye contact without adding a derogatory comment about her diminutive size and supposedly weaker gender.

      After Bart prepared each of their favorite libations, he raised his still-empty glass to command the room’s attention. “First, let’s let bygones be bygones. The bar fight a couple of months ago was nothing new.”

      “Other than having a girl kick our asses,” said Fat Fuck.

      Bart nodded. “True, but my point is, we’ve all mixed it up a time or two. No reason to hold that against Sere.”

      Loud Mouth, who still had a fading black-and-blue mark on his jaw from where Sere had broken it during the brawl, slowly turned his bourbon and coke in his hand. “I’m getting the feeling this drink isn’t as free as I was led to believe.”

      Bart added another shot of bourbon to the man’s drink. “All we’re asking is that you stay alert during your rides and tell me if you see anything out of the ordinary. Riley’s bar had an unsavory character this afternoon. We can all respect a good bar fight, but ambushing a woman when she isn’t prepared borders on abuse. I’d hate to see anything like that happen in my joint. And spread the word: anyone who finds this asshole’s companions gets a free shot on me.”

      Fat Fuck pushed his beer stein back toward Bart. “I’ll report back to you on anything I see.” He barely cast Sere a sideways glance. “But I never want to see her skanky shadow cross the threshold of this bar again. Those are my terms. How can anyone enjoy a good beer when they’re constantly at risk of snakes being hurled at them?”

      A general murmur of agreement went up among the men.
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Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere drove away from Bubba’s, grateful to not have the drumbeat of a dozen Harleys chasing her ass. She had no delusions about the fat slobs lifting a single finger to help her should she run across a demon, but they’d never betray their favorite bartender. Bart does have his uses. Though I’d never want to say that in his vicinity. That dude already has a big enough ego.

      Out on the road, she considered what to do next. With Bart’s customers watching for strangers in the local taverns, she needed to again approach the gator hunters. They would likely be the first to make contact with the demons. This group, however, didn’t include an intermediary bartender favorable to her cause—which left her to rely on her nonexistent charms. She would also need to find boaters who weren’t patrons of Riley’s.

      I need a different approach. The true hunters are mostly family men, not nightly bar patrons. I need to meet them where they’ll listen to me.

      At the road-construction camp, she turned away from the swamp and the long winding highway into the next town. Passing Kelly’s Diner again was more than she could face. Monty had made it to shore by stowing away in the johnboat Sere had borrowed from Cody, and she would forever carry the guilt that for that. Then the demon asshole had followed her into town and killed Larry and Kelly. The memory ate at her like a slow cancer, getting worse each time she passed the diner. Even in the dead of night, she couldn’t brave riding through town.

      She had to stop as many demons as possible while they were still deep in the bayou, and that meant getting out on the water. After her last adventure, however, the gator hunters had gotten more diligent in patrolling their docks. If another boat did go missing, she’d be their first, and likely only, suspect—as if being wanted for murder wasn’t bad enough. She needed the hunters on her side, not railing against her.

      The meandering country road wound over a small hill that overlooked the back of Riley’s poorly lit bar. Behind the shiplap shack, the rusted-out trailer that had cradled the bar owner’s dilapidated boat still hung from the pine tree.

      Sere pulled off the road to look over the swamp and consider what she knew. Cody had taken her out in Riley’s beat-up boat to find Kelly and retrieve his johnboat from Monty. Once they found Cody’s boat, he left Sere out there to face Monty alone. But after Monty killed Kelly, he took Riley’s boat to make his escape. That had left Sere with no other option than to swim her way out of the swamp.

      If Riley’s combination of rotting plywood, fiberglass, and outboard motor is still afloat, I might have my way back out to the deep swamp. Since the bar owner hadn’t gone to fetch her boat, Sere doubted anyone was going to miss it.

      But where is the damn thing? She could only clearly see the road below her for half a mile before the overhanging trees made the entire area look like one big forest. She restarted her motorcycle. Much as she loved the old bike, it wasn’t much use when it came to searching the interconnected waterways, marshes, and sandbars that made up the swamp. When she reached the main road, she turned north—away from Riley’s—and back toward the edge of town.
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        * * *

      

      As far as Sere knew, Larry had no family to take over the business, so it was no surprise that his machine shop was boarded up. Eventually, some lawyer would figure out who was next in line to inherit the accumulation of tools and parts, but property law moved slowly in Louisiana. Without the loving brilliance of the master mechanic, the stuff would probably not be worth much anyway—certainly not enough to warrant the place being overly secured. No one was going to care if she snuck in.

      Sere drove around to the back of the garage. Dark and quiet wasn’t the shop’s natural state. She longed to hear the tinny transistor radio accompanying the clanking of metal, tuning of engines, and squeal of grinders indicating that the tool monkey was pursuing his passion. A feeling of mourning now permeated the premises. Reverently, she picked the back lock with the tip of her combat knife.

      The dark workshop gave her the chills. She’d never put much belief in inanimate objects holding residual emotions of the people who’d used them. She ran her fingers over a 9/16 open-end wrench on the workbench. In spite of her doubts, she could practically hear its desire to once again be of use in fixing some pesky problem.

      “Someone needs to put this shop back in use as is. Breaking up all these tools would be a crime. I wonder how Joe would feel about having a real garage instead of all those makeshift cargo-container caches.”

      Though the idea of Joe having that much space to tinker on his motorcycles made her smile, she strongly doubted he would see the appeal of being so tied down to one spot. She pushed the Triton to a dark corner, covered it with a canvas work tarp, then jotted “Property of Joe Cazenave” on a work order and pinned it to the tarp. Can’t have someone selling that off by mistake. Not that her rattlesnakes would let anyone within three feet of their mistress’s possessions.

      “I’d take you with me, but you two aren’t fond of swimming. I’ll find Lefty on my own this time.”

      The soft rattling from the bottom of the bags indicated that after their bar adventure, the snakes were just fine with hanging out and hunting rats in the old machine shop.

      Unfortunately, Sere’s favorite ancient gator wouldn’t be the only creature from hell lurking in the uncharted area of the swamp. She pulled the blaster shotgun from her leg and turned it in her hands. “I wish I wasn’t going to need you, but Joe would have my ass if I wandered into demon territory unprotected.” She started rummaging around Larry’s shop in search of some waterproof cloth she could form into a bag to keep her weapon and ammunition dry during her swim.
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        * * *

      

      While in the workshop, she changed into the black aquatic leotard she kept stashed in her saddlebag. After the swim through the swamp that had ended in her facing Bart naked on his dock, she’d made the skintight swimsuit part of her limited travel wardrobe. Nudity didn’t bother her, but standing exposed and in need before the arrogant bartender had forced her to reconsider her swimming attire. She had to admit, the tight-fitting one-piece did work well for fighting.

      With the combat knife sheathed against her thigh and waterproof-wrapped shotgun strapped across her back, she checked the fit in Larry’s bathroom, pulling the leather belt tightly around her waist. The reflection in the mirror looked like some deranged, sexy, aquatic ninja. Not that any demon she might run across would care how she looked.

      After a couple of quick combat poses to make sure she had sufficient maneuverability, she headed out the back door to sneak her way down to the swamp in her skimpy black outfit. Her water sandals didn’t make a sound against the pavement. In an attempt to make her lily-white arms and legs blend in with the shifting shadows, she kept her movements in time with the breeze that swayed the tree limbs. Next time, I need to remember to stash some black camouflage paint into my bag. With any luck, people wouldn’t be paying much attention to the goings-on outside their windows.

      She scurried across the dimly lit street at the edge of town to the dirt road leading to the alligator hunters’ docks. Without the need for a boat, she only followed the well-rutted access until she came to a walking path that presumably led to a secluded fishing spot. Lights from cabins that were nestled back among the trees helped illuminate the winding trail. When Sere got to the water’s edge, she checked around herself to be sure she was out of sight of the small houses. Before entering the river, she tossed a small stick as far as she could into the stream. It quickly floated away in the opposite direction from the dock around the bend. Perfect. The tide’s going out.

      She eased into the warm water and let the current take her downstream. After he’d killed Kelly, Monty’s next attack had been south along the highway leading to New Orleans. The boat he’d used had to be close to where he struck. Sere kept to the river’s edge while searching every dark bend for the broken-down craft.

      A mile from town, she spotted a glimmer of pale blue that bobbed with the current like a big fishing lure. With two strong breaststrokes, she approached the rounded engine housing that floated low in the water. She hoped the hull wasn’t completely waterlogged.

      In the filtered light of the full moon she could just make out the front of the boat beached alongside a fallen log. She reached underwater and grabbed the back gunnel. By tipping, pushing, and pulling the hull against the fallen tree, she managed to get the boat out of the silt and relatively empty of water.

      She pulled the small craft off the shore and let it bob freely over her palms, like a mother protecting her child on her first swim. “Well, you float. That’s something, at least.”

      As she climbed out of the water, she grabbed the rotting painter and jammed it under a rock. She shed the improvised backpack and unraveled it on the log. Though safer with the waterproof tarp around it, her shotgun wasn’t going to do her much good if she had to take the time to unwrap it should a demon show his ugly face.

      She strapped the holster to her leg and snugged up the bullet belt across her hips. With that and the knife at her other leg, she’d be ready for anything that might show itself in the dead of night. The tarp wasn’t very big, but then, neither was the boat. She tossed it into the bow in case the splintery hull sprung a major leak, and she climbed on board.

      The motor swung side to side as if saying, “Not gonna start. Not gonna happen.”

      She tugged hard on the starter cord, but true to its appearance, the motor stubbornly refused to kick over. “Look, I know you’re an old curmudgeon, but being obstinate isn’t going to do you any good. I’m betting you’ve got one good all-nighter left in you.” She pulled again, but this time, the rope yanked back. “Fine. You asked for it.” She popped one of the shotgun shells out of her belt and crushed the thin plastic coating in her hand. After opening the gas cap, she funneled the small paranormal pellets into the tank. Hopefully, they’re big enough not to get sucked into the carburetor. Let’s see if they work on inanimate objects as well as they do on living animals. She only had to pull the oxidized rubber handle halfway from the engine before it roared to life. “That’s more like it.”

      She settled in against the back transom to keep the bow up out of the water and gunned the engine. There were no signposts for the gate to hell, and she’d told Lefty to remain on guard in case any other demons crossed over so it would be up to her to find him. In spite of Cody’s directions, Lefty could be anywhere, and the chugging little boat probably didn’t have six hours of gas left in its contaminated tank. I just need to go far enough out there to get away from the gator hunters. This whole plan will go tits up if they spot Lefty before I can contact him.
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        * * *

      

      To Sere’s surprise, the little boat lasted seven and a half hours before conking out for good. She opened the gas cap. All that was left in the rusted tank were her shotgun pellets rolling around in a layer of muck. She patted the peeling paint of the engine housing. “You did well, noble beast. But it looks like this might be your final resting place.”

      As the first rays of dawn filtered through the cypress trees, she got out and pulled the hull up onto the shore. The dilapidated skiff might still prove useful in marking the most recent access to hell’s gate. “At least no demon is going to steal you to make their way back to civilization.”

      Turning back to the river, she pulled another shell from her belt. “Time to call in some help.” She emptied it in her hand and spread the small pebbles out on the water. A flotilla of aquatic life answered her call. Bending down, she looked into the eyes of the fish and reptiles that swam just below the surface of the river. “Find the Pleistocene Gator. Tell him I need him.” The little critters swam off in all directions.

      It could be hours before Lefty answered her call. Her last attempt at restful sleep so close to the interdimensional gate had resulted in her doing battle with a harvester in hell. Maybe I’ll take a walk around the island this time.

      The dense mat of rotting vegetation squished under her feet. Insects scurried along with her as if welcoming her into their habitat. Rich smells of flowering plants, nutrient-laden water, and unseen animals calmed her mind. I need to find a lookout post.

      Sere took a running start at the base of a tree that grew a few feet out into the river. She skipped along the tops of the cypress knees then launched herself high enough to grasp a lower limb. Then, by vaulting from branch to branch, she quickly ascended high above the swamp. On the highest branch thick enough to support her slender frame, she stood facing the open water beyond the cypress grove. From one hundred feet above the calm water, she’d be able to see any demon that might wish to sneak up on her.

      She took the knife out of its sheath and held it high. “Any of you assholes want a fight, I’m right here!”

      She returned her knife to its leather holster and sat on the thick limb with her back against the trunk, preparing for her vigil. Time in the swamp invariably reminded her of the angel who’d raised her—the person who’d opened her home and heart to a frightened and lost little girl. “I wish I knew what happened to you, Sanguine.”

      The woman who was more angel than human had sacrificed everything to remain in hell just to raise Sere. With her giant wings and insect-like eyes that could see the past and future, Sanguine Delarosa truly was Sere’s guardian angel. But for all of her love for the strange swamp witch, Sere couldn’t help feeling that Sanguine was falling down on the job.

      “We had an agreement: I’d try life among real people, and you’d stand watch over the denizens of hell. How are these assholes getting past you?” None of the answers Sere came up with gave her any sense of peace, and she wanted to find Sanguine and ask her. Riding Lefty back to hell to find out what had become of her surrogate mother, however, would just leave the doppelgängers free to invade reality. Then they’d go on killing rampages before finally murdering their reals and taking over their lives.

      Save the person I love the most, or stop the apocalypse. I know which one you’d choose. You’d never forgive me if I followed my heart and abandoned the living.

      A flock of doves landed on the end of her branch. “Sanguine always said that if I was ever afraid, I should tell you birds, and you’d deliver the message. So here’s what I want to say to her: I’m not concerned for myself. I’ve been well prepared. But I can’t help wondering what happened to you, my beautiful angel. Just send me some sign that you’re okay.”

      The birds flew off in the formation of an airborne feathered heart toward the deep swamp. As they disappeared from sight, Sere lowered her gaze toward the water, where distinctive ripples stretching from shore to shore indicated that Lefty had heeded her call. The rustling in the bushes behind him, however, told her that he wasn’t alone.
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        * * *

      

      I’ll have to sacrifice my bird’s-eye view for a more direct shot at Lefty’s pursuer. Sere eased down to a lower limb. Positioned below the tree canopy, she hoped Lefty wouldn’t notice her movements. If he caught sight of her too soon, he would rush to her like a puppy who’d just seen his mistress return home. The big goofy gator never noticed who or what was following him, only what was straight ahead.

      She pulled out her shotgun and made sure it was fully loaded then cocked the upper two barrels. Joe was right: her aim sucked. From this height, I should have a clear shot at the demonfucker without risking Lefty’s hide. So long as my boy keeps swishing that giant tail, he should remain well ahead of whatever’s following him.

      Even if by some chance the gator did get struck, it would take a lot more than a shotgun shell filled with paranormal rubble to take him down. “One cartridge will disrupt the signal to any creature weighing less than one hundred pounds,” Andy, Professor Yates’s latest hell-based assistant, had said. He hadn’t given her much to go on when he’d delivered the bullets, but that limitation stayed at the forefront of her mind.

      She closed her eyes to drive out the memory of being shot by Monty. And that was only a handful of pellets. The black spots on her side were a continuous reminder to keep clear of the damn stones.

      Lefty burst into the open body of water below her, undulating his tail like the puppy she’d imagined. “Keep going. Don’t stop.” She lay flat on the tree limb and stared intently through the shotgun’s sights at the reeds along the water’s edge. “Come on, you asshole. Show yourself.”

      A young man burst through the trees on the opposite bank of the river. He could just be some dumb teenager chasing Lefty. I need to be sure he’s from hell, she thought. Once he was close enough for the contents of the shotgun shell to do some damage, she could take action.

      Her heart beat so hard that the end of the gun shook from the pulses. The water below her splashed against the shore, indicating that Lefty was swinging around. She kept her attention firmly planted on the kid running along the riverbank. He elbowed his way through a thick outcropping of hawthorn that grew at the water’s edge. Red lines traced along his arm where the spikes had ripped at his flesh. She took careful aim and watched the bloodiest cut. It healed before he’d swung his arm free of the bush.

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. When there was no more air in her lungs, she squeezed the trigger while keeping all of her focus on the kid running along the muddy shore. The pellets shredded the side of his T-shirt. Blood erupted through the white cotton. “Fuck. I only hit him with half the load.”

      The boy’s face transformed into the demon she’d expected. With his bared sharp teeth, red eyes, and transparent skin, he looked up at her, intent on ripping her throat out. She cocked the remaining two hammers of her shotgun and took aim at the doppelfucker’s stomach. She needed to land as many pellets with this shot as possible. Just as she pulled the trigger, however, he lurched into the brush as if yanked out of the way.

      “Fuck!” Sere snapped the gun open to reload, but even as she forced the new shells into the barrels, she could sense the dead quiet on the other side of the river. “I know you’re out there,” she yelled. “Come out and face your demise.” The reeds at the edge of the woods quivered. “Trying to escape?”

      She fired off one of the chambers in an attempt to flush him out, but from the way the plants waved more than shook from the blast, she knew the demon was out of range. Damn it. He’s going to make me chase him.

      She jumped down from the tree and landed on Lefty’s scaly back. “After him.” With one long swing of his tail, he had her across the river. “This will go a whole lot easier on you if you’d just come out of those bushes,” she shouted. “You don’t belong here.”

      “Then where do I belong? Because it sure isn’t hell. I didn’t do anything to deserve damnation.” Though filled with rage, the voice still carried the youthful high notes of the demon’s real.

      Sere was very familiar with the argument. No doppelgänger condemned to hell—including her—thought their fate was fair. “Not my call. Find some other dimension to escape into. This one’s full.”

      “So you’d just let me go back the way I came?”

      She crouched low in the brush, listening to every nuance of his voice as it filtered through the vegetation. Gotcha. Just behind that young oak.

      “Nope. I’m sending you back without your body or memories. Don’t worry—the professor’s projection will regenerate you from scratch. I can’t trust that you won’t share with your demon buddies your knowledge of how to escape hell.” The moment she stopped talking, she lowered herself to the ground, cocked two of the shotgun hammers, and crawled through the brush to a new position behind the tree. When she saw the back of the kid’s muddy tennis shoes, she jumped to her feet, held the weapon at her waist, and blasted a hole a foot in diameter through the wounded demon’s back.

      She only caught a glimpse of the flying rock in her peripheral vision before it struck her in the side of her head.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Sere came to, she was facedown in the dirt. She couldn’t move her arms or legs. The vines tied around her wrists and ankles stretched out to the trees. Her knife stood with its blade facing down next to a cut creeper well beyond her reach. Fuck.

      “All right. You’ve got me. Now what are you going to do? We both know doppelgänger peckers are practically useless, so rape would just be an embarrassment for you.”

      “That’s not what you said when we were kids.”

      She struggled against her restraints to get a look at her abductor. “Am I supposed to know you?” None of her liaisons in hell with the random sex puppets she’d found attractive had left much of an impression.

      “I suppose sex with someone without a soul was less meaningful for you than it was for me—what with you actually having a soul. If that’s what you want to call it.”

      Her back hurt from trying to contort her way around to face him. “If this whole demons-escaping-from-hell adventure is due to you feeling like a jilted lover, I really can’t help you.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m not the one who opened the door. You were. And I’m not the one who’s standing in hell, holding the signpost showing my brothers and sisters the way out.”

      Then who is? Though I wouldn’t believe you even if you did tell me.

      “What do you want, then? Because if you signed up to escape hell just to tell me you love me, I might bust a gut laughing in your face.”

      “When we were kids and you started having your way with me, I was nothing more than an empty shell. At some point, though, I started seeing my existence as being unique. Sex with you wasn’t about falling in love. It was about discovering my true self independent of my real.”

      Peachy. Now I’m responsible for making this fool self-aware. I’ll bet this idiot thinks that qualifies as having a soul.

      “You’re still just an empty shell,” she said. “Just because you can now see the glass, that doesn’t mean there’s anything in it.”

      “For someone who’s tied up and defenseless, you’ve sure got a lot of spunk.” He picked up her shotgun from where she’d dropped it and opened the barrel. “One load left.” He closed it up, cocked the hammer, and aimed the weapon at her head. “I just witnessed what this thing can do to an empty glass. I wonder what would happen if you were on the receiving end. Do you think you’d land in hell or in Guinee? The loas of the dead might even offer me a reward. I think I’ll ask for my real in return for their lost little girl. That sounds pretty reasonable to me. What do you think?”

      Fear wasn’t an emotion Sere accepted. Showing weakness had its place in drawing an opponent off guard, but actually breathing in that level of vulnerability implied that there was no way out. Besides, she’d already lived most of her life in hell, so that wasn’t a meaningful threat. If she ended up in hell, she could finally help Sanguine out of whatever mess she was in. And as for the loas of the dead, they were only a problem if they ran across her while she was still alive.

      “I’m kind of curious about what a full load would do to me as well.” She arched her side so the leotard separated along her ribs, displaying the peppered black dots from Monty’s shotgun blast. “So far, they’ve just left me with the beginnings of an interesting tattoo.”

      “You’re so full of shit.” He raised the weapon to his shoulder.

      Sere held her hands to the ground as if that would help quiet the rumbling under her body. Her former play toy was so focused on scaring her that he didn’t notice what was racing up behind him. With one loud crunch, Lefty snapped his giant jaws closed around the doppelgänger, folding him in half like a taco. Only the end of the shotgun barrel protruded from the interlocking razor-sharp teeth.

      “Drop it, Lefty. Drop! Bad gator.”

      The giant opened his mouth and let the crushed gun fall out. Blood and gore dripped from his teeth. Most of the doppelgänger’s body was still intact but snapped in two like a twig. The demon’s distorted face and wide red eyes still glistened with life.

      “You’re just damn lucky, mister. If that gun had discharged in your mouth, you’d be facing one killer set of cavities. Even in hell, I don’t know of any vets willing to work on your ornery hide. Finish your treat, then come snap these lines. I hope you’re hungry. We can’t leave any evidence behind, and there’s another doppelgänger morsel around here somewhere for you to clean up.”
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        * * *

      

      It had already been a long morning when Sere settled in between Lefty’s broad shoulders for the daylong trip back to civilization. He kept his head high in the water and tail swishing with joy after his satisfying meal of two freshly caught doppelgängers. Not many animals in the swamp were the size of one human, let alone two.

      She patted him between his eye bumps. “You did good.”

      She hadn’t done badly herself with three doppelgängers down and no human casualties. Out in the swamp, she could give herself the rare pat on the back. Her self-congratulations didn’t last long. Even though she had dispatched the demon at Riley’s on her own, he had found his way to town, and there were four more to contend with.

      “If I were calling the shots, what would I do with my remaining four soldiers? My enemy sent one, then two.” Having a computer projection of her real’s brain created a superhuman skill set in Sere that Jennifer Cranston would never master—most notably, an ability to understand mathematical concepts. “Exponential escalation—doubling the attack force with each conflict. He’ll go all in with his last four combat drones.”

      With the shotgun between her knees looking like a crumpled straw some child had chewed, she was down one of her most potent weapons. Beheading doppelgängers provided a much-needed release for her combat lust, but those hand-to-hand altercations worked better one-on-one. Taking on four at once—even if they lacked Sere’s fighting skills—would create too many variables.

      “Guess I’ll be slinking back to Joe’s cabin with my tail between my legs. I hate leaving the swamp unattended. Hopefully I’ll have better luck talking to the hunters out here on the water, where they work, than dealing with their drunk asses at Riley’s.”

      Lefty lowered his head below the water, sending a wave over his back that drenched Sere’s legs. She jumped to her feet and grabbed her shotgun before it could float off Lefty’s back. “Hey, now. That was uncalled for. I know you’ll remain on guard duty out here. You’re still my first line of defense, but I need people to do their part as well. After all, these demons aren’t coming to the land of the living to collect alligator hides. Those who are in the most danger should at least take on the responsibility of identifying the enemy.”
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Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere stood on the back of her giant alligator as he swam out of the cypress grove and back into the hunting grounds. The evening sun was just touching the horizon over the bayou, casting her long shadow over the water. Her pulse raced as she guided Lefty with her feet toward the main river that connected the tracts of wetlands. “Don’t worry, old friend, the gator hunters can’t hurt you. Those puny bullets would just bounce right off your hide.”

      If one of those idiots did have the stupidity to shoot, however, and the ricochet managed to hit Sere, things would get a little dicier. Their confirmation of the thirty-foot-gator myth would bring more than enough trouble. Having a swamp witch heal from a bullet wound right before their eyes was not an option. Some magical abilities were best left unseen.

      She rested her hand on the butt of her chomped-barrel shotgun. At least it still fit in her thigh holster. At the shock of seeing a mythical alligator and its supposedly armed mistress, the testosterone-fueled hunters would hopefully think twice about whipping out their weapons.

      She pulled a couple of cartridges from her bullet belt and tossed them in the river behind Lefty. “You’re more than enough gator for anyone, but a little backup couldn’t hurt. Plus, those river lizards could use a little courage. Seeing you and me deal with their murderers just might give us some reptilian support in our quest to contain hell.”

      Lefty continued his gentle rocking through the water, seemingly oblivious to the dozen gators that had fallen in line behind him. As they rounded a bend, Sere saw the first indication that they were getting close to their prey. A dead chicken dangled from a rope tied to a sapling.

      “Take me over there. I can’t afford to have one of our friends succumb to his hunger and end up thrashing for his life. The gator hunters need to know I’m in control—not guiding their catch straight to them.”

      Lefty drifted slowly up to the hunk of meat, which looked like a small dog treat compared to his massive body. Sere pulled out her knife and cut the rope, then she removed the massive hook and tossed the morsel behind Lefty. The gators that followed him fought over the meal like a bunch of angry seagulls. “I suppose it’s reptilian nature not to share.”

      She needed to make as big an impact on the men as possible. Running across a lone hunter and relying on him to spread the word wasn’t going to be enough to secure the help she needed. She stepped up to Lefty’s massive shoulders and stood tall, hoping to look like a captain piloting her ship. “We’ll head straight toward the dock. Right now the rivermen are probably making the final checks of their lures. If we beat them back to the dock, not only will we command all of their attention, but we’ll also have them by the short hairs as they’ll be in a hurry to offload before sunset.”

      Lefty followed the directions of her feet as if her words didn’t matter. She could hear the outboard motors from across the open grasslands. No ripples disturbed the water ahead of her, however. “Since this is the main tributary back to town, they probably put off checking these traps until last. They’re about to be wildly disappointed.”

      Each line they came to became one more hunk of chicken for her gator navy or one more freed alligator recruit who’d bitten at the wrong piece of meat. Lefty rounded the final bend leading to the dock. Though the area along the river was still empty, the open-sided processing warehouse was filling with laborers and buyers preparing to weigh and measure the day’s catch.

      “I want them to get a good look at you. Think you can climb up on the wharf?”

      Lefty put his massive clawed foot on the back of the floating wood pier and rocked it hard to the side like a canoe being boarded from the water. When he managed to get his second front leg up on the structure, the far end lifted six feet off the river. The commotion emptied the warehouse as men came running to investigate.

      Sere used Lefty’s scutes as footholds to maintain her standing position on his back as he climbed onto the rickety structure. The boards creaked and snapped under his massive frame. When he had finally hauled his body onto the wharf, it looked like a child’s air mattress in a pool that some fat uncle had commandeered. Only the pilings were still above the water line. The other alligators milled around him, filling up the small bay.

      Men stood dumbstruck at the water’s edge. Sere kept her hand on the butt of her useless shotgun. “Everyone, just take it easy. We’re going to hang out here until all the hunters return from their day on the river. I don’t want to have to explain myself twice.”

      A man pushed his way through the crowd. With his girth, he had to be the lead buyer. “Lady, I’ll give you a king’s ransom for that beast.”

      She gripped the gun so hard the end of the holster pointed up from her leg like a teenage boy’s erection. “One more comment like that, and my friend here might get the wrong idea. He has quite the appetite, so we wouldn’t want things to turn ugly.”

      The fat man backed away from the water’s edge. “I didn’t mean any disrespect, but that is quite the animal, as are the pack you’ve brought with him. I’ll bet not one of them is less than twelve feet in length. What are you, some sort of swamp witch?”

      “I was raised by one, but I’m much more than that now.”

      She turned back to the water as the first sounds of outboard motors echoed in from the trees. Finally. As the tired men caught sight of the estuary filled with alligators they started pulling out their rifles.

      “First one of you to pull a trigger is going to be gator food,” she yelled.

      “Goddamn you, scrawny-ass bitch!” Cody’s voice cut through the noise of the motors.

      The smell of dead gator that emanated from each of the johnboats filled the air like swamp gas. Though Lefty remained on the dock, sunning himself in the last rays of daylight, the other gators grew restless to investigate the scents of their dead companions. The water started boiling from the action of their tails, mirroring the energy Sere sensed from the hunters. Things are about to get out of hand.

      “I’m not here to start a war between humans and reptiles. Something far more dangerous is headed in from the deep swamp, and I’ll need all of your help to stop the demons before they make it to shore and raise holy hell.”

      The johnboats drifted out of their dense pack—each bow aimed at a different circling gator. From her perch on top of Lefty, Sere saw the gleam of rifle barrels secretly being made ready for the slaughter. “If any of you make one more move against these gators, you’ll find your boats snapped in half.”

      In spite of Sere’s show of feminine power and animal strength, the men’s attentions were fixed on the prize catches floating so close to their processing facility. She nudged Lefty in the side. “Time to get to work, my friend. Seems like these assholes aren’t going to listen without a demonstration of superiority.”

      The giant creature arched his body to the side, snapping the pier pilings like matchsticks. His loud splash sent a wave of water across the estuary, forcing the gator navy away from the boats with their men and weapons. Lefty used his fifteen-foot tail to flip around and dart toward the lead bow. Whether out of fear, greed, or foolishness, the hunter rose up out of his crouched position and fired his rifle. The bullet harmlessly bounced off Lefty’s snout.

      “Well, now, that was just plain stupid,” Sere said as Lefty opened his cavernous jaws. With one chomp he crushed the front of the boat into kindling.

      The man fell on his butt and crab walked back to his partner at the outboard motor. As what was left of the hull filled with water, both men scampered over the back transom. Their catch of three good-sized carcasses slipped into the watery grave.

      “If you’re quick, you just might be able to swim to shore before Lefty’s friends get any ideas about seeking revenge,” Sere said to the men in the water. Lefty took aim at the next nearest boat. “Now, would any of the rest of you like to test out your peashooters?”

      Cody stood, put his foot on his boat’s thwart, and aimed his rifle at Sere’s head. “What if I just shoot you instead?”

      “Try it, asshole. But before you do, ask yourself what my snakes might think of your threat. Do you really think the swamp’s creatures are going to take kindly to you hurting their mistress? You’re all outnumbered by the reptiles, fish, and bugs out here, and you know it. All it would take is a little organization by these critters, and none of you would be able to set foot in the swamp ever again.”

      The boat floating precariously in front of Lefty’s razor-sharp teeth abruptly swung to the side, which positioned it between Cody and Sere. The hunter stood and held his hands out from his sides to show that he wasn’t holding a weapon. “What is it you want from us?”

      “A temporary truce. You’re hunters, and I’m not going to tell you not to make a living. But you’re not to kill any alligator over twelve feet in length. I need these big boys to be my guardians in the deep swamp.”

      “What exactly do you think is out there?” he asked.

      “To you, they’ll look like city folk who got lost in the swamp.”

      “Not this bullshit again,” Cody yelled from behind the lead boat. “Was that poor fat fuck you were hunting months ago some lover who dumped your bony ass? You can’t still be looking for revenge. Accept that he’s better off without you, and find some other poor sap to screw.” He laughed, but no one else joined in.

      “Monty has been dealt with, no thanks to you, but he showed the escape route for others to follow. Of course, you already know that. After all, it was you who gave his kin a ride in from hell’s gate the other day.”

      Cody shook his head in a show of disbelief. “Girly, I’ve met some people out here who don’t take kindly to strangers, but you take the cake. Not everyone who gets lost in the swamp is a serial killer.”

      Well, he didn’t mention yesterday’s bar brawl decapitation. That’s something at least. Riley must be trying to keep the incident quiet. Either she’s worried about killings affecting her business, or she knows about the demons and has further use for them.

      “And I’m hoping not every alligator hunter is as ignorant an asshole as you are,” Sere said. “I’m not asking you to confront every stranger you run across—quite the opposite. If one of them does survive his encounter with my reptilian friends in the deep swamp, you probably won’t want to approach the mangled remains anyway. Just get word to the bikers about what you see. They’ll relay the message to me.”

      “And what do we get in return?” The man standing in the lead boat had barely taken his eyes off Lefty since they’d arrived.

      Sere couldn’t see any point in hiding the truth. Either the men would be inclined to give her the benefit of the doubt now, or they would be convinced when the torn-to-shreds doppelgängers came after them like a zombie horde leading the apocalypse. She chose her words carefully. “If I can’t stop this invasion, your swamp is about to become the hellmouth. Right now, only humanlike creatures have figured out how to cross over, but once they start coming through in large numbers, you can bet other monsters will follow. If you think Lefty is impressive, wait until you meet his parents.”

      The man nodded toward Lefty’s massive snout. “If they’re anything like that pet of yours, I say let them through.”

      Just like a man, she thought. He’d condemn the living to hell just to make a killing. “Even if you had a rifle big enough,” she said, “these creatures can’t be killed by your measly bullets. All you would do is piss them off.”

      “I’ll take my chances. Now, if you don’t have anything else to offer other than empty threats, would you mind letting us deliver our catch? It’s getting late, and we’ve all still got to make our weigh-ins.”
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        * * *

      

      “Fucking idiot assholes.” Sere stood on the shore and continued her line of mumbling expletives. Though there was little she could do, she chose to stay until Lefty had escorted his living brethren out of harm’s way. Without the prospect of gathering the last-minute hides, the gator hunters hardly gave her a second glance. They unloaded their boats on the makeshift gangway they’d set up to replace the dock.

      She didn’t really care that the men probably wouldn’t survive the week. They’d been warned. The best she could hope for was that word of their slaughter would filter back to the bikers and, through them, to Bart.

      She walked away from the facility, mumbling, “The loas of the dead will have their hands full processing so many spirits. That should buy me a little time before I have to face those soul-stealing bastards. At least the alligators are on my side. If they can manage the killings before the doppelfuckers, the loas won’t suspect anything out of the ordinary.”

      How the loas had reacted to Monty’s killings, however, was still a mystery. Either those immortal pricks were dumber than she thought and didn’t realize the killings hadn’t happened in the normal way, or she had friends intervening somewhere. As for the swamp creatures, she feared her words hadn’t meant a damn thing. The doppelgängers weren’t after them. Lefty, however, would command the respect of even the most hardened of animals. They would follow him to the edge of hell—though if the remaining batch of doppelgängers went on a killing spree, relying on the alligators to stop all of hell’s new recruits seemed like a long shot.

      She walked into town, dejected. None of her allies were rock-solid. The bikers might keep their eyes open for something unusual, but they were only trying to curry favor with Bart. Any sighting from the sloshed slugs would be unreliable. The offer of free drinks had a way of making barflies see things that weren’t there.

      She’d fared even worse with the gator hunters. If anything, those assholes might give a demon a ride into town if they stumbled across one, as Cody had. Since Bart was offering a free drink for information, Riley might forgive an entire bar tab for the delivery of another demonic customer just to compete.

      The alligators were her best bet, but even they were motivated more by food than fear. The paranormal buckshot that she’d used as her calling card only went so far. If she did manage to slow down the four demons, that would only leave the gators with no new doppelgängers from hell to eat. She couldn’t rely on them hanging around the interdimensional gate forever. Lefty was the only creature she could really count on out here—and maybe Bart.

      She snuck back into Larry’s machine shop, not that anyone seemed to be paying any attention. By the time the gator hunters had finished retelling the story over their dinners she’d be the laughingstock of the town. Guys who were overly concerned about their masculinity couldn’t help but put down a woman who’d shown some backbone. They would probably belittle her alligator contingent like guys bragging about their own dick sizes. Their catches would certainly sound far more impressive than the swamp lizards she’d tricked into swimming along with her. In any case, she had more important issues to deal with than hunter stories.

      “Fuck ’em all.” Sere pulled out her battered shotgun to inspect the damage. Lefty had crushed the barrels but good. “Damn it. I hate having to ask Joe for another favor.” She looked around the machine shop, once again missing the master mechanic who’d been so nice to her. “I’ll bet you’d have this thing fixed up in time for one of Kelly’s dessert pies.”

      Her obligation to the people Monty had ruined would be nothing compared to the carnage caused by the demons that would follow. To keep the memories fresh, she counted out the individuals on her fingers. “First, there’s Larry. The sweet man was just trying to help. If I hadn’t been in such a hurry to get my motorcycle back, I might have noticed I was being followed. Then, Kelly suffered the same fate for the same reason. I don’t even know the names of the rest of the people Monty killed while perfecting his murderous habit, only that a total of seven were reported on by the news. I guess that’s another thing for my to-do list—I need to get a copy of that news report or go to the cops for the files. Yeah, that should be easy, since I’m their number-one suspect and any request could put me behind bars.”

      But her debt didn’t end with those who’d lost their lives. She continued with her self-flagellating list. “Montgomery Fisher, CPA, I haven’t forgotten you. I swore I’d get that demon out of you, and I will.” She lifted another finger next to the one representing Monty’s real. “Thomas is completely my fault. I can’t even blame some doppelgänger for his troubles. Once I figure out how to save Mr. Fisher, I’ll be headed your way.” She stared at her fingers. She was responsible for nine souls, eight of which were just the result of one demon finding his way out of hell.

      The two canebrake rattlesnakes slithered against her feet. “I do still have you two. Guess I’m just better at fighting than persuading.”

      She pulled her leather riding pants, halter top, and boots from her saddlebags. There was no other option than to leave the protection of the swamp in Lefty’s capable jaws. If the demons did make it by him, the best she could do was establish a barrier between the Northshore and New Orleans.

      Without the shotgun, the holster around her leg was like the phantom pain of a missing limb. She lifted the mangled hunk of metal from Larry’s workbench. Though having it strapped to her leg would give her a sense of balance, giving in to the temptation to pull it out in a fight would leave her unarmed.

      She snapped open the barrels and pulled out the shells. “No point in wasting ammunition.” The single-barrel gun that she usually kept in her bedroll for emergencies wouldn’t afford her much protection in a fight, but it would at least buy her some time to escape. She pulled it out from under the headlight and dropped it into the oversized holster. It rattled loosely in the leather pocket.

      Finally, she lifted the snakes from the floor and returned them to her saddlebags. “I suppose this is the best I can expect until I reach Joe.”

      Night had fallen by the time she wheeled her Triton out of the mechanic’s garage. No one seemed to pay much attention to her as she fired up the old motor. She felt like an unwanted stray dog that was leaving town.

      Before taking a left onto the dark highway that wound around the swamp, she looked back at the sleepy little hamlet. “Hell is coming, and you fools don’t even care.”
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Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Even with the Triton’s motor working like a white-noise machine on the long ride down to Joe’s cabin, Sere was pissed. “What’s the point in trying to protect people who never listen?”

      Sure, she had a personal motive in sending the demons back to hell. She wasn’t so delusional as to think her actions were in any way altruistic. After all, the only people she’d met in life who had been truly nice to her had been killed. But maintaining the balance between the living, the dead, and the damned also wasn’t purely for her own protection. People had a right to be safe from beings from other dimensions. “That may be the only thing I have in common with these people. They shouldn’t be killed by demons, and I shouldn’t have my soul stolen by the loas of the dead.”

      She’d been back among the living for months, and so far, the loas hadn’t caught on to her deception. “I’m just being paranoid. So long as the loas can’t connect me to the death of a living human being, there’s no reason for them to come looking for me. With seven billion souls wandering the earth, they can’t keep tabs on everyone.”

      She was special, though—the only soul stolen from Guinee—and the devil himself had made her that way. That wasn’t the type of action the loas could let stand. The memory of being a little girl standing on the river’s levee with Sanguine’s protective wings shielding her from the storm still haunted Sere.

      “What just happened?” she’d asked. As a child looking up at the magical angel, Sere couldn’t understand why the others hadn’t simply turned her back over to the lords of the afterlife.

      “Hell has lost its devil.” A crystal-clear tear fell from Sanguine’s magical eye.

      “I don’t even know what that means,” Sere said.

      “In life, your father’s actions earned him the title of devil. To avoid death, he deceived the loas of the dead and ended up joining them as their most powerful baron. Even then, he wasn’t satisfied, and no one is hated more than a person who betrays his companions. With his new immortality and power, Baron Malveaux rejoined the living in an attempt to rule over that dimension as well. If it hadn’t been for my grandmother spending her life building this place, Kendell stumbling across the curse that would be his undoing, and more voodoo magic than you can imagine, he might have succeeded.”

      Sere never was a fan of long-winded explanations. “What does that have to do with me?” she’d asked.

      The angel had caressed Sere’s gossamer red hair. “You are the love that saved him.”

      Took his place, more like, Sere thought as she raced down the highway. Kendell and Myles secretly dumping her father’s black soul into the deep waters—the source of all humanity—had ended him as a threat. The loas, however, demanded a reckoning. Leaving Sere in hell had balanced the equation. Sere had expressed that idea to her guardian angel on several occasions.

      “That’s not what happened,” Sanguine would reply. “Your father sacrificed his existence so you could have a life. You were so young when you died.”

      Sere squeezed the handgrips of her motorcycle. You all kept saying that I died, like I wasn’t responsible for what happened. I killed myself, even if it was the curse that finished me off. But the fact that she’d put herself in Guinee didn’t mean she had any desire to return there. As a little girl, she’d felt helpless against the evils of her father. Now that she’d grown and escaped to the life those around her believed she should have, she might be the only one who could save humanity from her father’s hell.

      So long as the loas believed the evil baron’s soul was still being held prisoner by Sanguine and Kendell, a détente between the three dimensions was maintained. But if they ever figured out that it was the baron, and not Sere, who had been poured back into the deep waters, they would reopen the case. And because she was no longer in hell, they’d find that voodoo box empty. Too many people had put too much on the line for her to act recklessly with the living souls she ran across. Any unexplained death could lead to her unmasking. Once discovered, there would be no one capable of defending the living from hell’s fury.

      She twisted the throttle as far as it would go. Untangling the knot of souls was for other, smarter people. She’d been trained to take action.

      But just like these dumb rural fucks, I’ve been refusing the help that’s most obvious. Looks like I owe Kendell and Myles an apology next time I’m in New Orleans.

      Though she didn’t want to face the inevitability of leaving her adopted swamp home, she was headed south. Once she was done with Joe, there weren’t a lot of options of where to make her stand outside of the big city. But whatever her history and her future, the fact remained: she owed a debt to the living.
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        * * *

      

      Sere shut down her motorcycle a half mile from Joe’s cabin. The man had an unnerving ability to wake up at the slightest unexpected rustling of the trees. At two in the morning, she couldn’t imagine a better time to conduct a sneak attack on her mentor.

      As was frequently the case in the bayou, not a single leaf stirred in the night air. She watched the shadows cast by the moonlight for any indication of movement. A lone pine bough lazily waved from an owl taking flight.

      I suppose it wouldn’t be any fun if creeping up on him was easy. She carefully leaned back against the motorcycle seat to strip off her shotgun holster, leather jacket, and alligator boots. Though she didn’t need the protection of her Ranger knife, Joe would consider her attack only half-successful if she showed up without it. The cold steel chilled her back as she slid the blade under the catch of her halter top.

      Even at that distance from his cabin, she eased off the motorcycle to prevent the springs from making any sound. She stared at the dark structure nestled far off in the trees. There’s no point in searching for a light. If he does hear me, it’s not like he’s going to announce that fact. The cat doesn’t yell “I see you” to the mouse. If he spots me, he’ll conduct a counterattack. And knowing Joe, I’ll never see it coming. I need those eyes in the back of my head that he keeps talking about.

      The shadows made a random lace pattern along the path. If he’s asleep, the dirt road will make an easier approach—fewer twigs and rocks that might give me away. If he’s awake, however, he’ll certainly notice me moving in the moonlight.

      She edged into the small grass field beside the motorcycle. Dew had formed on the tender blades from the ever-present humidity, wetting her bare feet. Damp vegetation makes less noise but leaves a clearer track. She bent down to read the glen. The evenly spaced claw prints of a possum trailed along the road while a curving line indicated that a large snake hadn’t been far behind, sneaking through the grass.

      Sere ran the blades between her fingertips. No new droplets. They must have passed just before I pulled up.

      She chose the snake’s path, which wound along the edge of the trees. With her toes, she felt the narrow line of flattened vegetation. The temptation to hurry along the established route conflicted with her desire to remain as invisible as possible. I need to be in position in case those two animals have it out. They’d make a perfect distraction.

      The snake continued hunting its prey along the side of the road, just far enough in the shadows that Sere felt confident she hadn’t been seen. When her toes encountered the mat of pine needles that surrounded Joe’s cabin, she turned toward the river and away from the snake’s pursuit. She crouched low behind a tree trunk and checked her analog watch. 2:45 a.m. Fifteen minutes. Not bad.

      The cabin remained dark and quiet. If Joe had woken up, he wasn’t making any indication. She listened hard, hoping to catch any sound at all. He probably taught himself how not to snore.

      As a child, waiting had always been the hardest part of her sneak attacks. She well remembered the week Joe had assigned her to shadow a black panther in order to learn the art of savoring the pursuit. The great cat acted like she had all the time in the world while on the prowl. Only at the moment of the kill did the huntress release her full strength and speed.

      A barely heard rustling on the far side of the cabin indicated the snake had made its move. The battle wouldn’t last long and would undoubtedly attract Joe’s attention. On the rocks nestled among the potentially noisy needles, Sere danced like a ninja ballerina, twirling on her toes. She sprinted up to the wood deck behind the cabin just as the possum let out its death cry.

      Sere’s heart was pounding hard. She’d never before made it onto Joe’s deck unobserved—though just because he hadn’t hit the floodlights didn’t mean he wasn’t playing with her. She pulled the knife from her back and slid it between the door and the frame. Only one lock. Based on the complexity that he put into securing his hidden caches, she wasn’t sure if she should have expected more or if he simply relied on his skills over mechanical tricks. The hasp made a soft click as she pressed the knife into the gap. She slid the glass door open just wide enough to squeeze through.

      The razor-sharp edge of an assassin’s knife sliced just deep enough into the base of Sere’s throat that she stood stone-still.

      “Not bad.” Joe eased off on the pressure of the blade against her skin.

      Fuck. “What tipped you off?”

      He flipped on the lights before finally taking the knife away from her neck. “It was the snake attack. The little slithery bastards never strike this close to the cabin. Usually, they wait until they’re at the water’s edge, where they feel more at ease. I had to assume that either the possum suspected he was being followed, or the snake thought she had competition.”

      Damn it! “So you were just playing with me by letting me make it into the cabin this time?” She turned to face him. He was still wearing only his boxer shorts.

      “The snake put me on edge. I didn’t know for sure that I was being played until I heard the lock pop open. You’re getting quite good with those gymnast moves, Sere.” Joe wasn’t one for false compliments. Using her name was all the praise she needed or was likely to receive. “What brings you out here at this hour?”

      “Lefty munched my shotgun.” She felt like a stupid schoolgirl telling her teacher that her dog had eaten her homework.

      “Is his aim any better than yours?” There was the snarky Joe she knew and loved.

      “Barely.” Giving Joe as much information as possible often resulted in him coming up with unexpected strategies, so she laid out all latest developments. “I’ve all but been run out of the parish. Bart is still on my side, but he’s too lazy to get out from behind his bar. Lefty is doing what he can to protect hell’s gate. Other than those two, I’ve kind of made a mess of things. Riley has sworn to shoot me on sight. Her regulars are more apt to buy a demon a drink than try to kill it. And the bikers will only help enough to get them their next free beer. Basically, I’m persona non grata up there.”

      “So what’s your plan?” Joe asked. “You just going to ride up and down the highway shouting ‘The demons are coming’ to every house you pass, Paulette Revere?”

      Does he take anything seriously? “Even I know rumors spread fast up there. By tomorrow morning, I’ll be the laughingstock of the Northshore. But if I don’t figure out a way to stop the remaining four doppelgängers from going on killing sprees, demons will start coming out of the swamp like termites swarming on a humid summer night.”

      Joe pulled out a section of welded tubing, marked off the length with a piece of chalk, and started the old-fashioned nickel-plated grinder.

      I’ve seen this before. He thinks best when his hands are busy. She sat quietly on the work stool like a child watching her father putting together a prized toy.

      He didn’t speak until he had the gun barrels filed down and ready for the stock. “So you’re headed back to New Orleans?”

      “I don’t see much choice. Without me stopping them up north, the doppelgängers will be headed for their reals in the city. If I can get eyes on the potential victims, hopefully we can stop the demons before it’s too late.”

      His stare reminded her of how she analyzed a room: cold, calculating, and searching for assets and liabilities. “Bullshit. You plan on making yourself the target. Protecting other people would involve enlisting help, and you want to go this alone.”

      Damn you, Joe. Why can’t I ever keep anything secret from you?

      “I’m not going into hiding,” she said. “Trying to disguise my appearance only handicapped me against Monty. If I’m right about my opponent’s thinking, the four will make a concerted attack on me. They’ll want me out of the way before they go on their killing sprees. Once they create enough dead bodies, they’ll go after their reals and take over their lives. At least, that’s what I’d promise them if I were leading the attack—their version of Nirvana. I’m guessing that what happened to Monty before I decapitated him wouldn’t be common knowledge in hell.”

      “I see. So you’ll just stand out in the middle of the freeway, aiming your blaster at every car that passes?” He held up the four-barrel length of pipe. “Sure you don’t want me to make up a second one of these so you’ll have two monster-shooting scatterguns?”

      “Stop making fun of me.” As a young girl living in antebellum New Orleans, Sere hadn’t been able to control her rage when she was teased. Some things never changed. “I have a few days at least before these assgängers find their way to the big city. I’ll blend in without hiding and round up what help I can. By the time they show up, I’ll be ready.”

      Joe loaded a couple of cartridges in the barrels and snapped the gun closed. “I’ll do what I can to spot the demons and get word to you. Use your time wisely. There’s plenty of help down there. All you need to do is ask.”
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      New Orleans loomed over Lake Pontchartrain in the predawn light like a spectral city of the dead. Even in the living dimension, the towers that dominated the skyline didn’t show much life until midmorning. Sere discreetly peered in the car windows at the people who shared the road with her at four in the morning. Each vehicle was filled with partiers up too late or low-level employees up too early. Neither set of commuters looked overly enthusiastic. She swung her Triton past the dozing drivers like an irritated emergency worker forcing a truck through lanes of disoriented tourists.

      She had people she could call on in New Orleans who would be happy to help. They needed to be informed of the dangers. But contacting any of them would put her on the path to having other people think they were in charge of the situation.

      Why does everyone think they understand hell better than I do? The answer wasn’t really all that complicated. Professor Yates, with his lab full of equipment, was responsible for projecting the human images into hell that resulted in the doppelgänger population. Kendell had lent her spirit as part of the dimensional prison that had incarcerated Sere’s father. On and on the list went, each person claiming to have some unique perspective that made him or her the perfect candidate for directing the paranormal defenses against hell’s demons.

      The best defense is a good offense. The concept was far from new, but Joe had made it the cornerstone of his teachings. Ultimately, Sere would contact the people who had been as much her family as her educators, but while she was still a step ahead of the demons, she wanted to utilize that advantage. Talking with Kendell and her crew invariably took so long that Sere would lose her strongest advantage and end up playing catch-up.

      She took an unassuming exit off the freeway before it snaked into the heart of the city. Though those she trusted had their tentacles in hell, she needed someone with a more direct connection to the demons—someone the evil genius behind the demons’ escape wouldn’t suspect. She kept the Triton’s RPMs as low as possible to avoid unnecessarily bothering the residents of the stately houses. Like a long-lost daughter sneaking back home, she felt both out of place on her café racer and at ease with the wealth and luxury that emanated from the mansions. A feeling of understated opulence surrounded her like the smell of night jasmine—all-encompassing but coming from an unidentifiable source.

      She coasted the motorcycle up alongside the black Jeep Cherokee on the short driveway. The house was dark with the exception of the well-lit kitchen. A man was fumbling around, making coffee, oblivious to Sere’s approach.

      This isn’t an attack. I don’t need to be so damn covert all of the time. She stepped out of the shadows behind the Jeep. As she walked along the brick entrance, the man looked up from his morning routine and smiled at her. At least you’re mostly happy to see me.

      He greeted her at the door before she had a chance to ring the bell and wake the rest of the house. “I hope you have good news for me.”

      “I wish that was why I came. I’m still working on removing the demon from inside you, but that’s not why I’m here. I need your help. Your doppelgänger has inspired followers.”

      Montgomery Fisher—CPA, husband, father, and demonically possessed—stood aside to let Sere in. “Let me get you a cup of coffee. How do you take it?”

      “Black…” Like my soul, she thought. Though maybe sometimes it takes darkness to combat evil… I really need to work on self-acceptance. It’s just a cup of coffee, not an existential crisis.

      He led the way to the kitchen and pulled a purple-and-gold LSU cup off the shelf. The brew was so strong it looked black as ink as it flowed from the glass pot into the ceramic mug. “We can talk out in the courtyard. With this summer heat, early mornings are about the only real time I get outdoors.”

      Sere followed him out the kitchen side door to the well-maintained garden behind the house. She wasn’t sure if he was stalling or simply didn’t want to contaminate his domestic bliss with a conversation about his possessed state of being. Outdoors, with wild animals lurking in the shadows, was a fitting location for a man fighting an internal battle.

      “You’re handling your condition better than I’d expected.”

      He sat on the garden bench swing and looked at the moon that was just fading into the early dawn. “Some days are better than others. At least I have a focus for the negative emotions. Defining where they come from helps me remain in control.”

      Fuck. I’m about to make your life so much worse. “Without the body that was powered from hell, Monty has been cut off from that dimension’s energy.”

      The kindly accountant took a deep swallow of his coffee. “Now that others are here, do you expect him to reach out to them?”

      “I don’t know what to expect. When Monty was a separate being, he had the power to draw on your energy. Once I decapitated him and his energy fused with yours, I hoped the only thing left for you to deal with would be his desires. There is a threat, however, that with hell coming to the living, that evil side of you might get fed hell’s energy from the other doppelgängers. Think of it as being like a diver whose oxygen had run out. Another diver could give him a burst of air from his own tank.”

      Mr. Fisher gently rocked the swing with his feet. “So you’re here like some witch doctor making a house call to check on her patient?”

      I’ll bet you’ve used this swing a thousand times to calm your daughters from some fear or hurt, she thought. “I’m here because I need your help. If the doppelgängers do make it out of the swamp and find transportation down to New Orleans, you’ll be the first to notice their presence.”

      “I see. I’ll be like your early-warning detection system.” He looked downcast.

      “I know that’s not what you were hoping I’d say. You can tell me to fuck off. I wouldn’t blame you. I’ve already put you through way more than any human being has a right to do to another.”

      He stared up at the predawn sky as if searching for an answer. “There are times when a person drops the documents that sum up their financial life on my desk, and they give me this sheepish look. It’s not embarrassment or even fear—more like pleading for a connection in their time of trouble.” He turned to her. “You see, what I do isn’t simply a matter of untangling a person’s money troubles. I’m putting my name and reputation next to theirs. We face the enemy—or rather, the government, which my clients often see as the same thing—together.”

      “So am I the client or the professional?”

      He leaned back into the wooden swing and sipped his coffee. “I suppose a little of both, as am I. We’re stronger and better able to face hell together. I’d be happy to throw my lot in with you.”

      “Partners, then?”

      He looked down and smiled. “The young, attractive, badass, motorcycle-riding superhero and her middle-aged, slightly portly, bookish sidekick? Even my family would laugh at that image.”

      She put her hand on his. “Mr. Fisher, you’re an educated businessman who has fought his personal demons and has the inner strength to face the unknown with determination and a sense of humor. I’ll take that guy as a partner anytime.”

      Even in the dim light she could see the blush tinge his cheeks. “If I’m going to be working with you, we need to find a less formal address than mister. How about just calling me Fisher? I haven’t gone by my last name since high school, but it reminds me of being on the lacrosse team. Seems fitting to me.”

      “Teammates then. Just don’t go calling me Badass Demon Huntress—at least not in public.”
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        * * *

      

      Though Sere had hoped to secure Fisher’s help, she hadn’t expected him to lend her one of his offices as her base of operations. She set her saddlebags on a metal desk that she guessed hadn’t been used in a decade, based on the amount of dust that drifted into the air. The single window was so caked with grime that even without a window covering, privacy wasn’t an issue.

      “It’s not much,” he said. “I used to bring in an associate to help with the tax-season load, but lately, I haven’t found anyone I trust.”

      “It’s perfect.”

      “What kind of hellholes have you worked in? Wait. Don’t answer that.”

      She favored him with a half laugh at his lame joke. “I need to stay under the radar. If I go asking any of the people I know for help, their actions could too easily be picked up by whatever force is behind these escapes from hell. I don’t need a second-line parade announcing my return to the big city. Working out of a CPA’s broom closet is everything I could hope for.”

      “Well, the office is yours for as long as you like. If you’re interested in something to do between demon outbreaks, I can put you on the payroll. There are always clients who need their stories investigated before I trust putting my reputation on the line. Some of those research projects can get a little dicey. People become defensive when I express my doubt regarding their financial records. Having someone who knows how to protect herself and doesn’t mind digging into the seedier side of New Orleans could be a great help. Think it over. If you need anything, just push down on the big bar to talk to Linda. I’m afraid the intercom system is straight out of the 1970s.”

      Sere gingerly tapped on the yellowed plastic button. “Communications devices don’t work so well around me. It has something to do with wireless systems and the strange energy I emit.”

      “What do you want, dear?” Linda’s voice crinkled out of the old speaker.

      Sere pulled her hand away as if a demon had escaped from the box. “Jesus, that thing works?”

      Fisher lifted the dried, cracked telephone line from the back of the intercom. “Like I told you—vintage electronics.”

      Interesting. Direct-wired communication isn’t affected by my energy.

      “I’ll try not to be in your way,” she said. “Mostly, I just need a place to stash my gear. Is there a way to lock the office?”

      The CPA jiggled the antique door handle. “Even if there was, one good shake of this old door, and the hasp would come out of the latch. I have complete trust in Linda.”

      Sere pulled her bullet belt from her saddlebag. One of the snakes came along for the ride. She laid the two on the desk. “So long as she doesn’t get freaked out by seeing things other than financial records.”

      He blocked the entrance with his body and discreetly shut the door. “I see your point. I’ll have building maintenance rig something by lunch.” He took a seat opposite her in the guest chair, looking entirely too excited. “So what’s our first superhero challenge?”

      Shit. Now I need to give him something to keep him busy so he doesn’t go running around the city doing something stupid.

      “Well,” she said, “I’ve got Professor Yates working on identifying the real people who mirror the seven original escapees, but since I haven’t heard anything from him, I’m guessing he hasn’t found anything. You could go check on his progress.”

      The CPA grimaced. “Errand boy? That’s not what I had in mind.”

      She shrugged. “Sorry. I guess I’m not very good at delegating tasks. I only figured out Monty was after you because the professor’s equipment detected him sneaking out of hell. This new batch of demons appears to have learned from that first mistake.”

      Fisher leaned back in the metal-and-cloth chair, drumming on the armrest with his fingers as if working an old-fashioned adding machine. “From Monty’s memories, one of his first big issues was getting down to New Orleans. Without money, travel can be a real challenge. If these new demons have learned from his experiences, one of their first chores will be laying their hands on some cash.”

      She could tell he was going somewhere, but the path was as squirrelly as a deer trail through tall grass. “What are you thinking?”

      “They’re doppelgängers, which means they could easily imitate the real people they’re based on, right?”

      She nodded. “Obviously.”

      “So why not just walk into a bank and say ‘I lost my wallet’? Between the doppelgänger’s knowledge of their real’s bank passwords, identical fingerprints, and photo IDs that would be on file, they could take out as much cash as they wanted.”

      Sere began to get a glimpse of where the money expert was headed. “Their reals would see the activity and think their accounts had been hacked.”

      “Exactly.” Fisher took out a pad from his breast pocket and began furiously making notes. “With my bank contacts, that’s something I can trace. If you’re right about the remaining four doppelgängers exiting the swamp in the same general area, there should be a handful of accounts all being raided from somewhere on the Northshore.” He got up like a cub reporter excited to follow a lead. “I’ll get right on this. With any luck, I should have some clues by the end of the day.”

      Sere found his inquisitive mind encouraging. “There’s one other person you might look out for. I only know him as Thomas. In hell, his doppelgänger was Professor Yates’s assistant. Because he was something of a doppelgänger hybrid, when he died, his energy transferred to his real.” Sere couldn’t bring herself to tell Fisher about how she’d also beheaded that demon. “The real Thomas has already threatened to kill me once. It’d be useful to keep tabs on the little prick. I suspect he still has a contact in hell.”

      “You think he’s the one behind these escapes?”

      “I don’t know where he fits in, only that he didn’t have much trouble finding me. Anyone with that level of insider information makes me nervous.”

      Fisher made some more notes on his pad. “Tell me what you remember. I’ve been able to reconstruct a person’s financial history with surprisingly inane details.”

      Sere couldn’t imagine how her short captivity could be used to track down the bastard, but anything that kept Fisher busy would amount to time she didn’t have to worry about him.
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Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      After an hour in the small room, Sere was about to crawl out of her skin. The nondescript accountant’s offices on a quiet back alleyway of the Quarter made for a handy place for her to stash her gear, but boxes weren’t good places to think. Every superhero needs their privacy: Batman his cave, Superman his phone booth, and Sere Mal-Laurette—demon hunter and immortal doppelgänger—her CPA’s broom closet. The thought nearly made her laugh.

      She checked her bullet belt to be sure she’d replaced the shells she’d used in the swamp. The new shotgun Joe had worked up fit comfortably in the holster against her thigh. “I don’t care how I look. This is New Orleans.” She headed out of her office and poked her nose into Fisher’s doorway. “I’m heading out to do a little reconnaissance. Anything worth reporting on the paper trial—or anything else?” On the one hand, she hoped the kindly gentleman wasn’t being pestered from the beyond, but on the other, she needed something to do while she still held the advantage.

      He shrugged. “It’ll take a few hours for my leads to pan out. As for the other thing, I’m afraid I’m feeling fine. I don’t know what else to tell ya.”

      She gave him a reassuring smile. “I expect we have a day or two at least before things get interesting, but if you start getting headaches, don’t rely simply on aspirin.”

      He shivered, probably not from the tepid air coming out of the rackety air-conditioning system. “I remember the sensation. Convulsing on the floor isn’t something I’m apt to forget. If those unwelcome clients show up, I’ll know.” Unwelcome was as big an insult as Fisher would hurl at someone. He was no doubt watching his language for Linda’s sake. “I should be back before you close up for the day. While I’m out, I’ll try to come up with a communication network so you can reach me if something changes. And until they get the office lock fixed, it might be a good idea if no one messed with my saddlebags.” She wiggled her forearm and wrist while making biting gestures with her hand.

      Fisher’s tightly pursed lips and tilted-head nod indicated that he was well aware of the snakes in the next room.

      As Sere passed Linda’s desk, the old receptionist didn’t even look up from her dictation. “Heading out, dear?”

      Yes, Mom. “Just going to check out the city.” Sere looked over her shoulder at Fisher’s office. “You might keep an eye on him today.”

      “That’s my job.” The woman finally looked up at Sere. Her crystal-blue eyes were more penetrating than Sere remembered. “Be careful out there.”

      Carrying a loaded shotgun in public, and in a big city, seemed like a way of inviting trouble. But then, when it came to Sere, trouble never waited for an invitation. She walked the streets of the Quarter like a new sheriff getting a feel for her jurisdiction, and she tried to figure out what to do. She did need a way to communicate without modern technology and a way to keep an eye on the doppelgängers’ reals—once Fisher or Professor Yates identified them.

      “Damn, girl, that’s some authentic-looking steampunk right there.” The homeless dude who lay on a flattened piece of cardboard crammed into a doorway struggled to sit up. The peeling paint, rusted lock, and boarded-up windows of the building behind him made it clear that the place was deserted. He wasn’t in danger of being kicked off the stoop anytime soon.

      “We all have our part to play.”

      He leaned forward and spread his arms so she could get a look at his ratty coat, torn jeans, and beat-up army boots. The outfit must have been too long on his body, and with too few washings, because the color of grimy dark-green coated him from head to foot like a river rock caked in algae—and smelled about as bad. “And what would you say about my role in life’s production?”

      She admired the fact that he hadn’t immediately hit her up for money. “That you perform your character with gusto every moment you’re on the stage.”

      He rummaged around in the pile of food wrappers that were scattered next to him. “I’ve got half of a fried-fish po’boy if you’re hungry. Someone dropped it off on my pad while I was sleeping.”

      She knew he was testing her. Instead of politely declining and walking off or tossing a few dollars to ease her discomfort, she sat on the stair below the stoop. “Have any mustard to go with it?”

      He looked at her with wide eyes and a missing-tooth grin. “A fellow connoisseur. Mustard makes everything taste better.” He pulled out a handful of plastic packs from his jacket and tossed her one. From the faded cartoon chicken on the label and the separated yellow concoction inside, Sere suspected the joint had closed down long ago.

      “I should tell you I don’t have any money.” She’d handed her last few dollars to Bart for that round of drinks.

      The vagrant retrieved a greasy bundle of napkins from an almost equally greasy paper bag. He unwrapped the sandwich as if preparing a romantic picnic. “I figured. People with money don’t stop. The more a person has in their pocket, the less friendly they are.” He split the half roll and gave her the bigger section.

      The sandwich smelled as if the fish was well past its prime. Good thing I’m not susceptible to food poisoning. “Maybe you’d better give me two of those mustard packs.”

      He tossed her a handful before taking a big bite of his section. She squeezed all of the packs inside the bun before taking a small nibble. The thing tasted like a catfish that had been rotting for days on the bank of the swamp and then deep-fried in alligator piss. “I may not be as hungry as I thought.”

      He set his piece of the sandwich on top of the paper bag and washed down the mouthful with a swig of Jack. “If I can’t offer you something to eat, what can I do for you?”

      Time to lay down my cards. “I’ve been living on Frenchmen Street for the last few months. Every homeless person I pass gives me a knowing smile. At first I found it discomforting, like maybe your people knew something about my past that you shouldn’t. One night, I caught Myles and Kendell leaving the club. From every shadowy doorway, the homeless scanned the street as if keeping an eye out for their protection. Based on your hospitality, I suspect you know who I am. I think it might be time you explained why that is.”

      The guy sat a little straighter and smiled knowingly, giving Sere the impression of a spy who’d just had his cover blown. “The river angel has watched after the homeless for nearly two decades. She would be pretty upset if we let anything bad happen to you.”

      I knew it, she thought. “Kendell has you spying on me?”

      Though the woman had contacts throughout the city—and not all of them business-related—Sere hadn’t realized she’d so thoroughly organized the city’s homeless. Kendell’s secret army. So that was how she and the crew had managed to escape detection after the bank explosion that closed hell off from Guinee.

      “From time to time, she asks favors from my community of miscreants. The land across the river that she secured for the homeless is a debt we’ll never be able to repay. We may be destitute, but thanks to her, there’s always an extended family that will welcome any of us into its arms.” He looked at Sere with something approaching awe. “You’re important to her, and that means we will help where we can. Just don’t expect us to look the other way if you step into danger.”

      Kendell, the magic mother hen. “Fair enough. Right now, what I need most is a way for Montgomery Fisher to get messages to me. I also need any information you can give me about strange occurrences that even you can’t explain.”

      He picked up his sandwich like he was slipping back into character. “I’ll pass the word.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere snuck into the loft above the Scratchy Dog for a quick shower to clean off the smell and feel of rotting fish. Some prejudices died hard even to someone who’d grown up in hell. She couldn’t help it if she’d been born to privilege.

      At least the homeless aren’t trying to shoot me like certain people on the Northshore. But the harvesters from my interdimensional nightmares come from the streets, not the mansions. The professor might want to check on his projections of the homeless class into their doppelgänger doubles.

      Once clean, she stood in the middle of the walk-in storage closet full of band costumes. Her riding leathers worked well for being on the hunt, but she needed something less obvious if she expected to haul her snakes and guns around in the Quarter. That homeless fellow might have been onto something. A woman in steampunk could carry whatever weapons she wanted without being noticed.

      The strapless purple-and-black-paisley leather bustier, with latches that went from cleavage to crotch, fit tightly enough that fighting wouldn’t be a problem. The flowing layered Victorian dress that went with it, however, was a nonstarter. Jeez, Kendell, how did you perform in this horror show of fabric?

      Instead, Sere chose the semirespectable sheer black-striped leggings that fit easily into her alligator-skin boots. Each item of clothing took considerable tugging to get over even her modest curves. She checked the ensemble out in the full-sized mirror at the back of the closet. On its own, the outfit made her look overly available. Seeing the shotgun holstered at her leg and knife handle prominently projecting from her boot, however, anyone would think twice about bothering her. Once I add in the snakes around my neck, this will do nicely.

      The front door beckoned, but she wasn’t going to let her earlier misstep defeat her. It’s late afternoon, so no scrambling along the front roof. Too many people below who might spot me.

      She headed to the seldom-used back dormer window. The rusty iron fire escape looked so rotted that a person would be better off facing the flames than trusting her weight to the thin steps three stories up. Perfect. She grabbed the top of the window frame and swung around onto the metal support rail. Hand over hand, she slid down the side of the ladder until she was able to jump the remaining ten feet to the ground.

      The narrow alley was littered with used condoms, red plastic cups, and vomit. She headed straight to the back and vaulted up to the wheels of metal spikes meant to dissuade intruders. Sere grabbed the sharpened rods on two of the wheels and used her momentum to rotate the old security system away from the alley and back toward the street behind the club. She did a handspring down to the brick sidewalk like a gymnast sticking her landing. Time to get back to work. Hopefully, someone’s got some information for me by now.
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        * * *

      

      She pushed open the front door of Fisher’s offices, feeling more at home than she’d expected after only a day’s supposed employment. “Is he in?”

      Linda sat huddled over her computer like someone who had nothing to do but was trying to look busy. “I’m sorry, dear. He left early.”

      What’s that about? “Does he do that often?”

      The secretary looked relieved that Sere had somehow stumbled on the right thing to ask. “Hardly ever. He said there were a handful of prospective new accounts he wanted to meet with personally.”

      Fuck! Tell me you didn’t go after the reals on your own. “Did he happen to leave me a note?”

      “I’m afraid not, dear. Unless he left it on your desk.” Linda’s raised eyebrows indicated that she wasn’t happy about being left out of the interoffice communication loop.

      Sere looked over the secretary’s shoulder at the bright, shiny new door handle and lock. “I see building maintenance was here. Do you have my new key?”

      “I was instructed not to enter your office.” The snark in her voice made each word stand out as if it were its own sentence.

      “It was for your own good.”

      “Of course, dear.” The woman had an amazing ability to pull the sweet-old-lady cover back over her irritation like a shawl. “I’m just letting you know that I don’t have a key, so wouldn’t know if Mr. Fisher left you a note or not.”

      Sere felt the presence of her combat knife in her boot like a scratch she dared not itch. With a couple of quick thrusts, she could defeat the lock. But that might involve building maintenance making a return visit.

      What do I need in there? I’ve got my cache above the Scratchy Dog if I need more ammunition. Adding to Linda’s fear by jimmying the lock isn’t worth it, but I could sure use my snakes.

      Sere picked up a small pile of business cards from the display on Linda’s desk. “It’s no big deal. Mr. Fisher and I discussed some new business early this morning. I’m sure he’s just following up. Just the same, I’ll run these around to the prospects we talked about and have them give the office a call if they see him. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      The tightness in the woman’s old shoulders noticeably eased. “I’ll hang around until closing in case anyone calls or there’s something else you need.”

      Once clear of the office’s front windows, Sere edged into the used bookshop next door. She smiled sweetly at the old man behind the counter as he looked up from his crossword puzzle. “Would you mind if I used your bathroom?”

      He grumbled something and nodded toward the back of the store before settling in behind his paper. At one time, the shop had probably been the mirror image of the CPA’s offices. The bookstore retained the original open floor plan with a single office and bathroom in the back. She pushed open the door to the bathroom, letting the squeaky hinges work as a distraction while she snuck into the office on the other side of the hallway. As she’d hoped, the window above the desk looked exactly like the one in her office. She climbed on the chair, unlatched the ancient brass catch, lifted the double-hung window, and slipped into the interior ventilation shaft that separated the two businesses. I doubt anyone has been in this atrium in decades.

      She jammed the tip of her knife under the window to her office and cut the paint that sealed it shut. It took a little prying to get the ancient hardware to behave. Once the window had separated from the frame by a couple of inches, she hissed into the opening. Both snakes slithered out of her bags and up the wall to the window like they’d just been sprung from prison.

      With the snakes draped around her shoulders like a living necklace, Sere scurried out of the bookshop and headed down the street to where she’d stashed her Triton. The possibilities of what Fisher was up to swirled around her head like a cloud of gnats. She wished she could easily swat away each one.

      If he’s gone after the reals, he could be trying to warn them. Professor Yates laid out the dangers of such an action when Monty was hunting Fisher. Nothing good would come from the bait knowing it was being pursued. On the other side of the spiritual coin, Monty might be directing Fisher’s actions. In which case I’m really screwed. That demon could be holding onto the reals until his brethren show up to claim them. An act like that could regain him some standing in the doppelgänger community.

      Sere shook her head, trying not to focus on the worst-case scenario. I need to find those four people, and without Fisher’s help, all I have left is the professor.

      A couple of blocks from the offices was the dark alley lined with the crumbling backs of businesses. The area was inhabited exclusively by the homeless and drug addicted. The indigents nodded respectfully as Sere passed their collections of meager possessions. Her motorcycle sat untouched in the middle of the block like a priceless museum artifact being heavily guarded.

      As she threw her leg over the seat, she looked down at the nearest of Kendell’s spies. “Keep an eye out for Mr. Fisher. He may be in trouble.”

      “Do you want us to notify the river angel?” The man’s drunken slur didn’t inspire confidence.

      “Not yet. If I don’t return by start of work tomorrow, then let her know.” Sere started her motorcycle without waiting for a reply. The destitute contingent wasn’t hers to command, but hopefully, they wouldn’t call in the cavalry until Sere had an opportunity to find out which side Montgomery Fisher was playing for.
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Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      The old shipping offices down on the decaying wharf were just as Sere had left them—right down to the old man hunched over his computer—with the addition of fast-food bags and half-eaten meals scattered around the floor. The professor’s dedication was admirable but terrifying.

      “Well, at least you must have gotten out of that chair at some point.”

      Professor Yates looked up with bloodshot eyes. His three-day-old beard and disheveled gray hair indicated he hadn’t showered since she’d left him. “Polly’s been bringing me food.”

      “Any conclusions on my latest targets?” Sere asked.

      He squeezed his eyes closed and shook his head as if trying to remember what she was talking about. “Oh, yeah.” He turned his Barcalounger to the table behind him and pulled out a sheet of paper from under the pile that filled the printer’s tray. “All seven names and addresses.”

      Sere quickly scanned the date stamp at the top of the page. “You printed this thirty-six hours ago. Why didn’t you get this to me and go home for some rest?”

      He turned back to his computer as if he’d left it unattended for too long. “Those seven idiots aren’t the problem. It’s like a software virus…” He trailed off.

      “It might help if I knew what you were talking about.”

      Polly came out of the back bathroom, looking only slightly more rested than the professor. “You’ll have to forgive him. He gets into one of these code investigations, and he loses track of everything.”

      Thank God—someone who doesn’t talk in riddles. Sere held up the sheet of paper. “What has he found other than these identities?”

      Polly directed Sere outside, where they could talk without disturbing the mad scientist. “Hell’s dimension is much worse than we remember. Something is affecting it beyond our projections.”

      Duh. “I could have told you that. My dreams are filled with harvesters, monstrous creatures based on real animals, and doppelgängers suffering all manner of tortures. I don’t remember it being that bad as a child. I just figured without my father as the devil in charge, the realm had resorted to its natural state.”

      Polly put her hands on the metal railing and stared out at the Mississippi River. “We believe it’s a cascade failure, possibly due to a power fluctuation from the paranormal nuclear meltdown your father created.”

      Blah, blah, blah. Sere had no patience for technical babble. “Or maybe it’s an evil genius in hell manipulating the dimension so he can help the doppelgängers escape and attack the living.”

      Polly turned toward Sere. “The professor isn’t willing to entertain that option at the moment. He thinks he can take care of the problem from here.”

      “Meanwhile, I have to hunt down more of these manipulated demons and try to save the world from an all-out invasion.”

      Polly took Sere’s hands. “I’ve known you most of your life. There are no hands I’d rather put the fate of the world in than yours. You’ve got your mission, and we have ours.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere walked away from the shipping offices, seething, with the single piece of paper crumpled in her hand. The professor is an arrogant prick. I fucking know my mission. And I don’t need you acting like some corporate boss giving a pep talk to her assistant.

      Despite her frustration, Sere knew that Polly hadn’t meant to be dismissive of her conviction that someone in hell was tweaking the program. Polly had simply been trying to protect the old scientist by backing his theories.

      The day is going to come when Professor Yates can’t maintain that equipment. What kind of hell will be turned loose then? Even if Polly can take over, someday that virtual projection is going to get out of hand, if it hasn’t already.

      Sere got back on her motorcycle and kicked the engine over, hoping the physical act would shut off her insecurities. Nothing I can do about hell’s structure. Time to find out what happened to Fisher. She consulted the page one last time before folding it up and slipping it under the cleavage of her bustier.

      She kept her eyes peeled for the black Jeep Cherokee as she rode down the boisterous streets of the Bywater. At least these people don’t turn in early, but I’m going to have to keep a move on if I expect anyone to open their door to me after dinner.

      The shotgun double painted in bright shades of red and purple didn’t look like the type of dwelling that would house someone in need of a CPA. It was more reminiscent of the kind of place where members of Kendell’s old band—Polly Urethane and the Strippers—would have lived. Sere pounded on the door, not convinced that the loose wiring of the doorbell wouldn’t spark a fire.

      The trumpet softly playing a blues number Sere didn’t recognize stopped, and the door opened. A black man in his early thirties stood in the doorway, still holding his instrument as if it were a part of his hand. “Can I help you?”

      Sere had the same feeling of guilt she’d experienced on first meeting Fisher. You’ve got a demon coming for you, and you don’t even know it. “I’m just following up on my boss’s visit with you earlier today… Montgomery Fisher, CPA? He wanted to make sure you had this.” She offered the man one of Fisher’s cards.

      The musician looked at it in confusion. “I’m sorry, I’ve never heard of this guy. No one’s stopped by. I would have known as I’ve been practicing all day. Got a gig in an hour at the Blue Nile.” He reached for the side table and handed her a card of his own.

      Damn it. Why do you have to be so nice? Just once, I’d like to meet a fuck-face real so I don’t have any feelings of obligation.

      She pocketed the card. “Thanks. If I get through with my errands, I’ll try to make it. And if my boss does stop by, would you let him know I was on the job?” She gave him the shared-suffering wink of service personnel.

      He smiled and nodded. “You got it. Have a better evening.” He had the trumpet back to his lips before the door had fully closed.

      Strike one. Damn it, Fisher. Where the hell are you? Sidekicks aren’t supposed to go on missions alone.

      She got back on her bike for the ride to the Treme to confront the second name on her list, but before she could kick-start the engine, a vintage black VW bus blocked her exit. “Get in.”

      Damn it, Myles. “Can’t,” she said. “I’ve got something I need to do. I’ll stop by for a visit sometime tomorrow.” Like I’ve got time for fake-family obligations.

      Kendell leaned over Myles from the passenger’s seat. “We know you’re searching for Montgomery Fisher, but you’re not going to find him. He’s been abducted.”

      You have to be kidding me. Sere started up the motorcycle. “I’ll follow you.”

      Myles shook his head. “We need to talk before we get there. Your bike will be safe here.”

      How would you know? Sere squeezed her eyes shut in frustration. Once the pair got something in their heads, they’d never let it go no matter how many people they endangered.

      “Fine.” She shut off the motorcycle and wrapped her snakes around her neck before heading to the old bus. “How did you find me?”

      Kendell reached behind her and opened the grindy sliding door. “Your spies are my spies, but that’s not what’s important right now—finding Mr. Fisher is. I’ve had someone keeping an eye on that kindly CPA since the day we found you and Bart saving him from his doppelgänger out in the swamp.”

      Sere climbed in and shut the door. “What did your homeless contingent tell you?”

      “Like you, Mr. Fisher was heading out to talk to the four reals.”

      How did you figure out about the newly escaped demons? Oh, fuck it. You probably just talked to Professor Yates.

      “How many did he meet?” Sere asked.

      “Hard to say. The homeless aren’t exactly mobile. One guy saw him leave his offices earlier than normal, and another found his Jeep in a dirt lot near the Industrial Canal. The hood was still warm and the doors unlocked, but nothing inside had been disturbed. My guy hung around in case Mr. Fisher had just stepped out to take a leak. Of course, that wasn’t the case, but people on the street have a different reality from those who spend their lives in homes and offices. I often have to translate what the destitute see into what someone more economically stable would notice.”

      “And you came up with Fisher being abducted? Sounds like a stretch.”

      “Not when you consider that the warehouse Thomas took you to is only half a dozen blocks away from the dirt lot.”

      Shit. Sere leaned forward on the seat. “How fast can this jalopy go?”

      “We’re almost there,” Myles said.

      The couple had their skills when it came to the paranormal, but covert attack wasn’t one of them. “Park next to the Jeep, away from the warehouse,” Sere said. If Thomas was holding Fisher, she needed to get a look at what was going on between the two demon-possessed individuals before she would know for sure who to trust and who to watch out for.
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        * * *

      

      Even from half a mile away, the abandoned warehouse gave Sere the creeps. Old homes ravaged by hurricanes lined the pothole-strewn street opposite to where they’d parked. Tractor-trailer rigs idled along the side of the road, waiting to take on their loads. This is no place for Kendell and Myles, she thought. They’re just going to get hurt out here.

      Kendell hunched down behind the black Jeep as if she thought Thomas had enhanced vision. “What do we do?”

      The dirt lot appeared to be overflow parking for the still-functioning half dozen warehouses along the railroad tracks. “Thomas will be watching the front of the warehouse,” Sere said. “He’s not going to make the same mistake as before by leaving it unprotected. I’ll need to approach from the back.”

      Myles held a pair of binoculars to his eyes. “Between the wire fences and security cameras, the warehouses aren’t leaving a lot to chance. There’s not much between the back of those buildings and the floodwall. I suppose we could work our way down along the batture. There is an opening in the wall for off-loading ships halfway down, but we’d still have to scale the wall first to get there.”

      The low rumble under Sere’s feet made the VW’s body panels rattle. “Train’s coming. Stay low and keep up. We need to get across the tracks before the engineer sees us.” Sere ran off toward the thick brush at the edge of the lot before either Myles or Kendell could respond. Nettles and creepers clawed at her arms and tore at her thin leggings, but she was through the thicket before the locomotive had reached the bend in the tracks. Without checking on Myles or Kendell, she scaled the twelve-foot wire fence and jumped down the other side.

      “I can’t make that,” Kendell said.

      No shit. “Did you bring any weapons?” Sere asked.

      “No. During the one session we had with Joe, he made it clear we shouldn’t carry anything that could be used against us.”

      Brilliant. No doubt, Joe was right, but how are these two supposed to defend themselves? “I assume you do have a cell phone. When I get clear, call Polly.”

      “Why do you want her?” Myles asked.

      “I need someone with a field technology med kit—someone who’s got the guts to use it.” And because I don’t trust the professor, she added to herself.

      “Exactly what kind of trouble do you plan on getting yourself into?” Kendell asked.

      I’ll bet she’s just dying to add “young lady” to that question.

      “If I’m right, things are about to get ugly in there,” Sere said. “With both men possessed by energy created in hell, we’re going to need more than bandages once this is over.” She didn’t need to waste any more time discussing possibilities. “Give me fifteen minutes, then run the half mile to the warehouse. I’ll try to distract Thomas so you can make your approach. Just don’t enter the building until I give you the signal.”

      The train’s three headlights lit the far side of the tracks, but the curve’s embankment left enough of a shadow to easily hide a person. Sere sprinted over the tracks and lay flat on the coarse gravel. As the lights swung toward the warehouses, indicating that the train was rounding the corner, Kendell’s worried face came into view just before Myles pulled her back into the bushes.

      The smell of burnt diesel, the loud squeal of metal wheels against metal rail, and the sight of the towering locomotive made Sere lie even flatter on the ground. Hopefully, the people in the cab were more focused on bringing this monster alongside the correct warehouse than looking out for a stowaway. She waited until three of the tanker cars had passed before making her move. Once the front-wheel truck of the fourth car cleared her head, she scampered over the first rail and lay flat on the cement sleepers that supported the tracks. She reached up and latched onto the metal bars that ran the length of the tanker. With one quick flexing of her arms, she was off the ground and against the bottom of the railcar.

      She counted off the warehouses as the train passed the solid concrete loading bays. When it reached the abandoned warehouse, she let go of the metal support, dropped to the tracks, and rolled out from under the train. There was barely enough room between the guillotine of metal wheels on rails and cold, hard concrete wall. A loud screeching of brakes came from the locomotive. Stage one complete.
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        * * *

      

      With the main loading bay door closed and chained shut, Sere checked each window along the back of the warehouse for a way into the building. Somewhere there has to be a bathroom or back office in this damn structure. Unfortunately, when Thomas had held her captive, she hadn’t spent much time on the building’s floor plan.

      She ducked below a frosted-glass window and played her knife along the edge to find the latch. The window popped open. Instead of trying to squeeze through the tight opening, she fed the heads of the two snakes under the window.

      “See anyone?” she hissed.

      The snakes wriggled side to side before slithering over the frame and into the room. No yelling. That’s a good thing. She hoisted herself up to the window and followed her companions over the edge.

      The bathroom smelled as if it hadn’t been cleaned in a decade. Doesn’t matter. I’m not staying here long. She looked around the floor and fixtures, but her snakes had magically disappeared. Now, where did you go?

      A hissing from above directed her attention to the acoustic-tiled ceiling. Poking out next to the tile-sized ventilation duct was one of the snakes. He wiggled his diamond-shaped head.

      “Good thinking.” She hopped up, grabbed the metal track that separated the crumbling pressed-board tiles, and followed her snake onto the warehouse’s rafters. Old tarps, lighting fixtures from another era, and an array of garbage filled the storage space above the handful of shipping offices—all of it covered by a layer of dust so thick she feared she would sneeze if she moved too fast.

      She crept along the structural metal grid that covered most of the warehouse floor space. Following the path her two snakes had marked out in the dust without being noticed by the men below required most of her attention. The sound of Fisher’s voice made her go as still as a black panther stalking her prey. During a covert operation, surprise was a constant threat. She peeked over the edge. Instead of Thomas looming over Fisher as she’d expected, the tables were turned, and Thomas was the one strapped to the chair.

      Fisher turned the red shotgun cartridge between his fingers in front of Thomas’s face. “I want to talk to your demon.”

      “Why?” Thomas asked. The perpetually arrogant prick didn’t appear to find the kindly CPA all that intimidating.

      The professional businessman squeezed out a couple of paranormal pellets onto the metal desk in the otherwise empty warehouse. “Because you and I have something in common. Before I can determine if that’s for our mutual good or destruction, however, I need a little more information.” He took one of the stones between his fingers and pinched so hard that his face tensed from the pain. Even from twenty feet away, Sere could see the red overtake the whites of his eyes.

      Fisher is fucking drawing forth his demon.

      Thomas’s eyes grew wide and red. He didn’t need the stimulation for his own demon to rise to the surface. “What do you have in mind?” he growled in a voice more animal than human.

      “Tell me what you know about the four demons headed this way. What is their mission?”

      Thomas’s smile reminded Sere of the doppelgänger she’d known as a little girl in hell. “What makes you think I know anything that you don’t?”

      Sere gripped the metal beam in frustration. I’d chop his head off all over again if I had the chance. Everything she saw took on the familiar red glow. I have a soul. I don’t have to give in to my temptations. But then, those two aren’t empty shells either. We’re not as different as I had imagined.

      Fisher eased up on the pressure of his fingers. Before Sere knew what was happening, he kicked the chair over, pinched Thomas’s nose, and forced the paranormal pebble down his throat. “Swallow it,” he grunted between clenched teeth.

      Sere eased her grip on the rafter, curious about what was about to happen to the demon-possessed young man. Thomas thrashed against his bonds like a man being drowned. “Turn me loose,” he grunted.

      With one hand still at Thomas’s throat, Fisher reached up to the desk for a second pellet. “Tell me about the four demons.”

      “I don’t know anything, you fuckface. Why would I?” Thomas, now the defiant demon-prick, wasn’t all that different from the human version of himself.

      “Because I know you’re having dreams, just like I am.”

      Fuck. Why can’t I ever learn to trust the right people? Fisher should have told me before going off half-cocked like this. She pulled the shotgun from her thigh holster and laid it on the rafter. If one little pellet could fully draw forth the demon in Thomas, a hole blasted through his chest with the little buggers just might end her problem with him.

      The snake slithered over the stock of her gun and stared at her through the sights.

      “Fine,” she whispered. She took her finger off the trigger but left the gun lying on the beam. Not killing a human being still counted for something in what was left of her personal code. “But if he goes translucent, I’m shooting.”

      If fear was part of Thomas’s makeup, he did a masterful job of covering it up with anger. “If you’re having the same dreams, why pester me for answers?”

      “The demon in me isn’t as fully in command as in you. I’m betting that makes you even more susceptible to hell’s edicts. At least tell me whose voice I’m hearing in my sleep.”

      “Maybe you should meet him yourself.” Thomas lunged up from his chair—his zip-tie bonds cut with his switchblade. The quick action knocked Fisher on his back. His head bounced off the concrete floor.

      Damn it! Sere’s vision went demonic red as she swung down from the rafter with her bootheels aimed straight at Thomas’s head. The memory of how Joe had escaped her direct attack made her add a body twist just as she let go of the beam. Like a human-sized rifle bullet, she corkscrewed her feet into Thomas’s forehead, knocking him over the chair. Once clear of her adversary, she did a gymnastic handspring off the floor, stuck the landing, and stood with bent knees and knife in hand facing him.

      Thomas came up bleeding but still holding his blade. “I should have known you’d be lurking around in the shadows. So you’ve resorted to sending your CPA to clean up your mess?”

      “Doesn’t everyone?” she asked.

      He came at her with all the demonic fury she had experienced while fighting Joe in the swamp. He was full of unfocused rage, but he was still human.

      Don’t make the mistake of thinking he suffers from your doppelgänger shortcomings. She focused on her heartbeat to conserve her blood’s oxygen. When he made his thrust at her abdomen, she sprang clear of his lunge and, halfway through a backflip, clocked him in the chin with the toe of her boot.

      The instinct to kill, combined with her training, was a powerful intoxicant. He sliced at her in a street-fighting style more conducive to multiple attackers than one-on-one encounters. Is this you, or is my true adversary trying out some multiplayer tactics before the big event? She parried an especially determined move with a leg sweep, but Thomas’s wild gesticulations made it hard for her to anticipate how and where he would land. As he fell, his blade slashed deep into her arm. He rolled clear of her counterattack before getting back to his feet.

      The pain only increased her vision’s red hues. Instead of waiting for him to formulate his next attack, she took a gymnastic tumbling run at him, each handspring and cartwheel designed to increase her momentum while keeping all options open regarding her ultimate strike. At a distance of six feet, she directed her force down into her knees then exploded up with fists together, aimed at his ugly demonic face. The hit was like a bowling ball crushing a lone remaining pin. Thomas flew backward and ricocheted off the office wall.

      She should have felt victorious, but his position of vulnerability only fed her aggression. “I’m going to kill you.” Her words were so filled with animal instinct that she wasn’t sure they’d come from her or from some creature lurking within.

      The sounds of her snakes slithering above attracted her attention just as her shotgun fell into her hands from the rafter. She cocked all four hammers and aimed the barrels at Thomas’s chest.

      “Is this your answer for curing me of my demon?” Bloody and dazed, he struggled to his feet.

      Both snakes uncurled from above and landed on her shoulders. Her hands flexed on the shotgun as if unwilling to accept the humanity that struggled to overcome her demonic desire. The red hues softened to yellows and oranges. “Go now.” She couldn’t trust herself to move, for fear the muscle memory of battle might return.

      He bolted for the door, knocking Kendell and Myles on their asses as they busted in. I hope that wasn’t their idea of a stealthy entrance. The pair didn’t even try to stop Thomas but instead raced for the man laid out unconscious on the floor.

      “What took you so long?” Sere asked.

      Kendell crouched next to Fisher. “You told us to wait fifteen minutes then watch for your signal. When we heard the commotion, we gave up sitting on the sidelines.” She pressed her fingers to his wrist. “He’s still got a pulse, but there’s blood under his head. We need to call 9-1-1.”

      “Where’s Polly?” In her post-demonic state, Sere found it hard to form more than simple questions.

      Myles stood over Kendell as if there was still some danger that demanded his protection. “We called her as soon as you rolled under the train. She should be here shortly.”

      Damn that time thing again. I’ll bet the whole fight didn’t last five minutes. “We need to wait until she gets here.”

      Kendell looked up in alarm. “Why? Are you hurt too?”

      Sere’s ability to speak slowly overcame her animal instincts. She turned her arm to inspect Thomas’s single victory. “It’s just a scratch. I’m fine, but Fisher called forth his demon before dealing with Thomas. If he goes straight to the hospital, I’m not sure who will come out of the coma.”

      “Fuck it all to hell.”

      Sere had never heard Kendell swear before.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m here,” Polly yelled from the warehouse entrance. She lugged the oversized backpack on her shoulder over to Fisher and dropped it next to Kendell.

      “You have to hook him up to the projection.” Sere’s pulse was increasing. What the hell? The battle is over. Why am I getting amped up now?

      Polly shook her head. “Unlike you, he’s human, not doppelgänger. Nothing would happen. The bandage reinforces the connection to the real. Since this is Mr. Fisher, it wouldn’t do any good.”

      That’s where you’re wrong. Fisher is in a lot more danger than you know, she thought. But anything she told Polly would inevitably get back to the professor, and Sere wasn’t ready to trust the old man with information that sensitive. “Just trust me and do it.”

      Polly picked up one of the pellets from the desk. “Tell me you didn’t try something stupid. If he has one of these things inside him, the bandage could pull it through his body, creating all sorts of damage.”

      Thanks for the vote of confidence. I’m not that stupid. But arguing with Polly wasn’t going to help the CPA at their feet, so Sere got right to the point. “It wasn’t me. Fisher forced one of those little pebbles down Thomas’s throat. That’s how he went all demonic.”

      Polly turned the small pellet between her fingers. “Interesting.”

      “Look, I’ll tell you all the fun little tricks I’ve learned to do with these shiny rocks another time. We don’t have time for curiosity right now.”

      Polly was still staring at the shotgun pellet while Sere started ransacking the medical bag.

      “The technological bandage will work. I’m well acquainted with the spiritual mechanics. Lord knows, I’ve gotten into Jennifer’s mind often enough. The professor said that even if she died, he had enough information on her in his memory banks to resurrect me no matter what mischief I got into.” She pulled out what seemed like a mile of cloth bandage. “If he’s got any information at all on Montgomery Fisher, the connection should work to remind this sweet man of who he is. I don’t need to repair his body. I need to fix his soul. Once we’re sure he is still the kindly CPA, we can call in the paramedics.”

      Polly finally got her ass in gear and started wrapping the cloth around Fisher’s head. “If he’s unconscious, how do you expect to know who’s in charge?”

      “Because you’re going to hardwire him to me.”

      “What?” all three yelled at once.

      Sere uncoiled the connecting cable. “The professor’s equipment is geared toward me, and I am a doppelgänger living in reality. Think of me as a power converter.”

      Polly handed Sere a role of bandage. “This is wildly dangerous. I’m only agreeing to it because I don’t see another option.”

      “I can see about a dozen options,” Kendell said. “Like take him to the hospital first and deal with what comes out of him later. Hooking you up to a person just seems like a disaster waiting to happen.”

      Like it hasn’t already happened? Sere ripped at the end of the second bandage to expose the wires, resisting the urge to waste more time arguing with Kendell. She held the bare ends in one hand and the computer cord in the other. Now what?

      “Give it to me.” Polly fished around in her backpack and came up with a handful of connections that looked like computer intestines.

      “Is no one listening to me?” Kendell asked. “This is a bad idea. I’m calling the paramedics.”

      Good luck. Sere stared at her, waiting to witness the loss-of-signal irritation that anyone who tried to use a wireless device around Sere suffered. “This isn’t a democracy. When it comes to the mechanics of hell or dealings with the devil, you’re the expert. But we’re talking about battles of the soul now, and that’s not something you understand.” She didn’t mean to be harsh, but wasting time was one of Kendell’s weaknesses, whether she knew it or not, and this simply wasn’t the moment for it.

      Myles put his hand on Kendell’s back. “I’m sorry, my love, but Sere is right.”

      Kendell seemed about to argue her case until she looked into his eyes. “I sometimes forget you’ve been there too. Baron Malveaux’s possession of your body seems like a lifetime ago.”

      Sere wrapped the jerry-rigged bandage around her head like a bandana. “What is with you people and reliving history?”

      Polly finished preparing Fisher, connected the two bandages with the spaghetti-noodle computer intestines, and plugged Sere’s bandage into the phone cord. Then she looked over at Kendell and Myles. “There should be just enough line to run this out the front door. From there, one of you should be able to call into the professor’s equipment.” She held up the med kit’s phone. “There’s only one application. All you need to do is tap the icon. I need to stay here and keep an eye on our patients.”

      Kendell got up from Fisher’s side. “Since my ideas are apparently not of any use, I might as well do something productive.”

      Myles went with her like an attentive bodyguard.

      “You might want to lie down,” Polly said. “This has never been done before, and I don’t have a way of keeping tabs on what’s going to happen. As this is your idea, have you got any suggestions?”

      Wow, we really must be in uncharted territory for you to ask me for advice. Sere took off her analog military wristwatch and set it on the concrete floor next to her ear. “I suck at time, but I should be able to hear the ticking even if I’m inside Fisher’s head.” She thought back to her connections with Jennifer. “Give me five minutes.”

      Polly sat close enough to see the watch. “I’ll give you three, then I’m pulling the plug.”
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        * * *

      

      The worst part about being in someone else’s head was identifying which were her own thoughts, which theirs, and which were the oddly new collaborative ideas. Usually, she could rely on her level of cursing as a good measure of who was doing the thinking. If “fuck” wasn’t used in every other sentence, she could be reasonably sure it was the host brain doing the processing. Jennifer, after all, was a mom trying to set a good example in thoughts as well as deeds for her young son. When dealing with a partially demon-possessed consciousness, however, all bets were off.

      “I’m going to take over and fucking burn this godforsaken reality to the ground. Hell keeps sending minions like damned moths to the flame. How shitty does a leader have to be to keep sacrificing his warriors in pursuit of a lone little girl? I’ll stand at the gate to hell and welcome my brothers and sisters to their rightful place. Fucking see if I don’t.”

      Okay, not me. I’d never refer to myself like that. “Badass demon killer” maybe, but never “little girl.”

      “You are truly a fool. Even at my most negative and desperate, I never considered destroying the world. Emotional pain is the result of separation from people, and furthering that divide only makes things worse. You’d turn that suffering into a permanent condition.”

      The argument between the two masculine spirits that were nearly identical in energy signature made Sere dizzy. Images began fluttering around her awareness like flowers falling off a magnolia tree. Pretty, she thought. She focused on the closest one, which expanded into a memory.

      Annabelle Campbell’s perfectly piercing green eyes cut through the smoky nightclub on Bourbon Street like a high-intensity strobe light. But instead of lighting up the customers crammed onto the noisy dance floor, they penetrated straight into Montgomery Fisher’s heart. He was certain all the men in the club instantly fell for her the moment the singer’s eyes passed over their faces. Her gaze finally settled on him, and she smiled. At that very moment, he knew he would marry her. He’d have asked her then and there—in front of all the dancing, sweating, drunk partiers—if he hadn’t feared scaring her off.

      At thirty-one, he was just leaving the painfully shy stage of his life. His parents attributed his lack of a wife to his being a late bloomer. The seersucker suit and purple bow tie had been his attempt at crafting a cover identity to hide his insecurities. The image meshed well with his pursuit of an advanced degree in mathematics, though the combination had resulted in even his closest friends labeling him a nerd. With nothing to lose, he chose to embrace the title and hoped he would one day find a mousy little undergrad willing to be swept away by his intelligence and genteel nature.

      Never in all his years had he expected to attract a woman with a beauty approaching that of Annabelle. Twenty years, ten months, and fourteen days later, he still couldn’t believe that first premonition had come to pass.

      Sere let the flower-petal memory drift back on the wind of consciousness. “Gummy, I think my water just broke.” The next fragrant petal that covered Sere’s awareness was so powerful she felt her heart rush as she ran into the downstairs bedroom. Sweet, lovely, radiant Ann—she’d insisted on the shortened name when she’d accepted Fisher as her last name—lay sweating and panting on the guest bed.

      “What do I do?” Being cool in a crisis was one thing, but seeing his wife in distress blew away any male reserve Montgomery could muster. Her anguish was his kryptonite.

      And her smile was his salvation. “Come here and help me up. Thank goodness you had the foresight to move me to the guest bedroom. Can you imagine trying to get me down those stairs with this humongous belly?” She was trying to calm him, and he knew it. It worked.

      “I’ve got you.”

      The bright-red flower was sucked away from Sere as if by a hurricane. In its place, a young girl in petticoats ran through a field of wildflowers. Wait. That’s me.

      Sere felt as if her eyes were being ripped out of her face. “Fucking ouch!”

      “That’s three minutes,” Polly said. Her voice was like fingernails on a chalkboard.

      Sere rubbed her temples, fearful of pressing any closer to her eyes. “You simply have to modify that app so I don’t feel like my insides are being torn apart each time you turn off the connection.”

      “Weren’t you listening to the watch?”

      “I forgot.” More like I was distracted by being in someone else’s memories. Now that she was back in her own doppelgänger body, she knew that the final memory she’d witnessed wasn’t from Montgomery Fisher. It wasn’t from Jennifer Cranston either. The memory belonged to Serephine Malveaux, and there was no way the professor could have had that version of her on file. Someone—either an entity from hell or the loas of the dead—was too close. Please let it be an entity from hell.

      Kendell came back into the warehouse while Myles stood outside the door, cell phone in hand. “Now can we call the paramedics?”

      “Gummy—I mean Montgomery—is spiritually fine. He’s got a lot more of an emotional foundation than I’d suspected.” She looked down at the unresponsive CPA. “Time to get him fixed up so he can get back to those who love him.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere huddled next to Kendell in the early-morning light as the ambulance pulled out of the crumbling parking lot. “Take me back to my motorcycle. I need to get to the hospital.”

      “We’ll go with you,” Kendell said. “You can use the van to stash your shotgun and snakes.” She looked Sere over like a mother analyzing her child’s back-to-school wardrobe. “A change of clothing wouldn’t be the worst idea either. I only wore that steampunk getup during Halloween gigs. You do realize it’s supposed to have a dress with it? Only Polly wore costumes that revealing. We could swing by the condo on the way.”

      Not happening. One time wearing a sundress was enough. “Just trying to fit in.” Sere didn’t want to cap off a night of fighting with an argument about her attire.

      Polly threw the paranormal med kit into the back of the VW bus. “A lead singer needs to stand out. Besides, we were making a statement about taking back our sexual identities. Don’t get all conservative on me now, Olympia Stain. Sere looks fine. We need to get to the hospital right now, no detours. I don’t trust that the medical professionals won’t mess up our emergency soul treatment. Between the anesthesia, antibiotics, and lord knows what else, Fisher might end up weak enough that his evil twin reasserts himself.”

      Though the prospect of having everyone sitting around the waiting room in case a demon started tearing through the hospital wasn’t ideal, Sere knew she was outnumbered. “Fine. I just want to get there before his family does. They shouldn’t have to sit around wondering what happened to him. Since he didn’t come home last night, they’re probably already in a state of panic.” The pang in her heart—left over from her psychic bond with Gummy—made her accept leaving her motorcycle behind.

      Myles cranked the grumpy VW engine to life. “I’ll run you all to the hospital first. As soon as we find out Fisher’s condition, Kendell and I will start to work on damage control. We’re going to need Joe to intercept any police report that might have gotten filed regarding last night’s activities, and we can retrieve your motorcycle.”

      Kendell’s tensed muscles and increased breathing betrayed her excitement. “You don’t mind me driving it again, do you?”

      Do you have any idea how much you sound like a teenager bouncing for joy at getting the keys to the family car? Sere pulled the key with attached alligator-tooth fob out of her leather bustier. “Just don’t go hot-rodding around town.”

      The old bus never was particularly fast, but hearing the poor little engine strain to push the big metal box up onto the freeway made Sere wonder if she wouldn’t have been better off walking. Why aren’t we there yet?

      For distraction, she turned to Polly, who was sitting next to her. “Why were you so interested in the shotgun pellet?”

      The woman had a similar lost-in-thought expression to the professor’s when something was vexing her. “The only thing that material is supposed to do is cut a doppelgänger off from its real’s projection. Since Thomas no longer has a double—in hell or otherwise—the pebble shouldn’t have had any effect, but even Fisher must have known something would happen, or he wouldn’t have made Thomas swallow it.”

      She decided to share what she knew about the pellets, even if Polly did end up telling Sere’s secrets to the professor. Some problems needed smarter brains to solve. “The swamp creatures come running when I toss a paranormal shell in the water. And though a boat isn’t animal in nature, I was able to coax an unresponsive motor back to life by dropping pellets in the gas tank.”

      Polly nodded as if an idea was forming and she was attempting to tap it into place. “They must be working as some kind of feedback loop. Whatever is currently being picked up by the professor’s equipment—instead of being sent into hell—is being projected back into the original model.”

      Sere never could follow Polly when she started talking science. “Stop being my teacher, and tell me what’s going on.”

      “Sorry, I’m just talking the idea out, not lecturing. If animals, human or otherwise, had their own energy fed back to them, it would make them more present in the moment. Like, seeing what’s happening not just with their eyes but with their spirits as well.”

      Sere struggled to keep up. “You mean like déjà vu?”

      “Not quite. They wouldn’t experience a time change in what they saw. More like omnipresence.”

      Myles turned his head sideways to butt into the conversation from the driver's seat. “Sounds like dipping a toe in the deep waters.”

      “That wouldn’t explain Thomas’s reaction, though,” Polly yelled over the engine noise. “If he is possessed by the spirit of his doppelgänger, those evil intentions might be what was being manifested.”

      Sere settled back on the seat, wondering what would have happened to Fisher if he’d taken one of the pellets. Would the physical damage become worse? Could he have focused on his family and pulled himself out of his connection to his demon? Once again, it appeared that the professor had made something he had no control over.
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        * * *

      

      The nurse came out of the emergency room and told the group that it would be a while before they knew anything.

      “That’s my cue to leave,” Kendell said before heading back out to join Myles in the bus.

      Just as well, Sere thought. The last thing I need is a mother figure thinking I need emotional support. The waiting room made no sense at all to her. “Why won’t they let us in?” she asked Polly.

      “Doesn’t work that way. Doctors like to work in private. Someone will come out when they know something.”

      Convenient. If something goes wrong, there’s no one to see. “But why is it taking so long? Can’t they just hook up a monitor and figure out what’s wrong with him?”

      Polly had the irritating smile of a mother who simultaneously wanted to tell her child to shut up and sympathized with her impatience. “It’s the way things work.”

      That’s a bullshit answer if there ever was one. Sere stopped pacing in front of the painting of a forest in fall and sat on the orange fabric bench. Her heart caught in her throat when she saw the three women push their way through the wood-paneled swinging doors.

      “Sit here, you two. I’ll go find out what’s happening.”

      Sere’s legs were wobbly as she stood. “Annabelle?” Fuck, she goes by Ann now!

      “I’m Ann Fisher.”

      Fisher was wrong about one thing: it isn’t just men who fall for her eyes when she locks her gaze on them. “I’m Sere Mal-Laurette. I work with your husband.”

      The strained lines around the woman’s eyes and mouth quivered as if she were about to break down. “Can you tell me what happened?”

      Sere wondered how much Ann Fisher could handle. “It’s a long story, but it ends with me being too slow to stop the asshole from pushing Mr. Fisher backward onto the concrete floor.” Sere caught the look of the two late-teenage girls behind their mother. “Sorry about my language.”

      “It’s okay,” Ann said. “I’d have used a lot worse. What was he doing in an abandoned warehouse?”

      So she knew about the warehouse already. The paramedics must have called in a report. Damn people and their rapid communications.

      “That’s the long part of the story. Your husband is very brave but a little overly chivalrous.” Sere hoped she had read Fisher’s insight correctly. Part of what had swept Ann into Montgomery’s arms was his old-fashioned ideas about looking after the woman he loved.

      Ann’s eyes closed only partially as they swept Sere from head to toe. “What is your relationship to Montgomery?”

      I saved his life but am responsible for him being possessed by a demon. Yeah, that should go over well. “He helped me with a particularly vexing life-or-death problem,” Sere said.

      Ann shook her head. “Everyone says that. He’s an accountant, for pity’s sake. From the way his clients go on about how relieved they are for his help, you’d think he was some kind of superhero.”

      If you only knew. “I’m still not sure why he agreed to let me work with him.”

      By raising two daughters, Ann Fisher had further developed her penetrating stare. What had begun as the strobe-light attraction Montgomery first noticed had been refined into a laser able to cut away falsehood. Damn. I’ll bet those girls never pull anything over on her.

      “That still doesn’t explain what you two were doing in a dirty warehouse in the middle of the night, fighting off some hoodlum.”

      “Not all of my clients are good, upstanding citizens.” Now, there’s an understatement. “Mr. Fisher wasn’t willing to let me face this one alone. Unfortunately, he got to the meeting before I did.” Might have helped if he’d clued me in to what he was up to.

      “Sounds like my husband.” Ann finally took a seat. “I assume no one’s come out yet?”

      Sere gratefully sat next to the woman. “Not yet. The paramedics just brought him in a little while ago. He was semiconscious before they got to us.” She hoped a change of topic would take some of the edge off. “Please tell me to bug off if my question is too personal”—Sere caught herself at the last minute from using her usual expletive—“but why Gummy?”

      Ann’s softly feminine laugh was nearly as captivating as her eyes. “When we first started dating, he was so sweet it was nearly sickening, so I started calling him my gummy bear. He hated it. Later in our relationship, there was a period when I wasn’t the most faithful. I didn’t cheat on him, but being a singer in nightclubs, I let my flirting get the better of me. He clung to me like a gummy bear stuck in my teeth. He simply wouldn’t let go. I realized at that point how good he truly was. He’d never leave me.”

      The younger of the two daughters leaned over her mother. “Only Mom gets to call him that, but we each buy him a bag of gummy bears for his birthday. It’s our family’s little inside joke.” The daughter didn’t have her mother’s sophisticated stare, but with her direct eye contact, soft voice, and attentive listening style, she had a similarly captivating demeanor.

      Sere turned back to Ann. “He’s madly in love with you and always has been.”

      The woman’s eyes glistened. “I know. He’s one of the good ones, and there aren’t many of his kind left.”

      A man in scrubs came down the hall to the nearly deserted waiting room. “Mrs. Fisher?”

      “I’m Ann.” She stood up and tensed her body as if bracing for a storm surge.

      “Your husband is going to be just fine. He has a concussion, but by all indications, he won’t suffer any long-term damage. I’d like to keep him here for twenty-four hours, though, just to keep an eye on him.”

      Sere wanted to talk with Fisher. She needed to find out how he’d located Thomas, what he’d discovered about the four doppelgängers headed her way, and what the hell he was thinking going out on his own. The tears the three Fisher women were no longer able to control, however, convinced Sere that now wasn’t the time.

      She put her hand on Ann’s shoulder. “He should have his family with him. I’ll head to the office and let Linda know he won’t be in today. Tell him not to worry about anything.” Thomas and the other four fuckers are mine.

      As Ann and her daughters headed down the hall to see Fisher, Sere turned to Polly. “I’ve got things I need to do.”

      Polly smiled and nodded. “Yes, you do. Kendell texted that she dropped off your motorcycle, but they couldn’t wait around. I’ll stay here in case there’s an update on Fisher’s condition.”

      And to be sure he doesn’t go all demony. Of the available support group, Polly would be the best able to handle any possibility.

      Sere pulled out one of the CPA’s business cards from her bustier. “Call the office if there’s any news, but if it’s bad, don’t tell Linda, the receptionist.”

      “Got it.” Polly pocketed the card.

      Outside the hospital, Sere took a deep breath of the fresh, humid, unfiltered air. At first, she was relieved to see her motorcycle parked in front with her saddlebags draped over the back. But where are my fucking knife and gun? She hopped on and kicked the engine over. Probably Kendell’s way of getting me to stop by for a chat. I guess now’s as good a time as any. She checked her watch. 8:23 a.m. I’ll swing by the office to let Linda know Fisher won’t be in then head over to Kendell and Myles’s condo.
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        * * *

      

      Kendell would have a zillion questions—she always did—and answering them to the woman’s satisfaction usually took way more time than Sere could afford. Maybe if I start asking questions, we can wrap this up quickly.

      “What’s the damage-control update?”

      Kendell sat on the couch with her ancient dog on her lap. “Joe is in contact with the police down here. He thinks he can squash any report that might spring up. A person being knocked unconscious during a fight in New Orleans isn’t exactly big news.”

      “Did he have anything to say about the demons up north?” Those bastards must be getting a little soggy out in the swamp for so long.

      “Nothing yet. It’s only been two days since you were up there.”

      Fuck. Is that all? Time flies when you’re hunting demons. Seeing those green flashes seems like a lifetime ago.

      “He did ask if we’d talked about your theory of one dead to one demon,” Kendell added.

      “It’s not really a theory—more of an observation. Monty killed seven people before I was able to catch him. Then seven doppelgängers escaped hell. Joe taught me to be suspicious of coincidences.”

      “And rightly so.” Kendell’s eyes glazed over the way Polly’s did when she was considering some bit of evidence she’d just as soon ignore. “If a demon from our hell dimension left that reality and killed someone here, I wonder what would happen to the real person’s soul. You haven’t had any whiff of the loas of the dead, have you?”

      “Thankfully, no.” Shit. You’re wondering if they even know about the deaths. “Please tell me you don’t suspect those souls are ending up in hell.”

      Kendell smiled as if she were trying to calm a frightened child. “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about. Capturing your father was no easy feat. Souls don’t just fall into the hellmouth on their own.”

      Sere was completely sure that it was something to worry about, but the last thing she wanted to do was attract the attention of the loas of the dead. “Even if there is a correlation, if I can stop the remaining four doppelgängers before they start killing, I might be able to stem the tide.”

      “While you’re doing that, I’ll check with my sources on the situation of these misplaced souls.” Kendell bit her lip and hesitated then asked, “Any word from Sanguine?”

      Sanguine was probably the only one who would know for sure if Larry, Kelly, and the rest were among the damned. If so, Sere hoped she was looking out for them. But relying on the guardian angel who’d raised her yet somehow failed to prevent the demons escaping hell seemed like a pipe dream.

      “I tried sending a message, but we don’t exactly have an interdimensional communication network.”

      Kendell petted her old dog and nodded. “Reopening the gates we created could alert the loas. Sanguine never was one for accepting a call unless it suited her needs, anyway.”

      For a change, Sere found herself in the position of comfort giver. “I trust Sanguine completely. If she were in trouble, she’d get word to me.”

      Kendell smiled but refrained from responding.

      No more questions? Fuck yeah! Sere got up and grabbed her knife and shotgun off the coffee table. “I’ll be hanging close to Fisher’s offices until he gets back on his feet. Linda’s sweet but not very good when it comes to making up excuses.”
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Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      “Miss Sere, your four o’clock appointment is here.” The voice from the intercom made Sere drop the shotgun shell she was loading, spilling the small metal pellets all over the desk.

      That woman can’t possibly be this senile. She squeezed her eyes shut in an attempt at tapping down her irritation and pressed the brittle plastic bar. “I don’t have a four o’clock appointment, Linda. I’m not a real CPA.”

      She knew she should cut the receptionist a break. After all, her boss was laid up in the hospital. Since Sere had only worked there for less than two days, it was understandable that the woman would assume she was just another temp.

      “I know that, dear. He says you were recommended to him.”

      Sere swept the metal pellets into the top drawer of her desk. I suppose I don’t need a normal shotgun shell just yet. It’s not like Thomas is going to show his ugly face so soon after his last whooping. I could use the distraction.

      “Fine. Send him in.” Sere checked the handle of the knife in her boot to be sure it was conveniently within reach.

      She got up as a man roughly her age—at least the age she projected—entered her office, looking as uncomfortable as a schoolboy called to the principal’s office. She was reminded of Fisher’s description of meeting a new client. Many had a look of floundering desperation combined with a longing for someone to understand their plight.

      “Evert Thibodaux,” he said, reaching out his hand.

      She gave him the firm single-pump handshake of a professional businessperson. “I’m not sure what I can do for you, but let’s start with the basics. How did you hear about me and the firm?”

      He took the brown vinyl-cushioned metal chair opposite her without it being offered. You’re used to being the one in charge, aren’t you? She engaged her combat training. Something about the guy didn’t fit the frightened-customer persona he’d used to get past the receptionist and gain access to her office.

      “Rampart said I should look for the CPA’s office when I got down here.”

      Sere hadn’t met so many people in life that she would forget a name like that. “I don’t know anyone by that name.”

      “Sorry. He said you’d know him as Bart.”

      That’s his fucking name? It fits. Stalwart bulkhead or macho prick? Rambart, more like it. Ramming his Bart into every woman he meets.

      She tried to pull it together and keep her tone light. “If Bart sent you, I’m guessing this isn’t in regard to your taxes.”

      “It’s not,” the man said, not cracking a smile. “I’m Ram’s cousin. He might have mentioned me.”

      Shit—the cop. “Do you mind if I continue to call him Bart?”

      “You can call him Asshole for all I care. We may be kin, but every time I see him, bad things seem to follow.”

      Sere didn’t see any point in delaying the obvious. “Is this about Larry and Kelly’s murders?”

      “Not directly, but if you return to Opelousas Parish, I’m sure the sheriff would like to have a chat. Sheriff Newton doesn’t know I’m here.”

      Sere fingered the butt of her knife. “Then why are you here?”

      “Desperation. After you left our parish, a dozen hunters ventured into the deep swamp, and only three returned. We’re conducting a search, of course, but that’s mostly a formality to pacify the lost men’s families.”

      Who took them—Lefty and his alligators or the demons I haven’t found yet?

      “What makes you think I’d know anything about the goings-on of a bunch of gator hunters?” she asked.

      “I’m just following up on Ram’s recommendation. He said you were raised by a swamp witch and knew the area better than anyone else. Do you have any idea why the hunters would risk losing their licenses by venturing so far from their established grounds in the middle of the night?”

      Sere hoped her shrug of disinterest was convincing. “There have always been tales of monster-sized gators lurking where the hunters can’t reach them.”

      “This doesn’t seem like greed. Nearly all of the hunters tag out every season. Though there is a pride aspect in bringing home the biggest catch, they’ve never so wantonly risked their necks when easier prey is within their grasp.”

      If those assholes had run across the four missing demons, at least the dumb fucks were providing enough entertainment to distract hell’s army from heading into town. But damn, she thought, that’s a lot of new openings for future doppelgängers.

      “You said the official answer is they got lost,” she said. “Sounds plausible to me.”

      He pulled three police files from his briefcase and tossed them onto her desk. “According to the three survivors, the other nine men are dead.”

      Shit. She nodded at the files. “I’m sure whoever took their statements was either a friend or relative. So tell me what I won’t find in those pages.”

      “Ram said you were a smart cookie. I interviewed the men myself, and I’ve known each of them since high school—not that they attended. All three were in varying states of shock. That’s pretty unusual for men who spend their lives out on the water. I’ve seen a guy get his hand bitten off and still land the gator like nothing happened. Their initial explanation of a band of alligators working in unison against the hunters wasn’t that strange. There always seems to be some monster who’s lived so long that he gets good at avoiding being caught. Expanding that legend to make it about a group of gators who can coordinate their efforts wouldn’t take much imagination. The animal’s thirty-foot leader, however, crosses from swamp lore to tall tale.”

      More like long tail. Sere did her best to suppress her giggle, but from the deputy’s grimace, she could tell she hadn’t been completely successful.

      “I’m guessing you’re familiar with the next part of my story,” he continued. “The hunters talked of a short, squirrelly, redheaded swamp witch who commanded the thirty-foot gator like a pet puppy. Between their story and some rumors of bar brawls, I’m beginning to wonder if I should have shown up to this meeting with my gun and a search warrant.”

      Sere took her hand off her knife and settled back into her chair. The fact that Deputy Thibodaux had shown up unarmed indicated that he was open to having a cooperative relationship, despite all of his misgivings about her. “There’s no need for that. I did confront the hunters and warn them against going too deep into the swamp.” Sere was never any good at lying, so she simply left out the part about her riding on Lefty’s back.

      “Ram said I could trust you, so I’m not going to go into interrogation mode, but you have to see how my boss is eventually going to come looking for you. Most of what the three men had to say about you was conveniently left out of the official reports, but keeping your story quiet wasn’t easy. The files on your desk are my original unedited notes.”

      Bart must have pulled some strings awfully hard to keep her out of the spotlight. Fuck. Now I owe that Ramp bastard.

      “So far,” she said, “the hunters’ stories sound like they could be discounted to dehydration and too long of a day in the swamp.”

      “Maybe so, but I’m also still looking for answers regarding these two individuals who passed through town a couple of months ago.” He pulled out two folded police sketches from his pocket and spread them out on her desk.

      She immediately recognized the drawings and inwardly cursed.

      He held up the one resembling her. “I’m no expert, but this looks a hell of a lot like you. And this other one resembles the picture of this establishment’s head CPA that’s hanging in the lobby. Mind explaining the resemblances?”

      “I thought they solved the Swamp Strangler case.” By intercepting communications between the parish sheriff’s office and the New Orleans police department, Joe had been able to convince each that the other had solved the case. The flimsy resolution only held up so long as no one from one force checked in with someone from the other.

      The deputy looked at the drawings as if he expected to find something new. “Supposedly, some body parts were found in the Lafitte preserve down here that matched DNA found at Kelly’s Diner.”

      “You still have your doubts?” Sere silently willed the man to be as simpleminded as his Northshore brethren.

      “I worked that crime scene. It was messy. The serial killer made a hack job of it, so finding his DNA wouldn’t have been a surprise. Our lab in Opelousas Parish isn’t the fanciest, but it does the job. The only DNA they could find, other than Larry’s, wasn’t discovered until the samples were sent down here. The whole thing just feels a little too convenient.”

      “What does your sheriff think?”

      “He doesn’t like other jurisdictions doing his job for him, but once the killings stopped up north, he was happy to turn over the files.”

      “And yet you carry those drawings with you,” Sere said, glad that the guy appeared to be working alone.

      “I’m not looking to cause you problems, but I do want to hear what you know without all the bullshit. If I can save people’s lives, I have an obligation to do so.”

      Noble. Stupid but noble. “The alligator hunters should stick to their established grounds,” Sere said. “They have been warned.”

      “About what?”

      The deputy was like a bloodhound who’d picked up a scent and couldn’t think about anything else until he’d tracked down the source. Sere reconsidered her approach. Maybe he could be of use up north. Lord knows I could use the help.

      “Fisher and I were involved in apprehending the Swamp Strangler. You can put your mind to rest regarding that case. But as you’ve apparently guessed, that monster wasn’t alone. The serial killer’s people are fiercely protective of their territory. If the gator hunters were poaching in the deep swamp, I’m surprised any of them got out alive.” Sere’s explanation was close enough to the truth that she didn’t worry about the slight amount of fudging.

      “And what happens if the gator hunters keep acting like children going out into the field to poke the hornet’s nest?”

      “What did the three survivors have to say about their nine dead companions?”

      He casually opened one of the files. “This is where the story runs off the rails for me. I was able to interview them alone and individually, so the rest of the story is strictly between them, me, Ram, and now you. Each of them described a band of men running wild in the swamp like a pack of rabid dogs. What they described didn’t even sound like men. Red eyes, sharpened teeth, and running on all fours—it was like they were describing some children’s horror-story demon.”

      In spite of Deputy Thibodaux’s dogged determination, he fortunately did not appear to believe in ghosts and goblins. “Other than describing a shared hallucination based on campfire horror stories,” Sere asked, “did the men have anything useful to contribute to the myth?”

      Evert Thibodaux gave Sere a tilted-head grimace of disbelief. “If they were delusions, having all three be identical would be one hell of a big coincidence—though it’s not unusual up north for people hauled into the sheriff’s office to spend some time getting their stories straight before being separated. One of the hunters did come up with a slight variation, claiming that the lead demon didn’t have any skin, but he was pretty distraught after having seen his partner torn to shreds.”

      One more confirmed demon opening in life. Sere focused on her breathing, face muscles, and tone of voice in order to appear as calm as possible. “Have there been any other sightings of these creatures?”

      The deputy leaned back in his chair. “That’s exactly the same look Ram gave me when he asked that question. What are you two hiding?”

      Fuck! “We had a run-in with another mythical creature. The Swamp Strangler didn’t appear altogether human.”

      “And since one swamp horror story crawled out of the bayou, you fear others will do the same?” he asked.

      “Mythical monsters aside, one serial killer did find his way in from the swamp, and like I said, I believe he has kin out where no one can find them. In all likelihood, that’s who your hunters ran across. In my experience, the families deep in the bayou and cut off from civilization have some strange rituals. There’s no reason the Swamp Strangler’s people won’t follow his lead. We only caught him because he strayed too far from home.”

      Evert looked at his pile of folders. “That’s not very comforting.”

      You’re telling me, she thought. Evert was more insightful than Sere had realized, but she still couldn’t tell him that killing men for the fun of it wouldn’t be the demon’s primary goal.

      “What happened with the dead men’s boats?”

      “That’s another thing,” he said. “When the hunters went out to retrieve them, they weren’t there.”

      “Please tell me the hunters just rely on their lifetime in the swamp to figure out where they are and how to get back into town.”

      The deputy shook his head. “Would anyone be that stupid? In addition to GPS, every hunter who’s spent any time out there carries laminated maps so they can mark their trap locations with grease pencils.”

      “What you’re telling me is those murderers now not only have transportation, but they also know where they’re going. You might want to deputize anyone you think can responsibly carry a gun.”

      They had clearly passed beyond Lefty’s ability to control the danger, although at least Bart hadn’t sent his cousin down to New Orleans with tales of demons hitting shore. “Have you got any more good news for me?”

      “That’s about everything on the missing men.” He pulled out another file from his case. “Which just leaves this. There was a killing in Riley’s bar earlier this week. As is frequently the case in bar brawls, no one got a clear look at the winner—not unexpected, since they were all inebriated. Riley is being as tight-lipped as ever about the fight. Again, not a surprise, as her customers would dry up if she started ratting them out. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about it?”

      Sere let out an unusually long breath of relief. She wasn’t the target of another investigation—not yet, anyway. “Why ask me?”

      “Like I said earlier, there have been rumors of your nightly motorcycle rides and the physical altercations that follow. But mostly, I’m giving you that copy as a favor to Ram. Are you two involved in some gory courtship ritual? Blood and guts turn you on? Because I can’t for the life of me figure out why he’d want you to have copies of these coroner pictures.”

      Sere opened the file a little too fast. Please don’t show me this mothergänger regenerating. After seeing the coroner’s visual documentation of the decapitation, she closed her eyes and let out another tellingly long breath. “What happened to the body?”

      “This shit really does do it for you, doesn’t it? Good lord—you are one fucked-up chick. He was cremated just like every other unclaimed body. The sheriff is inclined to file this as just one more idiot who ended up in a fight with the wrong person in the wrong bar. Personally, I’d rather try to save the living than spend my time hunting down someone who had let their aggression get the better of them.”

      Sere got up from behind the desk. “You seem like a nice guy. My advice is you go back to arresting drunks and investigating whatever small-town dramas land on your desk.”

      The cop got out of his chair and nodded at the shotgun propped up in the corner. “Looks like you know how to take care of yourself. Bart hinted at your fighting skills. If things get squirrelly up in my neck of the woods, can I count on you to point me in the right direction?” His help apparently came with a price.

      “I’ve pretty much told you what I can without going back out into the swamp. The people I’ve met up your way didn’t take too kindly to me. Having me on your side might make it harder to get information out of the bikers and hunters. If Bart agrees that I’m needed, get word to our receptionist, and I’ll do what I can. For now, however, I think I’m better off protecting the people of New Orleans.”
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      Sere spent the rest of the day analyzing the pieces of the police reports that the deputy had left out of the official version. Imagining the battle out in the swamp came all too easily for her. At first glance, the odds seemed to favor the human contingent, with four doppelgängers facing twelve armed hunters. That must have been what the hunters imagined as well. The idiots probably thought the small band of swamp dwellers were trying to keep the prize gators for themselves. They must have had quite the surprise when the alligators rose up in unison and joined their demonic swamp companions. She couldn’t fault the alligators for doing what came naturally. As soon as a doppelgänger injured a human, the gator squad would instinctively move in for the kill.

      For the love of humanity, I hope that’s what happened. So long as it was the living creatures—not the demons from hell—who performed the killings, there wouldn’t be another opening in life. She scoured the reports for any mention of a doppelgänger committing the actual murder. Other than the one account the deputy had mentioned, however, she couldn’t find another instance of the demons finishing the job.

      She reread the single account of the doppelgänger-on-human killing. “Once the demon brought Charlie down by taking a bite of his calf, an alligator moved in to devour the body, the same as with the others. But before the fifteen footer could move in for the kill, the demon started tearing at Charlie’s neck. I can still hear him screaming. I shot my rifle as fast as I could recock it, but with the gator in the way, my bullets just bounced off the reptile’s hide like I was throwing spit wads. When the gator finally got the hint, I managed to plug the demon in the chest.”

      The deputy had inserted a handwritten note. “PJ is visibly shaking. I’m giving him a break so he can get some water. Whatever he saw out there has clearly affected his mental state.”

      The narrative continued. “I can’t explain it. Blood squirted out of the dude’s chest from my bullet. I was certain he would fall to the ground. But the longer I watched, the more determined he became. It was like he healed out of sheer force of will. Then he ripped poor Charlie’s head clear off his shoulders like he was searching for something inside the body. Next thing I knew, he was going after Pete. Something had changed, though. I could see every muscle, organ, and vein in the demon’s body, as if it didn’t have any skin at all. No matter how many times I plugged it full of lead, it just kept coming. I guess Pete was lucky that an alligator swept in for the kill. Sure beat what Charlie had to endure. That’s when I got the fuck out of there. I’m telling you, Evert, I don’t ever want to go out to that section of swamp again.”

      Sere closed the file and tossed it to the side. The encounter out in the deep swamp had been mayhem, but then, she had warned the hunters to stay clear. Nowhere in the accounting was there any mention of a human taking out a doppelgänger.

      “I suppose I should be grateful the demons only killed one man. So now I’ve got four known doppelgängers to deal with and one potential opening. Guess I’ll have to watch the skies a little more carefully tonight.”

      “Did you want something, dear?”

      Linda’s voice over the intercom made Sere swat aside the file she had so casually tossed on the call button. She cautiously touched the aged plastic as if it were going to bite her. “Sorry, Linda. I dropped something on the intercom.”

      “No problem, dear. Happens all the time.”

      I’ll bet. That woman probably knows more about what goes on in this office than Fisher. Sere was no wiz with technology, but it wasn’t hard to imagine the sweet, innocent-looking old woman opening the old plastic box and rigging the intercom to always transmit whatever was said in the office.

      I’m letting my mistrust of people get the better of me. But really, how much would it cost to update his system? I’ve seen Fisher’s computers. The man’s no stranger to modern electronics. I’ll bet anything Linda is the one manipulating him into sticking with this old system.

      Linda poked her nose into the office as if she’d heard Sere’s thoughts. “There isn’t anything else you can do for Mr. Fisher tonight. You should go home and get some rest. You look like you haven’t slept in days.”

      “You have no idea.”
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Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere dumped her saddlebags on the dusty armchair in her loft above the Scratchy Dog. It seemed like months since she’d snuck out the bathroom window. The two snakes slithered out of the alligator-skin bags and slunk up the wood beam to their usual resting place in the rafters.

      “It’s not home, but it’s safe.”

      They rattled their tired agreement.

      “I suppose we’re all a little beat. Maybe Linda was right. I should try to get some rest.” Without even kicking off her boots, she lay on the saggy mattress and listened to the latest of Kendell’s band discoveries belting out numbers she couldn’t identify. The music provided an anchor to reality.

      Being so far from the latest hellmouth meant she didn’t have to worry quite as much about demonic dreams. She still hated sleeping—there were too many alternate realities threatening to suck her in. Slipping into the unconscious state reminded her of being a recently deceased seven-year-old girl in Guinee and being pulled into hell.

      As Sere drifted, reality took on the hazy quality, indicating that sleep was only a few gentle breaths away. One, two…

      The shock of being back in her father’s bank office made Sere’s heart literally stop beating. She grasped her chest, desperate to feel a pulse, but was distracted by her unlikely surroundings. He can’t have escaped the loas.

      She closed her eyes and focused on the unwilling organ like Myles trying to start the grumpy VW. “I’m not dying today. Come on, beat, damn it.” A single pump of her heart gave her something to build on, then there was another. “One more and I’ll let you be.” The soft, rhythmic beat sounded infinitely better than the old bus’s engine finally coming to life. She breathed a little easier. Okay, so in this dream, I’m not immortal. Kind of sucks.

      With her life no longer at risk, she looked around the office. The only thing that had changed was the lack of a door. “So I’m trapped in here.” The feeling wasn’t all that different from any other time she’d been in the old heavily masculine office. Her father had a way of making anyone feel trapped in his presence. “But you’re not here, are you, old devil?” She closed her eyes and tried to hear the music pounding downstairs, but all she got was silence.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      I know that voice. Sere clenched her fists. “You!”

      She opened her eyes and saw the loa of the seventh gate, Baron Samedi, sitting behind the heavy oak desk like a judge waiting to pass out sentencing. “Be grateful that it’s only me and that we’re meeting here and not at your grave.”

      “Grateful? Hell, you want to steal my spirit.”

      His all-black eyes bore into her like death itself staring longingly at her soul. “I don’t have to steal what already belongs to me. You took your life. We accepted you into our realm.”

      “And my father redeemed me.”

      “He stole you.” The loa’s voice boomed around the room like thunder.

      Sere made her customary scan of the room for tactical advantages and adversarial threats. Long, heavy desk, useful for vaulting off of—I can hit any wall with one good jump or hand thrust. A large painting of my father, the old goat. The frame could be a useful weapon. Andirons next to the fireplace. It’s just the two of us in this cage match, and that old fart looks like he’d snap like a matchstick.

      She eased back into the comparatively small leather chair meant to make any guest feel weak. He’s trying to outmaneuver me. If he meant to haul me back to Guinee, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.

      “Did you really bring me here to debate who owns my soul?”

      Baron Samedi settled back into the massive bank president’s chair. “This interdimensional gate is neutral ground. Events are progressing over which we don’t have control. I’m here to determine if you are strong enough to act as our champion.”

      Like I would ever fucking work for you assholes! She tried not to let her irritation get the better of her. “What if I’m not interested?”

      “I think you will be, but first, I need to know that you’re human enough to do what’s needed.”

      What the hell does that mean? But before she could modify the thought, into a nonconfrontational question, the scene of the heavily paneled office dissolved into the front of a suburban tract home late at night. The red and blue strobe lights of a police cruiser lit up the neighborhood.
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        * * *

      

      Jennifer Cranston stood shivering in the warm humid air. “What? I don’t understand.”

      “You’re just in shock, honey. Don’t worry. I’m sure Bobby will be okay.”

      Unlike Sere’s other ride alongs with Jennifer’s soul, this time, there was no one else at the controls. Fuck! What has that asshole of the dead done now? Jennifer must be stuck in the godforsaken office while I play out his twisted game. But is this real or just Samedi’s idea of a test?

      “Ma’am?” The police officer had the worried look of someone about to call in a medical professional.

      “I’m sorry. I’m okay. Just tell me again what happened to my son.” A maternal instinct she didn’t know existed replaced the boy’s name with his relationship to her at the last moment.

      “He got on the school bus, but no one saw him get off. That driver keeps very close tabs on his riders, so Bobby’s disappearance isn’t an oversight on his part. Is there any reason why your son would have snuck off at a different stop? Maybe to see one of his friends?”

      Sounds reasonable, Sere thought, though her pounding heart argued that such a thing would never happen. “Bobby knows better than to do something so reckless.”

      The conflict between how Sere, the badass demon hunter, analyzed information and how Jennifer’s motherly body retained the truth made her knees weak. She crumpled into Henry’s arms.

      “I need to get my wife inside,” he said.

      The police officer closed his notebook and stashed it in his shirt pocket. “Of course. Rest assured that we’re on this. I know it’s difficult, but try to get some rest. We’ll call you the moment we know anything.”

      Sere had never experienced so much trouble making her body obey her commands. Her arms and legs felt like limp spaghetti noodles. Her stomach rolled round and round like a front-loading washing machine. If it weren’t for her husband at her side, she doubted she could see clearly enough to navigate her way to the front door.

      But he’s not my husband. And Bobby isn’t my son. The words in her mind seemed to come from far away, like a dream she still remembered but was waking out of. No. This is not me—it’s my real’s life. She shook her head against Henry’s shoulder.

      His arm around her waist was like an anchor chain of love, preventing her from drifting away into worry and grief. “I’ve got you. Bobby’s a smart boy. He’ll figure out a way of getting a message to us.”

      “He’s eight years old. Eight, Henry. If he tries to escape, they’ll hurt him.” Tears welled uncontrollably in her eyes and ran down her face.

      “There’s no point in jumping to conclusions. No one has said anything about him being kidnapped. All I meant was he knows we love him.”

      Henry’s arms eased off of their firm hold. Gravity took over, directing her into the overstuffed couch cushions. Why is this body so useless?

      “I’m going to fix us a couple of stiff drinks,” he said as he stood.

      “Do we have any Jameson’s? I’d kill for two fingers straight up.”

      He smiled at her in the slightly confused, goofy way he did when she’d said something unexpected. “I’m sure I have a bottle around here somewhere for guests.”

      Once he was out of the room, she began her tactical assessment. Body feels like it’s been sedated, but that’s probably just due to emotions. This dress is useless for going on the hunt. I’ll need to change. My jogging outfit should work. But where would I even begin? Her heart was beating uncontrollably. Her eyes produced so many tears that she wondered if dehydration would become an issue. Wrapping her arms around her stomach, she sought any rejuvenating energy within reach.

      With no other spiritual help available, she accepted the tumbler of whiskey Henry handed her. “Thank you, dear.”

      He sat on the couch at her feet and pulled off her pumps. His hands performed their usual magic of calming her nerves by massaging her ankles and arches, while the alcohol warmed her stomach. “Do you really think he snuck off to see a friend? It’s not like him to be out after dark. Maybe we should start calling everyone he knows.”

      Henry’s hands worked up to the base of her calf. “We need to let the police do their job. If we tie up our phones they, or Bobby, won’t be able to reach us.”

      He’d always been better than her in a crisis, even in high school. I still can’t believe I messed up that cheerleading tumble so badly. My fucking knee was clear out of the socket. She looked down at him rubbing her leg. “Do you know when I first fell in love with you? It was that moment you jumped out of the stands, grabbed my leg almost like you’re doing now, and firmly set it back in place. I didn’t even know you except as the know-it-all in civics. I’d have fucked you that night if you’d asked. But like the gentleman you are, you never cashed in on that debt. No other boy I knew at the time would have had any qualms about taking advantage of me.”

      He eased back to her ankle. “You were the popular girl and had something of a reputation. You can’t exactly blame them.”

      Cock-loving popular cheerleader. But I should be focused on Bobby. That poor boy must be so scared. She sat up out of Henry’s grasp and took another shot of the whiskey. “I can’t just sit here doing nothing. You stay by the phone. I’m going to change into my running outfit and take a walk down to the park.”

      She could see in his face how much he wanted to object, but if she truly wanted something, he always gave in eventually. The entire argument played out with only a couple of facial expressions. “Keep your cell phone on you,” he finally said, “and check in every fifteen minutes. I mean it, Jen-Jen.” He reserved the old pet name for times when he needed her cooperation but didn’t want to fight about it.

      She pulled the block of technology out of her purse. “I promise. Look, I’ll set the timer app so I won’t forget.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside, Jennifer-Sere felt more at ease alone in the dark. Neither mentally nor physically did she want to be cooped up with nothing to do while her child was in danger. As she rounded the corner leading into the park, her phone vibrated through the leather purse pressed against her hip. This should be interesting.

      Her hand reached into her bag as if on autopilot, pressed a thumb to the button to unlock it, and called Henry. “I’m just getting to the park now. Any word?”

      “Nothing yet.” Hearing the words come through on the digital speaker made her ear cringe. Is that due to what he just said, or am I experiencing a cell phone for the first time?

      “It’s only been fifteen minutes,” she said into the rectangular block of plastic. “I guess we can’t expect an immediate update. I’m going to wander down along the river. You know how much he likes to fish. Call you in fifteen.”

      “Love you. Please be safe.” Even the casual sign of affection made her heart flutter.

      “I promise.” The funny thing was, Sere really believed what she was saying.

      After resetting the timer and stashing the phone back among the compacts and crumbled receipts, she headed for the highest knoll in the rolling green space. I wish I had my snakes with me. A quivering deep in her gut let Sere know that Jennifer was not benevolently inclined toward the slithery little monsters.

      Sere’s first inclination was to look for threats, ambush sites, and places where she could set up to best observe the goings-on below, but Jennifer took a mother’s angle on the problem. “Where would a frightened eight-year-old boy go to hide?”

      The stomach-wrenching fear matched up with a memory from just after Henry had moved their family out of the big city. Jennifer had taken a much younger Bobby to this same park to explore. He’d gotten away from her. The memory of those quivering, heart-palpitating few minutes had prevented her from ever returning to the park with her son.

      But where did he go? Sere tried to access Jennifer’s memories but came up with nothing. Though she scanned the playground, open field, and dog park, nothing struck her as familiar. Bobby had simply reappeared at his mother’s side.

      Clever little fellow, aren’t you? Sere got down on her knees to see the terrain from Bobby’s perspective. Rolling down the grassy hill would be a blast. Looking for bugs and worms would be cool too. The babbling riffle in the river called to her like a playmate splashing in the stream, but she didn’t know if that was because of her swamp upbringing or Jennifer’s motherly empathy.

      Unlike Jennifer, having been raised in the wild made Sere gravitate to nature’s call. There’s no harm in checking. What are you waiting for? Sere combated the motherly instinct to rush down to the water. Instead, she lay flat on her stomach to read the ankle-tall grass. If this is something more than a boy getting lost, I need to know what I’m walking into.

      The lights from the road left pockets of shadows where the terrain rose and fell toward the water. Regularly spaced hop prints told of a rabbit casually traversing the open plain. The bunny trail took on an urgency just as a pair of child’s sneaker-toe prints rounded down from the road.

      He never could resist something soft and fuzzy. A memory based on the emotions of Bobby opening his Christmas present only to have the kitten jump out and run along his arms threatened to get the best of Sere. Stop showing me how much you love your kid. I’ve got work to do. She got off her knees and crept along the crushed-grass trail. If this path is from Bobby, at least I don’t see any demon tracks following him.

      Demon? The word echoed around her gut like a two-week-old chicken casserole, but she didn’t have time to dwell on the hidden dangers that worried her the most. One rescue at a time.

      She slipped off her running shoes and ankle socks to walk barefoot through the grass. Every few feet, she checked the path to be sure no other creature had snuck in behind the boy chasing the rabbit.

      At the water’s edge, her razor-sharp mom hearing picked up the plaintive repeated cry of “Mommy.”

      “Bobby? Is that you?” Her heart pounded so hard she could barely hear the boy’s crying.

      Slowly. It could be a trap.

      But Jennifer’s legs weren’t paying attention to reason. She jumped into the swiftly moving stream and started yelling her son’s name while searching every hollow in the riverbank.

      Bobby sat huddled under the outstretched protective oak-tree roots that projected from the riverbank. His skinned arms were tightly wrapped around the torn legs of his school uniform pants. Rocking back and forth while quietly sobbing, he apparently hadn’t heard Jennifer’s initial call. He sure as hell heard her scream of joy, though.

      “Mommy!” He nearly fell face-first into the water as he jumped to his feet.

      Sere bent down and caught him in midstride. Hugging him so tightly she feared she might hurt his ribs, she hoisted him off his feet. “Oh my God! I was so worried about you. Are you okay?” Part of her wanted to hold Bobby out so she could inspect his bruises, but the more powerful instinct of not letting him go won out.

      “I hurt my arm.”

      She noticed he only had one arm around her neck while the other hung limply at his side. “It’s okay, baby. Let me have a look.” Tenderly, she set him back on the shore and ran her hand up from his wrist. He’s moving his fingers, so there shouldn’t be anything broken. The way the whole arm turned in her hands made her quicken her inspection of his shoulder. Dislocated. “I need you to be really brave for just a minute. You’ve already been such a big boy.” Before he had a chance for fear to set in, she gripped his arm and wrist. With one quick tug and twist, she had it back in the socket.

      “Owie!” he screamed through his cries.

      She desperately wanted to return him to her chest to hug the pain and fear out of him, but where there was one injury, there were bound to be more. “Tell Mommy where else it hurts.”

      He pulled at the tattered edge of his ripped pants. A two-inch gash was seeping blood. It’s not squirting—that’s good—but he’s been out here a couple of hours, so who knows how much blood he’s lost.

      She looked around in part to see if there was anyone close by who could help but also to make sure she wasn’t seen. “I want you to close your eyes, my love. This isn’t going to hurt. Mommy is going to do a little Mommy magic, okay?”

      He nodded and put his hands up to his eyes.

      All right, you fucking loa. Make this work, or suffer my wrath. She squeezed her well-manicured fingernails into the palm of her hand until blood oozed down to her wrist. Then she pressed the open wound to Bobby’s leg. If I could only transfer spiritual energy without that damn paranormal bandage.

      An aura of confusion made Sere squeeze her eyes closed as she gripped the boy’s leg. Blood from both wounds stopped flowing. When she took her hand away, she ran her fingers over her palm. Not perfect, but good enough.

      She bent down and cradled Bobby in her arms. “What do you say we go home, kiddo?”

      His soft blond hair tickled her cheek as he nodded.

      “What happened?” She nearly hated asking, but if there was a threat at hand, she needed to know about it before she carried him unprotected across an open field.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to get lost.” His words trailed off into a prolonged sob.

      “I’m not mad at you, sweetheart. I’m just so happy I found you. I was so worried.”

      He grabbed her around the neck so hard that if it had been a battle, she’d have had to throw him off before he cut off her circulation. “I saw a bunny hopping through the grass. A man was hiding behind a tree with a gun. He was going to shoot it.” Again, Bobby’s voice was reduced to incomprehensible sobs.

      Sere put her hand on the boy’s head so she could peer over his shoulder. The rabbit tracks he had followed disappeared over the tree roots. Bobby must have lost his footing and fallen into the river. Rabbits, however, were typically a little more surefooted than eight-year-old boys. The animal’s prints stopped at the roots’ highest point. Sere slowly turned while scanning the water and the opposite muddy riverbank. A man’s bare footprint stood out plain as day across the river, in line with where the rabbit had jumped.

      She pressed her hand to Bobby’s ear and cradled him against her cheek. The shades of blue, gray, and dark green of the small ravine took on a tinge of red. If any of you doppelfuckwads lays one grimy finger on this precious boy, I’ll travel back to hell and cut off every demon’s head I come to.

      Sere held the boy even tighter as she felt her spirit being ripped from the mother’s body.
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        * * *

      

      Sere didn’t really care if Baron Samedi was more spirit than physical. She leapt up from the office chair, gripped it by the armrests, and flung it over the desk at the bank president’s opulent throne. “What the hell was that about?” she screamed as the two pieces of furniture splintered on impact.

      The loa of the dead stood up from the tangled mass of wood and cushions that had passed right through him. “I had to know how you would face the threat to a loved one.”

      “I’d fucking bash the villain’s face in. That’s how.” She longed for a good drag-down knockout fight over whatever game the baron was playing.

      “Fortunately for everyone, your actions proved otherwise.” He picked up his top hat and cane. “Not every battle can be won single-handedly, Sere Mal-Laurette. Sometimes a warrior’s strongest move isn’t violence.”

      As the baron dissolved into nothingness, so did the room. She woke out of the spiritual nightmare covered in sweat. “What the hell was that supposed to prove? At least the fucker didn’t take my soul.” Her defiance, however, was tempered by a longing to make sure both Bobby and Jennifer were all right.

      Professor Yates might be brilliant enough to create an alternate reality like the one she’d just experienced, but she’d never heard of the loas doing anything other than pass judgment on people’s souls. She needed to find out if the previous night’s adventure had been real or imagined. And if it was real, poor Jennifer. That woman must still be terrified. I’ll bet Bobby doesn’t breathe fresh air for a week.
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Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      After Sere stashed her motorcycle in its hiding spot for the day, she grabbed her saddlebags and headed for the office. “Linda, do you think you could find me a newspaper?” She tried to make the request not sound too insane. Only two days at the job, and the receptionist already must think I’m bonkers.

      “Of course, dear, but most people find what they want online. I can get a computer out of storage if you’d like. The building has Wi-Fi, but it’s been a little glitchy lately.”

      I’ll bet it has. “Just a good old-fashioned newspaper would be great. Something that still reports the activities of the last twenty-four hours.”

      The old woman scrunched up her face. “I am familiar with the concept.”

      Sere didn’t admit that newspapers were new to her. She’d spent most of her life in hell, where the previous day’s tortures were not reported. “Any word on Mr. Fisher?”

      Linda’s face brightened. “He’s in his office.”

      And all is right with your world. “Think it’d be okay if I poke my nose in?”

      “I’m sure he’s expecting you, hon.”

      Before heading into the main office, Sere unlocked her private sanctuary and dropped off her bags. A box of shotgun shells lay open on the desk, but only a handful were missing. At least Fisher had planned ahead, but then, he was probably better at anticipating what was to come than Sere was.

      She knocked softly on Fisher’s open solid-wood door. “You busy?”

      He leaned back from his desk, which was covered in spreadsheets. “I’ve always got time for you, my dear.” The kindly CPA had regained his welcoming smile and sparkling eyes. Only the bandage wrapped around his head indicated that not everything was hunky-dory.

      Sere closed the door behind her and took a seat. “What the hell was that adventure about? You could have gotten yourself killed. If you even think about going off on a mission again without telling me, you’ll find one of my snakes tagging along in your briefcase.”

      He raised his palms at her as if she were physically attacking him. “Easy, Demon Huntress. I’d hoped that I could reason with Thomas, possessed to possessed, but he’s farther gone into the darkness than I expected. I figured he’d be fighting against his demon just as I was. On that count, I was mistaken.”

      After her night of saving a young boy from his noble, if foolish, desire to play the hero, she didn’t have it in her to harangue a grown man for a similar misadventure. “What else did you learn?”

      “He’s being manipulated, though by whom and from where, I can’t say.”

      She stared into Fisher’s eyes, looking for any hint of red. “You told him you were hearing the same voice in your dreams.”

      “It’s true. I didn’t want to worry you about it until I had a little more information. Dreams aren’t real, after all, and my nightly tossing and turning could have just been from my late-night mocha-almond-fudge ice cream obsession.”

      Sere almost told him about her own disturbing dreams of the previous night, but she didn’t want to add to Fisher’s concerns for her. “What is the voice telling you to do?”

      “‘Prepare the way.’ It’s just the same three words repeated like a broken soundtrack over my dreams. Typically, my sleep is filled with stories about life in the Quarter or being at home—not very creative, I know. Lately, the dreams start out that way, but then they transition into some kind of post-apocalypse nightmare. That’s usually when I wake up.”

      Lucky you.

      “Any idea what the words mean?” Sere had her suspicions, of course, but Fisher was the one tuned into hell’s mouth.

      “That’s what I was hoping to find out from Thomas. I should have known he’d try to escape.”

      She picked up one of the three shotgun shells from his desk. “And what made you force-feed him a paranormal pellet?”

      He blushed like a kid who’d just been busted for raiding the cookie jar. “Sorry about the petty theft. I have images of you and that hunky military dude saving my life. Though at the time I was being consumed by my demon and in a state of shock, some memories remain crystal clear. You were in a panic when you screamed at that commando to shoot my doppelgänger. A part of me still recoils when I’m in the same room as those shells. I figured if I had such a strong reaction to them, Thomas would as well. It wasn’t like I had a lot of options for how to confront him. Speaking of which, I could use a weapon. I can’t wander the French Quarter with nothing more than a letter opener. If the doppelgängers are going to come after me like alligators after a wounded chicken, I need to be able to defend myself.”

      Sere couldn’t imagine the nice man having much in the way of fighting skills. “Whoever is behind these escapes from hell doesn’t have his sights on you.”

      “Maybe not, but those demons see me as a traitor to their cause. You’re not the only one at risk.”

      He was right about that. Sere asked, “Have you ever fired a gun?”

      “My sweet naïve superhero, I’m a southern boy. I learned to shoot before I learned to drive. Ann made me get rid of my firearms when our first daughter was born. She said she didn’t want Kristine to grow up in a world where her parents felt it necessary to be forever on guard. I used to keep a rifle in the office in case I got a particularly belligerent client. When people learn that the IRS is after them, not everyone takes it sitting down. Some of my customers act like they’ve just found out the devil’s on their tail and decide the best course of action is to kill the messenger. But somehow, Linda managed to store the rifle where I can’t find it.” He leaned over the desk conspiratorially. “I suspect she’s in cahoots with my wife.”

      Sere leaned forward as well. “Can you blame them?”

      “Hey, now. Before I met you, I lived a very respectable life—father, husband, and upstanding member of the business community.”

      “Before you met me, you were practically a hobbit.”

      His laugh had a way of easing her heart’s worries. “Maybe so. Being the sidekick to a superhero does have its moments. Not that anyone would believe the stories even if I could tell them.”

      He did need protection. If Sere thought they could handle it, she would give everyone she knew a box of supernatural shotgun shells. “I’ve got a single-barrel blaster in my office as backup. You can use that. I’ll throw in a box of hell’s shells and a box of paranormal half loads. After your run-in with Thomas, it seemed prudent to prepare some ammunition that would equally affect the living and the demonic.”
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        * * *

      

      A copy of the Times Picayune lay open on Sere’s desk. She sat back in her chair, feeling like a real businesswoman, as she opened the paper. The story she both searched for and dreaded was on page three: “Mother Finds Lost Child in Jackson Park.”

      “Fuck.” Sere looked across her desk to make sure she hadn’t once again depressed the intercom button by mistake. Then she laid the paper flat on the desk and began reading.

      “Mrs. Jennifer Cranston of Kenner first heard of her missing son at 9:00 p.m. last night when she returned home to find a police cruiser parked in front of her house. The boy had been reported missing by the school authorities after the bus he was riding in returned to the yard without a record of him disembarking. In a state of panic, Mrs. Cranston ran from her house, yelling for her son.”

      Sensationalist, irresponsible bullshit reporting. Sere read on, trying not to let her disgust with the news profession get the better of her.

      “Her motherly instinct paid off. Bobby Cranston had snuck out of the bus on a whim and nearly drowned while playing hooky.”

      He wasn’t playing hooky, and he didn’t almost drown, you asswipe reporter.

      “Mrs. Cranston was still in a state of shock when this reporter was finally able to get a few words. ‘I never understood what people meant about having an out-of-body experience. I sure do now. It was like I was watching my actions from some observation room. I didn’t even know I had that level of bravery in me. I guess it’s true—a mother’s love can make a woman do all kinds of things she didn’t think were possible.’”

      Sere folded the paper and stashed it in the bottom drawer of the desk. It was fucking real. Goddamn that loa asshole. But of greater concern than the dream’s basis in reality was whatever had tempted Bobby off the bus. A guy with a gun who ran off and a rabbit that transformed into a man… these were not normal occurrences. Either the loas or the damned had tricked Bobby.

      But maybe it had just been to test her. Sere felt the familiar raised hair on the back of the neck that told her she was missing something important.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            25

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Each time the brittle speaker on Sere’s desk crackled to life, she cringed. At least Linda is toying with the button first instead of making me jump out of my skin.

      “Miss Sere, there’s a man here to see you. He doesn’t have an appointment.”

      One of your cardinal sins, Sere thought. Having the receptionist ask his name or get any pertinent information would just drag out the inevitable meeting. “Go ahead and send him in.”

      The bartender of Bubba’s Bar and Grill filled the small doorway with his broad shoulders. “Rampart Thibodaux.” He extended his hand as if this were their first meeting. Sere wasn’t sure if Bart was just being overly obnoxious or if he thought he was saving her from the nosy receptionist’s prying questions.

      She shook his hand, unsure of what else to do. “That’s a mouthful.”

      His dreamy-eyed smile and raised eyebrow made her realize she’d stepped into a double-entendre trap. “You have no idea.”

      She wasn’t about to let him get the upper hand so easily. She let her gaze fall from his eyes to directly on the bulge in his tight leather riding pants. “I don’t know about that. You don’t leave much to a woman’s imagination.”

      He wasn’t coy in allowing himself the same visual caress along her body. In any case, he already knew what she looked like naked. “Fortunately for me, I have a remarkably good memory,” he said.

      Sere knew when she was outmatched in terms of sexual innuendo. She stood aside so he could enter and get out of Linda’s not-so-subtle inspection of his backside. Dirty old woman—though I can hardly blame you.

      Sere turned her attention back to Bart. “So you’ve finally decided saving the world is more important than popping open beer bottles for a bunch of lazy drunks?” she asked as she shut the door.

      He sat in the guest chair and kicked his leather boots up onto her desk. “Not the whole world—just your scrawny ass.”

      There it is. Now we’re back to the snarky banter. She sat behind her desk like the professional she was supposed to be. “I’m fully aware that I’m in hell’s crosshairs. Tell me something I don’t know.”

      He stretched out on the chair and clasped his hands behind his head as if he owned the place. “I had four new customers at the bar last night. Those demons hold their alcohol about as well as freshman girls at a frat party. From their loud conversations, I gathered it’s not really you they’re after.” In spite of his casual stance, the even tone of his voice conveyed the grave importance of his words, even though she missed his point.

      “Come again?”

      “Actually, I guess it is the real you. I overheard them talking about Jennifer Ellen—”

      “Fucking Cranston!” The colors in Sere’s office faded to shades of red. “So that’s what those assgängers are up to.” She looked at Bart out of the corner of her eye. “How did you know about my connection to Jennifer?”

      “You did tell me you were a doppelgänger. That meant you had to have a real person around here somewhere.”

      Though it involved trusting Bart with even more personal information, she couldn’t let the half-truth stand. I need him to know. “Only my body is doppelgänger. Unlike these demonic marionettes from hell, I have a soul as well.”

      He stared at her as if she’d just opened her shirt and flashed him her breasts. “Sounds like an intriguing story for another time. When those demonic idiots kept fixating on the same person, it wasn’t hard to figure out the connection. After all, who’s a bigger threat to them than you? But just to make sure, I stopped by Joe’s cabin on my way down here. From the worried look he failed to hide, I knew this was important.”

      “So they want to kill Jennifer,” Sere said.

      She really wished it was Joe sitting across the desk, delivering the bad news, but he was probably doing his thing behind the scenes. But the ramifications, though bad, weren’t as disastrous as Bart might think. Professor Yates had already indicated that he had enough data on the woman to keep Sere going indefinitely, even if her physical options might be a bit limited. I would be free of her, but healing would take a lot longer. Though the logical and tactical assessment eased Sere’s personal worries, she couldn’t shake the look in Bobby’s big brown eyes when he saw her running to his rescue. I can’t have that boy grow up without a mother because of me.

      “I never heard the word kill,” Bart said, interrupting her thoughts. “They just wanted to find her.”

      Shit. Having demons abduct Jennifer could be worse than having them kill her.

      “What did Joe say when you told him what you’d heard?” she asked.

      “To get my ass down here as soon as possible. Mind telling me why this woman is in so much danger?”

      “Because she’s an idiot.” Sere’s assessment was based less on emotion than practicality. “When I told Fisher that he had a double that was out to kill him, the man took the information in stride. We were able to formulate a plan, no thanks to your interference.” She could tell from Bart’s tensed muscles he was about to debate her conclusion so she hurried on without giving him an opening. “If we tell Jennifer someone’s out to harm her, the woman will go running to the cops or tell her husband and end up in the insane asylum or do some other dumb-ass move I can’t anticipate. She’s like a little bunny. Tell her the big bad wolf is after her, and she’ll hop around screaming the news to everyone she sees.”

      Bart unclasped his hands from behind his head and rubbed the Navy SEAL tattoo on his arm, a sure sign that his military training was kicking in—Joe had the same unconscious tic when stressed. “So we have to covertly protect her. Anything else I need to know?”

      Sere wondered how long it would be before she divulged all of her personal secrets. Fuck it. I have to trust someone.

      “I can’t be in the same place with her,” she said. “The dangers to both of us aren’t fully known, but they’re bad.”

      With his feet still on her desk, he rocked the chair back and forth on its back legs. “I was there when you decapitated Monty. I saw what it did to Fisher. So that’s the challenge: protect your real without her knowing about it. What are our resources?”

      His confidence, though naïve, gave her a little spark of hope, but she couldn’t put him in direct danger. Plus, he knew enough about her already and didn’t need to poke around the woman who gave her substance just to gain information. Since she looked like Sere, he would probably flirt with her out of habit, and Jennifer was just cock hungry enough to fall for him.

      “You seem to think this is a we operation.”

      He bent his knees as if about to bolt for the door and dropped the chair’s front feet to the floor with a loud crash. “This is not the time for you to pull your I can do it on my own attitude. Tell me to leave, and I’m gone.”

      She needed help, and there weren’t many who had the skill set to face combat. “I’m sorry. You’re right.” The words nearly made her choke, but she got them out.

      The harsh lines around his deep-set brown eyes softened. “I’m on your side, Sere. You don’t have to push everyone who cares about you away.”

      Now you’re sounding like Baron Samedi.

      “Just don’t try to take the lead,” she said. “You don’t know what we’re facing.”

      “Fair enough, so long as you realize that my military skills surpass yours. That’s not a cut against Joe’s training. Honestly, that man has experienced more combat than I ever will. But what you know is based on computer simulations, one-on-one training, and fooling around in the swamp like a river otter. My skills have been forged in battle. That’s not something that can be replicated.”

      The long-winded defense of his abilities almost made her smile. He’s trying so hard to convince me of his value.

      “This may come as a surprise, but I never doubted your abilities.” She resisted the temptation to compare him to Joe. Other than that aging commando, she couldn’t think of anyone she’d rather have on her side, but Bart didn’t need any more of an ego boost. “Have you had any update from the bikers or hunters?”

      Please tell me your bar was those demonic fuckers’ first stop.

      “You mean in the twenty-four hours since my cousin stopped by?”

      She couldn’t believe it had only been a day since the cop had introduced himself. “Things happen fast with those demons, in case you’ve forgotten,” she said.

      “You’re not wrong there.” He finally put his feet on the floor and leaned over the desk, looking ready to get to work. “According to the questionable information exchange, yesterday was a fucking bloodbath in the swamp. I was hoping to enlist Joe to come down here so I could confirm the swamp rumors, but he said I was better off seeing you in person.”

      Fuck you, Joe. Paramilitary matchmaking meddler.

      Bart continued on, not being privy to her inner tirade. “I didn’t want to show up with gossip, but it sounds like only half of the hunters made it back to the dock last night. Whether the others encountered some mysterious boogeymen, got eaten by revenge-seeking gators, or simply drifted off toward the deep swamp to see things for themselves is anyone’s guess. Riley’s is closed out of respect for the dead. First time that’s ever happened.”

      “That explains why the demons hit your bar instead of Riley’s. Is there any way you could prevail on your cousin to find out what really happened out there?”

      Bart gave her the same laser-sharp stare Joe used when he knew Sere was leaving out some vital bit of information. “Why?”

      Do they teach you guys that stare in the military or something? Jeez. “Like your rumor,” she said, “it’s not a threat that I have well identified at this point. Until I do, I’d rather keep it to myself, but any demon-on-human killing might be important to know about.”

      He sat upright like a military commander awaiting orders. “So where do we start?”

      The man wasn’t all talk. Sere felt instantly gratefully. “If the demons are clear of the swamp, they’ll be headed this way as quickly as possible. Since you met the doppelgängers at your bar and Joe hasn’t checked in, I have to believe they’re somewhere between the two locations. I’m going after them. I’m done playing defense. I just hope I’m not too late.”

      “You don’t think they just took the boats back out to the swamp? It’d be a whole lot easier to escape detection out on the water.”

      “I don’t for two reasons. First, we’re talking serial killers here, not a military strike force. They’ll be looking to create as much carnage as possible on their way to the city. And second, each of those demons’ reals would be city folk. Their natural inclination will be to look at those maps to parallel the closest roads. Even in their boats, they’ll stay close to shore.”

      He got out of the chair and hitched his tight leather pants up snug to his hips, making the bulge in the middle all the more prominent. “I’m going with you.”

      Part of her wanted to protect the big brute, but the tactician in her knew he was her best bet in a fight. Fuck it. My track record against these demons on my own isn’t the best.

      “I’d appreciate the company,” she said.

      “What do you want to do about Jennifer? You must have someone down here who can play babysitter.”

      Sere grabbed the single-barrel shotgun from the corner of her office. “Fisher is about as kindly and nonthreatening a person as I’ve met. Plus, he has the ability to detect the demons when they’re present, and he’s more than proven his bravery.”

      Ann’s going to kill me.

      Bart responded slowly. She could practically see the wheels turning in his head. “I thought you didn’t trust Jennifer with the truth. Even with that scattergun, Fisher’s not going to be a match for four demons.”

      “I’ll tell him to keep his distance. This gun will just be for protection. If the demons get past us, then he can approach Jennifer. Between Kendell, her crew, and the homeless population in New Orleans, Jennifer should be safe until one of us reaches her.”

      Assuming the demons haven’t killed us both.

      “That secures our asset and gives us our hunting grounds,” Bart said. “Where does Joe fit in?”

      She wondered if the question was strategic or personal. You want us to face this danger together—just the two of us? That might be the most romantic innuendo you’ve made to me.

      “He has hidden caches all along the swamp highway,” she said. “Many of them double as backup command centers. He can provide coordination and, if need be, a first line of defense should we fail.”

      As she holstered her four-barrel shotgun, Bart checked his weapons. “Guess it’s time to ride. You do remember our agreement?”

      “When it comes to military action,” she said, “you’re in charge.”
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Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      Out on the freeway, Sere—on her Triton café racer—settled in behind Bart’s Ducati Monster. Though following was never her preferred position, even at full throttle, her little motorcycle was no match for the high-performance beast. This isn’t a race. She consoled her slightly bruised ego by staring at his muscular ass. Like a poker player’s tell, he broadcast every movement of the bike by first flexing the corresponding butt cheek.

      By the time they’d left the crowded freeway for the rural highway, she had each of his motorcycle moves figured out. On a long, gentle curve, she cut tight inside his line and gave her little Triton all it could handle. Her smaller, lighter bike shot past his larger one like a fighter jet buzzing a cargo plane. The sound of his Ducati revving up in frustration was music to her ears. Let’s see how you like following my ass for a change.

      The game of motorcycle superiority kept Sere from obsessing about the demons that lay ahead, but when she swung her bike onto the dirt road leading to Joe’s cabin, she realized she should have stayed focused on the mission. A set of BSA tire tracks cut through the dust straight at her like a warning signal. She veered off the road into the grassy field and waved at Bart to follow.

      He pulled up beside her and yanked off his black helmet. “What the hell?”

      She nodded toward the road. “Those tracks are from Joe’s motorcycle. Something’s wrong.”

      “Maybe he just went out to get some smokes.”

      Sere got off her bike and crept toward the road to avoid disturbing the evidence. “Joe doesn’t smoke.”

      “You know what I mean.” Bart got off, too, but stayed behind her.

      She pointed at the deep groove the bike had made when hitting a right-hand turn at high speed. “He’s not that reckless. Either someone was chasing him, or he was in pursuit.”

      Bart tossed his helmet onto the seat of his bike and pulled the gun from the back of his pants. “Only one way to find out.”

      She pulled her shotgun and checked the chambered shells. Two half-and-half loads and two full paranormal rounds. “Joe’s cabin is practically my second home. You take the road approach, and I’ll sneak around from the back. If you see anyone but Joe, don’t hesitate to shoot. You won’t get many chances. That peashooter of yours will only slow a demon down. You’re going to need one of those lovely knives of yours to finish it off.”

      He patted the Buck knife at his hip. “You don’t have to remind me. Seeing you cut Monty’s head off isn’t something I’m likely to forget. I’ll work my way along the opposite side of the road and take a position across from the front door. Once I hear you enter the cabin, I’ll make my assault.”
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        * * *

      

      Once Bart was safely across the road, Sere started investigating the grass field. No tracks. Not even a snake on patrol. I wonder what Joe would have to say about that.

      Instead of taking the direct path toward the cabin, she used the trees for cover and angled down to the river. If there had been a battle, the demons would have used a water approach, and Joe would have disabled every boat he could.

      Nothing. Not even a muddy boot print. If they came this way, they were trying to surprise him. Something must have provoked Joe, though, or he would have gotten word to me that the demons had crossed his path before trying to engage them.

      She snuck up under the raised deck that projected from the cabin out over the river. The pine-needle-covered yard beside the building looked messy, as though someone had been rolling around in the dirt. They never made it into your house. She got down on her knees to read the signs of battle.

      Before she could get close to the first body-sized imprint, a hand gripped her hair and yanked her head back hard. Not leaving her time to react, a knife slashed across her throat. How could I be so stupid? She only hoped that wouldn’t be her final thought.

      A gunshot from the corner of the house hit her shoulder, corkscrewing her away from the blade as it came in for a second pass. The momentum ripped her hair out of assailant’s hand. Instinctively, she grasped her neck to stem the bleeding and grabbed her knife out of her boot to counterattack.

      The demon came at her from the front, slashing at her throat, but armed and ready this time, she drove her blade straight up under his chin, catching the edge of his knife on her forearm. His sharp edge cut through her muscles clear to the bone.

      “You’re not going to win,” she rasped past the cut to her throat. She needed to keep pressing her advantage. Sere extended her damaged arm to shove her combat knife through the roof of his mouth and as deep into his brain as she could go. That still won’t kill him.

      The thick curved blade of Bart’s Buck knife, coated in blood, cleaved through the demon’s neck, leaving it impaled on Sere’s knife like a candy apple on a stick.

      As the doppelgänger’s body crumpled to the ground, she saw Bart standing behind it, sweaty and blood splattered. The muscular bartender yanked off his riding jacket and ripped his shirt to ribbons like a shifter about to change into his animal double. “Don’t panic. I’ve got you.” He grasped her hand and pulled it away from her throat while wrapping the strips of his shirt around the wound. “I need to get you into the cabin. Joe has a med kit for you in the bedroom.”

      I’ll bet he told you all of his secret locations. Fucker wouldn’t even tell me, but he tells you? The anger energized her enough to accept Bart’s arms around her body. Blood from her arm and shoulder soaked into the bustier. I am not going to die.

      He jostled her in his arms as he ran for the front door. “You’re losing a lot of blood. Even with what Joe told me about your anatomy, we’re going to have to get you stable before hooking you up to Jennifer.”

      She tried to focus on what he was saying, but forming a response would have been beyond her mental ability even if she’d been able vocalize it past her severed larynx. He laid her on the bed before pulling out the steamer trunk from underneath. She reached for the technology-laced bandage that he’d so casually tossed beside her. Dummy. That’s what you wrap around my neck. What do you think you’re doing?

      He stood up with a section of plastic hose wrapped tightly around his bicep. “Fortunately for you, I’m a universal blood donor.”

      You’re a universal idiot, she wanted to say, but all that came out of her throat was a gurgling sound.

      With his knife, he cut a notch in his arm then pushed another section of tubing into the incision. He fed the other end into the open gash on her forearm. With enough bandage to wrap a mummy, he finally stopped the blood that was rushing out of her like a river’s open spillway.

      “With all the blood that you’ve lost, it shouldn’t be too hard for me to pump you back up.” He flexed his arm hard, forcing the thick red liquid into her.

      She couldn’t turn away from his face. Between his lifeblood being forced into her, his heaving muscles, and most of all, his intense look of satisfaction, she could well imagine what he looked like during sex. You’re enjoying saving my life far too much. Her heart returned to its normal beat as blood again filled the arteries.

      He kept pumping while looking into her eyes. “There’s the angry glare I’ve been waiting for. How about we give this technology stuff a go?” Without leaning over and disrupting the flow of blood, he pulled the connecting wires out from the trunk. “I know you can’t talk, and I can’t risk you deepening that cut along your neck by you moving your head, so just blink once for yes and two for no.” He held up the wires. “The bandage at your throat is wrapped on top of my shirt. I don’t want to undo it as you’ll start bleeding out again, and I don’t know how long you need to be connected to heal. Can I leave the cloth the way it is and just plug you in?”

      How the hell am I supposed to know? She blinked once. Anything beat not being able to tell him off. At the very least, her arm would heal so she could punch him in the gut.

      “Right. Joe said his computer communicates over old telephone cables down to New Orleans. I need to run these wires to the next room. Just lie still for a moment.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere didn’t even get a second to adjust to being inside Jennifer’s body. The woman was completely out of breath. Her legs were pumping like she was sprinting the final leg of a marathon. Stumbling on the uneven terrain in the dark, she kept turning her head as if unsure of where to go.

      “Why are you chasing me?” Jennifer screamed.

      Shit. I’m too late to stop those fucking demons, Sere thought. Look around, woman. I need to make my assessment. But Jennifer just kept running like some dimwit in a cheesy horror story. How am I supposed to help you if I don’t know for sure who you’re running from?

      Nothing Sere thought seemed to matter. Fuck Professor Yates and his equipment! The check valves were doing their job of ensuring that Sere siphoned off the energy she needed without taking over the woman’s life.

      “Jennifer, stop,” a voice yelled from behind her. “We’re trying to help you.”

      That sounds like Joe. For the love of God, woman, let me get a look at what’s going on around you.

      Jennifer turned at the waist to see if her pursuer was gaining on her. The movement wasted a great deal of her momentum. Joe! That’s Joe, you fool. He’s here to help you. Just stop. You’re going to be okay.

      Even with the not-so-quick look behind her, Sere was able to make out the man in a white seersucker suit far behind the dude dressed in black military garb chasing Jennifer. Of course, Fisher would be trying to help. Damn it, you’re not in danger.

      But Sere’s assessment of Jennifer’s safety was only based on who was following her. The woman wasn’t paying attention to where she was going and tripped over the same tree root Bobby had used as protection. Instead of splashing into the river, however, she tumbled into the swamp boat.

      The sound of the outboard firing up drowned out the yelling of the men trying to save her. She edged toward the front of the boat to get as far away as possible from the men in pursuit.

      “Thank you so much. I don’t know what’s going on. Can you take me to the police?” She looked up at the faces of the three men in the boat. Each had blood flowing from knife wounds to their faces and necks. Jennifer screamed so loudly that Sere felt as if she were being expelled from the woman’s mouth.
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        * * *

      

      Sere opened her eyes to see Bart sitting, covered in blood and half-naked, on the bed next to her with the wires in his hand. “You were screaming. That didn’t seem like the best idea with that cut around your throat.”

      She put her hand to her neck and carefully moved her head from side to side. The wound had healed, but from just the gentle movement, she could tell talking wasn’t going to be much fun. “They have her.”

      He dropped the cables and helped her up to the sitting position. “What did you see?”

      “The fool fell right into their boat.” Sere said, though she was in no position to judge. After all, she had just run straight into the doppelgängers’ trap herself.

      He unwrapped the cloth from her arm and eased the transfusion tube out of the sealed gash. “You’re still in rough shape, but at least the flesh has closed up.”

      She pointed at his muscular arm with the tube still in place. “Why?”

      He held up the line, which was still coated red on the inside. “When Joe was teaching me about your situation, he was very clear on one point: if you were facing immediate death, you would be too weak for the psychic link. You’d have to heal the slow way, and right now, we don’t have that kind of time. I took a calculated risk.”

      She was still too weak to stand, and between Bart’s blood and Jennifer’s energy, she was a little mentally wobbly as well. “What happened?”

      “Looks like they left one of their members behind as an assassin in case you happened to show up.”

      With each breath, she felt her strength and sense of identity return. “I saw the other three. They weren’t in very good shape. Joe must have done considerable damage in the fight. The guy outside might have been hurt badly enough that the others would have considered him a liability.” The words taxed her throat, but giving in to her physical limitation wasn’t in her nature.

      “Would he have had enough time to heal before we got here?”

      “Apparently.” Sere felt along the scar on her arm. Bart’s blood was like vodka mixed into a Bloody Mary: only detectable as a lightheaded realization that things were about to get dangerous. “We need to help save Jennifer.”

      “How do you propose doing that? You’re too weak to ride, let alone fight. I know you heal fast, but getting back to fighting strength is a different story. Do you even know where she is?”

      Sere really wanted to get up and kick his ass, but unfortunately, he was right. Fuck, Joe. Did you have to tell him about all of my vulnerabilities? “They were in a johnboat headed back toward the swamp. Joe and Fisher were in pursuit, but they were on foot.”

      Bart stopped filling the steamer trunk and stared out toward the water. “They could be headed back this way. You said you and Jennifer couldn’t be in the same place at the same time. How bad would it be if that did happen?”

      “Best case, Jennifer ends up thinking she has a twin sister no one told her about. Worst case, we open the hellmouth for all the demons to escape.”

      Bart turned to her with wide eyes. “That would be bad.”

      “I’m joking. Even if Professor Yates didn’t have security features in place regarding his projections, me meeting Jennifer wouldn’t bring about the apocalypse.”

      “That’s not funny.”

      Watching your reaction was, she thought. But she could see that from his perspective, all hell being set loose probably wouldn’t be a laughing matter. “I’ll try to be more understanding of your mortal sensitivities.”

      “Doesn’t change the fact that our enemies are probably barreling down on us as we speak, and we’re kind of on our own out here.”

      She ran over the list of potential allies and known foes. “Even if I could bribe the gator hunters to be on my side, they aren’t going to risk the swamp after losing so many of their comrades. I can’t trust your biker friends to be of much help, plus they’re too far away. We don’t have the time or transportation to call in Lefty’s alligator navy. That pretty much just leaves Joe and whoever he was able to round up. He’s like a bloodhound—he won’t stop until he’s found his prey—but the demons have a pretty big head start and maps of the swamp.”

      Bart turned back to the water as if he expected to see the doppelgängers’ boat far out on the horizon. “And you’re in no condition to hunt for them even if we did have a way out there.” He flexed his ass as if getting ready to sprint toward the end of the dock.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said, “and the answer is no. I’m not letting you go out there alone. I know I said you were in charge of all things militarily tactical, but going out there without backup is just foolish, even for a Navy SEAL.”

      He nodded. “I know.” He finally turned to her. “What kind of hairbrained scheme have you come up with?”

      She rubbed the sides of her arms to increase her circulation. “We can’t be positive this is where they’re headed. Just because it makes sense to me doesn’t mean the doppelgängers will follow my logic. They don’t even know for certain this is where we are. You’re really going to hate this a lot, but do you think you could give me a ride out to the closest of Joe’s hidden caches?”

      “Beats sitting around here on the sidelines, waiting to be attacked.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re really not going to tell me your plan?” Bart asked as he straddled his Ducati.

      Sere climbed on the miniature back seat behind him, pressed her legs to his, and wrapped her arms around his blood-soaked leather jacket. “Just get me to the cache. Once we’re safe, I’ll lay it out, but you’re not going to like it.”

      “Each time you say that, I reconsider blindly going along with whatever you have in mind. I’m only taking you out there because I’m convinced the demons are coming for you, and Joe’s is the logical place for them to start.” He fired up the Monster and let the clutch out. The tire under Sere’s ass spewed rocks into the trees with more violence than her shotgun.

      As far as she was concerned, straddling her motorcycle and tearing off down the winding country roads was about the best experience life had to offer. Being at the mercy of another rider, however, was one of the worst. At least Bart knows what he’s doing. She leaned forward and cuddled her cheek to the back of his broad shoulders in an attempt at making the best of the situation. Pressing her crotch against his muscular ass while straddling the intensely vibrating engine had its advantages.

      Like the man himself, the bike required plenty of room to maneuver. Though it wasn’t how she handled her more agile Triton, the way he took the corners in wide sweeping curves exhibited a gentle, understated command. She could easily envision falling asleep nestled in his strength.

      He took a tight turn onto a dirt road and craned his head around to her. “Joe said the cache was off this unmarked road. He made me memorize the Google image. Any idea what we’re looking for?”

      She lifted her head off his back like a child waking up from a nap. She had to arch her body up along his to look over his shoulder at the road ahead. “Look for something abandoned. He’s a big fan of old shipping containers, but don’t get too hung up on size.”

      Bart took his hand off the handlebar and pointed toward the far end of a lagoon. “Like an old half-submerged school bus?”

      Sere had hoped for a less challenging approach. “Yeah, that would be something Joe would pick.”

      Bart pulled the Ducati behind a briar patch and shut down the engine. “Guess we’re going to have to swim for it.”

      She hopped off the back of the bike, rejuvenated from the ride. “Wish I’d brought my saddlebags.” She unbuckled her holster and bullet belt. Get my clothes wet, or let Bart see me naked again? She waited for his lead.

      He stretched his legs and lifted his crotch from the metal gas tank. Having a passenger, even one as small as Sere, meant he’d been forced hard against the unyielding vibration. She bit her lip as she checked out how large the bulge in his pants had grown. That has to hurt.

      As if oblivious to her stare, he pulled off his already-ruined leather jacket and tossed it onto the motorcycle seat. With one lascivious look into her eyes, he unzipped his leather pants. “I’m game if you are.”

      Fine. It’s not like you haven’t seen me naked before. She unfastened the front metal clasps of her leather bustier and exposed her small breasts to the warm night air—and to Bart’s gaze. “I’m not doing a striptease for you. We have demons to kill.” Even as she said that, she kind of hoped he’d take his time. I’ve got a right to enjoy seeing him strip for the first time.

      He didn’t even try being discreet as he stared at her. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, there’s no point in denying life’s little pleasures when they present themselves.” He pulled the front of his skintight pants out beyond the bulge and yanked them to the ground. The powerhouse muscles of his legs put his arms to shame.

      She found it hard to simultaneously breathe and control the saliva that filled her mouth. Okay, that’s one tight body. I can be forgiven for leering a little. She was so mesmerized by his physique, and by the throbbing cock in his shorts, that she barely noticed her hands pulling off her tights. She waited to see how far he’d take the dangerous game. His removal of the pair of expensive leather riding pants was necessary, but dropping the black mesh briefs would be an act of pure vanity. That thing looks downright disposable.

      He nearly tore the underwear down his legs. She stood stone-still, staring at his Adonis-like body. The doppelgängers she’d chosen for sexual exploits in hell had nothing on Rampart Thibodaux.

      “Wow.” The word just escaped her mouth as if she’d exhaled it.

      “I’m glad you approve. Now, as you said, we’ve got demons to kill.”

      And you’d do a damn fine job of it with that shaft.

      Feeling self-conscious about being the straggler, she shimmied her panties off and laid them over the rest of her clothing on the motorcycle seat. “Time to get to work. Joe likes rigging his caches with booby traps, so watch what you touch.” To Sere’s ears, every word that came out of her mouth sounded suggestive.

      “Right.” He turned and dove into the water like a fish who’d finally been released into his natural habitat.

      God, what an ass, she thought as she hurried into the water behind him.
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        * * *

      

      With the decorum of the river to hide her nudity and lust, Sere swam after Bart to the waterlogged school bus. He arched his back—allowing her one last good look at his incredible butt—and dove toward the bottom. You could at least wait for me to figure out Joe’s traps. Between her rapid breathing at seeing him naked for the first time and the physical exertion of the short swim, she was in no condition to go diving in after him. Fucking injuries.

      The water settled to a perfect glassy calm where he’d submerged. In only the dim light of the moon, she couldn’t see more than a foot below the surface. You’d better not have gotten rolled by some alligator. As one minute stretched to two, she took a couple of deep breaths to oxygenate her blood prior to searching for him.

      Just as she was ready to jump up to make her dive, however, a moss-covered window of the bus fell open like a submarine hatch. “Come on. Joe has got quite the setup in here.” Bart didn’t even bother poking his head out the window.

      She grabbed the base of the frame opening and heaved her body into the bus. Though half-submerged in the swamp, the interior was completely dry. Beyond the racks of knives, guns, and ammunition that she expected, a small two-person speedboat sat on rails, aimed at the rear doors.

      Bart leaned into the craft to inspect the controls. “I’m guessing he has this set up for a quick escape.”

      She tried not to stare at his dangling cock while he stood bent over. “Sounds right. Joe tries to plan for every contingency.”

      Why am I finding it so hard to say Joe’s name while staring at Bart’s naked body? Get it together, girl. You are not cock-hungry Jennifer.

      Bart straightened up and faced her. His erection nodded ever so slightly as if saying, Caught you looking. “So I’ve got you out here. Time to fess up. What’s this secret plan that I’m going to hate?”

      She eyed the ever-present backpack stashed below the weapons, which contained her personal med kit. “Do you trust me?”

      From his changing facial expressions, she could practically see him beat back the snarky response. “Not when it comes to your personal safety. You rush into dangerous situations like nothing can hurt you. You’re no superhero.”

      But I am. “I need you to hook me up to the med kit. I’ll tell you how to adjust the settings.”

      Bart’s squinty eyes and tight lips let her know that Joe hadn’t given him the abbreviated instruction manual to the paranormal first-aid kit. “Tell me you just plan to advise Jennifer on how to escape.”

      Damn you. With her secret ability to control Jennifer’s body exposed, there wasn’t much point in playing coy. “I’ll only take over her body as a last resort. Help will be on the way, but I can’t leave her out there on her own.”

      He ran his hand along his SEAL tattoo. “Sounds risky. At least I’ll be here to monitor your progress.”

      Sere hoped he wouldn’t be there. “How good are you at hacking technology?”

      He broke eye contact and turned toward the wall of weapons. “I don’t like talking about it.”

      She walked up and punched him in the shoulder as hard as she could. He barely flinched, though his cock and balls swung like bell clappers. “I’m standing naked in front of you and not for the first time. You’ve seen me hooked up to my real and slicing the head off a demon, and your answer when I ask you something personal is ‘I don’t like talking about it’? Too fucking bad, asshole. Spill. What do you know?”

      “It’s classified. What do you need me to do?”

      That was just another bullshit answer, but if he could do what she asked, she didn’t really need the details. “Your cousin said all of the boats on the swamp have GPS installed. Joe’s little runabout over there is sure to have the latest in marine technology. Think you could hack into the system and find the demons?”

      He tightened his lips into a fine line. “Normally, it wouldn’t be much of a challenge, but around you, any wireless system loses signal.”

      She crossed her arms at her stomach and waited to see how long it would take for him to put two and two together.

      “Wait a minute. You don’t expect me to hook you up to Jennifer without the professor’s fail-safes then leave you while I go tearing after the doppelgängers in Joe’s boat? You’re right. I hate that idea a lot.”

      She put her hand on his muscularly solid chest. “I’m not going to get stuck in her. I promise. There’s a clock built into the connecting program. Just make sure you give yourself enough time to reach her.” She let her hand explore down to his navel. “Oh, and you might want to put some clothes on. Jennifer gets a little obsessed by men’s bodies.” And she’s not getting yours.

      “Just don’t get cocky,” he said. “That woman doesn’t have your muscle memory.”

      “No kidding. It’s been nearly a decade since she ran the cheerleading squad, and she’s had a kid. You don’t have to remind me.”

      Bart grabbed her hand but didn’t remove it from his rock-hard abs. “Are you sure this is such a good idea?”

      Bart, the constant worrier. How ever did you survive SEAL training?

      “We can’t expect her to make a break for it on her own,” she said, “and waiting for Joe to show up is too risky. I trust you.”

      “Just don’t do anything stupid. If everything goes according to plan, all you’ll have to do is escape. Wait for me to confront the demons, then get out of whatever restraints they have on her. Once you’re free, swim as far from their boat as you can. I’ll grab your shotgun when I pick up my clothing. Those doppelgängers won’t know what hit them.”
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        * * *

      

      Jennifer huddled, shaking, in the front of the boat, with her arms wrapped around her knees. Her hands and feet were tied with old twine that stank of chicken fat and dead alligator. With each turn of the boat or ripple on the river, spray hit her until she was drenched from head to toe. Her new silk blouse was ruined as was her cute black skirt.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” she cried. But no matter how much she begged, the men who had abducted her kept on like robots.

      Sere had been a mental passenger in Jennifer’s life enough times to know when to keep quiet, but something about this union was different. She wasn’t a part of the homemaker. Her emotions were still her own, and those consisted more of lust for the muscular, naked bartender than anger and fear at not being in control.

      “You’re going to be okay,” Sere said inside Jennifer’s mind.

      You don’t know that, Jennifer thought. Where the hell were you when I ran from the house? I went out to the park, hoping to find the bravery and strength that saved my poor Bobby, but you weren’t there. I was just the scared, useless little girl I’ve always been.

      Sere made her usual threat calculation, only this time, the field was purely mental and she wasn’t facing an adversary. Jennifer could hear her if she talked, but Sere’s thoughts didn’t move her real’s body. They were two distinct spirits this time. Interesting. Must have been that idiotic blood transfusion. My body’s now made from more than this woman’s projection, so I can’t just step into her skin.

      “I’m here now,” Sere said. “I want you to calmly look around at the others in the boat. I need to see their weapons.”

      Like I would even know how to shoot a gun, Jennifer responded, but she slowly turned her head as if filming with her husband’s camcorder.

      An arsenal of rifles, long-handled boat hooks, and knives were stashed in an open bait locker along the side of the boat behind two of the doppelgängers. They were expecting a fight. The third demon stood at the controls.

      “Now, look over the side of the boat.”

      The view though Jennifer’s eyes shook so violently from side to side that Sere didn’t need to hear the objection. This is going to be more of a challenge than I expected, she thought.

      “I know you’re scared,” Sere said. “You have every right to be, but you’re stronger than you think. I’m going to talk you through this. All you have to do is follow my instructions.”

      Can’t you do it for me? Jennifer asked plaintively.

      I’m not taking possession of her. Sere’s mental declaration was less an answer than a promise, but she had to keep it to herself. Jennifer didn’t need the confirmation that there was another person inside her, or the woman really would go insane. “Help is on the way. The men who were chasing you weren’t out to hurt you. They know you’re in trouble. You just have to be brave.”

      When I saw the guy dressed all in black, I got so scared. I just ran.

      “It doesn’t matter now. But since he wasn’t working with these men, you have to conclude that he was trying to help. He’ll still be trying to rescue you.” Sere chose her words carefully. Convincing the woman to believe her about who was trustworthy and who wasn’t seemed like an impossible task.

      What do you want me to do?

      “That’s my girl. Keep watching the men. When we get the opportunity, we’re going to take one of those knives. Don’t worry. I’ll tell you what to do when the time is right.”

      Are you crazy? I don’t know how to fight. She quivered so hard her teeth chattered.

      “Listen to me. I’ve got one job, and that’s to keep you safe. I’m not going to ask you to do anything I know you can’t. So if I tell you to do something, it’s because I know you can. I’ve seen you in action. Just trust yourself. You’re not going to attack anyone, but when the fighting starts, you’re going to need to get out of the way, and that means needing a knife to cut your bonds.”

      From behind Jennifer’s eyes, Sere registered a trembling nod.

      “Okay. I need you to watch and listen. When the rescue boats close in, things are going to get busy in a hurry. That’s when you’ll make your move. Look at the guy closest to you.”

      Jennifer looked down at the dude’s heavy work boots. Whoever was behind all the demon invasions was getting smarter. Sending a CPA’s doppelgänger really didn’t make any sense. At least the guy in front of her looked like someone accustomed to the outdoors.

      “That’s good, Jennifer. See how he has the knife between his sock and shoe? There’s no leather sheath. That means he doesn’t know how to use it very well.”

      Like I do? Jennifer thought. That guy must be two hundred pounds of pure muscle. He’d swat me like a bug if I tried to get that close.

      “If he’s distracted, he might not notice. He’s just one option. Now, look up his leg to his belt.”

      The scan was painfully slow. The demon wore torn blue jeans caked in mud. From the dark wet patches at the cleanly sliced upper leg, Sere could imagine the fight he’d had with Joe. Slice hard, then jab. Try to disable your opponent at the legs, then move in for the kill. The combat lesson was still fresh in her mind. At the strained leather belt, Jennifer’s eyes stopped moving. A snub-nosed .38 pistol was stashed in the back of his pants.

      “Okay, he’s not our boy. Though he might not know how to use a knife, that gun is all I need to see to know we don’t want to mess with that one. I need to see his torso.”

      Why? Jennifer protested. She clearly wanted no part in the evaluation, let alone any potential fight.

      “I need to know how big a threat he is. Once the rescue team shows up, we can direct them on the guy in charge. Just look at his shirt. You don’t want to make eye contact with him.”

      Jennifer shakily nodded. Like the pants, the sweat-stained cotton shirt was more befitting a worker than a foreman. The battle scars were as Sere had expected. A long horizontal cut that would have dropped a normal human still had glistening wet blood dripping all along it, but the scar on the demon’s stomach was little more than a pink gash. A soldier, not a commander, but one who knows what he’s doing. That’s probably why he’s stationed close to Jennifer.

      “Very good. One down, two to go. Let’s have a look at the goon in the middle of the boat.”

      Doppelgänger number two sat against the side of a storage locker with his hands over the rifles like a human weapons closet. His cowboy boots were a little too clean and new. The black jeans could have been from a city boy trying to look tough or a country kid who’d just cashed his paycheck and wanted to look good for his girl. The silver chain at his waist, connected to a studded belt, confirmed Sere’s impression of him as someone out of his depth. The gleaming black knife handle that projected up from the back of his belt didn’t even have fingerprints on it.

      “Look at his face.”

      Jennifer kept her head down but lifted her eyes to the young man’s face as he stared out over the swamp. He was young and clean-shaven. The look in his eyes was that of an innocent trying to look tough. He’s our boy, she thought, but confirming that to Jennifer would only make her stare at the kid until someone noticed.

      “And last but not least, have a look at the dude behind the wheel. Take your time.”

      Her eyes moved down and across to the middle of the boat. Jennifer’s eyes moved tentatively, focusing on the steering-console area until she got to the demon’s hands. They were so coated in blood that the metal controls were dark red where he’d touched them. One look at the steel resolve in the pilot’s face told Sere all she needed to know. This was the ringleader. Her pulse quickened.

      Sere assessed the options. His hands are busy driving the boat, and we’re moving at approximately ten miles an hour through the swamp. One good backflip off the center thwart, and I could foot stomp that ugly mug backward into the river. Even if he did cut the throttle, our momentum would take us clear of the assgänger. Then it would only be a matter of grabbing the boat hook from the side opposite doppelgänger number two, and with one good swing, I’d have dispatched him as well.

      Sere mentally shook her head. She was in Jennifer’s body, and unless she was willing to take possession, there was no way the woman could make the quick moves. Stick to the plan, she thought.

      “You did very well, Jennifer. Now, try to relax. Help is on the way, and I’ll be right here with you the entire time.”
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        * * *

      

      Though Sere remained on high alert, the eyes she depended on for information were half-closed again. “Wake up.”

      I don’t want to. I’ve had a bad couple of days. I’ve done more running than I have in years, been abducted and dragged out to this smelly swamp, and I just want to go home. Why can’t you let me sleep?

      At least the woman was showing some backbone. “Up!” Sere insisted.

      Jennifer worked back up to a sitting position with her hands around her legs and peered around in the dark. There were no lights, just trees looming out of the swamp like spectral spirits out to snag her soul. “Where are we?”

      That was a remarkably good question. If they’d been headed toward Joe’s cabin, they would be encountering signs of civilization along the shoreline. Sere analyzed the smells that wrinkled Jennifer’s nose. Rotting wood, animals, and fragrant night flowers. We’re headed for the deep swamp. Sere went stone quiet to prevent Jennifer from getting even an emotional whiff of what she was thinking. They were headed for the hellmouth. The ramifications of taking a living person down to hell against her will were too numerous for Sere to consider. Come on, boys, she thought. Move your tight military asses.

      As if obeying her command, the high-pitched whine of a speedboat pushed to its limit registered in the distance. Bart had never been one for subtlety.

      “Time to get to work, Jennifer. Fold your knees under you as if you were about to be sick, and rest your hands on the deck.”

      I am about to be sick. The woman did as instructed. Is that noise what we’re waiting for?

      “Yes, and fortunately, your abductors are too focused on the route ahead to notice—so far. They’ll figure it out at any moment, though. As soon as they do, the guy at the controls is going to hit the throttle. When the boat lurches, act like you lost your balance and lunge toward the guy in the middle of the boat. We need that knife he’s got sheathed at his back.”

      Whether out of exhaustion, irritation, or resolve, Jennifer hunched down, ready for the attack. Once I’ve got the knife and cut my bonds, what do I do?

      “One thing at a time. Your abductors are going to have their hands full fighting off the men that are headed this way. Stay low. We’ll have to see what happens. Just do what I tell you.”

      I can do that.

      Sere wasn’t sure if Jennifer’s words were a response to her directions or a means of reinforcing the woman’s resolve. As was always the case in battle, time took on the quality of a slow-motion film. She saw the man throw the throttle to full speed before yelling to his comrades. He’d given them no time to prepare themselves, and their disorientation worked in Jennifer’s favor. The woman sprang her legs out straight like a frog leaping from a lily pad. Her head smacked right into demon number two’s butt as he stared mindlessly out at the water. Fumbling like a virgin trying to get into a boy’s pants for the first time, she grabbed for the knife with both hands. He might have noticed her if he hadn’t fallen overboard.

      “Now what?” Jennifer said out loud. In her state of panic, she’d forgotten that Sere wasn’t actually standing next to her.

      “Get down on your stomach so they can’t see what you’re doing, then cut the ties. Hold the knife with one hand and run the other back and forth so the zip tie cuts along the blade’s edge.” Sere was amazed she even had to explain this. Describing how to use a knife was like talking to a child.

      The boat swung violently to the right, causing Jennifer to lose her balance and land in the pile of guns. Really? You have to tempt me like this? Sere thought. She struggled to resist the urge to take control of Jennifer’s body and join the fight, like being an alcoholic holding a bottle of whiskey up to her mouth but keeping her lips closed.

      Bullets whizzed over her head as Jennifer frantically sawed at the bonds. “Now what?” she kept repeating over and over as if asking what further travail she would encounter.

      The boat cornered so hard that water flowed in over the gunwale. “This is your chance, Jennifer. Slip over the side.”

      Are you crazy? There are snakes and alligators in the swamp. I’d rather get shot than eaten.

      “Damn it, woman, do what I tell you. Do it now before he straightens out the boat!”

      But before Jennifer could whine a counterargument, something hit the side of the boat with such force that she rolled out into the river. The shock caused her to gulp in a mouthful of the putrid water. She tried to swim, but this wasn’t the nice clear water of the pool at the gym. She figured out which way was up only to find herself staring at the bottom of a boat roaring over her head. I’m going to die.

      “No, you’re fucking not! Roll over and look at the bottom of the river.”

      Even without being directly connected to the woman’s soul, Sere could tell that if Jennifer wasn’t already drowning, she’d have sucked in another lungful of water. As far as the woman could see were overlapping two-inch-wide reptile scales.

      Lefty! Good boy! Nice tail wag to dump the boat.

      Sere hoped her enthusiasm would seep through into Jennifer’s fears. “Grab hold. He’s our friend. What do you have to lose?”

      Jennifer reached down and grasped Lefty’s massive shoulders. Like an underwater personal watercraft, the gigantic gator jetted away from the boats. When he surfaced, he nosedived into the riverbank, causing Jennifer to tumble over his head. She landed hard on her back, the impact driving the water from her lungs. She lay gasping on the sandbar while staring right into the open coffin-sized jaws of the monster.

      Sere really wanted to reach out and pat him on the head. “Don’t worry. That’s his way of smiling. He’s just happy you’re okay.”

      “He’s got a fucking terrifying way of showing it!” Jennifer screamed.

      A loud blast echoed in from the swamp. “One demon down,” she told Jennifer. “Only my four-barrel shotgun makes that much noise. Bart wouldn’t waist those shells unless he was certain he had his prey in his sights.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Jennifer started crying again. “I’m really losing my mind this time, aren’t I?”

      Damn it. I knew better, Sere thought.

      “You’re fine, just in shock. Don’t worry. This will all be over before you know it. Focus on Henry and Bobby. They’re going to be so relieved to see you. Stay strong for them.”
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      The bump that should have deposited Sere’s soul back into her doppelgänger body yanked hard at her stomach but failed to break the connection. “It’s time for me to go.”

      “No!” Jennifer screamed. “I won’t let you. For the first time in my life, I’ve been brave. I’m not letting that go.”

      The technological pull continued to rip at Sere’s soul, but Jennifer was holding on like a kid who’d just caught a Mardi Gras coconut from the Zulu King himself. Do I tell her I’m not a part of her and see her lose her mind, or let her think bravery is some magical force that just shows up and leaves when it wants?

      Bart swung the small high-speed boat up to the shore. Fortunately, Jennifer refrained from making an outward statement about the half-naked muscular hero. But her wide unblinking eyes and watering mouth were enough for Sere to know the housewife would gladly agree to any sexually deviant idea that might pass through the Navy SEAL’s head.

      That man should be posing for the covers of romance novels. I’d read every one, Jennifer said.

      “Don’t give him any ideas. And don’t get any yourself.”

      Bart jumped out of the boat like a navy commando, surveyed the area to make sure they were safe, then bent down next to Jennifer. “Can you stand?”

      Jennifer’s comical attempt at sitting up shouldn’t have fooled anyone. “I don’t think so,” she told Bart.

      “Bullshit,” Sere said. “You are so fucking transparent.”

      You’re right about the fucking part. Jennifer held her arms out limply, hoping to be picked up.

      Bart’s sinewy forearms closed in around her like boa constrictors. One hand snuck under the remains of her silk blouse and grasped her below the side of her breast.

      Why did I wear a bra? Stupid. But then, no one told me I’d be saved by Adonis.

      Bart’s other hand grasped her far leg. With one clean jerk, he had her off the ground and held tight against his sweaty rock-hard chest.

      Come here often, sailor? Jennifer peered into his heroic dark-brown eyes.

      Sere was more than a little disgusted and fervently wished she could return to her own body. “At least you have the good sense not to make an actual pass at him. Let me inform you that you’re married and have a son, in case your hormones have caused temporary amnesia.”

      Maybe I could use that as an excuse, Jennifer thought.

      Bart stepped over the boat railing and set her in the passenger’s chair. “I’ll have you home in no time.”

      Do you have to?

      Sere focused on only the necessary vocal muscles. “Bart.”

      He stood stone-still and stared into her eyes. “Sere? What the hell are you still doing in there? We had an agreement.”

      She focused all her attention on making each word count. “Won’t let me leave.”

      “Damn it!” He gunned the engine and raced toward the other boat that was idling out in the swamp. Alligators that were finishing up their meal of freshly sliced doppelgänger dove for the river bottom.

      Standing in the middle of the johnboat, Fisher raised Sere’s single-barrel blaster. “What is it? Do we have more company?”

      Joe at the controls swung the boat parallel to his fiberglass skiff and peered past Bart to Jennifer. “Is she okay?”

      You two should know better than to ask Bart more than one question at a time, Sere thought.

      Big, beautiful, heroic, and dumb. God, I love that man, Jennifer thought.

      “Sere’s still connected,” Bart said. “Something must have gone wrong at the cache.”

      With more agility than Sere suspected, Fisher jumped into the boat. “I’ll go with you. I know a little something about being possessed. I can keep her calm.”

      Joe took off first with Bart right behind him. Smarts before speed, Sere thought.

      Fisher leaned down next to the chair. “How are you feeling, darlin’?”

      Look, old man, could you please just move over a foot or two so I can admire that hunk of man meat at the controls? Out loud, Jennifer managed to control her lust. “I’ve been kidnapped, dragged through the swamp, shot at, and fallen overboard into a river full of alligators. I’ve had better nights.”

      Bart throttled back to avoid overtaking Joe and yelled over his shoulder to Fisher, “Sere’s not the one holding on. It’s Jennifer who needs to let go.”

      Fisher sat on the back engine housing and nodded. “It’s like magically being given all the attributes you always wanted, isn’t it? Bravery, strength, self-confidence, a conviction that life is yours for the taking—they’re all now a part of you. Who wouldn’t hold onto that with all they’ve got?”

      Jennifer blinked as if it was physically painful to shift her gaze from Bart’s half-naked body to the gentleman next to her. “How did you know?”

      “I’m possessed by a similar affliction. Though in my case, I’d happily be rid of it. Here’s what I can tell you: what you’re experiencing is nothing more than your personal conviction. Believe you’re brave, and you will be. Stick to your beliefs, and you will be strong. Accept that you’ve made it this far in life by charting your own path, and you’ll lose the self-doubt that doesn’t serve any purpose. You don’t need any magical spell to give you what you already have.”

      “But why should I give up something that works?” Sere could feel Jennifer’s grip on her soul intensify. She was like a child not willing to give up her doll. What she didn’t realize was this one had teeth.

      “Aren’t you missing that luscious ass?” Sere softly asked, hoping Jennifer would think the idea was her own.

      Jennifer twisted away from the old man while pretending the movement was due to muscle fatigue. Once she was no longer facing the back of the boat, Sere continued flexing the muscles already in action to complete the body’s three-quarter turn. When Jennifer faced the water, Sere made her flex her leg and back muscles so hard that she fell over the side.

      Above the river’s surface, both motorboats cut their throttles. Joe was the first to close in on the splash. The instant he had the motor shut down, he dove in.

      Panic froze Jennifer sufficiently for Sere to perform her emergency water procedure. The first step was to get out of the confining blouse and dress that floated around her like ghosts trying to drag her to the underworld. With the shoes kicked off, dress shimmied out of, and back buttons of the blouse yanked open, Sere kicked hard toward the surface.

      As soon as her head broke out of the river, she locked eyes with Joe, who was treading water three feet away. “Fight me.”

      He gave a single nod and dove under her. Sere only had partial control of Jennifer’s body, and those muscles hadn’t seen so much action since her wedding night. Jennifer kicked at the hands grabbing her ankles, but without Sere’s help, her fighting and evasion skills were no match for Joe’s Special Forces training. Like an alligator performing his death roll, Joe had her under the surface and twirling in all directions. As she flailed, trying to figure out which way was up, she exhaled the precious air and refilled her lungs with water.

      Even in the dimly lit murky gray-green water, Sere saw the telltale red hue of her demonic side taking hold. With a double-fisted hammer blow to Joe’s head, she broke free of his grasp.

      The panic in Jennifer turned to horror. Instead of swimming for freedom, Sere straightened out Jennifer’s body and shot at Joe like a torpedo. “I’ll bash him in the gut, driving the wind out of him, then drag him to the bottom.”

      I fucking have to breathe! Jennifer’s thoughts reminded Sere of her first training session with Joe so many years ago.

      “No, you don’t. Not for at least another minute,” Sere said.

      But the woman’s body was again no match for Joe. He arched his back and landed his knee right into Jennifer’s temple. As her momentum dissipated, he grabbed her by the hair.

      Let me go! Jennifer pleaded.

      “I’m not the one holding you,” Sere said. “I’m not stealing your life, and you’re not taking mine. Accept that you’re a wife and mother and not some badass warrior. Let go of me, and you can return to those you love.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere came to, gasping for air, on the floor of Joe’s hidden cache.

      “Easy. Just focus on your breathing. You’re going to be fine.” Polly had her hand at Sere’s back like someone who’d just performed the Heimlich maneuver.

      “What happened?” Sere felt as if she’d been hit by the bus when it sank into the swamp and had been trapped under it ever since.

      “You were a damn fool—that’s what happened,” Kendell yelled from her lookout position.

      “Now dear,” Myles said next to her, “we’ve all been reckless a time or two and usually under your guidance.”

      “He’s got a point.” Polly unwound the bandage from Sere’s head. “But it wasn’t entirely Sere’s fault this time.”

      “Stop discussing my actions as if you had a say in any of it. I’m not running a democracy.” Sere struggled to sit upright. “Tell me what happened to Jennifer out in the swamp. Is she okay?”

      Polly repacked the med kit. “They’re taking her to Joe’s cabin to give her a once-over—physically and spiritually. She sucked down a lot of swamp water and is in shock, but Joe and Bart agree she’ll survive. Bart also wanted you to know they got all three doppelgängers, and Lefty’s alligator contingent disposed of the evidence. Once Jennifer is settled in with Joe and Fisher, Bart said he’d ride your motorcycle down here.”

      “One more apocalypse averted.” Sere’s head and body hurt, which wasn’t typical even after a fight with Joe. She nodded at Polly’s gear. “Got any demon-strength aspirin in that thing?”

      Polly glanced at Myles and Kendell, who were still focused on the swamp. “Later. We need to talk about that blood transfusion,” she whispered as if that were some sort of solution to Sere’s headache.

      Like I had a choice about that. Sere kept that thought to herself. Clearly, Polly didn’t want the others to hear about the transfusion.
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Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Even by Sere’s standards, it had been a long couple of days fighting demons—not that anyone outside of a select few would ever know about the latest averted apocalypse. Even those who were aware of her actions weren’t likely to give her credit. If the ungrateful Northshore dudes did find out about the destruction of the murderers, they’d find some way to make it sound as if they were the ones responsible for the heroic effort.

      As for Kendell, Polly, and the New Orleans contingent, the week was just another battle in a war without end. Only Bart had expressed his approval, giving Sere a good pat on the butt for her efforts, but that felt more like one teammate congratulating another than something more intimate. Given the choice, she’d have rather patted his luscious ass than the other way around.

      By the time she returned to the city persona that she was still crafting, the late-afternoon sun was beating down on the Quarter. She had every right to be hungry and tired even though food and sleep weren’t life necessities she required. As she walked down Decatur Street, the smells of cheese, pepperoni, and olives wrapped around her nose, making her mouth water. Never before had she wanted to take a bite out of something so badly, with the possible exception of Bart’s perfectly toned bottom.

      She reached deep into the pocket of the bloodstained bustier and pulled out a twenty wrapped around a business card. Damn, Kendell. I guess if the tip didn’t land in the jar, you forgot all about it. She turned the card over and read the hastily scrawled note. “I’d love to get lunch sometime and discuss the beautiful music we could make together.” Blech. No wonder you left the twenty in the costume pocket.

      She figured one person’s rejection was another’s pizza. “I suppose I deserve a little reward for stopping another demon horde.”

      Beneath the heavenly aroma of melted cheese over baked crust, the brightly lit pizzeria smelled of cleaning solvents. From the way her boots stuck to the tile floor, Sere wondered when the place had last changed the water bucket. Turntables under heat lamps kept the pizzas warm in their countertop displays.

      “I’d like a pepperoni and olive.”

      The woman behind the counter looked up from her romance novel, glowering. She was probably in the middle of a particularly steamy chapter. “How many slices?”

      Sere slid the twenty across the counter. “The whole pie.”

      “Fine.” The cashier finally set the book down and grabbed a box. Then she slid the pizza off the tray and into the generic brown cardboard. The crust had all of the structural stability of a twelve-inch uncooked flounder.

      Sere grabbed a slice before the woman had a chance to fold the top down. She curled it nearly in half lengthwise and took a bite. “This must be the absolute best pizza in the world.” She took another bite and savored the burning-hot cheese as it scorched the roof of her mouth.

      The young woman leaned across the counter. “Lady, I work here, but that doesn’t mean I have to endure your sarcasm. We stay in business exclusively due to hungover partiers looking for something salty and greasy to get them right for another night.”

      Sere decided her hunger had to be a remnant of her connection to Jennifer. That poor woman probably hadn’t eaten at all before her abduction. If she had, she’d have been yakking all over the boat. “Rough night,” she said, playing along with the hungover act.

      The cashier leaned back as if justified in her assessment. “We get that a lot.”

      With the knowledge that even a college student would likely turn up her nose at the pizza, Sere devoured the slice on her way out the door. She only made it a block before the oily cheese, processed meat, and soggy crust made her stomach gurgle like it was filled with swamp gas.

      A familiar army-boot-covered foot projected from the corner doorway. She balanced the pizza box on one hand like a fancy Italian waiter. “Your order is ready, sir.”

      The homeless dude edged his back up along the doorframe into the seated position. “You’re back, and with food.” His eyes fixed on the cardboard box. “I’m glad to see you’re none the worse for your adventure.”

      “Just wanted to return the lunch favor.” She took her spot on the lower step and opened the box.

      He peered over his nose at the pizza then looked her in the eyes. “I need to get you a list of proper restaurants.”

      “Like you’ve got any room to talk. What was that fish, anyway? Gulf crapper?”

      He wiped his perpetually dirty hand on his equally disgusting jacket then reached in for a slice. “Free food is free food. You wouldn’t happen to have any mustard, would ya?”

      “On pizza? No. I didn’t think to pick any up,” she said sarcastically.

      He shrugged and began devouring the slice. “To what do I owe the honor?”

      “Can’t a girl just want to share a meal with a friend?”

      He looked at her with glazed eyes. “Nope. Not in your case. You treat people the way a kid would treat her dolls—pretending we’re real but not actually believing it. We’ve been watching over you since Kendell told us of your existence. In all that time, I’ve never heard of you spending time with someone simply for the conversation.”

      I didn’t have toys, only doppelgängers. “That’s not true,” she said. But she thought back over her interactions independent of killing demons. “I dance at the club every chance I get.”

      He nearly spit out a mouthful of pizza as he laughed. “Dancing isn’t conversation.”

      “It is if it’s done right,” she countered seductively.

      “Fine, but even then, we’re talking of a lovely young woman teasing equally handsome suitors.” He pointed at the two of them. “This pairing ain’t natural.”

      She picked up a slice from the high side of the box that had drained some of its oil into a small pond of yuck. “I’m not allowed to pick my friends because I’m young and attractive?” She began to see the advantage of keeping Jennifer alive and sane until old age. Switching her appearance on the spot might change the homeless man’s impression of her.

      He shrugged. “I’m not complaining. Just saying people, especially women, don’t usually hang out with the likes of me for no reason.”

      Me neither. “Have you considered that you might prefer to be alone? You have a habit of driving people away. I mean, you do have a place across the river where you can get a hot shower and clean clothes. Kendell made sure of that.” Sere waved at his overall appearance. “This grunge thing you’ve got going on isn’t exactly inviting to most people.”

      He tossed his half-eaten crust into the empty box. “Point taken. What’s your excuse? Because I don’t see you hanging out with a bunch of friends.”

      He was more right than she wanted to admit. “I’m working on it,” she said. “Trusting others isn’t something that comes naturally for me. I’m beginning to see that I’ve been pushing people away with my snarky rejoinders. Letting people in isn’t easy.”
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        * * *

      

      Back in the loft, Sere slept harder than she’d ever remembered sleeping. She woke up to the sun streaming in the dormer window and the sound of a street sweeper cleaning up the ravages of the night’s revelry. Above her head, her snakes dozed on the rafter, shaking the ends of their rattles sounding like old men snoring. Her body ached as she pushed off of the sagging mattress. Blood, mud, and demon crud covered her body where her clothes had been. The bustier and tights emanated swamp smells from a corner of the loft.

      “Guess I owe Kendell a new Halloween costume.”

      It took an hour in the shower to scrub every inch of her body back to pink skin. Then she stood naked in the closet, wondering what she was supposed to wear. Her riding leathers made sense if she intended on running, but without an adversary, the fight-or-flight instinct felt misplaced. She ran her hands over the various band outfits. The steampunk gear projected a fun in-your-face attitude that she appreciated, but for once, she didn’t want to play the provocateur.

      “It’s not that I want to fit in, but there has to be something I can wear that will let me talk to people without making some unintended impression.” She pulled a pair of low-rider jeans off a hanger. The waistband hugged her along the same line across her hips as her bullet belt. The bohemian tunic that hung next to the pants looked like a hippie throwback, but the loose fit didn’t restrict her movements. She synched a wide leather belt around her waist to replace the feeling of being armed with her shotgun.

      Before leaving the apartment, she pulled on her alligator boots. “No way I’m leaving my knife behind.”

      Without much else to do with her day, she headed into Fisher’s offices. Though she could spend her nights drinking and working off her pent-up energy on the dance floor, aimlessly wandering the Quarter only made her anxious for her next demon encounter. Fisher had said he could put her to work. Hunting down deadbeats and tax evaders might be a welcome change from combating serial killers and demons.

      Linda looked up from her typing. “I wondered if we’d see you today. He Who Does Not Make Appointments is waiting in your office.”

      Sere did her best to keep her heartbeat in check. I suppose a little excitement at seeing the one who saved my life isn’t a bad thing. When she walked into her office, however, the new mountain of files on her desk quashed her enthusiasm. “What’s all this?”

      “What you asked for,” Bart said. “These are the people who’ve died by mysterious causes over the last week.”

      She gulped. “That’s a lot of files. The sheriff’s department must have their hands full.”

      He lifted one off the top. A little green sticky note was stuck to the front. “My cousin went through all of them. He used green for suspected safe—as in, an alligator probably did the deed—yellow for completely unknown, and red for suspected demon.”

      How considerate of him. “Feel like saving me the work of separating them out?”

      He tossed the police folder back with the others. “Twelve demon-on-human murders and four unknown.”

      Damn, that’s a lot of incoming doppelgängers. “Our boys were busy.”

      He nodded at the green Post-It. “Not just the demons. There’s twenty-seven alligator-on-human deaths as well. We’re talking a full-on demon and gator slaughter up there. Every person who can handle a rifle or drive a boat is joining lynch mobs. If something isn’t done soon, we’ll have a modern-day peasant uprising north of the lake. With the doppelgängers already dispatched, events are either going to turn toward a witch hunt of the innocent, an alligator massacre, or both.”

      “Your biker friends and Riley’s posse made it pretty clear I wasn’t welcome up there.” She pulled out the bottle of Jameson’s she kept in the bottom drawer of her desk.

      “A little early in the day, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t usually sleep, so it’s all the same to me.” She poured a generous two fingers into the tumbler.

      “What’s with doppelgängers and alcohol, anyway? Seems like a bar is always the first stop they make after leaving the swamp.”

      “Can you blame them? Most of my brethren are based on city folk. Imagine someone from the Quarter finding himself in the middle of a swamp and having to make his way back to civilization. Anyone would be a little parched after that ordeal.”

      Bart shook his head. “I’ve seen people drink out of relief. The look on those guys’ faces was anticipation, like they’d been on the wagon for too long.”

      She turned the glass with the magical amber liquid in her hand. “From personal experience, I can tell you that alcohol gives me a break from the interdimensional tug-of-war that never lets up.”

      “Sounds like doppelgänger bullshit to me.” He picked up the bottle and stared at the liquid like someone studying a deadly strain of bacteria in an uncorked glass beaker. “After my time in combat, I found it hard to relate to normal people. I saw everyone I met as either an ally or an enemy, and women were easy conquests. I started drinking because I thought it’d lubricate my interpersonal relationships—make things easier, you know? I was looking to dull my instinct to dominate. Actually, the opposite happened.”

      Yet you drank with me. I wonder why. “Now that you know better,” she said, “you drink to increase the distance?”

      “Now I drink out of fear.” The intense look in his eyes told her how difficult the sentence had been to speak out loud. “I’m a Navy SEAL. Physical danger doesn’t faze me, but when I sense a closeness developing that I can’t control, my flight instinct kicks in. Alcohol helps me combat it, but too much can turn me into an asshole. Unfortunately, I can’t usually stop myself from overindulging.”

      She could see a similarity in how she used alcohol. Life had a way of enticing her into its grasp, and drinking gave her a dispassionate distance from humanity. “You managed to control your drinking around me.”

      “You’re not like most women. There’s a sense of equality in our relationship.”

      “So I’m the ally, whereas most women are the enemy?” she asked.

      “Something like that. You do keep me on my toes, but not in a combative way. When you started leaning on me, I began to let my guard down—someone that I respect putting their trust in me has a way of doing that. A shot or two with you knocks down my inherently snarky coping mechanism, but the honor you inspire in me prevents me from taking my drinking any further.”

      Though his openness intrigued her, Sere feared another question down the path of their relationship would make him tip the bottle to his lips, and once they let down their guards, they could end up anywhere. There were still life-and-death questions to be answered, demons on the horizon, and a woman who might be struggling with her sanity. Whatever emotions were building between them would have to wait.

      “Tell me what happened to Jennifer after I got pulled out of her.”

      He set the bottle down and kicked his shoes up on her desk as if grateful for the change of subject. “She kept talking about an alternate self. That boss of yours in the next office is quite the talker. Each time Jennifer proposed something that hit a little too close to the truth, he found a way to make it sound like the attribute was inside her all along. By the time we got her back to the stream that cut through the park, she was more or less her old self.”

      “Hopefully, she doesn’t freak out on her husband. Keeping that woman out of the loony bin is going to be a constant aggravation.”

      “Speaking of constant aggravations, any thoughts on when I should pencil you in for another rescue?”

      That was a good question. Apparently, the doppelgängers couldn’t just go through the door when someone died. Or maybe Sere’s nemesis was just taking his time planning his next move.

      “We had about three months between Monty and the gang of seven.”

      Bart dropped his boots from her desk. “Just don’t spent the whole time at the bottom of a bottle.”

      Take me with you. The fleeting thought had overtones of Jennifer, but Sere couldn’t deny that the idea of leaving the city and spending some quality time with Bart had its appeal. But she had to stay in the New Orleans. The demons would still see her as a beacon for leaving the swamp, and she couldn’t expect him to stay just for her.

      Sere turned the glass while watching the alcohol creep up the side like a spirit trying to escape. She returned the tumbler to her desk and pushed it toward the bottle. “If I intend on further understanding what it means to be human, maybe it’s time I also faced this life sober.”
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      Having put down the latest batch of escaped doppelgängers, Sere Mal-Laurette felt she’d earned a little time off from demon hunting. She was wrong.

      Her inattention has allowed a new batch of hellions to rise from the swamp and abduct Rampart Thibodaux. With the hot ex-Navy SEAL’s blood and soul infecting her, Sere has no choice but to jump back on her motorcycle to rescue him. Her quest will cost her dearly but also bring her closer to being human than she could have imagined.

      Sere’s emotional roller-coaster ride of human experiences, however, is overshadowed by the rise of a new devil—one who isn’t satisfied with simply claiming hell as his only domain.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            29

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The narrow unlit entrance beside the Scratchy Dog nightclub was not an alcove most women would find inviting but more like a place to be molested by some creep. At three o’clock in the morning on a Thursday morning, there weren’t even drunk partiers to witness any nefarious activities. For Sere, however, the potentially dangerous doorway meant returning home—or as close to home as she hoped to find in New Orleans.

      She pulled out her key, but as she touched the old brass handle, the door opened an inch on its own. Shit, she thought. The options of who might be lying in wait were almost too numerous to consider. At least the loas of the dead were not a possibility. They would have simply materialized in her room. And it probably wasn’t another demon from hell. Joe and Bart had blasted the most recent batch into oblivion only four days before, and those doppelgänger escapees had needed three months to work their way out of hell and mount an attack.

      Convinced that her intruder was human, Sere pulled the combat knife out of her boot. I really need to figure out a way to carry my shotgun without being questioned by the cops every other block, she thought. Not that she needed the four-barreled paranormal blaster against a human, but the weapon did make an impression. She edged the door open just far enough to silently squeeze in then eased it back in place. Only a small four-pane window at the second-floor landing illuminated the steep wooden staircase. She pressed her back to the dark wall and crept up the heavily painted steps. After six months of living in the loft, she’d mentally mapped out each creak and loose tread on the way to her sanctuary.

      By the time she’d made it as far as the window, her eyes had fully adjusted to the dark. The door off the landing that led to the second floor of the Scratchy Dog had been sealed shut for decades. Just the same, she pressed her fingers against it to be sure no one was conducting a sneak attack on Kendell or Myles. She’d had more than enough of adversaries putting those she cared about at risk. The door didn’t budge. At least whoever it was had the good sense to face her directly. That left out anyone from hell.

      She kept below the window and continued up to her loft on the third floor. In front of a door covered in crackled ivory paint, she knelt in a runner’s starting stance, careful to stay below the peephole. If anyone had made it into her apartment, her two canebrake rattlesnakes would hopefully either have them cornered or be waiting for her command. She put her hand on the threshold, hoping to feel the gentle rattle that indicated they had the intruder under guard. Nothing. Her fingertips pressed the brass footplate. The door moved slightly against the latch but remained closed. I still can’t decide whether someone’s attempting a sneak attack or trying to let me know they’re here.

      Either way, confrontation was only the twist of a door handle away. She switched her handhold of the knife from slashing to throwing. She’d only get one shot.

      She lunged off the ground like a frog, grabbed the top of the doorframe with her free hand, and kicked the door in. A shotgun blast from the middle of the room sent pellets into her hip, but most of the shot flew under her butt and into the angled roof above the stairs. Sere swung into the apartment, landed in a crouch, and flung the knife at Riley before the woman could recock her weapon. The knife penetrated deep into the woman’s forearm.

      Being a bartender, however, Riley was no stranger to fighting hurt. With her injured arm supporting the barrel, she pulled down on the trigger guard and brought the weapon up to her hip. “I’m not here to fight.”

      Sere lunged low over the floor, grasped the woman’s legs, and dropped her like a sack of angry crawfish. The shotgun spun to the far wall. Sere’s two snakes, who were supposed to be standing guard—or rather, slithering guard—fell from the rafters and wrapped their bodies around the weapon. While Riley was down and disoriented, Sere grabbed the knife out of the bartender’s arm and stood over her. Blood dripped from the blade onto the woman’s heart.

      “You’ve got a strange way of asking for a meeting.”

      Riley pulled out from under Sere and cradled her bleeding arm. “Like you did Cody any better?”

      At least the bar owner wasn’t whining like a stuck pig. Despite being an ex-football player, Cody couldn’t handle pain for shit. “That gator-hunting fool and I have a history,” Sere said. “It was either stab him or be met with the demon he had hiding in his cabin.”

      Riley had the good sense to remain on the floor where she wasn’t a threat. “We’ve got a history too.”

      Sere kept her aim on Riley. “Still, how difficult would it have been to make an appointment at Mr. Fisher’s offices?”

      Riley bent one of her long bare legs up, sending her cutoffs tighter up her ass. “You really are naïve, aren’t you? Someone is always watching you, and not just the people you trust. The only way I could meet with you in secret was to break into your apartment. If those helping the swamp demons get wind that I met with you, they might get the wrong idea.”

      Sere wondered how much the woman knew about the demons’ activities. If they did have accomplices among the living, though, she strongly doubted Riley would know about it. The woman was bluffing, but Sere decided to let her have her dignity. “I guess to stay in business, you side either with the denizens of hell or against them. But what the fuck are you doing here if it’s not to settle the score?”

      “Ram’s been abducted.”

      Sere nearly dropped her knife in shock. “I just saw him yesterday—couldn’t have been more than twelve hours ago. He brought by some police files.”

      “Well, he got a surprise when he got back to the bar. A gang of your hell-based kin were waiting for him. They knocked him out and made their escape on the motorcycles they stole from the bikers. I hopped in my truck and hightailed it down here as soon as I heard.”

      Sere nearly swore out loud. The latest outbreak of demons had made it clear that they intended to kill her, but she honestly believed she had more time. “Why tell me? I’d think you’d be happy to lose the competition.”

      Riley pointed at the two of them. “You and I may have our disagreements, but I knew Rampart long before you showed up, and our history is a little more favorable, if you catch my drift.”

      Sere grimaced, trying hard not to envision Riley and Rampart naked together. Bart, as she liked to call him, had a way with women. From Riley’s perpetually skimpy attire, Sere doubted it would have taken much manly skill to get the woman into the sack.

      “What about his cousin Evert? Doesn’t the parish sheriff’s office do anything up there?”

      Riley bent her muscular legs under herself and hopped back to her feet without changing her grasp on her wounded arm. “Do I look like someone the cops are going to listen to? I’m certain Ram’s bar buddies filed a report, but I’m not optimistic about anyone doing anything. That police station runs on a skeleton crew at night. Anyway, it’s going to take more than a deputy dude to find the demon bikers. As far as I’m concerned, until Ram’s safe, I’m calling a truce between us. You’re the best chance he has.”

      “A truce between us doesn’t do me much good if all of your asshole gator-hunting customers are out to get me. Last I heard, most of the Northshore is forming lynch mobs to go after the alligators that took out dozens of hunters, and I’m just sure everyone holds me responsible for organizing the attack. They probably got that idea from you.”

      Riley leaned against the wall. Blood covered her stomach, turning the waist of her skimpy white shorts dark red. “Can you blame them? You did come riding in from the swamp on that thirty-foot monster with a dozen of his prize-sized friends tailing you.”

      The woman had a point. All that Sere had accomplished by revealing the existence of Lefty, her gator friend from hell, was confirming to the hunters that there was something worth pursuing in the deep swamp.

      “I was trying to warn them against hunting close to the hell mouth. In spite of the human casualties, the alligators were never the real problem. All those greedy bastards managed to do was provide their boats as transportation for the demons back to town. And you expect me to step back into that war zone? Bart’s a big boy. He can take care of himself.”

      Riley wrapped what little there was of her cropped vintage-punk T-shirt around her arm. Her braless boobs pressed even harder against the stretched fabric. The faded image of Sid Vicious didn’t look very dangerous as he stared at Riley’s projecting nipple—more like a nerdy kid ogling his first breast.

      “You’re not fooling me,” Riley said. “I know you’ve got a thing for that hot heroic hunk of man meat. The only thing you’d like better than being swept up into his arms is to be the one doing the rescuing.”

      Sere wondered if she was going to have to reevaluate Riley. The woman clearly understood her better than she’d realized. “Other than not filling me full of lead next time we meet, do you have any intention of helping?”

      “I suppose I could run a commemorative-drink special for the gator hunters’ fallen comrades. It wouldn’t take a lot to get that posse so wasted they forget their mission. Of course, if you make it known you’re up there, you’re on your own.”

      “I’ll take what I can get.” Sere finally wiped her knife clean on her jeans and returned it to her boot. “I’ve got a med kit around here somewhere for our wounds.”

      Riley shook her head. “I’ll be fine, and from what I’ve heard and seen firsthand, a couple of shotgun pellets in your ass aren’t going to slow you down either. Mind telling your pets to let me have my gun back?”

      One rattler coiled his body under the barrel like a spring. His head rested over the top like he was taking aim. His companion wound under the trigger guard like he was about to fire the weapon.

      “They’re free agents,” Sere said, “and it looks like they want to hang onto your weapon. A snake never knows when he’s going to need a little firepower.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until the entry door downstairs slammed shut that Sere’s two snakes slithered off of Riley’s rifle.

      “What the hell?” Sere yelled at them. “You two getting so fat and lazy hanging around Frenchmen Street eating big old rats every day you can’t keep a scrawny barmaid out of my loft? If a girl can’t trust her cold-blooded companions, who can she trust?”

      They slinked toward the motorcycle bags on the bed as if the earlier shotgun blast had been the call to a new adventure. Sere grabbed her gun from the corner and tossed the saddlebags containing her reptilian friends over her shoulder. “I can’t ride with these pellets in my ass, and wandering the streets, bleeding, is going to be a little conspicuous. But there’s no point in wasting time making another trip to the loft.” She checked her analogue wristwatch. “A little before four in the morning—Myles and Kendell should still be cleaning up downstairs. I suppose I should let them in on the latest disaster.”

      She hobbled down the two stories to the street. Adrenaline could carry her through the most intense battle, but without the natural drug, her body registered every ache and pain more than ever. I really don’t want to see Professor Yates again and have him confirm that there’s something wrong with me.

      She kept her bleeding hip to the wall as she left her entrance and scooched open the door to the closed Scratchy Dog nightclub.

      Kendell looked up from wiping down the bar. “Again? Please tell me this latest injury was just from you cleaning your gun.” Kendell had stopped trying to offer sympathy for Sere’s injuries, and Sere didn’t understand that kind of talk anyway.

      “I had a surprise visitor upstairs.”

      The club owner lifted the hinged section of counter. “Do I need to have Myles pull out the bleach and tarps?”

      The couple hadn’t yet needed to dispose of any doppelgänger bodies, since so far, no one had run across any of Sere’s defeated opponents. “We settled our differences amicably this time. I just need a lift to the professor’s lab for a quick body repair.”

      “You make it sound like you were in a fender bender.” Kendell pulled at the side of Sere’s jeans. “I’ll have Myles bring the VW to the front. I swear, girl, you must never have to do laundry. Each time you get a new outfit, it invariably ends up shot full of holes, covered in blood, or stinking of swamp water.”

      Sere shrugged. “At least I don’t have to worry about my wardrobe going out of style.”

      “Feel like telling me about your latest trouble, or are Myles and I just supposed to wait until all hell breaks loose again?”

      “I’ll tell you on the way.”

      At least explaining her situation to the couple meant Sere didn’t have to face the new physical limitations that really worried her. She’d really hoped to put off meeting with the professor and Polly for a little while longer. But maybe with the others present, the scientist and his assistant would stick to healing Sere’s latest injury and not get into the bigger problem of what was happening to her body.
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Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere knew Polly was pissed from the way the woman locked eyes with her and didn’t even glance at her damaged hip. “I’m guessing you’re not angry at me because I woke you up at this ungodly hour,” Sere said. “I’m sorry I didn’t stop by earlier, but I haven’t had a lot of time.”

      The former bandleader glanced around the professor’s office. “I just thought you might prefer to deal with this in private.”

      Sere half sat on the end of the table to take the pressure off her hip. “I already know what you’re going to tell me, so the only ones in the room who don’t know are Myles and Kendell. Let me save you the trouble. Bart gave me a blood transfusion. He didn’t have a choice as I’d lost a lot of blood and Jennifer was still in danger. I needed to heal as quickly as possible. So now I have a part of him in my doppelgänger body. I’ve been shot enough times to know the drill. You have to remove the foreign material before you can hook me up to Jennifer so I can draw on her energy. Blood, though, isn’t something that can just be siphoned out of me. How am I doing so far?”

      The professor nodded. His downcast eyes and tented fingers indicated the grave nature of her condition. “His blood contains human DNA.”

      “Right.” Sere knew what was coming next—it was time to rip off the emotional bandage. “So I’m no longer immortal, but it’s not that big a deal. If I’d lived a thousand years and now had to face a new mortality, I might be more freaked out. I just want to know if I’ll live a normal amount of time or if there’s some paranormal calculation based on the amount of his blood that’s in me.”

      “What are you talking about?” Polly asked. Sere had expected the question, just not from the professor’s assistant.

      “Isn’t that the big dark secret you wanted to tell me in private?” Sere asked. “Human DNA degrades, and Bart’s is now a part of me. Ever since the transfusion, I’ve felt hunger, sleepiness, and increased pain. I never had to deal with these human conditions while purely Jennifer’s projected doppelgänger.”

      The professor leaned back in his Barcalounger. “Polly, make a note: drama queen is apparently another side effect of human blood.”

      The woman glared at the old scientist. “Be nice. Can’t you see how this has been eating at her?” She turned back to Sere. “Like it or not, you are still immortal. As you’ve noticed, however, the foreign body matter inside you has created some changes when it comes to projecting your real onto you. You’re no longer strictly based on her existence. That was what I wanted to talk to you about before you leapt to conclusions. With the DNA as a guide for our projections, you’ll be feeling more what it is to be human. You still don’t need to eat or sleep. Naturally, our projection of Jennifer’s body into hell and then through the gate to you will continue. You’re still at least ninety percent doppelgänger. Having human blood in you isn’t going to automatically give you a living body.”

      Sere wasn’t sure how to feel. She considered being immortal the way a celebrity might think of being famous—it was a curse most people thought they wanted until it was actually theirs. If having Bart’s blood inside her had somehow made her susceptible to his charms, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to face him, which would be a problem when it came to his rescue.

      “So other than having cravings, what can I expect?”

      The professor brought up Sere’s projection screen on his computer. “With your soul, you already experience a sense of identity independent of Jennifer Cranston. This latest development will probably create a similar distinction with her body.” He turned away from his computer and pointed at her bleeding hip. “Which brings us to today. Since you’re here, I assume you’re on another save-all-humanity mission and can’t wait to heal normally. Once we dig out the pellets, we’ll hook you up as usual. The repair sequence shouldn’t change, though it might take a little longer. However, what you experience inside Jennifer might.”

      “What about my situation with Bart?” Sere hated asking the question, but if she was going to save the muscular bartender, she needed to be aware of any new vulnerabilities. To her relief, no one laughed at her or treated her like a teenager with a crush.

      “Transferring bodily fluid isn’t like sharing emotional energy,” Professor Yates said. “It’s not like he was psychically hooked up to you.”

      No, she thought, but he did have his shirt around my neck with the technological bandage wrapped around it when he hooked me up to Jennifer. Combined with his blood in my veins, that had to have some effect.

      However, she didn’t really want to argue that such a union was possible. With so much of her existence known and analyzed by the people in the room, having something personal was a rarity she chose to cherish rather than dig into. “Well, let’s get this over with. I’ve got a bartender to save and some demons to kill.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere kept silent and tried to focus on nothing at all. Unfortunately, Jennifer was doing the same. The spatula in the woman’s hand tilted, threatening to lose its grip on the hot chocolate-chip cookie.

      Fuck. What new threat is this woman facing? Sere thought.

      “I know you’re there. I can feel you,” Jennifer said in the empty kitchen.

      Sere thought back over their last connection. So long as I’m just thinking, she can’t hear me.

      “Not talking? That’s okay.” Jennifer finished placing the freshly baked cookie on the tray. “I’m not crazy. I know you were the one who saved Bobby, just like I knew you were the one who talked me through my rescue. How are those two sweet sticks of man candy, by the way?”

      She’s being way too calm about this. Damn it. How long does it take to heal a couple of shotgun holes, anyway?

      “I’m just saying, you can talk to me. I won’t freak out if that’s what’s worrying you. Bobby and Henry won’t be up for another hour. I forgot I had to bake these for my son’s class last night.” She picked up one of the hot cookies and breathed in the smell of melted chocolate, butter, and nuts. “Tell me that doesn’t smell good. I’ll pour us some coffee so we can enjoy it together. All you have to do is say yes.”

      When did you become so damn good at manipulation? God, I hope some of me didn’t transfer to you. Professor Yates had made it clear that if Sere kept messing around with his equipment while ignoring his fail-safes, such a possibility could happen, and nothing good would come of it. Fuck it. This isn’t going to be our last connection. I might as well get it over with.

      “Yes.”

      Jennifer’s hand shook as she ran the spatula under the next cookie, crumbling it in half. “So you are there. I’m sorry about trying to trap you last time we met. That was unfair of me, but then, I guess we’re both guilty of using each other.”

      Shit, woman, how much do you know? Sere didn’t dare pursue her suspicions. She chose her words carefully. “We’ve helped each other out of some tough spots.”

      “That we have.” Jennifer took a bite of the cookie and let the melted chocolate coat her mouth.

      I’ll have to reassess my opinion of your cooking. That’s a damn fine cookie. Sere checked the corners of Jennifer’s eyes to make sure there wasn’t a package of frozen dough somewhere on the counter. “I never meant for this connection to happen.”

      Now, there was an understatement. If Sere’s father hadn’t yanked her out of Guinee and dumped her soul into the first little-girl doppelgänger he found, Jennifer would have had a perfectly normal life. The swig of coffee perfectly dissolved the chocolate in the woman’s mouth into a rich, heady concoction that Sere wanted to take her time savoring, but it was gone before she could express her appreciation.

      “Ever since I was a little girl,” Jennifer said, “I’ve had an invisible playmate. I guess every child does at some point, but the feeling that there was someone else I could call on never went away.”

      I am not at your beck and call, Sere thought. “I hate to disappoint you, but sometimes—most of the time—the voices are just your imagination.”

      “But not always. That’s good enough for me.”

      The tug indicating it was time to return to her body pulled at Sere’s stomach. “Until next time. And thanks for the cookie.”
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Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      The day was half-gone by the time Sere was back to fighting strength. “Where to next, demon huntress?” Myles asked as he opened the sliding door of the VW bus.

      After a night of people and revelations, Sere was eager to get back on her Triton motorcycle, where she could think in peace. “Take me to Fisher’s offices. I need to check in before grabbing my bike and heading out.”

      “And what can we do to help?” Kendell asked.

      Kendell and Myles were as close to parents as anyone in Sere’s life. She had left them out of the nightmare as long as she could—too long, Kendell would say. She needed to bring them back in.

      “There has to be a way to close hell’s gate to the demons without cutting off the connection that gives me this body,” Sere said. “Since we can’t get hold of Sanguine to find out what’s happening on that side, we’ll need to figure out how to slam the door on this side. I can hunt down these doppelbastards and behead them, but figuring out how they’re getting through the gate is beyond me.”

      “What about your theory of one dead person killed by the existing doppelgängers equaling one new demon escaping hell?” Kendell asked from the passenger’s seat.

      “It’s just an idea. Monty killed seven, then seven demons showed up three months later. I thought maybe there was some incubation period, but I must have been wrong on that point.” She worried about what else she might have been wrong about. Being on the front line between life and hell meant everyone was relying on her for information and ideas. “From the police reports, those seven killed twelve gator hunters, so I’m working under the assumption that I’ll be chasing twelve newly escaped demons.”

      “That’s nineteen souls that could be trapped in hell,” Myles said as he fired up the old bus. “We’ll need to get them out before we seal the gate shut.”

      Kendell reached across the gearshift and touched Myles’s arm. “Don’t forget about Sanguine. I’m not just leaving her there to rot for all time.”

      Sere couldn’t face leaving her guardian angel to hell’s doppelgängers, but there were bigger considerations at the moment. “One other thing. The demons who abducted Jennifer were headed for the hell mouth. I’m worried they might have been trying to cast my real into hell.”

      “That’s a lot of complicated,” Myles said as he wove the VW into the early-morning traffic of the French Quarter.

      For Sere, focusing on the specifics of how hell operated was a bit like being a kindergartener staring at a calculus formula. “You were the ones who asked for something to do.”

      “What about Joe?” Kendell asked.

      Joe—Sere’s mentor, trainer, and operations outfitter—would be her first stop after leaving the city. “Get word to him that I’m on my way. Don’t leave anything out, including my new human DNA weaknesses. I’m not going to have many friends north of the city, so I’ll need more than his advice this time. He might want to round up every paranormal shotgun shell he can find and grab a gun capable of firing them.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere blew right past Linda, the receptionist, and into Montgomery Fisher’s office. “We’ve got a problem.”

      The kindly CPA and superhero sidekick looked up from his stack of papers. “For the love of God, what now?”

      She scribbled the address of Bubba’s Bar and Grill on a scrap of paper. “Bart’s been abducted by demons. They were waiting for him when he returned to Jackson’s Bluff. Those doppelgängers can’t resist a beer or two once they’ve escaped hell, so I’m guessing they rung up a healthy bar tab.”

      “You honestly believe they hung around to pay the bill once they abducted the bar owner?” Fisher asked.

      Money never did make much sense to Sere. “Even if they did skip out without paying, eventually they will have had to refuel the motorcycles they stole. You worked some impressive financial magic last time to figure out the identities of the last doppelfuckers. Find me the direction these new hellholes are headed.”

      Fisher pushed his files aside and slid his laptop in front of him. “You think they’ll be using bank cards?”

      “All I know is they’re more than a step ahead of me this time. It would have taken a small army to subdue Bart, so we’re not looking at a lone demon finding his way in from the swamp like the last two times. Since they were coordinated enough to be waiting for him, it seems logical they would have arranged for the economic necessities before setting the ambush.”

      Fisher opened his cell phone. No matter which icon he pressed, nothing happened. The energy Sere projected had a way of screwing up wireless communication.

      “I’ll reach out to my bank contacts once you’re out of the office.” He half turned toward the corner of his office, where her backup single-barrel shotgun leaned at the ready. “What else do you need?”

      “It’d be helpful if you didn’t do anything stupid like putting your life at risk.”

      “Just following your lead. Is there any point in me rounding up Thomas? He might have some insight on what your latest band of demons are up to.”

      Fisher must have wanted a rematch with the professor’s old assistant—demonically possessed to demonically possessed. Thomas had started it by abducting Sere and giving Fisher a concussion.

      “I’m responsible for both of you having to share your bodies with your evil doppelgängers,” Sere said. “Having you two try to kill each other again isn’t going to help me find Bart.”

      “Fair enough.” Fisher turned back to his desk and pointed at the computer screen that was still trying in vain to load the Internet. “Give me half an hour, and I’ll have a direction for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere never was much good at waiting for answers. Sticking around the office would only make the already gimpy French Quarter Internet connection move even slower. She headed out of the CPA’s office to clear her head and stretch her legs. No matter which direction Fisher sent her, she was in for a long ride.

      What she really wanted was a shot of Jameson, but she’d promised herself, as well as Bart, that she’d try to face reality sober for a while. As she passed out of the narrow business-lined street in the center of the Quarter, the gleaming marble facade of New Orleans Bank and Trust dominated her view. The fifteen-year-old structure had been designed to match the one Joe, Kendell, and Myles had bombed. Rubble from hell’s version of the original two-hundred-year-old building had provided the material for the paranormal shotgun shells that could cut the link between a doppelgänger and its real.

      But it wasn’t the history of the demolished building housing the interdimensional gate that made Sere stand with her fists at her sides. In the middle of the stone-slab-covered promenade that stretched out from the building’s twelve-foot-high grand entrance was a new bronze statue of Baron Malveaux, complete with top hat and cane. “They just had to go and build you a goddamned monument.”

      “He did fund the construction of most of New Orleans after the War Between the States.”

      The voice behind her made Sere cringe. She turned to see a group of tourists reverently listening to a guide in a long coat and top hat. “A bit early in the day for such attire,” she said. “Gentlemen didn’t dress in tails unless they were attending a formal affair, and those were usually conducted after dark.”

      The tour guide bowed slightly. “Very good, my lady. However, after the war, it wasn’t unusual for a fine gentleman to be left with a limited wardrobe.” He spoke plaintively as if he himself had endured the hardship.

      “Whatever.” She turned back to the statue, grateful that at least the bronze remained silent.

      The guide continued to address his crowd of families and hungover tourists. “As I was saying, as the head of the bank, Baron Malveaux had his hand in nearly every business transaction. The man was a true hero to the city. Most of what you see now was due to his generosity and savvy. Where others saw financial institutions in ruin, the baron saw opportunity. His lending practices were considered revolutionary at the time.”

      Sere really wanted to fight the arrogant prick. The expansive stone walkway would make for a wonderful field of combat. But she resisted her natural urges. Without turning away from the statue, she yelled, “His practices, as you call them, landed the women of most of the city’s prominent families in his dens of prostitution. I’d hardly call that generous. The man was evil personified.”

      A gasp went up from the tourists behind her.

      “Purely negative press,” yelled the guide over his flock’s rumbling. “Every failed business needed someone to blame, and the unfortunate baron bore most of the post-war animosity by those unable to capitalize on the city’s rejuvenation. And unfortunate he was, for though he made and distributed his wealth to get the city back on its feet, his personal life was anything but enviable. His only son died in the war. His wife was committed to the care of the nuns—a discreet way of saying she lost her mind. And worst of all, his beloved daughter died from an evil curse.”

      Sere scuffled down the broad steps and away from the uneducated know-it-all before she lost her cool. Now they’re fucking using my life story to sell tours?

      She was still seething when she returned to Fisher’s offices. “Tell me you’ve got something for me.”

      Fisher slid an old-fashioned folded map across his desk. “I called Bubba’s Bar and Grill. As I assumed, they skipped out without paying for their drinks. However, Rampart Thibodaux’s bank card was used at a Stop ’N Go outside Mason’s Corner for ninety-two dollars’ worth of gas. I don’t imagine his Ducati holds anything near that amount.”

      Sere stared at the map. Mason’s Corner was a good hundred miles north of Jackson’s Bluff. “Damn it. They’ve got quite the head start. How long ago did they fill up?”

      “Early this morning.”

      She unfolded the map to study a dot much closer to New Orleans. “What’s this mark?”

      Fisher took a Post-it Note off his desk phone and stuck it to the map. “Joe said to meet him at this address. He said he’d have everything ready to go.”
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      Sere took the freeway exit to Myers, convinced that Joe was pulling a prank on her. The middle-class tract houses looked like something straight out of the 1980s. Rows and rows of nearly identical homes with practically the same conservative sedans parked out front made it impossible to differentiate the streets. As she consulted the small signs, she wondered how reality could be so damn boring compared to the make-believe existence she’d left in hell. She made a right onto Luther Lane and continued until she found the mailbox labeled 322. The dwelling looked exactly like the buildings on either side of it.

      “Well, I guess that’s one way to hide in plain sight.” She got off her Triton and walked up the small incline to the front door. “I hope I don’t scare the shit out of the occupants.” After ringing the doorbell, she pulled her leather riding jacket tight around her bare midriff.

      An old woman with a grandmotherly smile opened the door. “Can I help you, dear?”

      Sere held up the Post-It as if it were some sort of pass to a hidden nightclub. “I was given this address, but there must be some mistake. I’m sorry to have bothered you.”

      Sere was just about to turn and leave when the woman said, “You’re looking for Mr. Joseph, aren’t you?”

      “Is he here?” This is some fucked-up hidden cache.

      “He rents the garage from me.” The woman leaned out the door and pointed to the side of the house. “Just go through the gate. You’ll see the side door to the garage. And tell him dinner is almost ready if he’s hungry. That man never eats enough. There’s plenty for both of you if you’re hungry.”

      “Thank you.” Sere walked away, genuinely confused by the woman’s hospitality to a complete stranger.

      As she pushed open the fence gate, a hand reached out and pulled her into the small alleyway. “Did anyone follow you?” Joe asked.

      “How was anyone going to follow me? This is the most messed-up hiding spot ever. What the hell are you thinking, using a middle-class neighborhood to stash your weapons?”

      He checked the street before closing the gate then rushed her into the garage. “I occasionally need a street address for deliveries and cover registrations.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Once he had the garage door closed, he flipped on the lights. Other than his vintage BSA motorcycle in the corner and the two black-tarp-covered objects in the center of the concrete floor, the place looked deserted. He yanked the first tarp off, revealing a completely blacked-out motorcycle. “Honda Blackbird. This is one of the fastest production bikes on the market. She’ll hit a top speed of one hundred ninety miles per hour.” He pulled the covering off a second all-black bike. “BMW S1000 RR. Not a very elegant name for a superbike. She’ll also do one ninety, but she’s lighter and more maneuverable. I thought you’d find this one more comfortable. Since the demons abducted Bart, they’ll be expecting you to chase them. That means they’ll have a trap set for you. The way the rat avoids being killed is by moving faster than the spring after stealing the cheese.”

      Holy shit. Sere walked around the high-performance machines. “These bikes will make Bart’s Ducati look like a moped.”

      “Our foe is a good eighteen hours ahead of us. Even on those lumbering Harleys, they’ll have us at a disadvantage.” Joe picked up the black helmet from under the BMW. “Try this on.” He retrieved the matching one from under the Honda.

      I hate full-face helmets, she thought, but she forced it over her head without complaining. “I can’t see a damn thing.”

      “You can slide the screen up and out of the way if you want, but once you see what the computer display can do, you won’t want to.” She felt his hand press something under her chin. The screen lit up, displaying the room in shades of red with readouts too numerous to figure out.

      “You realize this thing isn’t going to do a damn bit of good out on the road, right?” Her energy had a way of fucking up anything not directly wired to what it was supposed to be reading.

      “Maybe not.” His words in her ears made her grip the sides of the helmet.

      “What the hell, Joe?” She looked around for some connection between the two helmets.

      “You’ve been working under a misconception. It’s not that you can’t use cellular technology. It’s simply that your energy wavelength differs so much from what’s currently in use that a distortion is created. You’ve been hooked up to the equipment in my cabin enough times for me to get a pretty good idea of what frequencies might work. I developed these helmets with Bart’s help. That boy does know his covert communications.”

      She looked around the room with a renewed sense of awe. “So we’ll be able to talk on the road?”

      “More than that. Bart borrowed the technology in that helmet from fighter jets. You’ll have readouts of practically everything you can imagine, including some that weren’t part of the original military design.” He touched a button under his helmet. His face instantly appeared on a little square in the corner of her view screen.

      She looked at him past the readouts. His android-like black outfit meshed nicely with the color of the bike. “Are you saying we’ll be able to identify the demons?”

      “That’s my hope. If they’re on your energy wavelength, my modifications should help us zero in on their locations.”

      “What are we waiting for?”

      He pointed at the package on the seat of the BMW. “There’s a Kevlar riding suit for you. It’s not as sexy as your leathers, but when you hit north of one hundred miles per hour, the wind can beat on your skin something awful. Just lose the riding jacket and shotgun, and the suit will fit over what you’re wearing.”

      She looked at the closed garage door. “What about my weapons and saddlebags?”

      He reached into the front cowling of the superbike. “I rigged up a couple of pump-action shotguns. All we’ll need from your bags is your paranormal shells. I grabbed what I could from my cabin, but we can’t be oversupplied with ammunition.”

      She hated the idea of leaving her snakes behind, but when it came to paramilitary actions, Joe was the boss. “That sweet little old lady I met at the door isn’t going to object to a couple of snakes hanging out in her garage?”

      She could see the snarky response beginning on his face in her view screen. “I’m sorry you won’t be able to bring your teddy bears with you on this adventure. Madeline knows how to keep a secret.”

      “I deserved that. I suppose my snakes aren’t much good against demons anyway.” Sere wondered if the sweet-old-grandmother persona of the homeowner was just a cover identity. She was probably some spy Joe had worked with in the good old days.

      He threw his leg over the Honda. “You always said you wanted to go on a covert operation with me.”

      “I get that these bikes are fast, but aren’t they going to attract a lot of attention?”

      He fired up his ride. Other than a soft continual huff, the bike was as quiet as a gator on the hunt. “The mufflers are fitted with silencers of my own design, and the black paint is military-grade radar resistant. The cops aren’t going to notice us. With your helmet’s night vision, you won’t need the headlight unless you want to blind some oncoming vehicle. We’ll be nothing more than wraiths in the night. Once I open the garage door, get your bike in here. Now that it’s getting dark I want to cover as much distance as we can.”
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        * * *

      

      Joe kept his speed below eighty on the curvy swamp highway. Sere had grown fond of the Triton café racer she’d borrowed from Joe’s cache near her swamp cabin. The BMW, however, was in a whole different category of motorcycle. At eighty miles per hour, the bike handled the curves like a swift diving for midges.

      “How am I supposed to use this helmet if I don’t dare take my hands off the controls?”

      “Swipe your eyes across the screen like you’re using a smart phone.”

      That made her ears cringe in frustration. “I don’t fucking know how to use a smart phone.” Her yell filled the small helmet.

      “Sorry, my mistake. Look off to the side of the helmet. You’ll see logos for the various functions. While staring at what you want, move your eyes back to the screen. The computer will do the rest. Ready to add a little throttle to these babies? I don’t want them building up engine carbon from us reining them in for too long.”

      Excitement and fear were so close together in Sere’s emotional catalogue that she wasn’t sure which was making her heart beat so fast. “Let’s do it.”

      Joe shot out in front of her as if someone had waved a starter’s flag, leaving her standing still. She hunched down behind the small windscreen and opened up the throttle. Though the bike didn’t make the roar of acceleration she thought it should, the backward pull to her body made her clamp her legs tighter to the gas tank. “Holy shit.”

      “Do I need to slow down?” His voice came through loud and clear even though he was little more than a red silhouette far down the road.

      “Don’t you dare,” she said. His patronizing had the effect of bringing out her inner daredevil. She laid harder into the throttle, bringing the front tire off the pavement. “Last one to Bubba’s Bar buys a round for the house.”

      The wind rushing over Sere’s helmet drowned out the hush of the BMW engine. They were going one hundred miles per hour. On a long stretch of straight road, she held her body as balanced over the rocket as she could manage while keeping the small section of rubber tire in contact with the pavement, and she spun the throttle even further. And still Joe was pulling farther ahead.

      “How the hell are you outrunning me? I feel like an airplane about to perform a liftoff.” The speedometer on her visor read 113 miles per hour. The red dot far ahead that represented Joe read 126.

      “Stop thinking and trust your instincts.”

      “I hope you’ve got a lot of paranormal bandage in that cowling in case I crash,” she said.

      “I thought you’d grown beyond that type of defeatist attitude.”

      She knew the argument well. Focusing on the worst-case scenario usually brought it into existence. Only by concentrating on what she wanted could she remain in control. She tucked her legs, arms, and torso even tighter to the high-powered machine and twisted the throttle until it wouldn’t go any further. As she passed 120, control of the bike became more an extension of her thoughts than something she was operating. Instead of sliding off the roadway, she sliced into the curves like a figure skater carving up the ice with her blades. She breezed past a pickup truck as if it were a remote-control toy that had accidentally wandered into the roadway. Towns appeared on the horizon and faded out behind her without her ever noticing a single storefront. If a cop had noticed the blacked-out bikes, he didn’t bother engaging in pursuit. And the motorcycle still had a higher gear.

      By the time she realized they’d passed Riley’s bar, Kelly’s Diner was in her rearview monitor. I’ve only got another twenty miles if I hope to pass Joe. At least he was no longer putting more distance between them. I know this stretch of highway well. This is my chance.

      The straight, smooth section of highway that the road crew had been laying when Sere had escaped Bart—what now felt like years ago—was finally paved though still coned off. In a split second, she made her decision. With a firm jerk to the BMW’s handlebars, she jumped the bike over the uneven section of pavement and onto the fresh asphalt.

      “That’s cheating!” Joe yelled as she rocketed past him.

      “You were the one who taught me to use every advantage.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere used the entire length of the gravel parking lot to slide the BMW sideways to a halt. Joe was so close behind her that she could smell his brake dust. “Don’t feel bad, old man. Even with my shortcut, if it hadn’t been for my demon side, I’d never have beaten you. There were a couple of corners where I was certain I would go off the road and into the trees.”

      He pulled off his helmet, revealing his salt-and-pepper close-cut hair glistening with sweat. “I’ll never complain about being beat by you, Sere. Let’s see what these lost-biker dudes have to say about their missing bartender.”

      Her legs felt like they’d become a part of the motorcycle. Unwrapping them from around the curves of the gas tank was more intense than separating from a lover after sex. “Maybe you should go in first. Last time I was here, they weren’t too happy to see me or my snakes.”

      He laid his helmet and gloves on the seat in the shape of a skull and crossbones. “Without their bikes and bartender, I suspect they’ll be a bit subdued. Just the same…” He reached into his boot and pulled out a long thin knife. “Best to be prepared.”

      She patted the black handle sticking out of her gator-skin boot. “I’ll follow your lead.”

      “That will be a first.” He pushed his way through the western-style swinging doors without waiting for her to respond.

      Walking into the quiet dimly lit bar in their all-black riding suits made Sere feel as if she and Joe were the harbingers of doom. He continued on to the bar without giving the dozen forlorn men a second glance, but Sere knew he’d mapped out the establishment for threats and tactical advantages just as she had.

      “Two ginger ales, a round for the house, and everything you know about the men who abducted your boss,” Joe said.

      The barmaid leaned over the cypress counter, displaying her cleavage clear down to the nipple-covering flowers of the lace camisole under her tied-off men’s cotton shirt. “Sure I can’t interest you in something stronger? You look like you could handle it.”

      Though Joe had the same woman-swooning charisma as Bart, at least the older man knew how to keep it in his pants. “What you have to tell me about Rampart should be plenty strong enough.”

      Sere pulled the knife out of her boot and placed it on the counter as she sat on the stool. “We know he’s in trouble.”

      The woman finally turned away from Joe. “Oh, it’s you. Didn’t recognize you without your snakes or your shotgun. What is this, Take Your Father to Work Day?” The barmaid quickly turned back to Joe. “Not that you don’t wear it well. Some men just naturally age to perfection.”

      Barf. Sere tried to contain her revulsion at the woman’s outward display of lust. “Bart’s in trouble, and you’re wasting time, TT.” Tits and tips. She smiled to herself at the inside joke that had spread about Bart’s barmaid.

      “It’s Edie, if you don’t mind. Ram might let you make up names for him, but I prefer my customers to be slightly more respectful. A woman has to stand her ground in a place like this.”

      Sere nodded her acceptance of Edie’s chastisement. The woman had to have a strong spine to support those breasts—both physically and socially. “We both want the same thing—to save Rampart. Help us, and I’ll make sure Joe becomes a regular.”

      The ex-Army Ranger leaned away from the bar. “The hell you will. I’m not just a pretty package, you know.”

      Edie pulled down a couple of glasses, filled them with ice, and squirted ginger ale into them from the bar’s dispenser. “So long as I get a shot at displaying my skills.” The way her eyes played over Joe’s chest made it clear she wasn’t talking about her mixology talents. “We typically get two groups of customers in here: those on their way home from work and those coming over after dinner. You can guess which group has the heavier drinkers. By six, the changeover is usually complete, and my day really begins. This group came in at about four and milled around the pool table. I could tell they were trouble. Do this job long enough, and it’s not hard to figure out which customers are going to cause problems. I knew Ram was on his way, so I just tried to keep things civil until he got here. By the time my regulars had settled into their usual nightly routine around seven, the out-of-towners were good and sloshed and in no mood to hide it.”

      “How many were there?” Joe asked.

      Edie looked over at the pool table as if trying to remember. “Nine, ten—it’s hard to be sure as they kept moving around.”

      “Could there have been twelve?” Sere asked.

      “Maybe.”

      Fat Fuck, who never seemed to leave the end of the bar, squealed his stool as he turned away from his beer. “Closer to twenty. A dozen wouldn’t have stood a chance against us.” From his slurring, Sere guessed he’d been seeing double for days—probably well before the demons had shown up.

      “Bullshit.” Loud Mouth, at his usual table, appeared to have fully regained his voice after the busted jaw Sere had given him. “There were only seven of them.”

      “It took me all day to clean up this mess,” Edie said incredulously. “Seven hoodlums couldn’t have created that level of chaos.”

      “It’s simple.” Loud Mouth stood up as if preparing to give a lecture. “Seven of our Harleys were stolen, so there were seven in the gang.”

      “Some of them could have ridden double,” Fat Fuck said.

      Sere could tell she wasn’t going to get a definitive answer. “What happened?”

      “As I said,” Edie continued, “I couldn’t get an accurate count because they kept milling around, heading out for a smoke, using the can—basically, casing the joint. In hindsight, they must have been staking out the most strategic spots for when the action started. I’m sure you understand that better than I do.” She raised an eyebrow at Joe.

      You’ve got that right. Sere kept that thought to herself. Being snarky would only waste precious time. “They were waiting for Bart?” she asked to cover her irritation.

      “Apparently. We heard his bike pull up, but he never made it into the bar. I don’t know how many they had outside to coldcock him, but there were enough of those assholes in here to keep my regulars occupied. It was bedlam—chairs, bottles, pool cues, blood everywhere. You have no idea what I had to go through to get this place open.”

      Loud Mouth put his empty glass on the bar. “I know enough about military tactics to recognize a collapsing defense when I see one. They kept fighting but only to confuse us. By the time the last one was out the door, the others had the motorcycles hot-wired. With all the crap all over the place, we didn’t stand a chance of saving Ram.”

      Edie refreshed his drink. “You guys were falling all over yourselves, but you’re right about the fight being planned ahead of time. I’ve seen a lot of bar brawls, but never one that well orchestrated.”

      Joe pushed his half-empty ginger ale toward Edie with two hundred-dollar bills under the glass. “What did they take? Which way did they go? And how far behind are we?”

      Edie smiled as she slid one of the bills into her shirt next to her breast. “Eight motorcycles including Ram’s Ducati. Lem and Kyle chased them north for ten miles, but that’s not going to tell you much. The only intersections along the swamp highway lead to residential areas or hunting cabins.” She checked the clock on the wall. “It’s nine now, so they’ve got a good twenty hours on you.”
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Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere worked out the math in her head while Joe took point. Twenty hours at, say, an average of fifty miles an hour puts them 1000 miles ahead of us. If we can average twice that speed, we’ll have them by tomorrow evening—assuming Joe can last that long and we don’t get pulled over. Shit. Better figure it will take twice that long.

      But instead of winding his motorcycle up to full speed, Joe hit the brakes and turned into the parking lot of an all-night diner at the edge of town.

      “What the fuck, Joe?”

      “We need a place to talk.”

      The light in Sere’s helmet indicating that Joe was online switched off. She pulled so closely alongside his motorcycle that her foot hit his rear tire then reached behind her helmet and ripped it off her head. “The time to talk was back at Bubba’s bar. This is the time to act. We’re losing precious minutes.”

      He stepped off his bike and set his helmet and gloves down as if this wasn’t going to be a quick stop. “The demons are not a thousand miles ahead of us. I’m getting a coffee.” He walked to the door so casually that she wanted to throw her helmet at his back.

      Instead, she set her riding gear down as he had and followed him to a booth at the back of the café. She scooched in toward the wall. “Explain, and don’t leave out why we didn’t have this discussion at our last stop—or better yet, on the road.”

      His look of cold disdain was one she knew well. Each time she failed one of his training sessions, silence was his initial response. “Think, little girl,” he finally said. “Have I ever advised you to spill your secrets in a room full of strangers—and in a place you’re known to frequent, no less? The demons were waiting for Bart. It’s reasonable to assume someone was feeding them information. There could be a mole among the bikers or just some stranger happy to get a free beer in exchange for information, but the demons must have someone in this reality gathering information. But that’s not why I stopped.”

      Being told she was being reckless didn’t help with her desire to be back on the road. “They’ve got twenty hours on us, Joe. They could be clear across Texas by now.”

      He accepted the cup of coffee from the waitress. From her glazed expression, she didn’t look to be paying attention to anything beyond the earbuds stuck in her head. “But they’re not,” Joe said.

      “How do you know?”

      “A fisherman doesn’t pull his bait out so far from the fish that she doesn’t see it. He keeps it right in front of her mouth where she’ll be constantly lunging for it. The demons are on this highway, and likely no more than ten or twenty miles down the road.”

      Sere sipped the hot coffee. It tasted like a combination of hickory and road tar. “They don’t want Bart?”

      “Of course not. He doesn’t mean anything to them. He has no information, no money, nothing. They only took him to tempt you to the chase.”

      The coffee was slowly calming her doppelgänger side. “That’s why they didn’t simply kill everyone at the bar.” Her tactical analysis started kicking in. “If they had, Bart would have fought to the death for his buddies. So if they haven’t been running, they’ve had all that time to build their traps for us.”

      “Probably, but that’s not all of it. What else did we learn?”

      She felt like a little girl sitting in the Scratchy Dog while Joe taught her military tactics. “They hid their numbers, but that could have been simply to keep Bart off guard.”

      “The Navy SEAL is good, but taking on any more than half a dozen demons singlehandedly would be suicide. For a moment, let’s go with Edie’s low end of nine doppelgängers and your theory of one dead to one demon. That last batch of hell’s escapees killed twelve before we put them down.”

      Sere’s heart began a firm rapid pounding. “That would leave three unaccounted for. They could be following us as the back door to the trap. Once we’re in the demons’ kill zone, they could cut off our escape.”

      Joe sipped his coffee. “Possibly, but even against nine demons, the two of us would be badly outnumbered, especially with them in control of the war zone. They don’t really need all twelve.”

      Sere set the coffee cup down and stared into Joe’s eyes. “You think those three are headed to New Orleans, don’t you?”

      “Their ultimate prize, at least according to you, would be to take over the lives of their reals. Say you’re right about an adversary in hell working on getting his demon horde into the land of the living. He’s already proven that they can escape hell. What would be his next question?”

      She began to see where Joe’s logic was headed. “He wouldn’t know if a doppelgänger killing his real would result in a stable life for the demon. This breakaway force might be an attempt to test that theory. In which case, the chase we’re on to save Bart is nothing more than a diversion to keep me out of the picture. But what choice do I have? If we don’t save him, they’ll kill him just to spite me.” Sere couldn’t let that happen. She balled her hand into a fist next to her coffee cup, once again wishing they were on the road.

      “Who do you trust to take point in New Orleans? We need to know for sure if there are demons headed that way.”

      She forced her hand open and took another sip of the coffee. “Montgomery Fisher. He likes to joke that he’s my superhero sidekick. Kendell and the others would rather muck about with their science experiment, and that’s not going to save anyone in this realm. As a CPA, Fisher had the contacts that led us to the last gang of seven demons and pointed me in this direction. He can be a bit impetuous, though.”

      “He’d have to be to follow you. I’ll get word to him of our suspicions. If he can identify the demons and get eyes on their reals, that’ll put us one step ahead when we get back to the city.”

      But three demon steps behind. Once again, Sere felt like they were wasting time. “What are you expecting in terms of the trap we’ll be rolling into?”

      “I go into battle prepared for anything but free of expectations.” He pushed his empty coffee cup aside. “You take point this time. Keep your speed to sixty. We want to have the punch to get away, but first, we’ll need to spring the trap.”
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        * * *

      

      At sixty miles per hour, the BMW felt like a harnessed greyhound straining at his leash. “I feel like a sitting duck out here,” Sere said.

      “That’s the point. Keep off the com and stay focused, but don’t just rely on the technology in front of your eyes. You’re based on the same stuff as our adversaries, making you our best indicator of their location.”

      So what’s the point of all this bullshit in front of my face? With the display already in shades of red, Sere found it hard to tell when her irritation was allowing her demon side to kick in. “What do I do once I spot one?”

      “If they’re on their motorcycles, lay into the gas and get in front of them. I’ll hang back and pick off what I can. Those Harleys won’t be able to manage much more than sixty on these curvy roads. Once you’ve got a little space in front of them, circle back. The hardest thing to attack is something attacking you—in humans, it causes a defense mentality to kick in. We need to reduce their numbers before they can mount a counterattack.”

      “And if they’ve set an ambush?”

      “Wait until they show their hand. Once they attack, get the hell out of there. That’s what the bike is for. They’re not going to risk losing sight of you. As soon as they give chase, I’ll start picking them off from the rear.”

      After ten miles of creeping around each corner like a little girl afraid of turning into a dark hallway, Sere was tired of playing the victim waiting for her attacker. “Come and get me, assholes.”

      She twisted the throttle, shooting the bike from a leisurely sixty miles per hour to one hundred twenty in the blink of an eye. The small display in the bottom right corner of her visor showed she had left Joe in her dust. Faster. Go faster. The desire was inescapable. As she set up for a hard right corner, the digital readout displayed a flashing 136 miles per hour.

      An explosion under her ass blew out the tire just as she leaned into the curve. Instead of hunching over the bike as it hung onto the speed-demon corner with all of its g-force, Sere sailed straight off the road, over the trees on the embankment down to the water, and fifty feet out into the swamp. The screeching of metal meeting tree trunk behind her announced the end of the beautifully dangerous BMW just before the explosion lit up the night sky. Joe is going to kill me.
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Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      “What happened?” Sere tried moving, only to find her arms and legs bound behind her like a stuck pig.

      “My guess is you were acting recklessly again.”

      The sound of Bart’s voice made her roll over on the wood-plank floor. He sat against the wall, buck naked, with his wrists and ankles tied together in front of him.

      With a little undulating, she realized she too had been deprived of her clothes. “They didn’t leave much to chance, did they?” Looking around the room, she couldn’t find a stick of furniture, a picture frame on the wall, or even a pane of glass in the boarded-up windows.

      “Apparently, our reputations extend all the way to hell,” Bart said. “How are you feeling?”

      Everything hurt. She ran her analyses out loud so she wouldn’t have to deal with the individual pains twice. “My brain is fuzzy as hell. I must have a concussion, but I’m conscious, so it can’t be too bad.” Her right arm was securely tied, but her left arm moved a little too easily against the binding—just in the wrong directions. “Dislocated left shoulder and broken forearm.” Breathing hurt, making it impossible to lie on her left side. “At least three cracked ribs, but I don’t think they’re broken. The pain is sharp, but I’m not tasting blood.” She pulled her ankles under her butt and managed an upright, if totally undignified, position. “Legs are fine. I must have landed headfirst on my left side.”

      “Good thing you’ve got a hard head. What are we looking at timewise for you to heal?”

      With a psychic shot of Jennifer’s soul, the regeneration might take a few hours to get back to full strength, but out in some abandoned shack in the swamp, that wasn’t going to be possible. “The greater the damage, the longer it takes,” Sere said. “Without a little paranormal help, I’d guess three days for the internal breaks to mend. Sleep might cut that number in half, but this isn’t exactly a relaxing situation.”

      “Damn. Sounds like we’re screwed.”

      At least Bart had the good sense not to ask about Joe. Sere had no way of knowing who might be listening outside the door. She closed her eyes and tried not to focus on her body’s pain. If those doppelholes are anywhere nearby, I should be able to detect them. After thirty seconds she opened her eyes and grunted in exacerbation. “Professor Yates is so full of shit.”

      “I take it you’re not detecting anything from the demons,” Bart said.

      “I’m hurt, wet from being in the swamp, tired, and cold. So yeah. Nothing.”

      Much as she didn’t want to admit it, she couldn’t get her mind off the fact that they were locked alone together, naked. He extended his legs as far as his bound wrists would allow then scooted his butt off of the wall. As she watched him struggle toward her, she hoped there weren’t any rough boards to give him splinters in his muscular ass—or worse, an even more sensitive part of his body.

      “What are you doing?”

      He snuggled against her side. “I can’t do anything about your injuries, dry you off, or give you my energy, but at the very least, I can help warm you up.”

      Her body melted against his. She rested her head on his shoulder. “I really fucked things up, didn’t I?”

      “I’ve seen better rescues, but then, I’ve also participated in worse. Try to get some rest. Anything we can do to get you back into fighting shape is a good thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere couldn’t imagine what alien reality she’d landed in this time. Falling asleep was like playing spin the bottle with hooded suitors. Removing the covering could reveal anything from new incantations of hell to an unimaginable nirvana. Whoever’s life she’d landed in was completely fixated on the half-empty bottle of Jamaican rum. Blech. Who could drink that sweet shit?

      “You gonna help me clean up this mess or what?” a voice asked.

      The eyes finally pulled away from the caramel-colored luscious liquid to the scantily clad waitress standing in the middle of the busted-up bar. TT? What the hell? I’m in fucking Bart!

      “She was really something, don’t you think?” the bartender slurred.

      “No. I think she was a scrawny-ass bitch who got into a bar brawl about nothing. Come on, boss. Put the bottle away. We both know you don’t need it.”

      “Need, want—what’s the difference?”

      Edie leaned the broom against a broken chair, walked up to the bar, and spread her hands on the counter wide enough to highlight her breasts. “You’re better than this. You can have any woman within a hundred miles of this bar. If you doubt me, just say a name, and I’ll bring her here to prove it. That motorcycle-riding witch is not worth it.”

      This must be after we first met. I had no idea I’d left such an impression on him, Sere thought.

      He set the bottle on the shelf behind the bar. “But not one of them could handle herself in a fight.”

      In the bar mirror, Edie stood up straight and put her fists on her hips. “Excuse me. Who just busted Leroy over the head with a beer bottle? I can handle my own—and yours too if you’d give me half a chance.”

      He turned around and traced every curve of her well-endowed body with his eyes. “Tempting, Edie. Very tempting. But you remember our agreement. No fucking around with coworkers, and that includes you trying to seduce the boss.”

      Edie bent her head back, sending her platinum-blond hair cascading over her bare shoulders and thrusting her breasts forward under her strapless crop top like torpedoes about to fire out of their tubes. “You don’t want me? That’s fine. I’ll go get Riley. You two have been fuck-buddies for as long as I can remember. A night of destroying bedroom furniture usually makes you feel better.”

      He grabbed a rag and started sweeping the broken glass from the bar into a large garbage can. “You’ve made your point.”

      “She’s not even your type. Skinny, short hair, no boobs to speak of—any other night of the week, you wouldn’t have given her a second glance. Hell, I’d have had to wait on her myself.”

      “I said drop it, Edie.”

      “Not until you tell me why she has you so spun up. I’ve never before seen you act like some little boy who’s scared of girls.”

      He could tell her to fuck off. He wanted to. She was his employee, and though he gave her a lot of leeway due to her popularity with his customers, casting aspersions on his masculinity wasn’t something he could accept. Fuck it, he thought.

      “Scared? I don’t think so.” He tossed the rag into a bucket by his feet and unlatched his belt buckle. “Strip naked and bend that round ass over the bar right now, little lady.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere woke up in a cold sweat. Witnessing Bart hammer his cock into his waitress wasn’t her idea of a restful sleep. Once the pair had started going at it, however, it seemed rude to leave. Nothing about the encounter carried any emotion other than a release of frustration. And she’d caught Bart imagining he was fucking her and not the waitress through the haze of endorphins.

      She leaned away from his sleeping naked body. A white sticky substance coated her hip where it had come to rest close to his lap. Not how I envisioned our first sexual encounter.

      “How do you feel?” he asked while keeping his eyes closed.

      Shit. “I thought you were still asleep.”

      “I was until you moved off of me.”

      Sere flexed her left arm and took a deep breath. All healed. Between the blood transfusion he’d given her and his shirt wrapped under the paranormal bandage when he’d conducted her healing while saving Jennifer, she and Bart must have established a usable connection. To heal her so quickly, the power supply had to be as intense as the man himself.

      “Much better after my nap. How about you?”

      “I had the strangest dream about when we first met,” he said.

      She rubbed her arm against her hip to get rid of the evidence. God, I hope he doesn’t notice. She wanted to get him onto another topic before he fully woke up. “What can we expect from our abductors?”

      Bart pulled his body into a tight crouch. “I’m a bit surprised we haven’t seen them yet. Something must have distracted them.”

      She could only hope Joe hadn’t gotten himself killed trying to save her. “Give me the tactical rundown of what happened.”

      “When I got back to the bar, I barely made it off my Ducati. The moment I took off my helmet, something struck me hard on the back of the head. I was gagged and hogtied to the back of my bike before I regained consciousness. When I came to, the leader was holding my evasion knife to my face. He said if I behaved, they wouldn’t kill everyone in my bar. I’ve been around you long enough to know the demon wasn’t bluffing.”

      “Joe figured they must have offered the lives of your customers in exchange for your cooperation,” Sere said, deciding that if her mentor was the one distracting the demons, there wasn’t much reason to keep his involvement a secret from Bart.

      “I’ll bet he told you to take it easy on the road too, didn’t he? You must have expected a trap. What the hell were you thinking?”

      Her irritation helped distract her from the emotional connection she couldn’t shake. “Do you always get in fights with those debriefing you?”

      “God, I could use a drink right now.” He closed his eyes and took a few slow, deep breaths. “There were nine of them. So far, the only one who’s said anything is their leader. This is a much more disciplined and organized group than those last idiots. Once they dragged me to this cabin, they stripped me naked. I’m guessing that was to discourage me from escaping as well as to make sure I didn’t have anything I could use. They’ve left me alone until they dumped you in here with me.”

      “They probably stripped you so they would be free to come after me.”

      “That was my assessment as well. So long as all nine of them were hanging around the cabin, I didn’t stand much of a chance at attacking, but if they intended on only leaving a small guard force, they’d want me as docile as possible.”

      Sere twisted her left wrist against the rope. When they had tied her, they must have known about the dislocated shoulder and busted bone. They left just enough play in the rope for the slack line to snag on a nail head. She locked eyes with Bart and nodded toward her back.

      He returned her nod and got down on his side.

      This is going to be embarrassing. Like I needed more reason to blush. She turned away from him and shifted her tied wrists and ankles close to his mouth and hands. His hot breath on her butt cheeks made her quiver.

      The door burst open before Bart could loosen the knots with his teeth. “I think that’ll about do it for the escape attempt,” the intruder said. “Though I am curious to see what kind of mischief you two would get into once you were free of your bonds.” The demon held a charred shotgun at Sere’s head. She hoped it was the gun from her motorcycle and not one they’d taken off Joe.

      “You won’t kill me,” she said. “You’ve had plenty of chances. Even without the magic bullets in that shotgun, all you would have needed to do is lop off my head with one of Bart’s knives.”

      He lowered the weapon. “I’m not here to kill you. Not yet at least. For the time being, we need you. Your connection to hell is like a high-voltage power line, and we’re the neon tubes being lit up just by being around you.”

      “You have to be fucking kidding me. I’m the reason you can exist here?” Sere began to wish he had shot her. At least then, those she cared about wouldn’t be put at risk.

      “That’s the theory. I’d have thought someone on this side would have already figured that out.”

      She silently swore at Professor Yates. Either he knew of her connection to the demons and kept it from her, or he wasn’t nearly as smart as he believed. “So if you don’t plan on killing me, why go to all the trouble of enticing me out here?”

      “Think of me as hell’s technician. The real genius is back in that realm, working up his experiments. I’m here to conduct the tests.”

      In her opinion, there was nothing worse than a demonic science geek. “And you expect me to just go along like some kind of lab rat?”

      “Your obvious resistance is why we’ve got you stripped and tied. Like the lab rat, we’re not giving you a choice.”

      Sere always had a choice, but challenging him while defenseless didn’t seem the brightest move. “At least let Bart go. He’s not a part of this.”

      “Oh, he’s very much a part of this,” the demon said. “You care about him. That emotional connection is what holds you to this life. He’s like the power tower that supports the high-voltage line. We thought it was Jennifer, but it turns out you’re just using her.”

      Sere couldn’t turn toward Bart. The demon was right but not entirely. Bart was one of many that she cared about. “What’s the first test your evil master has planned for me?”

      The demon ejected one of the shotgun shells and rolled it menacingly between his fingers. “I would have thought that was obvious.” He squeezed one of the pellets out of the casing. “Now, swallow the pill like a good little doppelgirl.” He cocked the weapon and aimed it at Bart. “Or your friend gets the full blast, and unlike you, he can’t regenerate.”

      “You’d cut my connection to my real to study the power cable? That doesn’t make any sense. If you are feeding off of me, you’ll just be hurting yourself.” She hoped questioning him might buy a little time. Come on, Joe, get your ass in gear and save us.

      “Not the whole connection, just a temporary slice out of a single strand.”

      “Don’t do it, Sere.” Bart struggled against his ropes as if anger alone could burn them from his wrists. The move positioned him over the nail head that had been under her ass.

      She stared into his eyes. “It’ll be okay. I’ll come back to you.”
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      Unlike waking up in a dream state in hell, spiraling through the power connection felt like being falling-down drunk. Every part of life that she tried to hang onto slipped through her mental grasp. At least I’m not feeling any bodily disintegration. It’s just my immortal soul that’s in danger.

      When the whirlwind of perceptions died down, Sere was inside a small room made of iron walls like the cabin of a submarine. The shelves bolted to the sides were filled with wooden boxes. She pulled her arms around her stomach as the reality of where she stood took hold. “I know this place.”

      “It’s where you were created.”

      Sere turned around at the sound of the woman’s voice. Behind her was her hell’s angel, Sanguine Delarosa, granddaughter of hell’s creator and coconspirator in casting Sere’s father into the dimensional dungeon.

      Sere didn’t know if she should be happy to see Sanguine, pissed that the woman hadn’t been doing her job of containing the demons, or concerned that the box where she’d been created might also be where she would have her soul permanently removed from her doppelgänger body. The overload of emotions caused her to resort to the logic-based computer-controlled doppelgänger she’d left in life.

      “So this is why you haven’t stopped the demon horde?”

      Sanguine’s once pure-white wings had turned yellow like the feathers made from old paper. “Nice to see you too. You barely made it through the gate when I was taken. What are you doing back here?”

      Sere looked around the cramped room in frustration. “I’m afraid I’m not faring much better than you are. Some demon from this side is playing mad scientist, and I’m the lab rat. He’s been sending groups of doppelgängers across. This latest batch is apparently trying to figure out how I’m connected to hell.” Sere limited how much information she shared. Joe had already chastised her once for almost saying too much in a room controlled by the enemy.

      Sanguine pulled down one of the wooden boxes. “I’m not completely oblivious to what’s going on.” She opened it. Inside was the cursed pipe tool Sere had used to cut her wrists nearly two hundred years earlier. “If I hold it long enough, I can get mental flashes of what you’re doing.”

      “So the demons think that with you and that thing in here, they can control me?”

      Sanguine closed the box and put it back on the shelf. “You just said your troublemaker is a mad scientist. One of the first things he’d do is limit the variables to his experiment.”

      Sere suspected the demon technician also wanted her to see the power he was holding over her. With more than one pellet in her, she’d have been stuck in the vault like a magnet to all of the cursed items and her power-supplying angel. “What other good news have you got for me?” she asked sarcastically.

      “Whoever is responsible for abducting me and sticking me in this cage had to know of your history. At the time of your creation, all the people in this realm, other than you and I, were mindless doppelgängers copying the actions of their reals.”

      A cold chill went up Sere’s back. “What are you thinking?”

      “The power leading this assault on us is from the land of the living.”

      Sere held her arms even tighter around her stomach. “Someone in life is raising an army of the damned?”

      “If they are, they’re doing a pretty piss-poor job of it. You keep sending the demons back the way they came like naughty little children you caught running away from home. You’re going to have to do better than assume someone’s simply out to get you.”

      Sere wondered how many demons her adversary would have to send before she understood their plan. “I don’t get it. I can see why the doppelfuckers want to escape hell and take over the lives of their reals. They’re not happy that I’m standing in their way. And the demon technician made no secret of the fact that hell was trying to figure out how I power the escapees. But why would anyone in life care?”

      “I asked myself the same question.” Sanguine reached out to touch Sere’s arm, but the hand fell through the empty air of her soul. “All I know is they are specifically after you.”

      “You think maybe the loas of the dead convinced someone to do their dirty work?” Sere knew the loa-holes had done something similar in convincing Myles to deal with her father.

      “They don’t know you’re among the living. Even if they did, using denizens from another dimension isn’t how they roll.”

      Sere knew that the loas of the dead had powerful resources, and so far, at least the voodoo community had been staying out of the demon outbreaks. “That would just leave those close to Aunt Kendell, but if it was someone like the professor feeding hell information, they wouldn’t need to be running tests on me. The professor knows pretty much all there is to know about how I’m kept alive.”

      “There is one other person who knew more than anyone about how you were created, though.”

      The chill in the room seemed to intensify. “You told me years ago that he’s gone, never to return.”

      “Myles and Kendell assured me your father’s spirit is resting in the deep waters. I have no reason to doubt them, but Baron Malveaux did create you. He was no dummy. He would have kept records of what he was doing in case there was a problem or to allow him to reproduce his success.” Sanguine motioned around the room. “And none of his journals are among his cursed possessions.”

      “Even if the records aren’t in this room, the lab books would still be in hell, not among the living.”

      Whoever was directing the demon technician, however, probably had access to the information. Sere felt as if every aspect of her existence had just been laid bare to some creepy stalker. And she feared Sanguine was right—no doppelgänger in hell had the mental capacity to be the one in charge.

      “I’m afraid being stuck in this box has its limitations,” Sanguine said. “I’ve had way too much time to think with no ability to test or research my theories. I’m no expert on the paranormal science that keeps you alive, so I wouldn’t even know where to look. Of everyone, I trust Kendell the most, but I’d advise not telling her of my suspicion that someone on the side of the living is responsible until you have more facts. If it is someone close to her, she’d never be able to keep it secret. Whoever is after you would have to have influence both among the living and in hell.”

      Sere had never needed Sanguine by her side more than she did at that moment. “How do we get you out of here?”

      “I don’t even know where here is. This interdimensional vault was a bugger to break into when the devil held Kendell captive in it. You have bigger problems than freeing me. Now, how do we reverse this experiment they’re running on you?”

      “The demon only forced me to swallow one pellet. Now that I’ve adjusted to it, I can feel the current that flows between this box and life. Bart’s on the other side. Our connection is stronger than that demon suspects. If I focus on that union, I should be able to pull myself out like I was hauling on a lifeline.”

      Sanguine’s raised eyebrows suggested that she wanted to ask about this unexpected love development, but she only said, “Play your cards close to your chest.”

      Sere wanted to comfort her beloved angel. “I know how to find you now. Once I stop this demon uprising, I’ll be back to save you.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere’s awareness of being in the cabin in the swamp returned as someone slapped her in the face. “You back?” The demon bent over her like a schoolyard bully.

      She leaned hard against Bart. “What’d I miss?”

      “He got pretty woozy,” Bart said. “His skin glistened transparent.”

      “That’s enough,” the demon said. “We tried turning the dial down. What say we ramp things up and see what happens?” He held up a technological bandage.

      Sere strained against the ropes. “Where the hell did you get that?”

      “If you wanted to keep your healing technology a secret, you shouldn’t have left it sitting in that abandoned school bus. We might not understand how it works yet, but when your soul was powered up into another human, my brothers received the hyped energy. Tracing the source to the bus in the swamp wasn’t really that difficult.”

      Sere considered the explanation pretty thin and too well rehearsed. If she couldn’t detect the demons, she strongly doubted any of them could feel her either. With Myles standing on the roof of the bus to establish the remote connection to the professor’s equipment, anyone could have seen what the gang was up to. So many people had been present when Sere came out of Jennifer, after saving her from the demons, that it had been damn near a hell-guardian reunion in Joe’s school bus cache. Sanguine must have been right. There had to be someone working with the demons.

      “First, we need a reason for you to draw on your real’s energy.” The demon pulled her combat knife out from the back of his pants. The blade gleamed in the swamp moonlight. He lifted it to his shoulder and made a backhanded downward slash toward her chest.

      Before the blade could make contact, however, Bart jumped up from the floor, grabbed the demon’s extended arm, and flipped the doppelfucker to the ground. With a firm karate kick, he crushed the larynx in the sickly-looking neck and kept the demon from crying out. Bart nearly pulled the transparent hand off the wrist as he took the knife. Then with one savage swing, he sliced the demon’s neck to the bone. Finally, Bart lifted his foot from the demon’s chin and slammed his heel into the exposed vertebrae as if stomping the life out of a partially decapitated rat in a trap. With a backward kick, he sent the head flying halfway into the room.

      Instead of coming over to free Sere, Bart rushed to the shotgun in the corner of the cabin. He motioned for her to stay silent.

      “Russ, you in here?” a voice yelled from outside. “The mosquitoes out here are eating me to death. There’s no one coming.”

      Bart took aim at the side of the closed door.

      “I hope you’re about done with your test. She made me all woozy. I’m coming in to get something to drink.” Doppelidiot number two stumbled into the cabin like a drunk while holding Bart’s handgun at his side.

      With one clean shot, Bart filled the demon’s head with paranormal pellets. He then gave the pump-action shotgun a firm pull and let a second round follow the first. The denizen of hell disintegrated completely without ever lifting the handgun.

      “Interesting,” Bart said. “I’ve never seen one completely evaporate before. Even out in the swamp, the gators got to them before I could finish the job.”

      “Yeah,” Sere said. “If the connection is fully severed, there’s nothing left of them in this realm. Now, if you don’t mind, being tied up naked isn’t my idea of sexy. I’m more the tie-others-up kind of girl.”

      He kept the hold of the shotgun and grabbed the knife from the floor. “I can see that about you.”

      Sere rolled to her side so he could cut her loose. “That was a pretty impressive rescue. I assume you used the nail head to loosen your bonds. How long did you have to wait after you were free of your ropes?”

      Once her bonds were cut, he handed her the knife as if she might feel less naked and vulnerable while holding the weapon. “Too long. I didn’t want to attack until I knew you were back in your body. When I saw him holding the bandage, I knew he’d be coming in close and that would be my best shot.”

      She got to her feet. Everything hurt. “It’s a good thing you did. If he’d wrapped that cloth around me and turned it on, the shotgun pellet could have bounced around inside me like a pinball before exiting my body. With its disruptive energy, I could have been left with a permanent hole in me.”

      “Don’t fancy a whole-body piercing?” Bart joked. “I doubt he even knew how to use that bandage.” He snuck back to the door and peered out the crack. “We need to get out of here. How are you feeling?”

      Resisting the pull toward hell was like standing in a river, holding firm against the current, and Bart was the rock she was using for stability. “Just stick close to me.”

      “We’d better hurry. Grab the handgun. There were only those two when they dropped you off, which means there’s seven more demons out there somewhere. Joe is good, but even he can’t keep them distracted forever.”

      And three more in New Orleans testing out immortality, she thought. One nightmare at a time. Sere kept close behind Bart as he opened the cabin door and snuck outside holding the shotgun.

      “Mind watching where you stick that knife?” he said.

      “Sorry.” She lifted the sharp blade from beside his butt cheek to her chest. “Any idea where the road is?”

      “Can’t be far. My best guess is it was about twenty minutes between the explosion and when they had you stripped, tied, and dumped in the cabin. But their legs were wet from fishing you out of the swamp, and I didn’t hear a motorboat, so there has to be a trail around here somewhere.”

      She pointed to the piles of clothing where their second guard had been keeping watch. “First things first.”
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Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      The Kevlar suit was trash, but it had done its job well. Sere’s leather pants, cropped leather top, and holster were unscathed. Once again clothed, with her weapons where they belonged, she followed Bart along the path that led away from the cabin.

      “Where do you think Joe is?” she asked.

      “I can just make out a faint glow through the trees. Must be what’s left of the BMW. If I were him, I’d work my way into the dark of the swamp and keep the demons between me and the light. That would give him the best advantage for seeing the bastards.”

      Bart had stashed his gun in the back of his pants and carried one of his many knives. With only demons to fight, a conventional bullet would only slow them down, but cutting off their heads would be a permanent solution. Sere fondled the butt of the pump-action shotgun, which barely fit in her thigh holster. The paranormal shells in it were their best weapon against the demons, even though carrying the rifle as they hunted through the swamp interfered with her maneuverability.

      “So we work around the shoreline, searching for him?” Sere knew fighting well, but she left military tactics to the expert.

      Bart hunkered down beside a tree stump. “We can do more damage to the enemy if we remain separate. Joe and I have similar training, so he’ll be expecting me to create a second offensive. Once he knows you’re free from the demons, the fun will really start.”

      “Sounds like a lot of assumptions. Why wouldn’t he just keep riding after the crash to spread out the doppelfuckers?”

      Bart looked at her as if she were a stupid little girl. “For starters, he’d want to make sure you weren’t killed. That means stopping somewhere. Riding up to the crash scene would have put him in the enemy’s crosshairs. The instant he heard the explosion, he probably pulled off the road in order to stay hidden and check that you weren’t followed. With any luck, the demons didn't realize he was with you, though a squad with any training at all would conduct a search to be sure you were alone. Between your abduction after the crash and your time as their guinea pig, Joe has had an hour or so to play sniper games with the demons. We already figured something distracted them from showing up at the cabin. Since we escaped without running into another contingent, I think it’s safe to say Joe is out here somewhere.”

      Sere looked back toward the road. “So which way do we go?”

      Bart pointed down river. “Toward where he would have left his motorcycle.”

      An ugly thought crossed Sere’s mind. “I hope you’re not proposing that I make a run for it while you two play commandos with the demons.”

      “That’s not what I’m suggesting, but it probably is the escape Joe set up for you. I don’t think he would expect you to take it unless you had to. We can use the bike as a distraction to give him the upper hand with whoever he might be chasing. Even if they don’t want you dead, when the demons see you standing on the highway, they’ll come after you. Our elevated position with Joe out in the swamp should put the demons in a good kill zone—assuming they haven’t captured him. Stay sharp. Our enemy will have stationed lookouts between the road and the river in case we broke free.”

      She desperately wanted to take the lead. The swamp was her home. Doppelgängers from hell would be completely out of their comfort zone, making them easy to spot. All she had to do was watch how the animals responded. But if something happened to Bart without her knowing, her soul might get swept back to hell.

      “You take point,” she said. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      He gave her a quizzical smile. “You sure?”

      Knowing that she couldn’t hide their connection forever, Sere decided to fill him in. “When you gave me that blood transfusion, we established a bond. Then when you powered me up with your shirt under the bandage, you made it more than just physical. With this pellet in me, I need your soul to hang onto so I don’t slip back to hell. Sorry to lay this on you, big boy, but for now, you’re my rock.”

      “I’m not sure if I’m supposed to be honored, apologetic, or turned on. Clearly, though, this is a conversation for another time.” He looked out at the dark vegetation. “We can’t wander through the swamp joined at the hip. Hang back as many paces as you dare, and give me a nightingale whistle if you need me.” He headed down to the riverbank and snuck along the bushes, knife at the ready.

      Sere considered tossing some shotgun pellets into the river in order to call in some aquatic help, but Bart was moving with the swiftness of his SEAL training. We have the upper hand, but only so long as we stay ahead. I don’t even know what a school of catfish could do for us.

      Bart moved with the rhythms of the swamp: stepping in time to the crickets to mask the sound of his footsteps, dancing between the brush and the river with the changing shadows, and hunkering down as silent and invisible as a black cat at the slightest unexpected sound. Even with Sere’s training and knowledge of the swamp, she found it hard to keep up. When he darted into the trees, she lost him.

      Damn it. She wanted to whistle for him, but whatever danger had caused him to slip in among the brush would also likely prevent him from answering. Instead, she nestled against the folds of a cypress trunk and tried to blend in with the roots. The vantage point wasn’t the best, but there were only so many places he could have gone. She relied on the tree’s protection while focusing beyond Bart’s potential location to what had attracted his attention. Without worrying about keeping up, she was free to devote all of her awareness to the section of wetland. There’s an alligator sleeping in the tall grass, an owl keeping lookout overhead, and a family of nutrias feeding in the brush. None of them seem disturbed. What the hell did you see, Bart? And where the fuck are you?

      The alligator adjusted his position, no doubt attracted by the grazing river rats. Instead of scampering toward the brush, however, it lunged upright. Bart! The Navy SEAL slashed backhanded at a tree trunk with his all-black combat knife. He struck with such force that Sere thought he was trying to chop it down in one swoop, but instead of the light-tan color of freshly exposed wood, dark-red blood oozed from under his blade.

      “You can come out now, Sere,” Bart said while keeping the knife firmly in place.

      “How the hell did you know where I was—or where he was?”

      “Years of training and even more years of covert actions.”

      She approached the tree to see the result of Bart’s mission. The knife impaled the demon through the neck and into the tree behind him. The location of the blow had missed his vocal cords.

      “Why didn’t you cut off his head?” she asked.

      “I thought you might have some questions for their leader. Based on his skills at evasion, this puppet isn’t your average doppelgänger. This is also the demon that led my abduction.”

      She tried to see the squad from Bart’s perspective. The guard at the cabin had been there merely to assist the inquisitor. From his lack of skills, that had to be the lowliest position of the group. As for her interrogator, even he admitted he was little more than a lab flunky. The attack force Joe was dealing with had to be made up of nothing more than foot shoulders. A leader wouldn’t be so easily distracted as to chase after a lone commando.

      She walked up to the snarling demon. “Who are you working for?”

      “Like I’m going to tell you. Cut off my head and get it over with.”

      “Not the worst idea.” Bart twisted the blade.

      From the hatred in the demon’s eyes, Sere could tell he wasn’t going to talk simply because of threats. “You’re not afraid of being decapitated?”

      “Why should I be?” the demon demanded in defiance. “I’ll simply be regenerated in hell. You’re losing, little girl.”

      Deep down, she feared he was right. Each time a gang made its escape, the doppelgängers learned something new. “Maybe, but you’ll be nothing more than a mindless drone.”

      “Not me.”

      His two words sent a shiver to her bones. She had heard that arrogant self-confidence before. Even in his contorted expression of anger, she made out the high cheekbones, aristocratic forehead, and deep-set beady eyes of their once-shared heritage.

      “Kill him. I’ve seen what I need to.” She leaned in to the demon’s ear before Bart completed the cut. “I may not know exactly who you are, but I’ve got a pretty good idea of where to look. And I guarantee you will not be coming back even if I have to kill your real myself.”

      Only a red glow remained in the demon’s eyes after Bart swung his knife to the side like a paper cutter. Once the body had slumped to the ground, the Navy SEAL allowed the head to roll off his blade. “Mind explaining that last interaction?”

      “Later,” Sere said. “We’ve got to find Joe, finish off these doppelfuckers, and get our tails back to New Orleans as fast as possible.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere nearly tripped over Joe’s Honda Blackbird covered in leaves. “Found it.”

      Without the threat of a demon rear guard, she and Bart had quickly made their way back along the highway to the stashed motorcycle.

      Bart knelt down and grabbed the handlebars. “Give me a hand getting this thing out of the muck. We need to roll it to some solid ground before firing it up.”

      She turned around and put her butt to the seat so she could push it up with her legs. “For a lightweight bike, this thing is a handful.”

      Once it was upright, Bart admired its lines. He let out a low whistle. “She is pretty. Must be killer fast too.”

      “You have no idea.” Sere got behind the rear tire so she could push as Bart pulled on the handlebars. In less than a hundred feet, they had both tires clear of the waterlogged soil. “Want to take the controls?”

      He looked at her out of the corners of his eyes. “Second time in one day that you’re letting me take the lead. That must be some kind of record.”

      “I’m still a little woozy from the demon’s experiment, and this thing requires complete attention. Just don’t gun it and drop me off the back.”

      He swung his leg over the seat and hit the starter. “Purrs like a kitten. I’m guessing Joe made a few refinements.”

      “Yeah, and he’s going to be pissed that I totaled the machine he built for me.” She climbed on after Bart and wrapped her arms around his abs. The memory of seeing him naked—and fucking Edie—made Sere glad her body didn’t betray any outward signals of her lust.

      Though meant for road use, Bart scooted the Honda through the leaves and twigs and back onto the highway like he was playing with a dirt bike. Once he stopped power sliding it through the mud, he lined it up on the asphalt and laid into the throttle as if he’d owned the bike all his life. He hadn’t.

      Sere hung on for dear life as the Blackbird tried living up to its name by lifting the front tire three feet off the ground. “Would you mind not killing us both?”

      “Aren’t you the one who likes making a grand entrance? Just hang on while I get the feel of this thing.”

      Usually Sere resented the need for a helmet, but for the first time, she kind of missed the technologically paranormal head protection Joe had worked up. It was probably buried in the swamp’s silt by now, being played with by catfish.

      Bart put the front tire back on the road just before carving into the first curve. Trying to distract herself from the blur of asphalt that threatened to reach up and graze her knee, Sere focused on the differences between Joe’s bike and the one she’d crashed. Heavier and meaner, this one didn’t seem to care about the will of the rider—though the impression could have easily been due to Bart being at the controls. When he straightened the bike out of the curve, it again shot forward like a bullet out of a gun. Even in third gear, the rear wheel squealed against the road. The front tire lifted again but in a way that felt like a more controlled liftoff.

      Bart practically threw the motorcycle into the next curve. “This thing is crazy fun,” he yelled.

      She lifted her head from between his shoulder blades and put her mouth to his ear. “We’re here to fight demons, not get your rocks off. Pay attention. That next curve is where I lost it, and there’s no way of knowing if the booby trap could claim this bike as well.”

      He slammed on the brakes and twisted the bike perpendicular to the road. They skidded to a stop just before the bend. From over the side of the road, the smell of burnt oil, rubber, and wood wafted through the air.

      The moment the bike came to rest, Sere hopped off the back, ran to the edge of the road, and yanked out her shotgun. “Come and get me, you doppelfuckers!” She cocked the gun and let a round fly over the trees. If Lefty was within range, he would heed her call.

      A return shotgun blast sounded from across the river. “The demon is coming at you from your left,” Joe yelled. “Be careful. He’s wearing your helmet.”

      Shit. With the readouts, the demon would have a clear view of her. She cocked the shotgun and stared through the telescopic sight at the river’s edge, but nothing moved.

      Bart snuck up beside her. “I’m going to head down the road a hundred yards to see if I can spot him,” he whispered.

      “Don’t go any farther than that, and listen for my whistle. And whatever you do, don’t die.”

      “I’ll do my best.” He kissed her on the cheek so casually she wondered if it had been an automatic response or something more.

      She hurried off the road and climbed the first large oak tree that overhung the river. The demon might have any one of a number of weapons. The bikers who frequented Bart’s establishment seldom carried their arsenals into the bar, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have guns and knives stashed in the saddlebags of their Harleys. Anything left on the bikes would have been inventoried for use by the lead demon. The doppelgänger Bart had sliced up was no dummy.

      She lay out flat on a moss-covered limb and aimed her shotgun at the river’s edge. Though she still couldn’t make out so much as a single blade of grass moving, she knew Joe would be working his way along the shoreline, searching for his prey. Come on, Joe. We’ve got work to do.

      But as one minute stretched to two and then ten, Sere worried they were being outfoxed by the demon. She rolled to her side and looked down along the river. Bart had to be fairly close by. If he were far off, she’d have felt his absence. She whistled a nightingale song.

      A light breeze preceded his arrival at the base of her tree as if he’d been nothing more than a leaf blown to her. “This is taking too long,” he whispered up to her.

      “I agree. What should we do?”

      Bart searched the river. “We need to get across.”

      “Why?” With Joe on the other side, having the demon trapped between them made sense. Joining forces would only leave their enemy room to maneuver. A cold chill ran down her back.

      “I’m concerned about Joe. He had to face six demons alone, and now he’s being awfully quiet over there. I’d expected a signal of some type to indicate he was okay. Have you picked up anything from him?”

      Sere sprang down from the tree and rushed toward the river without worrying about being seen or heard by the demon. Bart was right. Joe should have whistled. During practice stakeouts, he always comforted her with his range of wildlife interpretations.

      She dove into the water without a thought to her clothing or the dangers that lurked around her. A splash behind her let her know Bart wasn’t wasting time being secretive either. When I get out of this river, either Joe will be standing on the water’s edge, angry at me for giving away our location, or there will be no sign of him, and Bart’s concerns will be confirmed.

      She dug in hard against the current, pumping her arms and legs with everything she had. When her fingers hit sand, she popped up to her feet and ran toward the tree line. The hope of finding Joe there to greet her seemed like the delusion of a little girl whose father had gone to war but who nonetheless expected to see him when she got home from school.

      “Joe!” she yelled into the forest.

      Bart rushed up beside her and motioned for her to be still. “Stay quiet for a moment and listen.”

      She did her best, but the adrenaline rushing through her body made it hard to be calm enough to detect much of anything.

      Bart prowled forward like a bloodhound that had just picked up a scent. She kept close behind him as he pushed aside the tree branches and worked into the shadowy forest.

      “Down here.” Joe’s voice sounded like it came from under Sere’s feet.

      She dropped to her knees and started pulling the leaf canopy off of him. The entire improvised tent was soaking wet. “You couldn’t have found any dry vegetation?”

      “It was dry when I pulled it over me.” His voice was much too weak.

      She touched her hand to her nose and smelled the metallic odor of blood. Bart put his hand on her shoulder and pulled her back. “Let me have a look.”

      She caught the relief on Joe’s face that Bart was the one doing the investigating. Bart carefully lifted a branch covered in moss then set it back over Joe’s body. “What can I do?”

      Joe took his hand out of the muck and put it on Bart’s. “Give her your assessment, then let me have a minute alone with her.”

      Bart put the man’s hand over the camouflage covering then motioned to Sere to join him away from Joe. “He’s dying. There’s a bullet wound in his gut and another in his chest. From the amount of blood soaking the vegetation around him, I’d guess he’s down to his last few minutes. That man is a bull. I don’t know anyone who could have survived this long with those wounds. He’s only hanging on to say goodbye.”

      Tears filled Sere’s eyes, making it impossible to see. She fell to her knees and crawled back to her mentor, father figure, and friend. “What happened?”

      He pointed at his cracked motorcycle helmet beside the tree. “The demon had the drop on me. With the other helmet, the monster was able to see what I was up to and read my vitals from the shared connection. While I hunted down the other six doppelgängers, this one set the trap. It was a good fight. I decapitated four demons and injured the other two enough to ensure that the alligators had two good meals. I watched all six demons meet their end. When I heard the motorcycle fire up, I got too excited. It’s been a long time since I was on the hunt, and my relief that you were okay got the better of me. I worked my way to the river without anticipating a trap. If it hadn’t been for you pulling your warrior-goddess routine on the road, my adversary would have decapitated me the way I’d done the others.”

      Sere wanted to fight, argue, demand that he hang on—anything but sit quietly and watch him die. But Joe would be the first to tell her that comrades in arms accepted their fates—and worse, the fates of those closest to them. She put her hand on his chest. Blood covered it, making it feel like the marshy ground. “Anything I think to say sounds trite.”

      He put his hand over hers. “I’m proud of you and always have been. It has been an honor and a privilege to help train the world’s savior.”

      “No final snarky rejoinder?” She sniffled back her tears.

      “Not this time, Serephine. Love is understood more than spoken. Neither of us needs the words. There’s a black leather satchel under the floorboards in the bedroom of my cabin.” His words were lost to a fit of coughing that forced him to turn on his side. When he stopped, she knew he was gone.
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      Sere let Bart lead her back to the road. The loas of the dead would be hovering around at any minute to escort Joseph Cazenave to the nirvana he so richly deserved. At least, that was Sere’s take, and if the loas had the audacity to think otherwise, they’d have her to deal with. Though a demon had done the deed, the monster hadn’t hung around for Joe’s passing. His soul didn’t belong to them. The logical argument gave her some comfort, but until she got eyes inside hell to know what was really going on, she’d never be sure. If the worst case was that Joe was in hell, at least the other innocent souls the demons had captured would have a warrior on their side.

      She sat on the pavement, looking out at the swamp. The heavy feeling of having just lost her most trusted ally and the rock that had sustained her since the moment she’d been tossed in hell made it impossible to move.

      Bart rounded up Joe’s helmet, knives, and rifle. The growing pile of belongings sat next to Sere like a fellow mourner. It reminded her of Larry’s mechanic tools. The things were worse than useless without the people who knew how to use them—a mockery of what they had been. Just like her.

      Bart sat next to her opposite Joe’s belongings and stared out over the swamp. “So how do we get that pellet out of you?”

      It was a fair question. The pellet was holding them back. Riding the motorcycles to their next disaster would be a problem if she couldn’t be more than a hundred feet away from Bart.

      “Knowing Joe, there will be a med kit somewhere on his motorcycle.”

      Bart turned to her. His worried look didn’t inspire confidence in his ability to do what needed to be done. “I thought you said if the demon scientist hooked you up, the pellet would be pulled through your body.”

      “It will.” There wasn’t much point in hiding the truth. “The demon intended on slashing me then wrapping the bandage around the wound. That meant while I was hooked to Jennifer, the pellet would be racing around inside me like a ricocheting bullet and not take the most direct path out of my body. I have no idea what would happen with me being damaged while trying to heal. We need to use the bandage more like an electromagnet to pull the pellet out in one direction.”

      He got up and opened the Blackbird’s front cowlings. Joe liked to travel light. With all of his weapons already on the highway, only the small black bag was left nestled in the bottom of the tight compartment.

      “Got it.” Bart opened the bag. “Looks like he had a lot of faith in your skills. There’s only one small bandage in here with the cord and cell phone.” He handed her the rolled-up wire-laced cloth. “How do you want to do this?”

      She unzipped her leather riding pants and pressed the roll to her abdomen. The feeling of wanting to vomit from one specific point in her gut was like having swallowed an angry yellow jacket. “Unspool the cord and take the cell phone to the bend in the road. You’ll need to stay with it until I tell you to end the connection. No matter how much pain I’m in, you have to stay with the phone. Understand?”

      He handed her the end of the cable. “I’ve seen you in pain. You’re like a wildcat hissing and scratching at everyone dumb enough to offer help. Once was enough. Don’t worry. I’ll keep my distance.”

      She favored him with a smile. She knew his show of wounded pride was just a cover for not wanting to see her suffer. “Damn straight. Since this isn’t a normal object, I’m not sure what the effects will be. If I lose consciousness once it’s out, unroll the bandage, wrap it around my torso, and use the Velcro strip at the end to hold it together. Then go back to the phone and hit the app again. I’m going to need Jennifer’s strength to repair the damage. With the bandage around me, the professor’s equipment will shut down once I’m whole again.”

      Bart unwound the cord and walked a safe distance away. In an overly dramatic way, he held the phone in one hand and aimed a finger with the other. “Ready?”

      “Don’t make me laugh, asshole.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” He punched the screen.

      The searing pain of the yellow-jacket stone coming to life and chewing its way out of her gut had her screaming. Though only an inch of flesh separated the shotgun pellet from the bandage, the dissolving body matter wasn’t a pain any human would understand. She pressed the bandage harder into her flexed abdomen, willing the pellet to move faster. The red haze of her demon side struck so hard she wondered if the blood from her wound had squirted over her eyes. Her scream of pain became a dark howl of rage.

      Once the pellet from hell broke the surface of her skin, her arm, the bandage, and the blood-soaked paranormal stone fell to her side. She barely got the word “done” out before everything faded to black.
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        * * *

      

      Jennifer pulled out of her husband’s arms and twisted around on the couch. “I’ll be right back.”

      From the deep breath he took when she moved and his half-closed eyes, she could tell that Henry had been more asleep than awake. “Do you want me to pause the movie?”

      She kissed him on the cheek before getting up. “Don’t bother. I’ll only be a minute.”

      Sere felt as groggy as a little kid who’d just been picked up to be taken to bed. She watched through Jennifer’s eyes as the woman looked around the kitchen. “I’ve got wine or coffee,” Jennifer said. “I know you’d prefer whiskey, but that would involve coming up with a cover story for Henry as the wet bar is next to the television. It’s only fair to warn you, I’m not much good at hiding things from him.”

      “Coffee,” Sere said. “And maybe a cookie if you have any left.”

      From behind the woman’s face, Sere found it remarkable how many muscles were used to create the wife and mother’s knowing smile. “So that’s the temptation you can’t resist. I’ll remember that. It’ll be our little secret.” Jennifer took an oversized cookie and the bowl-shaped cup filled with steaming coffee out to the back porch. “So I imagine there’s some life-or-death battle are you are currently in the middle of dealing with. I hope you’re not lying mortally wounded beside some river.” She took a bite of the cookie as casually as if they were discussing changing channels.

      “Joe was stabbed to death by one of the demons.”

      The bite of cookie lodged halfway down Jennifer’s throat. She set the remainder on her dress. Tears filled her eyes. I’m sorry. The emotion was so pervasive that words would never have conveyed it.

      “You didn’t even know him.” Sere didn’t mean to be crass, but her connection to her mentor wasn’t something the homemaker would understand.

      “Don’t be cruel,” Jennifer said. “He saved my life. When you prompted our fight with him, I learned a lot about myself—both the good part of my caring and the bad part of holding on too tightly. I’d guess that was just a taste of what your life has been like with him as your teacher.”

      “He was more than that.” Sere could cover her emotions with snarkiness or bravado while in her body, but as pure spirit, she had no place to hide what she truly felt. “Most of who I am, I owe to Joe. He was the only one who treated me like I wasn’t some fragile porcelain doll while I was growing up. Even when I was a little girl, he treated me as an equal.”

      Jennifer blew on the hot coffee and took a sip to finally help the cookie down. “I envy you.”

      Though she knew Jennifer wished she were stronger, more adventurous, and braver, Sere felt those weren’t the attributes the homemaker was referring to. “For the love of God, why?”

      “You hang onto the people you love.”

      Sere had never experienced the hidden truth that Jennifer reached with her simple comment. “I’ve seen you with Bobby and Henry,” she countered.

      “That’s not the same.” Jennifer stared at the night sky as if searching for an answer to Sere’s confusion. “My father is still alive, but I hardly ever talk to him. It’s not that we don’t get along. We just grew apart. Most of the people I’ve known have drifted out of my life. You don’t just fight evil—you fight to keep those you care about. That’s what I envy.”

      “Fat lot of good it does me when they die anyway. Joe would still be alive if he hadn’t tried to rescue me. All the people I’m close to have risked their necks for me—even you. And Joe isn’t the first to lose his life in the quest to save me.” The memory of how Larry and Kelly had been so kind to Sere—a stranger who staggered into the diner covered in oil—and had been the first to lose their lives to a demon was something that would haunt her forever.

      Jennifer ate more of the cookie as if offering Sere comfort in the form of chocolate chips. “Now you’re sounding like me.”

      Jennifer was right. Sere needed to snap out of it. Joe would have been the first to smack her for her self-pity.

      “I suppose I’m still figuring out how to rely on others. Protecting those closest to me is easier than letting them put it all on the line for me.”

      “Life isn’t supposed to be bland,” Jennifer said. “The adventures that truly bond people together are never easy.”

      Sere had to say something to keep the homemaker from following her lead. “I do what I have to do. I didn’t choose this life. You make it sound like a camping trip or something. I’m trying to prevent hell from taking over this world.”

      “Exactly. Who wouldn’t want to join you in that quest? Mourn Joe. He was a good man, and you lost someone important. But don’t for a minute think he would have wanted any less than what you gave him: a true and noble life quest.”

      Her debate with Jennifer confirmed that the connection was returning Sere to full strength. “Maybe you’re right. Lord knows Joe would have made the same argument. Sometimes it seemed like he’d spent his life preparing for my problems.”

      Jennifer got up and brushed the cookie crumbs from her dress. “You’re starting to fade, and I need to get back to Henry. He never sleeps well if I’m not next to him, even if we are just watching some cheesy movie. I hope you’re feeling better, my sweet badass demon-hunting heroine.”
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Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere came back to her body hunched over and holding her stomach. “That was a bad one.”

      Bart was still rolling up the bandage. “Think you can ride? We need to get after that last demon. Since he didn’t head back here for a motorcycle, he must have slipped away in the river. He can’t be far.”

      Sere was grateful that Bart didn’t want to discuss her connection to Jennifer, or worse, Joe’s death. “Fuck that doppelhole.” Sere felt the icy-cold tentacles of anger tighten around her heart. “So long as that chickenshit isn’t going to come after us, we’ve got a bigger problem. I recognized the lead demon. He had high cheekbones, deep-set penetrating eyes, tall aristocratic forehead, and sharply angled jaw. Sound like anyone you know?”

      “You could be talking about half of the city,” Bart said.

      Sere was grateful her doppelgänger body was the result of a different ancestry than her soul. She’d never be recognized as a member of the powerful elite. “My father, Baron Malveaux, had similar features to that demon. Each time that living devil forced a new upper-class New Orleans woman into sexual indentured servitude, he took her as his own concubine before abandoning her to his brothels. That ensured that each rich, respectable family carried at least one of his heirs. Within the first two generations after his death, the Laroque branch of the family tree realized the importance of nurturing those genetic markers.”

      Bart stuffed the cell phone, cord, and bandage in the black medical bag. “Hang on a minute. As his daughter, you died before any of these family shenanigans started. How would you know what the Laroque family was up to?”

      Sere remembered Kendell’s lectures on their shared heritage. The poor woman had tried so hard to explain why the baron’s history mattered, but as a child, Sere couldn’t have given a rat’s ass. Now she was glad Kendell had spent so much time drilling the information into her head.

      “Kendell knew it would be important for me to learn about our family history. I can see now how right she was. Many in New Orleans consider bank president Marjory Laroque and her brother—former Chief of Police Gerald Laroque—to be the culmination of the family’s aspirations. Those people are mistaken. For a time, Marjory’s son, Lincoln Laroque, held the real power in the city. When my father decided to retake what he thought was his rightful place among the living, he wanted to use the most powerful man in New Orleans—and also the one who most closely resembled him in aspiration and appearance. That demon leader you decapitated wasn’t Lincoln’s doppelgänger, but he must have been from a close relative. And there are three unaccounted-for demons headed toward New Orleans right now. I’m willing to bet my gator-skin boots there’s another Laroque doppelgänger leading the charge.”

      “So what?” Bart asked. “Since every doppelgänger has a real in New Orleans, it would only make sense that eventually a member of the Laroque family would surface in the swamp. It’s not like the death-and-demon replacement of a member of the most powerful family in New Orleans is going to go unnoticed.”

      Sere looked up at Bart, envious of his ability to stand and function. “The demon said even if I killed him, he’d regenerate in hell without being wiped clean like any other doppelgänger. That means someone already understands some of the professor’s technology.”

      Bart shrugged. “Powerful family in life. Powerful family in death. Not much new about that. I’m still not seeing the new danger.”

      They didn’t have all day, but she needed to explain the situation to him. He had a right to know what he was up against if he was going to join her on her next mission. “That’s just one piece of the puzzle. I suspected I had an enemy in hell. During that demonic experiment, Sanguine told me the real danger is coming from someone in this reality, not hers.”

      “Someone in life is calling forth the demons? Why?”

      “I asked the same thing.” Sere looked into Bart’s soulful eyes. “It’s because of me. Sanguine didn’t want to spell it out for fear someone might be listening, but I think she figured out what our enemy is up to. I’m a human soul living in an immortal body. That’s the kind of thing some people might find enticing. People with money and influence, like the Laroques, would consider immortality their ultimate prize even if they did become part demon to obtain it. Researching how my father traveled between dimensions and created me would be just a matter of finding his journals. That would have been the hard part. Based on this demon outbreak, they must be ready to run some tests, which means they have read at least some of his writings.” She spread her arms out to display her body. “They already have the first successful experiment in front of them. I’m proof that the two parts can coexist in the same doppelgänger body. And the professor has made it clear that he has enough data to keep me going even after Jennifer has died. The same would be true for any of the professor’s projections that escape hell. The next step for our demon scientist would be to try to reproduce the results.”

      Bart stroked the stubble on his chin. “Let’s take this one step at a time. Even if the Laroque doppelgängers could regenerate and retain what they knew after decapitation, the family wouldn’t risk one of their powerful elite—not for the first test anyway. But they’d also not want a bunch of random immortal test subjects running around New Orleans. Which means the three-demon breakaway contingent isn’t going to waste time on a joy-ride killing spree.”

      Sere expected that the three-demon force was headed to some Laroque stronghold. She assumed Bart’s military training was leading him to the same conclusion. “What are you thinking?”

      “We have one guinea-pig doppelgänger with two guards who might not be there strictly for that demon’s protection. If I were told I was being taken somewhere to subjugate my identity to another, I might not go willingly. Even if the real and the doppelgänger are mostly the same person, there’s a hell of a difference between being the one taking over versus the one being potentially extinguished.”

      “Good point.” For the first time since she’d watched Joe’s life fade away, she felt something resembling a sense of mission. “If the three aren’t working in unison, that would slow them down and buy us a little time. But why wouldn’t the Laroque family just send an armored truck to pick him up? Seems risky leaving the transfer to a couple of demons with desires of their own.”

      “Your friend Fisher has proven money can’t be spent without leaving a trail. The Laroque elite wouldn’t risk their involvement in the potential demon apocalypse being discovered. Too many people might be watching. They won’t tip their hand until they’ve created their immortal. Remember, this is just their first attempt.”

      “So they’re relying on the demons bringing the doppeldummy to New Orleans,” Sere said as she worked her body off the pavement, “but they couldn’t just bring him to the real’s house. We’re talking about transferring a soul. That’s, like, deep voodoo shit. I can kill a doppelgänger and under the right circumstances have that energy transfer to its real, but that’s because the demonic energy is amped up in hell. It’s like grounding an electrical charge. Transferring a soul into a demon would take some work.”

      “So the immediate questions are where are they taking him, and who would have those kinds of skills?”

      “Once Kendell and Myles secured my father in hell, they put the voodoo community under tight control. Even with all of the Laroque family’s power and money, no practitioner is going to cross the city’s paranormal-power couple. That means our demons won’t be headed for any of the secret voodoo parlors.”

      Bart leaned against the seat of the Blackbird motorcycle. “The Laroques wouldn’t let someone as powerful as a potential immortal out of their grasp. They’d have to base their experiments somewhere in New Orleans where no one would see what was happening. What’s the most secure and secret spot you can think of that they might use?”

      Gerald Laroque hadn’t been in charge of the force in more than a decade. That removed an interrogation room in police headquarters from Sere’s consideration. But Sere had one other idea.

      “One of the bank vaults in New Orleans Bank and Trust. It would make perfect sense. Marjory now runs the bank that my evil father made the seat of his power.” Sere shivered at the memory of being locked in the baron’s magical iron room. “This is all starting to hit a little close to home for me. We need to get word to Fisher to look out for the three demons and let him know where they might be going. Head down the road until you get a signal, and I’ll round up our gear.”

      Bart pulled out his phone, but instead of powering it up, he turned it over and yanked out the battery.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she asked.

      “You remember a little while ago you asked what I knew about GPS technology?”

      “Yeah. You said it was none of my business.”

      Bart shook his head and snickered. “That’s not what I said. My training is classified.” He threw the pieces onto the blacktop and stomped on the brittle plastic, shattering it to bits. “My personal phone could have been easily hacked. Even if I had a burner phone, it wouldn’t be that hard for them to use it to tap into Fisher’s computers, phones, cars—you name it. As the former chief of police, Gerald Laroque would still have access to every phone call in the greater New Orleans area as well as GPS locators. If we call Fisher, we will just be painting a bull’s-eye on his back.”

      “Do you still have your wallet?” Sere asked.

      Bart looked confused and patted the bulge in the back of his pants. “Those demons make lousy robbers. Once the leader took the credit card out of my wallet to pay for gassing up the bikes, he tossed the billfold on the ground. I wasn’t about to just leave it there.”

      “Fisher figured out where to send me based on the demons’ use of your credit card.”

      “I think I see where you’re going.” Bart pulled out the worn leather wallet and checked the contents. “Fortunately, I do carry more than one card. If I put nine dollars and eleven cents’ worth of gas on my business card, that should at least tip Fisher off that there’s a problem and who to contact. Then all I need to do is stop by the bar and let Edie know what to tell Fisher. Do you think he’ll know to stay off his phones?”

      “He’s pretty damn smart,” Sere said. The possibility of seeing Bart with Edie after witnessing their fuck session left Sere concerned that a bar brawl might be in her future, but even so, she couldn’t let the woman be emotionally blindsided. “When you tell Edie about Joe, realize she kind of had a crush on him.”
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        * * *

      

      Talking out the future mission was wildly different than getting on with her life. Sere stood next to the Honda Blackbird as if it were a spectral transport to the afterlife. “What am I supposed to do with you? I’ve never felt so lost.”

      Bart wrapped his arm around her waist. “Joe would have wanted you to have it. Just focus on one action at a time. I’ll take the lead. We’ll get some gas in order to notify Fisher, then we’ll stop off at the bar.”

      At least he didn’t give her some bullshit about one day everything being okay again. She secured Joe’s shotgun, knives, and personal effects in the small storage of the cowling. The helmet that had given her such a forceful connection to Joe lay at her feet.

      “What about that?”

      “It might come in handy. I’ll throw it on the back of my bike. We don’t dare power it up, however, in case the remaining demon is wearing its match.”

      She fired up the menacing motorcycle like a dragon she intended to ride into battle. “I need to fight someone.”

      He looked her over. “Maybe it’d be best if I go to the bar alone. Once we fill up, you can head down to Joe’s cabin, and I’ll meet you there. I don’t need you giving my already shorthanded staff more work by creating havoc.” He walked down the highway to the group of stolen bikes tossed haphazardly into a field.

      Asshole. But he’s probably right. She revved the Blackbird’s engine while waiting for him. Unfortunately, with the exhaust dampener, the bike sounded like a bunny trying to puff itself up rather than a high-performance beast threatening to chase down everyone within earshot.

      As Bart finally rode up next to her, she shouted over the Ducati’s engine noise, “Lay into your ride. This thing doesn’t know how to go slow.” She flipped on the light switch, feeling like she was violating Joe’s modifications to the bike. And now everyone can see me.

      Once Bart was well past her, she twisted the throttle and lifted her feet from the ground. Without the beefy Navy SEAL’s added weight, the motorcycle shot through the first curve like a racehorse without a rider. The wind tousled Sere’s short hair. For just a moment, she felt as if Joe’s spirit was ruffling her locks and teasing her to go faster. Bart was a couple of hundred yards ahead.

      I need to see what you can do. She hammered the gearshift and blasted the bike down the road. Without the technological advantage of the helmet, her understanding of the road ahead and its obstacles was limited to what she could see.

      Don’t get careless. The thought could have easily been a residual warning from Joe. “I have no intentions of crashing another bike, old man. But you’d be the first to tell me I need to understand my limits if I have any hope of surpassing them. Don’t worry. I’m beginning to understand the effects my recklessness has on others.”

      When she rounded the next curve, Bart was right in front of her. The glowing-green speedometer on the Blackbird read eighty miles per hour. “Sorry, my friend, but you’re going to have to catch me.” Sere steered the Blackbird around Bart’s Monster and tore into the open road. She snugged down tight against the gas tank. The small windscreen barely provided enough protection for her to see what lay ahead. Her eyes watered from the air and emotion, but being back on the speed demon made her feel alive.

      A bike horn sounded from far behind her. “Shit, we were supposed to stop for gas.” She hit the brakes and swung the bike around, skidding the rear tire. The motorcycle accelerated in the opposite direction through the black smoke of burned rubber she’d just created a minute earlier. The cloud of eye-watering smoke caused her to lose sight of Bart.

      The tire skid made it obvious which exit he had taken. She pulled into the brightly lit service station at the base of the exit just as Bart was taking off his helmet. “Sorry. I got a little carried away.”

      “I noticed.” He lifted the gas nozzle then plugged it into his tank. Slowly pulling the lever, he dispensed an exact $9.11 into the tank. “How’s yours set for fuel?”

      As with eating, Sere seldom paid much attention to the necessities of motorcycle riding. “I guess I should fill up.”

      He looked over her shoulder. “You’re down to the reserve. Yeah, you should fill up.” He handed her the credit card. “Maybe Fisher will get the hint that there’s two of us.”

      The lump that had sat at the base of Sere’s throat moved down to her stomach. “And only the two of us.”
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Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere sat on the motionless Blackbird in front of Joe’s cabin. As if conducting some philosophical experiment, she held onto the idea that as long as she didn’t enter the dwelling, he might still be inside. She remained planted on the vinyl seat, wishing illogically that it were so.

      “This is crazy. I’ve got work to do, and I’m being emotional.” Even as a child in hell, she’d had better control of her reactions. “Must be that damned blood in my veins.”

      She swung her leg off the motorcycle. At least Joe didn’t set booby traps in his home, just in his hidden caches. Her last visit to the cabin, however, had resulted in her being attacked by a demon lying in wait. And there was another demon out there somewhere—one that had already proven its expertise against one of the most skilled professionals Sere knew.

      She drew the shotgun from the cowling and made sure it was fully loaded. “I hope to hell you are here. I could use the fight, and I’d be happy to be rid of you before facing your cohorts.”

      Instead of heading to the front door, she snuck around the side of the cabin. Since the demons had taken the technological bandage from Joe’s hidden cache, they might have absconded with his high-speed swamp boat as well. She couldn’t afford to take any more chances with people’s safety—neither with those she cared about nor with herself. Putting herself in danger had a way of making those closest to her make dumb-shit moves to save her.

      The field of pine needles had been raked smooth. There were enough randomly strewn newly fallen needles, however, to prove that Joe had been the one setting his security system and not some demon recently trying to trick her. She cocked the shotgun and crept under the deck. The small dock just offshore rocked from the gentle lapping of the water, but there was no boat moored to it. Not that it mattered. With all of the hidden bends and beaches along the river the demon could have stashed the boat within a hundred yards and Sere wouldn’t see it. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t alone, even though every indication argued against the hairs that stuck up on the back of her neck.

      “So this is what you’re going to leave me with, Joe? That sixth sense, eyes-in-the-back-of-my-head nervous feeling you kept saying was something that couldn’t be taught?” Sere wasn’t sure she liked it.

      She ran a tactical assessment to figure out where her adversary might be hiding. Anyone who was out there would have seen her pull up. Her hell-based lab-geek abductor had made it clear they couldn’t kill her. They needed her to be alive but not necessarily walking around freely killing every demon she met. If they did capture her, they’d be free to run whatever experiments they could imagine.

      Her mind was slowly clearing from the overwhelming emotion of loss. Heading into the cabin would have been foolish. Even if there was no one hiding in the shadows, the breakaway contingent had likely set some surprise for her on their way to New Orleans.

      “Is that why you hightailed it after killing Joe?” she asked quietly to whatever boogey demon might be hiding in the shadows. “Did your compatriots expect you to come here and find me dangling by my boots?” She didn’t really care if the demon heard her. He had her helmet. Though she hadn’t played with all of its little gadgets, it probably had enhanced hearing to go along with the night vision. “I have to accept that you can see and hear me,” she said as much to herself as to the demon. “But you don’t want to come out to play? Maybe you think I’ll grow bored and step into your trap. You are kind of a doppelshit. You know that? I’ll bet you pulled the same game on Joe.”

      A water moccasin swam along the top of the river and slithered onto shore.

      “Hello, my friend. Now, what would make you leave the comfort of your den at this hour? You look a little too well-fed to be out hunting.” She quickly snuck into a bramble between the far side of the cabin and the river. The dock continued to bob quietly, leaving a small trail of disturbed water as it remained anchored against the flow. The marsh grass that hung onto the beat-up Styrofoam floats waved with the current. A clump let go and drifted downstream.

      “So that’s where you are, you clever little demon.” Sere wanted to abandon the gun, pull out her knife, and dive in for a good fight, but that would constitute reckless action. “You can’t stay under there forever.” Like her, the doppelgänger needed to breathe. And though Joe’s helmets were impressive, she doubted they were designed for use underwater.

      The water moccasin undulated up the small incline to Sere’s feet and lifted its head toward her shotgun. “Not a bad idea. Where there’s one of you, there’s often a whole nest.” She ejected one of the shotgun shells, crushed the plastic casing, and heaved the pellets over the dock. “I wonder if there’s something more dramatic out there.” Popping another shell out of the gun, she skipped it over the water. It submerged halfway across the river.

      Ripples disturbed the surface, indicating that the aquatic animals had heeded her call. She ran along the riverbank and jumped onto the dock before the demon had a chance to figure out her attack. “Run or fight. Either way, I’ll be ready for you.” She aimed the shotgun around the water at every sign of movement.

      The dock rocked so hard to the side that Sere lost her footing and pulled the trigger, sending shotgun pellets into the brush. She grabbed the cleat to avoid tumbling into the water but lost her gun over the side. So you want to play dirty? Fine by me. She pulled hard at the brass fitting to get her feet under her. In one catlike launch, she was crouched upright with her knife in hand ready for whatever presented itself.

      The demon swung up from the edge of the dock. Instead of attacking, however, it pulled the motorcycle helmet off. Long tangled strands of black hair fell over the doppelgirl’s shoulders. “Don’t kill me.”

      She raised her hands, but from the bent shoulders and elbows, Sere could tell the stance wasn’t completely submissive. The plea of leniency could easily transition to a claws-out attack.

      Sere bent low. Her knife gleamed in the moonlight. “You killed my friend. You don’t belong here. I have no reason to show you mercy. You don’t get to live.”

      The girl kept her arms wide. “You above all people know existence is cheap in hell. I’d say I was sorry about your friend, but sorrow and friendship are two human experiences I couldn’t possibly understand.”

      Sere gripped the knife handle so hard her forearm ached. Joe’s knife. What could be more fitting than slicing that doppelwhore’s throat with his Ranger blade? “You’re nothing more than a demon from hell. And now I’m sending you back.” She dove at the demon, expecting some form of countermove.

      The doppelbitch rolled to her side like a gymnast and narrowly escaped Sere’s slashing attack. She came back up to the same hands-wide stance she’d started with. “I don’t want to go back there. The harvesters are running the place. Just look at my face.”

      Sere struggled to keep her demonic side in check. Every instinct, human and otherwise, argued for a swift decapitation of the conniving demon. “You killed Joe.”

      The demon pulled her swamp-plastered hair from her face. “Will you please just fucking look?”

      Gritting her teeth, Sere gazed at the demon, tracing the youthful, round, feminine face. “You’re the waif I saw in hell during my dream. So what?” The night in hell’s version of the French Quarter, fighting a harvester, was only one of many nightmares Sere would just as soon forget.

      “I helped you escape.”

      There was nothing worse than a demon who would change a story for her own benefit. “You did not help me escape. You didn’t do a damn thing except tell me help was on the way. I could have figured that out on my own when Lefty woke me up. You just watched me do battle then used Sanguine’s name to manipulate me.”

      “You want the truth? Fine. You seemed like someone worth knowing. I’d never seen anyone outfight a harvester. But I wasn’t lying about the goddess. Sanguine took care of those who lived in hell’s gutters before she was abducted. Without her, I had nothing to lose in trying to escape.”

      Sere began to see the connection. “Kendell watches over the homeless in life, and Sanguine must have done the same for the matching doppelgängers in hell. That still doesn’t earn you a place among the living.”

      “I can help you.”

      “Like you did out in the swamp?” The knife in Sere’s hand seemed to be begging to be put to use against the demon waif’s throat. “You killed my friend then ran like a little chickenshit demon.”

      “Had I stayed, you’d have killed me, and your friend would have ended up in the hell you’re trying to send me back to.”

      Sere turned the knife as she thought, So those souls are in hell. “Start talking. If I don’t like what I hear, you’ll lose your head before you finish the sentence.”

      “Other than your friend, has my contingent killed any humans?”

      Beginning your defense by using Joe is a ballsy start. “Not that I know of,” Sere said.

      “They won’t. Not until they have their personally groomed pet.”

      “And how would you know what the most powerful family in New Orleans is up to? You and your real are gutter punks. If you’re bullshitting me again, I’ll slice that little head off that scrawny neck.”

      The girl had the same wide-eyed hungry look of desperation as the street kids who hung around the Scratchy Dog. “After you left hell, rumors about a way out spread. Then the first escapee proved it was possible for even a soulless doppelgänger to make it through hell’s gate. When our escaped brothers started reappearing as memoryless drones, however, it wasn’t hard to guess someone was sending them back. My contingent was handpicked for this mission. We were told if we killed to not eat the victims’ souls when they died—be they our reals or strangers.”

      The knife felt like an extension of Sere’s hand, itching to be thrust into the doppelgirl’s throat. “You eat their souls?”

      “That’s how we hide them from the loas of the dead,” the girl said so matter-of-factly that Sere wondered how much of life her real had spent in New Orleans’s gutters.

      “So what happens to the soul? You just shit it into hell?”

      “Do I look like a fucking science major?” the girl said. “How am I supposed to know what happens? I know I don’t take shits, but then, I doubt you do either.”

      “Fine,” Sere said in exasperation. “If this recent horde was so well organized, how did you end up a part of it?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? They needed someone who could identify you. Or did you think they were just going to capture anyone who fell into their trap on the highway?”

      “So you pointed me out. That is all the more reason for me to end you here and now.” Sere edged forward on the dock.

      The girl kicked Sere’s helmet over to her. “I could have captured you. I didn’t. I could still let you enter the cabin and find what my contingent left for you. But I won’t. I’m siding with you, and if that means you cut off my head, so be it. I’ll return to hell as another mindless drone. But you should know there aren’t as many empty shells in hell as there used to be. We’re learning that we’re not our reals. Self-awareness is like a disease, and it’s spreading. And in case you didn’t already know, you were patient zero.”

      Sere couldn’t help having been the first conscious doppelgänger. Others were responsible for her condition. They’d have to take the blame for the living demons as well.

      “Your dimension isn’t my problem. At the moment, you are. Your story had better get a hell of a lot more beneficial fast if you want to keep that head on your shoulders.”

      “I’m telling you all this so you’ll believe me. I’m not trying to hide anything.” The girl got down on her knees.

      “Just distract me while your pack of three head down to the city,” Sere said.

      “That was a game you lost the minute you headed north instead of standing guard in New Orleans.”

      Sere knew the girl was right, but that only made her want to slit the doppeldoll’s neck all the more. “What do you know about what they intend to do?”

      “As you said, I’m just a gutter punk. I only know what they told me. I wasn’t to commit any souls to hell, and Devlin was to be taken to New Orleans at all costs.”

      Sere couldn’t afford to waste any more time. Bart would be headed to the cabin at any minute, and if he stepped into the trap, there was no telling how much more time would be consumed saving him. She stood up from her attack stance. “If I don’t decapitate you, what am I supposed to do with you?”

      “I’m still of use to you. The paranormal wraps you use to access your real have been laid under all of the doormats. One wrong step, and you’ll be knocked out. Let me stay here until you get back so you can prove what I’m telling you is true. I promise you, I’m on your side.”

      If what the girl said was a lie, Sere wasn’t about to leave the demon with Joe’s arsenal. A large wave rocked the dock just before a loud thud from the bottom announced the return of her beloved alligator. “Lefty! Good boy.”

      The giant gator lifted his head from the river and set it on the dock like a rowboat pulled partway out of the water. He had her shotgun gently cradled between his open massive jaws. Not a tooth mark could be seen on the wooden butt.

      Sere grabbed the waterlogged weapon. Though it was useless, she aimed it at the girl. “This animal from hell is my friend. He’ll take you to a cabin deep in the swamp. Behave, and he won’t eat you.”

      The girl leaned forward on her knees and patted the monster on the head as if he were a little bunny. “He’s so cute. I’ve never had a pet before.”

      Sere’s exasperation got the better of her. “He’s not yours, and he’s not a pet. He’s a ferocious demon-eating monster, and you’d be wise not to forget it.” Lefty rolled onto his back in the river and offered up his scaly chin to be scratched by the girl. “You are not helping, mister,” Sere yelled.

      The little demon rubbed the gator’s massive jaw. “He’s so soft.”

      Sere couldn’t take any more. “Do what I want, and he’ll let you play with him. Disobey me, and he’ll chew you up like a doppelgänger-shaped gummy bear.”

      The girl turned to face Sere. “Since you are going to let me live and accept my help, would you mind using my name?”

      Shit. The only demon who’d escaped hell that Sere addressed by anything other than her list of doppelcurses was Monty, and he’d managed to infect Fisher with his presence. “Fine, what do you want to be called?”

      “Doodlebug.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere waited until Lefty had swum the little demon out of sight before turning to Joe’s cabin. She still wasn’t sure she was doing the right thing by letting the girl live. The sound of Bart’s Ducati pulled her attention from what she’d done to what was ahead of her. I need to see what Joe has for me.

      She ran up to the front of the cabin before Bart had time to bust the door down. Though the paranormal wraps wouldn’t have any effect on him, she couldn’t be sure those were the only traps the demons had set. “How did it go at the bar?” she asked.

      He finished taking off his helmet, gloves, and jacket. “Edie knows what to say to Fisher. He hadn’t called when I left. I hope you’re right about him figuring out our message.”

      “How’d she take the news about Joe?” Sere almost hated to ask, but hearing that the barmaid had lost her shit over the man’s death might relieve some of the built-up anxiety that sat like a boulder in Sere’s stomach. Someone needs to mourn him.

      Bart shrugged. “Edie has a lot of lovers. She doesn’t get close to any of them.”

      “Joe and Edie were not lovers.” The words came out of Sere like an accusation.

      “Look, she was sorry to hear about his death. Is that what you want me to say? She hardly knew Joe. Even if they’d had sex, she still would have hardly known him. You can’t expect a woman to go all brokenhearted over a passing flirtation.”

      Sere made a quick assessment of Bart’s pants and shirt to make sure conveying the message was all he’d done with Edie. Though she knew she was being foolish, the memory of seeing him fuck the barmaid wasn’t easy to shake. “I suppose you’re right, and we really don’t have time to discuss Edie’s dating habits. Joe’s cabin is booby-trapped, but it shouldn’t affect you. Once you’re in the door, pull the rug up and disconnect the bandage. I need to grab whatever it was that Joe left for me, then we need to get down to New Orleans.”

      He gave her a sideways stare. “So you were just hanging out here, getting some early-morning sun, while you waited for me?”

      “Nope. I’ve been dealing with that remaining doppelwhore that escaped our grasp.”

      Bart frowned and nodded. “That was a woman? Interesting. I don’t see any demon gore on you.”

      “I let her live.”

      He leaned back against the side of his motorcycle as though she’d hit him with a stun gun. “For the love of God, why?”

      “She convinced me she was still of some use. If she isn’t, simply extinguishing her will be too good for her. I’ll take my time to make sure she suffers physically the way I’m suffering emotionally.”

      “Remind me not to get on your bad side.” He opened the door and pulled out the strip of cloth with two fingers as if it were a dog’s pee rag.

      Walking into Joe’s cabin was even more emotionally wrenching than straddling his motorcycle. “Why is it so cold in here?” Sere rubbed her arms.

      Bart opened the sliding glass door at the back of the room and disposed of the second paranormal trap. “That’s probably your reaction to Joe’s death. People experience loss in different ways. Though it could also be the result of these hidden cloths.”

      I don’t have time for this emotional nonsense. Sere headed for the bedroom while doing her best to ignore the hurricane of emotions that swirled within her. After pushing the small bed out of the way, she pulled up the loose floorboard. Between the joists was a black leather satchel with her name embossed in gold on the front. She sat on the bed, opened the bag, and pulled out an envelope with her name on it.

      If you’re reading this, I must be dead. That means you’re probably also in trouble, so I’ll dispense with the emotional baggage. In this briefcase, you’ll find information on all of my worldly possessions. They’re yours now. I’ve also included letters of recommendations and introductions to anyone I thought might be helpful to you. Use them wisely. If your destination is New Orleans, I’d recommend starting with former Chief of Police Gerald Laroque. You’ll need to follow my instructions about reaching out to him. Though his loyalty is to his sister, he’s not about to let the world burn down on her account. In case I didn’t get a chance to tell you, I’m proud of you and always have been.

      “Fuck you, Joe.” She stashed the page back in the envelope and closed up the satchel.

      Bart peeked in the doorway. “Did you say something?”

      She blinked back the tears and waved at the soft-leather briefcase. “Just another mission from Joe.”

      Bart sat close beside her. “We’ve been rushing around since the moment he died. I know discussing emotions isn’t your strong suit, and even losing people you barely know weighs heavy on you. Joe was so much more than just a mentor.”

      She casually brushed her hand over her eyes to wipe away the tears that threatened to gush out of her. “You’re not helping.”

      “I just want you to know you’re not alone. I could never fill the hole Joe left, and I’m not trying to.” He put his arm around her shoulders. “But I am here for you. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I can’t deal with this right now. Instinctually, she leaned against his side, wishing she were able to explore the emotional connection he was opening to her. “I need your skills, knowledge, and strength more than ever. You have to realize how vulnerable that makes me and how much I hate being dependent on anyone.” She pulled out of his embrace, got up, and grabbed the satchel. “We need to get riding. First, I need to swing through Myers to exchange that Blackbird for my Triton.”

      He nodded as if understanding her need for action to tap down the flood of emotions that threatened to drown her. “Yep. That high-performance bike isn’t going to do you much good in stealthy operations if everyone knows about it. Plus, it won’t work worth crap in stop-and-go traffic.”

      She breathed a little easier at being able to refocus on the job ahead, even though a part of her wished they could snuggle on the bed all day and see where their emotions took them. What she really needed was some time to think. “You should head on down to the city. We need to find out what Fisher is up to. My detour won’t take long, and we can’t afford to waste any more time.”

      Though she didn’t want to keep anything from Bart, it seemed unwise to share her plans with him. Setting up a meeting with a member of the presumed enemy’s family—and one who’d been in charge of the city’s police department at that—was something he might object to.
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Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      Like a creature of the night returning to its lair, Sere pulled the Blackbird into Madeline’s garage just as the first rays of dawn cast shades of yellow and orange on the wispy clouds high overhead. Her snakes were lounging on the gator-skin saddlebags strapped to the Triton like two old men on a front porch with nothing better to do. She couldn’t believe it had only been thirty-six hours since she’d ridden out with Joe. Off in the corner, his old BSA motorcycle sat like a relic destined for a museum.

      She rolled the Blackbird to the back of the garage next to the antique and threw the black tarp over it like a mourning veil. “I suppose it’s now up to me to put Joe’s equipment to good use.” Though she couldn’t come up with an immediate need for the speed demon, the bike’s stealth and power were far too useful for it to sit unused for long.

      She was back on her Triton with her shotgun and snakes before she realized Madeline should be told about Joe. “Fuck.” She looked down at the snakes with their heads sticking out of the saddlebags. “I just can’t deal with talking to a civilian at this point.” Reasoning that the condolence would probably take all day and the demons wouldn’t wait, she fired up the bike, headed out the door, and clicked the remote to seal up the cache.

      After she’d been busting ass up and down the swamp highway on the Blackbird, the old café racer felt like a city scooter. She appreciated the change of pace. Both snakes kept their heads poked out of the saddlebags with their forked tongues flicking the breeze like little kids holding spinners out a car’s windows. Being on the road, moving at a sane speed, gave her time to think.

      Demons had once again invaded her reality. Joe was dead. The most powerful family in New Orleans was attempting to copy her immortality. Yet with none of those issues pressing down on her for immediate action, all she could think about was Rampart “Bart” Thibodaux.

      She could handle an attraction that was purely physical. Bart was certainly a fine specimen of human masculinity. Such walking sculptures weren’t unknown in the hell she’d grown up in. Back then, all she needed to do was grab the doppeltoy by the belt buckle and have her way with it. Bart, however, had his own soul, desires, and emotions that prevented her from living out her carnal urges. She could rely on her memories of sexual escapades to defuse the longings, but the emotional availability he’d shown her wasn’t something she knew how to deal with.

      So far, she’d relied on the idea that he’d infected her with his blood and soul, creating an impure desire in her—one that wasn’t natural. As long as she was the only one experiencing the emotion, it remained little more than a crush she could analyze away. Watching him fuck Edie while imagining it was her was close enough to how Sere had dealt with doppelgängers for her to find the sexual play between the two real people mildly amusing—well, perhaps more than mildly.

      “Why the hell did you have to sit next to me while I was still emotionally raw from Joe’s death?” That simple act had touched her soul as no action of a man ever had before.

      She was relieved to pull off at the exit Joe had indicated in his instructions and turn into the abandoned gas station. “This place would have made so much more sense for hiding those high-performance motorcycles.”

      Joe must have had his reasons for imposing on the quiet neighborhood and, worse, the innocent old woman. Sere swung her Triton behind the old station. The phone booth had been so covered in graffiti that it was hard to imagine the receiver could be lifted from the cradle without first being cut loose from the spray paint. “Where did you find these places?”

      She kept the Triton running while she reached over from the bike to the pay phone. Though there wasn’t a dial tone, she pressed the buttons Joe had written down.

      “Hello.” The male voice on the other end had no emotion.

      “Joe’s dead.” She didn’t know what else to say. Though Joe had given instructions on how to reach out, he hadn’t left some secret password to prove she was worthy of the meeting.

      “Take the streetcar to City Park. Find the old girl scout camp by the lake. He’ll meet you at dusk.” A quick dial tone followed by silence indicated the conversation had ended.

      She looked up into the brightening sky. “That should give me just enough time to rally the troops.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere pulled up to the offices of Montgomery Fisher, CPA and double parked in front of the door. “I won’t be long,” she said to her snakes.

      The little slithery dudes rolled around in the saddlebags so fast the gator skin looked about to come alive. Madeline kept her property so clean the reptiles probably hadn’t even found a single field mouse to chase.

      “I’m sorry you guys were bored in that garage. I promise, the next place I stop I’ll find you something to eat.” Sere didn’t bother taking off her shotgun. Hiding her activities from Linda had gone on long enough. If the old woman hadn’t yet figured out that CPA stood as much for Ceaseless Poltergeist Annihilators as it did for Certified Public Accountants, that wasn’t Sere’s problem.

      She pushed open the door. “Is he in?”

      The haggard receptionist slid an envelope across her desk to Sere. “This is not how a professional business is run: people who barge in here without appointments, a worker who shows up when she darn well pleases, and an owner who seems to think his receptionist can juggle all of the requests like a circus freak. I’m going to be asking for a raise if this keeps up.”

      Sere opened the flap and pulled out the hastily written page.

      Meet us at the warehouse. You know which one. The gang’s all here, including a mad guard dog. We’re just waiting for you.

      Bart

      Sere stashed the note in her pants pocket. “Thanks, Linda.”

      The exasperated woman held up a half dozen notes. “And what am I supposed to do about these requests?”

      “I’ll see that Mr. Fisher is in the office bright and early tomorrow.”

      “You’d better.”

      Sere stepped out of the office, feeling like a dental patient who’d just learned that she needed a root canal. The combination of meeting place and the term mad guard dog had to indicate that Fisher had again apprehended the professor’s old lab assistant Thomas. Having been forced to swallow a shotgun pellet, the man was likely more demonically insane than ever, but it wasn’t the little nemesis that worried her. The gang had to mean Kendell and her contingent. Bart and Fisher were always content with letting Sere take the lead. The people who’d raised her in hell, however, still viewed her as a child who needed protecting.

      “I don’t have time for interpersonal politics.” She kicked the motorcycle engine over and headed through the city streets toward the warehouse along the Industrial Canal.
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        * * *

      

      Sere pulled between Fisher’s parked Jeep and Bart’s Ducati. She reached in her saddlebags and let her snakes coil up her arms for moral support. “Once we get inside, don’t go slithering too far away. I may need you to help me make an impression and maybe even give some moral support.”

      As she marched in the front door, everyone turned toward her. Her stomach quivered at seeing Bart’s smile, which extended from his kissable lips to the lines beside his soulful brown eyes.

      “Glad to see you made it,” he said.

      Before her emotions got the better of her and she said something in front of the others that she might regret, her attention turned to the middle of the crowd. Thomas lay thrashing on the floor like a wild animal caught in a snare. Ropes were tied around his arms and legs. His eyes had turned completely red. Drool ran from the sides of his mouth.

      “What do you want from me now?” he growled.

      She wasn’t sure. Instead of responding to him, she turned to Fisher. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m glad we’re not worrying about him causing mischief again, but what were you thinking?”

      The CPA superhero sidekick in his seersucker suit pulled on the leash as if trying to get the mad dog to heel. “You told me to take charge while you were away. After I talked to Edie, I figured you’d want to get everyone together. This seemed to be the most secluded place to meet, but I found demon boy camped out in the office.”

      Bart must have caught her look of concern. “Fisher called from a burner phone.”

      Fisher smiled at her look of confusion. “I’ve got a stash of them at the office. Not all of my clients are on the up-and-up. It makes them feel better if they know our conversations are confidential.”

      “In case I haven’t mentioned it lately,” she said, “I’m damn glad you agreed to be my partner in the city.”

      He held up the leash. “This was just my most recent activity. Before capturing Thomas, I tracked down every bank transaction within a ten-mile radius of Bart’s bar. Those demons are getting clever. I didn’t find a single illegal transaction.”

      Sere shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. We know three of them snuck past us and found their way to New Orleans.”

      Fisher shook his head. “Oh, I found the little buggers, even though the person in charge did a fine job of covering their tracks. Not many people can make money appear out of thin air. There’s always a corresponding bank account somewhere that records the debit—or in this case, thousands of accounts losing miniscule interest payments.”

      Once again, Sere was amazed at Fisher’s financial forensic abilities. “What did you find?”

      “The money came from Marjory Laroque. She’s the only one powerful enough to manipulate that many bank accounts. The cash was distributed to moneylending shops from Jackson’s Bluff to New Orleans like a trail of cheese for the rats to follow. My guess is she didn’t know where the demons would surface, so she spread a wide financial net. I’ve been tracking when and where the money’s been collected. Between their bar stops and unexplained delay outside the city, they’ve only been in New Orleans for six hours.”

      Sere felt hope building in her chest. If Marjory had only had her new toy for a few hours, it was unlikely she’d managed the soul transfer. Such things took time, and impetuousness was never an attribute of the bank president.
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        * * *

      

      No one had mentioned Joe. Sere assumed Bart figured she would want to break the bad news herself. The others deserved to hear it from someone he loved. “Their delay was to booby-trap Joe’s cabin.” She wrapped her snakes over her shoulders for support. “I haven’t been around real people enough to know how to say this, and it’s not like it was something you’d taught me to deal with growing up. So here it is: Joe’s dead.”

      The soul-sucking silence in the warehouse made Sere wish she’d chosen other words, though she couldn’t imagine what they would have been. In slow motion, Kendell put her hand to her mouth. “How?”

      “He was saving me. Instead of calling out for my help, he lay quietly dying so I wouldn’t rush into an ambush. By the time Bart and I got to him, he only had minutes left to live.”

      Bart put his arm around Sere’s waist. Though she knew she should reject his compassion, her knees went wobbly as she leaned against his side.

      “There wasn’t anything we could have done even if we’d gotten there earlier,” he said. “Joe’s injuries were too severe. He only hung on long enough to say goodbye.”

      Sere appreciated Bart’s support, but showing weakness wasn’t going to help her remain in charge of the group. She straightened up and took a half step out of his embrace. “So we’re down our main military strategist, and we know our enemy has possession of the three demons. What other issues are we dealing with?”

      Kendell crossed her arms over her stomach as if she were about to be sick. “We can’t find Sanguine. I’ve checked every source I have, short of reopening the interdimensional gates we formed to keep an eye on Baron Malveaux. She should have responded. Without talking to her first, I don’t dare try to close the gate to hell like you asked.”

      Sere wondered why she had to be the one to disclose all of the bad news. “I talked with her.” Again, the stunned silence pulled at Sere’s soul. “The demons conducted an experiment on me. The details aren’t important at the moment.” From the stern look on Polly’s face, Sere knew that not everyone shared that assessment. “My consciousness traveled back along the power line to hell or, more specifically, the devil’s old interdimensional iron cabinet. Someone in hell abducted Sanguine and is holding her prisoner there. She believes the doppelgängers are able to escape because she isn’t exactly in hell, but she’s still close enough to power up the gate. It’s as if our hidden foe is using her to prop the door open.”

      Polly put her hands behind her back and started pacing the way the professor did when working out a problem. “Sounds like we have a lot to discuss with the professor.”

      “It’ll have to wait,” Sere said. “Sanguine is okay for the moment. They’re not going to hurt her, and it turns out the demons aren’t out to kill me. They need us both. She’s one end of the power connection, and I’m like the electrical cord into life. The demon explained that their survival in this realm is based on the residual energy from hell that comes off me.”

      Polly nodded as she paced. “Then the most obvious answer to ending them would be to throw the switch, but that would also end your existence. Other than that, we could send you back to hell, but that might not even be possible now that you have Bart’s blood in you.”

      “Polly Urethane,” Kendell yelled, “don’t even talk like those things are options.”

      Polly stopped walking. “Of course they’re not options, but a scientist has to consider everything, even if it isn’t reasonable. I’m just trying to see our situation from the demons’ perspective.”

      “Stop it, both of you.” Sere said. “This isn’t the time. The Laroque family has three demons, and from what I’ve seen, I believe one of them is a Laroque doppelgänger. I’ve concluded they want to transfer the soul of the real person into the immortal demon body.” She pointed at Thomas, who had calmed down at hearing the new information. “We already know what happens when a real and a doppelgänger share the same human body.”

      Fisher smirked. “Possession doesn’t always result in the demon side taking charge.”

      “Fair point,” Sere said. “But with both you and Thomas, we’re talking about two sides of the same being struggling for control within human bodies. A member of the Laroque dynasty might embrace having evil at their beck and call, especially if it meant living forever.”

      Polly was pacing again. “Such a union might also be an attempt at bypassing the interdimensional power cord that keeps you going, or rather, creating a personal connection to hell. Basically, they’re cutting our umbilical cord.”

      Kendell shook her head in apparent disbelief. “I will never understand why our family is so intent on creating a devil.”

      Myles wrapped his arm around Kendell’s waist. The show of affection and support that came so naturally to the couple after two decades together nearly brought tears to Sere’s eyes. Bart had a similar ease with taking command of her emotions, but the fear of becoming reliant on his support kept making her pull away. Kendell, however, didn’t show the slightest bit of the submission that Sere had dreaded as she accepted Myles’s love and support.

      I’ve got so much to learn about relationships, Sere thought.

      “The question,” Myles said, “is how do we stop them? And if we can’t, how do we rid the world of another megalomaniac intent on ruling over every human being? So far, our exorcisms have relied on voodoo, and if we’re going to keep the loas of the dead out of the picture, we can’t approach their religion.”

      Sere hunched down and studied Thomas, who mentally hovered between sane and demonic. “While you all debate the inner workings of paranormal spirituality, I’d rather focus on the problem directly in front of us. Bart, do you still have the med kit Joe gave you?”

      “Of course. It’s in the storage bag on my Ducati. Why?”

      She looked up at Polly. “During the demon’s experiment, they forced me to swallow a shotgun pellet. By coiling up the bandage, we were able to draw it out from my gut. Maybe we could do the same thing for Thomas.”

      “Won’t work,” Polly said. “Even using the bandage as a magnet requires a connection to a real. Since Thomas isn’t a doppelgänger, there’s no one to connect him to.”

      “What if I wrap the cloth around my arm?” Sere asked. “Since I don’t need Jennifer’s healing power, I won’t absorb the energy. I can be a paranormal electromagnet.”

      Polly shrugged. “I suppose it’s worth a try. Worst case is nothing will happen. What do you hope to accomplish?”

      Sere turned back to Thomas. “He’s worse off with the pellet in him. You said it would magnify whatever power was in charge. Maybe the pellet will do more than that. It’s hell based, as is his demonic possession.”

      “I think I see where you’re going,” Bart said. “If the demon is holding onto the pellet, it might get pulled out as well.” He headed out to the motorcycles at a slow jog.

      Polly looked over her shoulder at the retreating muscular bartender. “That man is smarter than he looks. And he looks damn fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Polly laid the bandage over Sere’s palm then wove it up her arm like a trainer preparing a boxer for a fight. “I hate to be the voice of optimism, but assuming this does work, it might be a good idea to have a plan for the demonic spirit. If you’re correct about Thomas’s demon being locked onto that pellet, he’ll be searching for another host once he’s out of that body. You’re a doppelgänger, so it’s unlikely it’ll be coming after you.”

      Sere hadn’t considered that she might be putting Jennifer in danger. “What do you have in mind?”

      Polly turned to Kendell. “You wouldn’t happen to have any spirit jars left in the VW, would you?”

      “Of course. I keep a couple on hand at all times.”

      Sere stared at Kendell. “You just carry voodoo jars around like an old woman with hand sanitizer in her purse?”

      “Since I’m dealing with the voodoo equivalent of a little girl who keeps scraping her knees, it seems like a good idea.” Kendell headed toward the door without waiting for a response.

      Sere wondered if the woman would ever see her as a grown-up rather than thinking of her as a child who kept getting into trouble.

      Polly connected the power line to the bandage around Sere’s hand. “It would be best if you didn’t get too close to Jennifer during this exorcism.”

      “From my experience, the pellet takes a bit of time to work its way out of the body, so I’ll be able to warn Jennifer to keep away before the demon surfaces.”

      As soon as Kendell returned with the square blue-glass jar, Polly held up the med kit’s cell phone. “So here’s the plan. I’ll be outside running the connection. Once I power Sere up, Thomas is going to be thrashing around like a madman. Myles, Fisher, and Bart will need to hold him down. No matter what happens to Sere, do not touch her. When the pellet is out of Thomas, Kendell will scrape it off Sere’s bandage and into the spirit jar. Do not touch the pellet. If it falls, let Sere pick it up again with her bandaged hand. Only when it’s safely isolated and capped in the voodoo jar will I turn off the connection. We can’t risk Thomas’s demon breaking free to possess the first human he comes across.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere put her hand on the man’s stomach like an old-time faith healer. At least I don’t need an incantation, she thought. “Ready?”

      Thomas’s eyes were still wild with demonic anger, but his clenched teeth proved he was struggling against the urge to fight back. He gave her a single nod.

      “Hit it,” Sere called out to Polly.

      The itchy tingling sensation of the elastic bandage turned into pulses of electricity that ran from hand to elbow. Sere’s muscles flexed as if they’d just been supercharged. The body under her touch writhed with demonic fury. “Hang in there, Thomas.”

      Bart had hold of the man’s feet while Myles and Fisher held each arm out as if nailing Thomas to a cross. The constant struggling, combined with the power that surged through Sere, nearly made her forget about Jennifer. Like a photograph that had been double exposed, Sere could make out the ghostly image of the homemaker working in her kitchen overlaid on the scene in the warehouse.

      “Stay back, Jennifer.” Though Sere spoke the words out loud in the warehouse, the woman at the stove looked in the direction of the struggle on the concrete floor.

      “What’s going on?” Jennifer’s words sounded as ethereal as she appeared. No one other than Sere looked in her direction.

      Sere had never witnessed their connection from outside of Jennifer’s body. “We’re performing an exorcism. I needed to borrow your energy. Just give me a minute, and we’ll let you be. Whatever you do, don’t come any closer to me.”

      “I’m not afraid,” Jennifer said.

      “I am,” Sere responded, crouched under the woman’s kitchen table.

      A black hole lined in fire tore the fabric that separated their two realities. Between keeping her hand planted on the bucking, demonically possessed Thomas in life, maintaining her cool despite the flames of paranormal energy running up her arm in Jennifer’s imagined kitchen, and making sure the woman didn’t become another of the possessed, Sere felt like a juggler who couldn’t afford a single distraction.

      The demon who walked through the gap between dimensions and materialized in the homemaker’s cheerfully decorated domain, however, made Sere want to turn and run. Twice Thomas’s size, covered in blood, and snarling like a rabid dog, the creature turned first to Jennifer and then to Sere. “Release me,” it roared.

      “What in the name of all that’s holy is that?” Jennifer yelled through the roaring flames.

      “A resident of hell.” Sere got out from under the table then stood to face the demon.

      Once the monster was fully through the gap, Sere felt a tug on her arm from in the warehouse. For the love of God, Kendell, don’t fucking drop the pellet. Sere couldn’t imagine how she’d be able to find it amid the chaos.

      Once Sere pulled her hand off Thomas’s chest, the black hole in Jennifer’s kitchen closed, releasing the demon into the space between the two women. The monster turned toward the homemaker. Come on, Kendell, move your ass! Sere mentally pleaded.

      “It won’t come off the bandage.” Kendell’s voice sounded like it came from far down a corridor, not right next to Sere.

      “Shut off the connection,” Bart yelled.

      “No, don’t.” Fisher’s voice sounded much closer. “The demon needs to be contained first.”

      “What am I supposed to do?” Kendell yelled. “I can’t touch the pellet, and the knife just slides right off it.”

      “Do something before he gets me!” Back in the kitchen, Jennifer’s panic radiated into Sere’s chest. The creature had clearly zeroed in on his next victim and was moving in to take possession.

      “Not so fast, asshole.” Sere clenched her fist around the pellet. The demon puffed up in anger but moved no closer to Jennifer. “I can’t hold him forever,” she called out to the others in the warehouse. “Someone think of something.”

      “Have them turn up the power,” Jennifer yelled from the other side of the demon. “You can crush him like a bug.”

      “Can’t do it,” Sere replied. “It would drain you. Our connection only works if I respect the boundaries. Too much of an imbalance between us might cause my soul to infect yours the same way this demon slipped into Thomas.”

      “Okay, then don’t do that,” Jennifer said. “But I want to help.”

      The demon stared at Sere as if she’d just revealed some weakness. Blood dripped from its mouth like saliva. “All I have to do is wait you out. You can’t hold me forever.” Unable to advance on Jennifer, it moved in closer to Sere. “Or maybe I’ll just devour your soul.”

      The clanking of an iron skillet onto the tile floor made the demon turn to look at what had happened.

      “You don’t want her,” Jennifer said.

      Sere strained to focus on Kendell. She didn’t dare say aloud what she was thinking for fear the demon would be ready with a counter move. Holding her fist to her chest in front of Kendell, Sere flipped it over as if flipping the switch away from herself.

      Kendell nodded, whispered in Fisher’s ear, then held the bottle with both hands close to Sere’s fist. Fisher gave Sere a quick nod and ran toward Polly, who was standing outside the roll-up door.

      Focusing back on the scene in the kitchen, Sere stared into Jennifer’s eyes, willing her to understand. With the demon distracted by the homemaker, Sere pointed first at her chest then quickly at Jennifer. Jennifer gave a trembling single nod that Sere mimicked in the warehouse.

      “Now,” Kendell yelled to Polly.
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        * * *

      

      The energy reversal sprang Sere’s fingers out straight, freeing the pellet from the electromagnet bandage. The willpower and self-confidence she’d relied on no longer made up the bedrock of her existence. She had all the trepidation and terror she had experienced as the scared little girl who’d just been yanked out of Guinee and dumped in hell. Staring at her transparent arm, she realized that with her power now being sent to Jennifer, she was nothing more than a disembodied ghost in the kitchen, unable to confront the demon. She had to test how far the transfer went.

      “Hey, asshole, I’m over here,” she yelled at the monster. Her voice faltered from lack of conviction.

      The demon didn’t even flinch. Freed from Sere’s grasp, he crept around the butcher-block table like a cat sneaking up on a mouse.

      “So this is what it’s like to be you,” Jennifer said as she picked up the hot skillet from the floor.

      “Don’t fuck around, woman,” Sere yelled to Jennifer. “That demon means business. Just hold him off until Kendell can take the pellet from my hand.”

      “But until she does, this bastard is mine.”

      Since the monster hadn’t responded to Sere, she assumed only Jennifer was able to hear her. She had to help somehow. “Though you can see him, he doesn’t have any mass. He only exists in this energy connection we’re sharing. That cast-iron club isn’t going to do you any good. Focus on keeping him out of you.”

      Jennifer raised her hand toward the demon as if she could vaporize him with sheer force of will. He continued circling around the table toward her.

      “I thought you said he was nothing more than energy,” she said.

      “He’s been trapped in a body for the last twenty years,” Sere said, “and before that, he had substance in hell. If you try to hit him and have your attempt go straight through his body, he’ll learn quickly that he doesn’t need to navigate around your kitchen.” She could feel the woman’s desire for combat growing.

      Jennifer backed toward the sink like she was luring him into her trap. “Come on, you bastard. Show me those big demon fangs. I’ll bet you just love towering over defenseless humans.”

      Sere had never seen a battle from the perspective of those she cared about, but listening to Jennifer, she realized the words weren’t that different than the taunts she would have used. Think. Analyze the situation. What would I do? How can I help Jennifer? Even without her self-confidence, Sere still had Joe’s training to rely on.

      “I know he looks imposing, but he’s kind of a chickenshit. In all the years he was trying to take over Thomas’s life, he barely managed any true evil at all. Demons feed on power, and right now, he’s losing energy like a toy that had its batteries left on all night. Treat him the way a woman authority figure would deal with a schoolyard bully.”

      Jennifer straightened her stance and crossed her arms under her breasts, the skillet still in her hand, as if she were about to tell Thomas to go to his room. She shook her head. “You are just so precious. Am I supposed to be afraid of you?”

      The creature puffed himself. He had to keep his head bent to fit under the ceiling. “I am a demon from hell, and I’m going to take possession of you, body and soul.”

      The woman chuckled. “I dressed my son up as Dracula last Halloween. Even he had a better dark accent, and he’s only nine.”

      Sere felt the tongs Kendell had improvised from Bart’s knives press into the bandage around her hand. “Time for you to go into your little jar, pesky demon.”

      The demon evaporated as easily as butter in a hot pan. Jennifer’s eyes switched from the monster that had been between them to Sere. “You.”

      Sere turned her face away. “You’re not supposed to be able to see me.”

      “I got it, Polly,” Kendell yelled. “Better call 9-1-1. Thomas doesn’t look so good.”

      With the connection to Jennifer severed, Sere collapsed onto the concrete floor. Her arm stung, but the sensation was now only physical. She rolled to her side and looked in Thomas’s eyes for any hint of the demon. They were as crystal blue and pure as a mountain lake.

      He lay gasping for breath and bleeding from the hole in his stomach. “Thank you. I’m finally free. You fulfilled your promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Drained of energy, Sere struggled to push herself off the floor. Bart pulled her onto his lap. “Just take it easy for a minute. I’ve got you.”

      “It worked.” She couldn’t quite believe it. Beheading Thomas in hell had been one of her earliest mistakes, though the freed demon taking possession of the real wasn’t completely her fault. Professor Yates had used the boy’s image as his hell-based assistant. Too many facts rolled around Sere’s mind for her to make sense of what had just happened and how it might help with the fight ahead.

      Polly knelt down next to her. “You were right about that pellet. It did more than just separate the doppelgänger from the real. You thought it might magnify whatever was already in charge of the body.”

      Sere did her best to help Polly make sense of what had happened. “Thomas had lost his battle against his demon, so the pellet amplified the evil.”

      Polly looked over at Fisher while talking to Sere. “And you hoped having your friend swallow one might help him combat his inner demon.”

      Sere took hold of Polly’s arm and pulled herself up from Bart’s embrace. “I’m still not willing to use him as a test subject. Fisher isn’t the problem—whatever the Laroques are creating is. What would happen if a doppelgänger body—inhabited by both the evil copy and the human spirit—were to undergo what Thomas just experienced?” Sere’s strength ebbed, causing her to fall back against Bart.

      “That’s an interesting premise.” Polly stared at the warehouse ceiling. “A doppelgänger body already connected to its real would bypass the professor’s equipment. We’d lose all control over its ability to regenerate, as it would have a self-contained source of energy—basically like running off a battery. A single paranormal pellet inside wouldn’t be able to sever the connection, but it would still focus on strengthening the dominant energy. More than one pellet, however, would only confuse the two spirits. As with Thomas, the pellet would need to be inside the body long enough to fully isolate the main source of power. Once the pellet had done its job, it would have to be removed the same way you just did with Thomas. Going in and digging it out would only allow the dominant energy to be reabsorbed by the body.”

      Sere wasn’t crazy about subjecting Jennifer to another demon, but the woman had performed admirably for her first time facing pure evil. With a little training, the happy homemaker might make a formidable ally. “Would it matter which persona was magnified?”

      Polly bit her upper lip. “It shouldn’t. Disconnecting either one from the body would be like removing either the positive or negative terminal from the battery. Either one would render the toy doll unresponsive. And unlike you, the remaining spirit wouldn’t be able to draw on an outside energy source because it’s no longer being run through our interdimensional computer.”

      That explanation made Sere’s head swim. She concentrated on the next step, and her mind cleared. “So we would need a way to inject a single shotgun pellet into the doppelgänger without him noticing.”

      Bart helped Sere to her feet. “I’m on it.” He grabbed a couple of shells from her belt. “Give me half an hour in one of Joe’s hidden workshops. There must be one somewhere in this city.”

      Though she was still weak, she appreciated his no-nonsense attitude. There was work to do. “Grab the black satchel from my saddlebag. There’s a map in there of Joe’s hidden caches. I’ll swing by Fisher’s offices once I finish with my meeting.”

      He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t go doing something foolish—at least not without me.”

      As he left, the paramedic van pulled up. Things were about to get busy, and Sere didn’t have the time or skills to come up with a believable excuse for Thomas’s injury. She took Kendell’s arm. “Help me to the back door.” She checked to make sure the rest were dealing with Thomas. “I’m looking for a gutter-punk girl. She’s shorter than me, like, five-foot nothing, mid-to-late teens, and scraggly black hair that probably hasn’t been washed in a month. She might go by the name Doodlebug, but I wouldn’t count on it.”

      “Is her doppelgänger among the latest outbreak of demons?” Kendell asked.

      Sere wasn’t ready to let on about the girl out in the swamp. “I received some information, and I’m trying to decide if it’s bullshit or worth pursuing.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. If she’s in the Quarter, I should be able to find her and bring her by the Scratchy Dog before we open tonight.”

      “There’s no need to alert her just yet. Get a picture so I know you’ve found the right girl, but just keep track of her for now. Depending on how the information pans out, I might not even need her.” If the little doppelchick was lying, having the girl’s real at Sere’s mercy might prove useful.
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Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere rode her motorcycle back to Mr. Fisher’s offices and left it in the care of the homeless who were always camped out in the narrow alleys. Then she ducked into the offices and stripped off her shotgun and holster. From inside the saddlebags that she’d dumped on the chair, her snakes rattled their displeasure.

      “I hate leaving you guys again, especially when I’m going somewhere you’d love,” she said, “but making a show of strength against this dude probably wouldn’t end well.”

      Even if the former head of the police department wasn’t afraid of reptiles, people on streetcars had a way of freaking out when they saw rattlesnakes poking their heads out of women’s bags.

      Down to just the knife in her boot for protection, she headed out of her office. “Mr. Fisher should be in shortly,” she said to Linda. “He wanted to check on a client in the hospital.”

      The receptionist glared from behind her computer. “He’s taking too personal an interest in some of these new customers you’ve brought in. And I’ve yet to see an invoice for his services. This isn’t how business is conducted.”

      “So you’ve told me,” Sere said. Though saving the world seemed a reasonable distraction from combing through taxes, the receptionist had a point. Mr. Fisher wasn’t going to stay in business long if he was only working part-time. “I promise, once this latest issue is resolved, we’ll both round up some paying clients.”

      Sere had to run the block from the office to Canal Street to catch the City Park streetcar as it clanked to a stop. The old wood, iron, and glass car reminded her of the horse-drawn version she’d ridden as a child. Filled with humans and their associated odors, this one smelled only slightly better than the one she remembered. Once she took a seat on the cramped wooden bench, the car jerked into motion. Between the lurching, claustrophobic confines, and human stench, she wondered if the covertness of leaving her motorcycle behind had been worth the effort.

      By the time the streetcar slammed to a halt at the last stop, Sere’s legs felt like they belonged to an eighty-year-old woman. She groaned as she unbent her body from the cramped space. I swear, I’m walking home. Maybe I’ll get lucky and someone will try to mug me. I could use the workout. In spite of the painful ride, she returned the conductor’s smile as she stepped off the iron step.

      Walking through the park helped calm her nerves after the physical shakedown of the streetcar. The place lacked the wild untamed life of the swamp, but she felt free of the constant bombardment of humanity and their prying eyes—both actual and technological.

      It took her a half hour of exploring the hidden trails to stumble across the small cabin made of stone and wood that sat on the bank of a man-made lake. On a park bench by the shore, an old man was tossing bread to the ducks. They huddled around him in the water as if he were a regular benefactor of the flock.

      Sere walked through the damp grass toward the man. “Excuse me. I’m supposed to be meeting someone.”

      The man looked up, his facial features familiar, even if they were hidden by wrinkles. “I’m Gerald Laroque. Have a seat. I’ve still got half a loaf to work through.”

      The former chief of police looked like a kindly grandfather more apt to pull coins from behind children’s ears than direct cops with batons against rioters. “Thank you for seeing me,” Sere said. “Joe recommended I meet with you first.”

      The old man turned back to his ducks. “I was sorry to hear about Joseph. He was a good man. If it’s okay with you, I know the department would like to handle his funeral. Though it’s been some time since he was on the force, we do like to take care of our own.”

      She hadn’t even considered what to do with his body. Letting the police take care of the arrangements seemed the most logical answer. “I think he’d like that. Did you know him well?” The connection between her mentor and one of the most powerful members of an evil family had never made much sense to Sere.

      “I don’t think anyone knew Joseph well. He gave each of us a puzzle piece of his identity. I relied on him. That’s not something I’d say about very many people.”

      She couldn’t afford the time or emotional energy of once again diving into Joe’s death. “If you’ve been his connection in the city, you must know what I’m up against. But how can I trust you?”

      The man sat stiffly upright. “Not a bad first question. Together with my sister, we ran the Laroque dynasty and this city—which were really one and the same. That was a long time ago.” He hunched back down as if the mantle of power had been too much for him to bear.

      “What happened?” she asked, though she wasn’t just curious about his past. If there had been a schism within the family, she might learn of his motivations. There had to be something about the man she could trust.

      “The shortest answer? Lieutenant Joseph Cazenave. He was such a fucking Boy Scout when he joined the force. If it weren’t for the recommendation from a mutual friend in the military, I wouldn’t have given Joseph’s application a second glance. God, that man had no sense of humor at all. I only put him on paranormal investigations as a joke. Of course, that was before our family learned that the Malveaux curse was real.”

      “I don’t need a rehashing of ancient history.”

      Gerald turned his glassy gray eyes to her. “By the time my nephew Lincoln went missing, Joseph had told me about your existence—as well as the return of your father. Officially, the department never found the body or the perpetrators. As you can imagine, that didn’t go over well with the family, especially my sister. They were trying to oust me from the force when her bank was bombed. My last act as chief was to cover up Joseph’s involvement. Without him, there was no way to track down the other miscreants.”

      She never had been fond of long-winded stories. “But why would you side with him over your own flesh and blood? Especially if you were one of the people in charge of your family dynasty?”

      He turned back to his birds as if they might be the only ones who would understand. “When your father returned and took possession of Lincoln, body and soul, a change came over my sister. Being rich and powerful was no longer enough for her. Improving the city and extending our reach didn’t matter. Meeting her ancestor in the body of her son was as close to a religious transformation as I’ve ever witnessed in her. She had a new life’s mission.”

      “Raising the devil,” Sere said.

      “I may be biased in her favor, but I don’t think Marjory realized that what she was seeing in Lincoln was evil. She was witnessing ultimate power: the ability to defy death itself. Money and political influence seemed like kids’ board games in comparison to what Lincoln had achieved.”

      Sere couldn’t imagine the rage the woman must have felt when her god had been destroyed. “So she forced you out in retaliation for the loss of her son and god?”

      “Officially, yes, but the new chief doesn’t concern himself too much with his men. The sergeants and beat cops that I trained are now captains and lieutenants. I may not have the title, but you can bet I’ve still got the influence.”

      So that’s how Joe managed things, Sere thought. “That’s an interesting story, but it doesn’t do me much good right now.”

      He handed her a couple of slices of bread to feed to the ducks. “I wasn’t finished. What do you know about the old World Trade Center?”

      More history? Really? She tore up the slices and threw them at the birds with such force they swam out of the way of the bread projectiles. “There was some secret organization that kept paranormal artifacts out of the hands of the general public. They had responsibility for handling my father’s cursed possessions. They failed, and the organization disappeared without a trace.”

      “Good enough. They used these iron vaults to secure the items.”

      Sere squeezed her eyes shut in frustration. “I am familiar with them.”

      “What you might not know is that a couple of them turned up in the Mississippi River. When Marjory had the bank rebuilt, she snagged one and put it in the subbasement. She’s been running tests on what your father achieved ever since—much of it based on your existence.”

      “How the hell does she know so much about me?”

      “Throughout his life, Baron Malveaux kept journals. Everything he did in stealing you back from Guinee, as well as his observations about hell, he wrote down. Once you surfaced, Marjory realized the possibility of becoming immortal. You’re kind of like her messiah. In you, she sees what humanity might become.”

      “But those writings would have been while he was in hell,” Sere said. “How did she get her evil claws on it?”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t have all the answers. Some things you’ll have to find on your own.”

      “I’m still not sure I should trust you.”

      He stood and emptied the last of the crumbs from the bag into the lake. “If you did, I’d be wildly disappointed in Joseph for not teaching you better. One last thing…” He crumpled up the bag and tossed it into the garbage can. “I’ll tell you what I can and point you in directions I think will help, but I can’t get you out of jail or save you from my sister’s grasp. Get caught, and you’re on your own. And don’t come running to me with every little piddly-ass question. I’m only useful if the rest of the family doesn’t know what I’m doing. Hit me up too often, and they’ll figure it out fast.” He turned and walked away like he was about to be late for dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Bart was waiting in Sere’s office when she returned. “How did your meeting go?”

      She had been careful about not mentioning her rendezvous. “Who says I was meeting someone?”

      “Linda said you ducked out unarmed. I’ve never seen you go out in public without some protection, so I assumed you had to be meeting someone. Mind telling me what’s going on?”

      “I met with former chief of police Gerald Laroque, and before you tell me I was being reckless again, it was Joe’s idea.” Sere would have preferred not to share that news, but keeping it from Bart would have bitten her in the ass before too long.

      To her relief, Bart nodded. “I assumed he had some resource down here. That’s quite the confidential informant, though. Did you learn anything useful?”

      “I got some good background information and confirmed that the Laroques are responsible for the latest escaped demons. What do you know about breaking into banks?”

      “Hey, my background is military, not larceny, though I suppose there may be some overlapping of skills.”

      She considered confiding in him that Joe had been behind the bank bombing. A little testosterone-driven rivalry might prod Bart into action. But restricting that information to only those involved had kept everyone safe for decades. “Eventually, we’ll have to confront our enemies on their own turf.”

      “I’ll look into it. Why is it that as soon as I solve one problem for you, another bigger one is just waiting in the wings?”

      “Welcome to my life. So in solving my latest little issue, does that mean you figured out how to inject our human-doppelgänger hybrid with a pellet?”

      He pulled a copper shell from his pocket. “This is a hollow-point bullet. They split on impact, creating a large amount of damage. If we use one on our target, our adversaries will assume we tried to blast a hole in the body. As I’ve learned from watching your supernatural healings, to conduct the repair, they’ll first have to dig out all of the metal shards. It’ll be messy work. Once they’ve finished, the body’s flesh will seal up.” He pulled out a second round that had already been fired, showing the metal flower shape created by the impact. He then dropped a pellet into the small indentation in the center of the spent slug. “What they won’t realize is that when the bullet exploded, it injected a paranormal pellet into the doppelgänger’s body. They’ll be so busy digging out the shell that the real threat that lies deeper in the flesh should go unnoticed.”

      She patted her four-barrel shotgun that lay on the desk. “There’s a reason Joe built this blaster for me. He used to tell me I’ve got shit for aim, but I stand a chance with this thing. However, a little bullet isn’t going to do me any good in a shotgun. How am I ever going to hit a demon with a handgun?”

      Bart pulled his .38 special from the back of his pants. “I guess you’ll just have to rely on me, then.”

      Her heart nearly stopped at the idea of Bart putting himself at such a risk. “We’re not talking about some random shooting here. Whoever gets the immortal body is going to be someone well positioned in the Laroque family. Between the dynasty’s ownership of the police and influence over the media, this isn’t going to be the kind of attack to go unnoticed.”

      “Good thing I’ll have a demon-hunting badass to protect me.”

      “I’m serious. If you shoot this guy, your life won’t be worth the spent slug. I can’t risk losing you.”

      “Well, what’s your idea? Do you want to bake him a cookie with the pellet inside like a king cake with the hidden plastic baby Jesus?”

      She hated it when he had a point. “No. Like me, the doppelgänger body won’t have to eat, and even if he did, he’d sense the paranormal energy like the smell of a rotting fish on a platter.”

      Bart leaned over the desk and took her hands. “Exactly. He can’t know that he’s been infected. I’m really very good at shooting people, though this may be the first time in my life that a woman has seen that as a good thing. You have to trust me.”

      She stared into his captivating dark-brown eyes. “So long as you don’t expect to do this alone.” If she looked at him one more moment, she’d be pulling him across the desk to have her way with him. Instead, she broke eye contact, picked up the shotgun from the desk, and leaned it against the wall. “If we can only infect him with one pellet, there’s not much point in me constantly hauling that thing around. Joe always warned me not to see it as a crutch. Though their paranormal medic would undoubtedly dig every pellet out of his flesh, they would also be on the lookout for any strays in other parts of his body. Shooting him would only alert them to our plan.”

      Bart leaned back in his chair. The lines around his eyes indicated her lust hadn’t gone unnoticed and might well have been reciprocated. “How’s your sword play?”

      “It’s been a lot of years since I handled a long blade. Joe tried teaching me, but eventually, he didn’t see much point in training me to use such an obvious weapon.”

      “Any idea why he would keep a couple of katana swords in his cache?”

      She remembered the feel of the braided leather handle. “Those must have been the ones we trained with when I was a girl in hell. They would be fitting. That’s what I used to decapitate Thomas’s doppelgänger.”

      Bart handed over the black satchel. “Joe worked up a comfortable little hidden workshop in the ninth ward. If you’re not planning to lug that shotgun around, we’ll need to outfit you with new weapons. I can take you there if you like.”

      The prospect of being alone with Bart in a place where they wouldn’t be discovered had her heart beating harder than she thought possible.
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Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere led Bart on a spirited cat-and-mouse motorcycle chase through the Bywater neighborhood. Once she was sure they weren’t being followed, she doubled back toward the bridge over the Industrial Canal. As they crossed the man-made river, she settled in behind him for the respectably reverent ride along the deserted streets of the Ninth Ward.

      The tires of her Triton slipped in a mud-filled pothole as Bart made a sharp turn onto a narrow path as if he were riding a dirt bike. Once off the street, the lack of pavement made for a smoother ride between the brush and tall grass. Though not far from the main road, the 1960s-era bungalow at the end of the dirt driveway was well hidden by dense vegetation.

      “This is it.” Bart removed his helmet. “Not the easiest place to find. My first time here, I had to double back three times to spot the turnoff. I can’t imagine how Joe stumbled across these places for his caches.”

      She stepped off her bike and listened for any hint of neighbors. Only the songbirds and crickets greeted their arrival. “Joe once told me the police knew every drug den, gang hangout, and secret sex club within the city limits. Being on the force, once he busted one of the establishments, he erased the location’s existence from the database and set up his hidden cache. How he found the spots outside of the city, however, is anyone’s guess.”

      Bart put his hand on the small of her back. “If this is too emotional for you, I can slip in and round up some weapons.”

      With its peeling white paint on the vinyl siding and weathered blue trim so cracked the wood barely hung onto the nails, the place looked like it hadn’t seen an occupant since Hurricane Katrina.

      “I already know Joe’s ghost has moved beyond this world. If there is any living thing in this place, it will only provide me with a good workout.” She pulled open the ratty screen and twisted the handle of the half-rotted plywood door. A stench composed of mildewed carpet, rodent droppings, and death made her retreat into Bart’s arms.

      “Give it a minute,” he said, grabbing her by the hips to steady her. “The good news is the smell is only in the front room and kitchen. It must have been his way of dissuading trespassers. Once you get down the hallway to the master bedroom, you’ll hardly notice it.”

      She had trouble believing the smell could be so easily contained, but trusting Bart, she held her nose and ran to the far end of the house and through the bedroom door. The moment Bart also passed the threshold, she slammed the door on the stench. She waited until he took his hand from his face and took a breath before following his lead.

      “Not one of his subtler booby traps,” she said.

      “Maybe not, but it is effective.” Bart took hold of the sagging mattress and lifted. A hidden hinge along one side and pneumatic actuator on the other held the bed up as if it were the hood of a car. Rather than box springs, an arsenal of guns, knives, and swords lay neatly organized in the hidden weapons locker.

      The upturned mattress was so close to Sere’s face that she couldn’t help but breathe in the smell. Unlike the rest of the house, which made her eyes water in pain, Joe’s aroma of Irish Spring soap and Gillette deodorant over the deeper notes of his body odor brought emotional tears to her eyes. “How do you continue fighting for what’s right when you know you could die at any minute? What is the point to life if it’s so transient?” Her question, based in frustration, wasn’t meant just for Bart but also the great beyond, where Joe might still be listening.

      “I live for today and try not to think about what comes next. Maybe some people would take that philosophy and live a life of decadence, but I find helping people far more fulfilling.” Bart pulled the two katana swords from under the bed. “And when I start getting melancholy about my fate, I find a good workout session refocuses my attention.” He aimed one of the handles at her.

      Immortality meant Sere literally had all the time in the world, but that wasn’t the case for those she cared about. To them, every day would be precious, and she’d wasted enough of Bart’s time with her unexpressed emotions and desires. She walked up to him, took both swords from his hands, and tossed them on the ground. “I’ve got a better idea.” Wrapping her arms around his shoulders, she pressed her body fully to his. As she stretched up to her tiptoes to bring her lips to his, she felt the bulge in his leather pants against her waist grow larger as if his cock was helping pull her up.

      His hands clasped her butt cheeks so fully and forcefully it felt like she was being strapped into a carnival ride. He lifted her off her feet until their foreheads pressed together. “It’s about fucking time.”

      She breathed in his hot breath as if it were a drug. Her legs wound around his waist like boa constrictors and pressed against his rock-hard ass. With him supporting her weight, her hands were free to rip his skintight T-shirt from his back. She ran her hands lustily over his chest.

      He ground his throbbing cock against her in time with his breathing. “You’re not the only one with a wild side. I want you so bad I could tear your clothes off with my teeth.”

      With one hand, she let go of his body and pushed the mattress back down over the weapons cabinet. She then leaned into him as if hunching down over her motorcycle before accelerating to full speed.

      Instead of collapsing to the bed, he slowly sat back like a young oak tree bending in the wind. His legs flexed so large and hard between hers that she felt even more like she was back straddling the dangerous Blackbird motorcycle. Once he fully settled onto the mattress, she arched up from him and lifted off her leather halter top. Her nipples tingled as if his eyes were teasing the tips.

      His hands explored her body from butt to breasts until his palms completely covered her small mounds, leaving only her light-pink nipples protruding from his grasp. Rip-cord strong, his fingers twisted her tender flesh.

      She grabbed his hands and pressed them hard against her boobs. Her hips ground against him as if trying to rub their pants away from their mutual longing. Why the hell don’t pants come off easier? she thought through her endorphin-filled haze of desire. Her fingers quivered as she traced every muscular curve of his arms.

      With each flexing of his hands against her breasts, the cord-like tendons in his arms adjusted under her touch like the taut strings of a musical instrument. She leaned forward into his grasp as her hands descended from his arms to his chest. She hadn’t realized she’d closed her eyes until she opened them. He stared back at her with his longing-filled smoky-brown eyes.

      I could spend a lifetime gazing into those pools of dark amber, she thought.

      As her hands worked down his rippled stomach, his left her breasts and caressed the curves of her sides. They met at the tops of their motorcycle riding pants. As she fumbled with his belt, he unclasped the snaps and the concealed zipper of her pants as if he’d designed the damn things. She barely had his buckle unlatched when he snaked his hands under her leathers, grasped her by the cotton-panty-covered hips, and flipped her to the bed.

      “That’s not fair,” she protested.

      Kneeling on the mattress, he gave her clothing one firm tug, yanking her pants and panties down her legs and off her feet and pulling her boots off with them. He tossed the pile of clothing on the floor like discarded wrapping paper before towering over her. “I thought you might want a better view for your first time seeing a real man.”

      “I’m not a virgin,” she said as much to her longing as to his taunt. She lay mesmerized as he finished unbuttoning the top of his pants and worked the zipper down. From under his boxer shorts, his cock looked to be doubling in size now that it was free from the leather confines. When he pulled down his shorts, she realized how naïve she’d been in thinking she knew anything at all about men’s bodies. Doppelgänger cocks looked like little plastic doll willies compared to his towering rock-hard shaft that arched out at her. Veined, dark tan, and throbbing, Rampart’s cock lived up to every one of her fantasies. Saliva filled her mouth as it bobbed in front of her face like a thick nine-inch finger beckoning her closer.

      “My turn.” She bolted up so fast she head butted him in the chest as she grabbed his body. With her hands around his ass and his cock between her breasts, she nearly lost focus on the fact that there were still clothes to remove. She flipped him sideways on the bed then ran her hands along the dimpled sides of his butt, along the leg muscles that dwarfed her palms, and finally, to the pants and shorts bunched at his thighs. With a couple of grunting pulls, she had the last of the clothing off his magnificent Adonis-like body. She saddled up to him, grasped his cock, and lowered her pussy onto it.

      He ran his hands up her thighs. “You don’t mess around, do you?” he asked as his cock throbbed into her.

      Her hips began their usual rocking action that she’d used on the doppeldildos in hell. “I suppose I’m used to taking charge of my sexual needs.” Talking about what she was doing had never been a part of her release. She grabbed the sides of his abdomen, closed her eyes, and humped his cock.

      Instead of just lying there, he sat up and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Try to relax a little. Take it slow. Sex isn’t a battle. It’s a collaboration of desires. Let me show you.” He leaned his forehead against hers. They sat facing each other with her legs around him and his cock inside her. “See how our breathing has synchronized?”

      She wasn’t looking for collaboration. Sex was about the release of frustrated desires. As she stopped trying to dominate him, though, her body developed a rhythm with his. His cock gently explored parts of her she’d never felt before. And as her body began to accept the foreign presence, so did her soul.

      Unlike her previous psychic mergings with human spirits, she remained fully herself in her own body and Bart in his. Yet there was a connection between them. She could anticipate each movement of his hands on her hips, his head pressed to hers, and his cock against her clit. Each of her body’s movements found him at the ready like a dancer prepared to lift her desires higher into the air. The synergy magnified her longing to keep him inside her.

      Okay, big boy, show me what you’ve got. Once she stopped forcing the action, he started working his cock like a conductor directing an orchestra: circling, thrusting, gently retreating then plunging hard. And like a performer, she submitted to his every gesture, allowing the desire to build like music within her.

      At her orgasmic crescendo, he maintained a thrust so deep inside her she found it hard to breathe. Every part of her, body and soul, quivered against him. She held her hands tightly to his shoulders and pressed her head so hard to his she feared she might bruise him. Her rock-hard nipples teased along his chest until their sensitivity rivaled that of her clit against his cock.

      As she trembled down from her orgasm, he grasped her butt so firmly she could feel the building undulation rolling through every part of him. His gave a low grunt of animal desire from inside his clenched jaws, then his inflated chest crushed her breasts. His six-pack abs rippled against her stomach, his hips forced against hers, and finally, his straining cock exploded deep within her. His hands pulled her hard and close as his magnificent body shook against her like an earthquake that had its origin in his soul. His warmth filled her so completely she felt as if she would burst. Spent, he lowered his head to her shoulder.

      She wove her fingers into his wiry black hair and gently cradled his head to hers. Flexing her butt cheeks, she held him within her for as long as she could, but his drained cock lost its rigidity almost as fast as his tired muscles. Slowly, she eased off of her body’s tight hold around his cock. “Why does it have to be over?”

      He put a finger under her chin and lifted her lips to his. “So we can do it again from the beginning.” His passionate kiss was quickly followed by his muscles flexing their readiness for another round.
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        * * *

      

      The bare mattress over the weapons locker was only slightly less comfortable than the one in Sere’s loft, but being stretched out naked next to Bart was closer to heaven than she’d ever hoped to experience in this or any other lifetime. As she lay with her head on his shoulder, she ran her fingers through the sparse hair on his chest. With her leg arched up over him, his cock throbbed valiantly against her inner thigh. The man was exhausted. She’d ridden him like a racehorse, and even thoroughbreds needed a break after winning the Triple Crown. Gently, she rubbed his cock with her leg to express her appreciation without trying to rile it up again.

      His massive hand gently caressed her sweaty hair. “Who are you, Sere Mal-Laurette? You’re not like any woman I’ve ever met or hope to meet. Where do you come from?”

      Sere hadn’t shared her personal history with anyone and wasn’t sure she was ready to start. “It’s a long, complicated story, and you don’t really want to hear it.”

      He turned slightly on the bed and moved his hand from her head to her back. The adjusted position allowed her to slip her leg between his, causing his cock to extend along her thigh to her hip. “I want to know all about you. This is what people do after making love—they share their most intimate life stories.”

      She flexed her thigh, hoping the stimulation to his cock would distract him from his inquiry. If he had enough energy to listen to two hundred years of nonsense, he’d hopefully prefer to refocus that energy back to having sex. “It’s really not as interesting as you might think. I’m more a live-in-the-here-and-now kind of woman than a let-me-unburden-my-past-trauma type.”

      “You know I’m not going to let this go. We’re more than partners, at least as far as I’m concerned. Sex was the physical part of our new status. Confiding in me is the emotional end.”

      Fuck you, Bart. Refraining from snarkiness, she said, “Okay. But I’m telling you, it’s a lot of information—more than most people would be willing to endure. So any time you’ve had enough, just say so, and we can go back to fucking.”

      He kissed her on the forehead before snuggling her again in his python-like arms. “Boring is not a term I will ever use to describe you. Lay it on me.”

      She rested her head against his chest and wrapped her arm around his abs while their legs remained woven together. “I guess to understand me, you’d first have to see my father as I do. He wasn’t always the devil, but he never was a good man. By the time I was born, he was already the bank president, which made him the most powerful man in New Orleans. He used that position to ruin anyone who crossed him and more than a few who didn’t. He took whatever he fancied: men’s wives, daughters, land—whatever his opponent cherished.” She pressed her cheek hard to his muscular chest. “But even that wasn’t enough for him.”

      “This is the part that I’ve never heard explained. How did a powerful man extend his reach beyond the living?”

      “With the help of a voodoo queen, the first Mardi Gras parade, and the stealing of a loa of the dead’s source of power. Baron Samedi was the most arrogant of the loas of the dead. He never could say no to a good party. So when my father and Marie Laveau concocted a celebration of New Orleans to honor the loas, the old fart couldn’t resist participating. The loa actually thought he could show up incognito. That’s when my father took his cane and control of the seventh gate to Guinee. Bad as Archibald Malveaux was as bank president, his evil took on a whole new level of malevolence once he became ruler of the afterlife and took on the title of Baron Malveaux.”

      Bart resumed caressing Sere’s head, but this time, the action felt less stimulating and more comforting. “Is that when you committed suicide?”

      Sere sighed. “Even that’s complicated. One of the men my father ruined—Kendell’s multi-great grandfather—paid to have a curse cast on my family. I was the first to fall under its power. I did slit my wrists with my father’s knife, but a six-year-old girl can’t really muster the strength to cut through tissue with a small, dull blade.” She arched her neck to face Bart. “Remember that knife. It was just a little thing my father used to clean his pipe. It’ll come back later in my story.”

      “Noted,” Bart said with a smile.

      She settled back against him. Unburdening herself of her story was a bit like drinking: the more she shared, the more addictive it became. “My soul landed in Guinee. With my father in charge, that version of purgatory was filled with women and brothels. Instead of passing souls through to the deep waters like he was supposed to, he selectively hung onto those who suited his desires. This is where my personal journey pauses. What I know of what happened next with my father comes from more of those family stories Kendell made me suffer through as a child. She had this conviction that I needed to know everything she’d done. I still think she looks to me for some sort of validation.”

      “She loves you,” Bart said offhandedly.

      “I don’t know what that means, and even if I did, it’s unimportant to the story. When my father finally did die, his soul took up residence in Guinee as the most powerful loa of the dead—guardian of the seventh gate, which during life he’d positioned in his office at the bank.” She looked back up at Bart again. “This is another important point, especially considering our current disaster.”

      He nodded without interrupting her.

      She settled back into her story and against Bart’s chest. “You’d have thought being in control of every dead soul would have been enough for the asshole, and for one hundred and fifty years, it was. But when Kendell stumbled across the pipe tool in an antique store, the old goat started getting ideas of returning to the land of the living with his immortal powers.”

      “Kendell doesn’t impress me as the type to collect antiques,” Bart said.

      “She’s not. Myles had some harebrained idea that he could see past events by holding onto objects. It turned out he was more right than he knew. Apparently, Kendell and Myles had met in college. They took a class together about paranormal energy transfer. Bet you can’t guess who taught the seminar.”

      Bart’s fingers curled against Sere’s head. “Don’t tell me. That whack-job professor out on the docks who runs hell’s computer simulation.”

      “Very good. A-plus. But I’m getting ahead of the story.”

      Bart laughed and patted her butt. “For a badass, you can be a real nerd at times.”

      She pinched his chest in playful retaliation. “Anyway, the more Kendell and Myles fucked around, learning about the curse and falling in love, the more my father found ways of manipulating his way back into life. He finally took possession of Myles. It didn’t last long. With a little help, Kendell was able to perform an exorcism and forced my father’s spirit into a voodoo totem.”

      “Why didn’t the story end there?” Bart asked.

      “It should have, but this is the point where we meet some of our current enemies. I already told you a little about the Laroque family. Through careful breeding they developed a worthy successor to my father: Lincoln Laroque. As Marjory’s son, Lincoln had every advantage money and breeding could achieve. She even named him Lincoln in an attempt to make his Southern roots more palatable to the general United States population. She intended on him becoming president, but he had loftier plans. The arrogant prick drank the spirit jar containing my father’s energy in an attempt to surpass his ancestor.”

      Bart’s stomach muscles tightened. “Wait. He voluntarily submitted to being possessed?”

      “One thing you should know about the Laroque family—their arrogance knows no bounds. Lincoln thought he could control my father. Of course, it ended up being the other way around. Since you were just a kid at the time, you probably weren’t aware of when Baron Malveaux returned to run the bank. Marjory and her brother Gerald were able to keep the more sensational aspects of the new bank president out of the press.” Sere pushed against Bart’s chest, laying him flat on the uncomfortable bed. She then rolled on top of him to press against his cock and rest her breasts against his chest. “Are you tired of my story yet?”

      He put his hands behind his head as if offering up his body to her. “Not at all. Feels like we’re just getting to the good part.”

      “The complicated part maybe. I’ve never told you about my guardian angel. Sanguine Delarosa was a swamp witch and granddaughter of Agnes Delarosa. I’ve got Doodlebug sequestered in their old cabin. Hell’s version of that beat-up shack is where I was raised, but that comes later.

      “Anyway, when my father took over as the seventh loa of the dead, the voodoo queen realized the mistake she’d made, but as he was now the leader of her religion, there wasn’t much she could do to fix the situation. She and Agnes—then a young swamp witch with the gift of foresight—formed a partnership. They both realized the day would come when the devil would need a cage.”

      “You mean hell?” Bart asked.

      “Exactly. For the rest of her life, Agnes devoted herself to creating the alternate dimension. From every brick in every building in New Orleans clear out to every blade of grass in the bayou, the old swamp witch made an exact duplicate of this reality. But it was still only a blank canvas devoid of human beings.” Sere crossed her hands over Bart’s chest and rested her chin on them. “You know, on its own, that realm isn’t half bad.”

      “What happened next?” Bart asked.

      “Like the voodoo queen and the old swamp witch, Kendell and Sanguine realized it was up to them to stop my father, who was now reincarnated as Lincoln Laroque. Together with their friends, they managed to cast the old goat into Agnes’s creation.”

      Bart frowned. “But how did we end up with doppelgängers in hell?”

      “Did you really think after ruling life and death that something as mundane as a hell dimension could contain the devil? My father kept finding ways to manipulate hell in an attempt to escape.” Sere thumbed Bart on the chest. “Remember that bit about Myles seeing past events in inanimate objects?”

      “Sure.”

      “Well, Kendell’s Scooby gang got this bright idea that if my father thought he’d escaped, maybe he’d settle into his new domain and leave them alone. But they had another problem to contend with. That stupid pipe tool ended up in a paranormal collection of my father’s things. Some dipshit organization thought it was their responsibility to contain magical objects. My father found their vaults in the abandoned World Trade Center building. In one of his efforts to escape, he set off a paranormal nuclear meltdown in the facility. Left unchecked, the runaway energy would rip a hole between all three dimensions: hell, life, and Guinee. He also managed to steal the magical vault containing his possessions.

      “This is where the professor stepped in. His invention uses every structural part of New Orleans to record the activities of the people who inhabit the city. According to Kendell, the old scientist had speculated on the possibility of inanimate objects being used as recording devices during the class he taught. By using the power from the paranormal nuclear meltdown, his equipment transferred that information into Agnes Delarosa’s world. Using everything from her bricks to her blades of grass, the professor’s data is projected into hell, which is what creates the doppelgängers. In theory, those puppets are just supposed to be mimicking what their reals are doing.”

      “I’m guessing something went wrong,” Bart said.

      “Yep. Me. The doppelgänger puppets weren’t meant to see one of their own develop consciousness.”

      “I was just wondering when you were going to resurface in your story.”

      The memories made her wince. “Even hell dimensions have rules, and as this one was designed to mesh with voodoo traditions, seven gates needed to be created along with seven guardians to look after things. Sanguine had her spot out in the swamp, Myles the courtyard behind the Scratchy Dog—you get the idea.”

      “I thought we were getting back to you.” Bart said.

      “I’m Kendell’s biggest single mistake. You remember how my father’s office was the seventh gate to Guinee?”

      “I am following along, Sere.”

      “Okay. Well, Kendell got the bright idea that I should be a gate guardian. Kind of a give-the-devil-his-due type of situation. Because I was dead, they used the old office as the gate so I could be contacted in Guinee. Time in the afterlife can be a fucked-up mess when it comes to interdimensional gates. In my time line, I’d only been dead a few days when Kendell contacted me through the newly reinstated Baron Samedi. God, I still hate that loa.”

      Bart gripped Sere’s shoulders like he was about to toss her out of harm’s way. “Kendell is responsible for you being made into a doppelgänger?”

      “Indirectly, though she really should have known better than to tempt my father with my soul like that. Using the interdimensional vault that he stole, his cursed personal possessions, and my blood, which was left caked on the pipe tool, father was able to yank me through the gate. He’d already abducted Jennifer’s six-year-old doppelgänger and put her in the magical box. And there you have me: Sere the soul inhabiting Jennifer the doppelgänger. I was to be the devil’s first immortal. He had the audacity to think he could continue stealing the souls of the recently deceased from the loas and create his own dimension filled with those who would bow down to him.”

      “But your father is no longer in hell, is he?” Bart asked.

      “Papa Ghede—the watcher of the seven loas of the dead—offered his help to Myles. His intention was to return my stolen soul back to Guinee, but Kendell and Sanguine had other ideas. Instead of slipping me through the gates and back to Guinee, they captured my father and dragged him to the deep waters. That’s why the loas are such a threat to me. They believe there’s a soul left in hell: my father. If they found out that they were duped and I’m the one still free of their grasp, they’ll come after me. And if they find that I’m not in hell, they’ll tear this world apart looking for me. They can be pretty single-minded when it comes to escaped spirits.”

      “What about the bank explosion and the special shotgun shells?”

      Sere leaned forward over his chest, laid a passionate kiss on his succulent lips, and closed her legs around his growing erection. “That’s another story. Now, show me what other interesting things you can do with that cock.”
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        * * *

      

      Dawn was just breaking when they left the run-down house. Sere had never felt more genuinely human. Her body tingled from head to toe. “I don’t want you to get a big head, but that sex was pretty amazing.”

      Bart had his arm around her waist. “Right back at ya.”

      It wasn’t exactly the response she’d hoped for. “Even better than Edie, Riley, or any of the other bimbos you take to bed?”

      “Not even close. I only had sex with those women out of boredom.”

      She looked up at him, wondering how close his experiences with women had been to hers with doppelgängers. “And you don’t feel bad about that?”

      “Why should I? They used me every bit as much as I did them. There was nothing emotional or romantic about our encounters.”

      “And what about us?” Sere asked, wondering if it was possible for someone to have a true emotional connection with her. She was, after all, physically more doll than human.

      The lines around his eyes straightened into a harsh stare. “With all of your abilities to connect to people, do you really have to ask? Of course what we just had was emotional—more than that. I’m not going to bullshit you and say I’ve never experienced anything like it before, but this wasn’t some quick fuck just to get it out of the way. You and I were bonded before sex. What we just did only confirmed that connection. If you expect some idealized wine, chocolates, and roses type of romance out of me, though, I’m afraid you’re going to be wildly disappointed.”

      She didn’t know what she expected. “Well, if you think I’m going to be some little whore who spreads her legs for you every time you flash those dimples, you’re the one who’s going to be wildly disappointed.” She regretted the outburst the moment it was out of her mouth.

      “I sometimes forget how limited your experience is with being in love.”

      “Who said anything about being in love?” she demanded.

      He leaned on the seat of his motorcycle and pulled her between his legs. His half-bent position brought him down to her eye line. “I did. I only have two emotional settings when it comes to sex: casual and serious. There is no in-between for me. You can throw all the snarky rejoinders at me that you want, but deep down, I know you feel the same.”

      She didn’t like having the emotional spotlight illuminating her soul. “If you were so attracted to me, why did you wait until I made the first move? I thought alpha males went after what they wanted.”

      “I tried to, but each time I got close, you pulled away.” His hands felt warm and comforting on her hips. “It isn’t like we’ve had a lot of free time together. Besides, I was afraid any overt seduction might be misinterpreted, and I didn’t want to get stabbed in the gut just for making a pass.”

      He had a point. Even in hell, where she’d been able to direct the actions of the doppelgänger cock dolls, she’d never allowed one to have the leading role. She ran her hands over her arms, wishing she were still naked on the bed with his hands exploring her body. Being outside with the cool fall breeze on her skin only highlighted that it wasn’t really her body.

      “I suppose I wouldn’t have trusted any man who tried something sexual with this body.”

      He pulled her so close she had to put her hands on his chest for balance. “Are you worried that I might somehow be attracted to Jennifer’s body? Don’t be. Here’s the way I see it. You’re damn good with that knife in your boot, but I’ve seen you use my combat blade with equal skill. It’s not about the weapon. It’s about the person wielding it.”

      She ran her hands up his chest to his neck, wondering if she could be as spiritually pure with her desires. “Maybe so, but you have to admit that having a long stiff blade helps get the job done.”

      His laughter forced his cock against her. “Using the right tool always helps.”

      She looked into the brightening sky. “Much as I’d love to spend all day in bed with you, we’ve got a new devil to stop. Kendell and Myles will be cleaning up the Scratchy Dog from last night’s revelry. That seems as good a place as any to rendezvous.”

      “I’ll call Fisher to let him know to meet us on the road.”
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Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      As Sere stood inside the door of the Scratchy Dog, she was certain that both Kendell and Myles knew simply by looking at her that she’d just had the best and only real sex of her life. Even if they couldn’t figure it out from her blush—one of the true disadvantages of being stuck in a redhead’s body with its pale-pink flesh that registered every embarrassment like a flashing billboard—they would be able to read the body language. Bart stood so close to her that she could feel the heat radiating from his crotch.

      “I need a drink.”

      “I’ll join you,” Bart said. “We can keep an eye on each other’s intake.”

      Fighting companions, sexual partners, and now drinking buddies—if this isn’t love, I can’t imagine how we could be any closer, Sere thought as she headed to the bar with Bart’s hand at the small of her back. She took her usual spot at the end of the counter, where she could keep an eye on the room.

      Myles pulled out two glasses and the bottle of Jameson’s whiskey. “I’ve grown accustomed to serving Sere any time of the day or night, so I don’t ask when she wants a shot before breakfast. But isn’t it a little early in the day for you?”

      Bart straddled the stool beside Sere. He looked out of place on the customer’s side of the bar. “Hanging with her has turned my world upside down. I’ll take a Jack and Coke.”

      Fisher came out of the back room and slid onto the chair next to Bart. From the moisture on his face, he looked like he’d been trying to get himself together after a long night. “Make mine a Sazerac.”

      Myles finished the three drinks then poured a glass of white wine for Kendell and grabbed an Abita for himself. “Sounds like none of us got any sleep last night.”

      Sere could feel her blush building as she caught Bart’s secretive downcast wink in her direction. She used the excuse of looking past him at Fisher to hide her longing glance in Bart’s direction. “What kept you up?”

      “Thomas didn’t make it.”

      “What?” Sere nearly dropped her drink. “The hole didn’t look that bad. Did I clip some vital organ pulling the pellet out?”

      Fisher downed half of the strong cocktail in one gulp. “The doctors didn’t have an explanation. He just faded out. They resuscitated him numerous times, but in the end, it was as if he didn’t want to come back.”

      Sere could see that Fisher was struggling. Though the treatment wasn’t geared for his situation, the fact that there were the beginnings of a potential cure must have given him room for optimism. Now that one straw of hope had failed.

      “You stayed with him all night?”

      “Most of the night. I spent the last few hours searching for any relatives he might have who’d want to hear of his death. Apparently, he’d alienated everyone he once knew.” Fisher looked down the bar at her. “The last thing he said was for me to convey his thanks. He died as himself and not a demon. Hopefully, that will carry some weight with the loas of the dead.”

      “I’ll see to it that it does,” Myles said. “I’ve still got some pull with Papa Ghede. He owes me for escorting Sere’s father to the deep waters, even if he doesn’t realize it was the devil and not Sere.”

      Knowing Myles was chummy with the loas was a bit like knowing a family member had voted for the repressive political party in the last election. Sere didn’t want anyone to discuss Myles’s connection to the loas, ever. Even so, as Fisher straightened his back from the bar, she could see how Myles’s offer to smooth the way for Thomas’s soul had lifted the possessed man’s gloom.

      “If he didn’t die from his injuries, what do you think happened?” she asked.

      Fisher turned the glass tumbler between his hands as if the rapidly diminishing alcohol could warm his spirit through his palms. “His soul was shredded. The demon had been a part of him for so long that the two had fused. Once that evil was pulled out of him, Thomas didn’t have anything in this life to hold onto.”

      “You have us,” Sere said, “and your family.”

      Myles mixed another Sazerac for Fisher. “Not to mention you’ve done a damn fine job of combating the evil within you. Thomas gave in to it.”

      Fisher held the glass out to Myles with both hands like a beggar accepting change. “Thomas had to deal with the desires for much longer, and he was just a boy when he was possessed. He never really stood a chance. Even if he had survived the exorcism, he probably would have ended up living on the street. I looked into his finances. For the last decade, his primary source of income was petty theft. I don’t doubt that dying free of his evil double came as a relief to him.”

      Sere realized she probably should have been checking on Fisher’s condition. After having sex with Bart, she had a new sense of how self-centered she’d been with those around her. “How are you doing?”

      He held up the refilled glass as if reconsidering his need for a bender so early in the day. “I’d assess my condition as stable. There are times, like now, when the temptation to dive into the darkness is strong, but I’ve got too much to live for.” He looked again at Sere. “Not least of which is being your superhero sidekick. So what’s the next challenge?”

      Sere was glad to get back to forming a plan. Offering sympathy never came naturally to her. “No matter how I look at it, eventually, we’re going to need to get into that bank. That’s where Marjory will be building her devil like Doctor Frankenstein in his laboratory.”

      “Assuming they haven’t already,” Bart said.

      At least sex hasn’t dulled your edge, she thought as she smiled at him. A partner wasn’t much use if he didn’t challenge her. “I’d like to say I’d have felt it if they had, but detecting fellow doppelgängers has never been one of my strengths. If we can stop the melding of human spirit into doppelgänger body, great. If it’s already happened, I’m betting they’ll keep their creation in hiding until they’re ready to use him against me.”

      “I wish we had Joe,” Kendell said from behind the bar. She turned to Sere. “I’m sorry if that sounded insensitive.”

      Sere downed the rest of her Jameson. “It wasn’t. We’re at a big disadvantage without him. Because it seems pertinent, would you mind explaining how you got in to bomb the old bank in the first place? Interdimensional travel seems like a breeze compared to breaking through a wall of reinforced concrete.”

      “That was all Joe,” Myles said. “We always knew he had his resources. I suppose it made sense to keep his different forces secret from each other. He rounded up a militia, snuck us into the bank, set the explosive devices, and got everyone out before all hell broke loose. We were just there to secure the gate between dimensions. Any time we asked about how he did things, he’d brush off the question with the single word: ‘compartmentalization.’”

      Sere put her hand on Bart’s arm, remembering how it felt as they lay naked together only a few hours before. “You wouldn’t happen to have a secret militia hidden somewhere, would you?” Other than the one in your pants, she nearly said out loud.

      He smiled down at her, indicating that he’d caught her look of lust. “Sorry. Ex-special-forces guys like Joe are more legend than fact. Even those of us who value our service maintain a break between civilian life and being out on patrol.”

      Fisher pushed his half-empty glass aside. “Give me a day or two, and remind me to send a bouquet of flowers to my wife. Looks like I won’t be home tonight.”

      “You’d better send a second bouquet to Linda,” Sere said. “She’s a little pissed that neither of us has reported to work on a regular basis. And what exactly would you know about planning a bank heist? I thought you were completely legit.” Though Fisher had pulled off some impressive feats of financial legerdemain in the past, Sere couldn’t imagine how studying receipts was going to get them into the most secure room in New Orleans, and they really didn’t have time to waste.

      “I am,” he said. “That’s why people hire me, including those who skate a little too close to the legal edge. No one wants to go to prison for tax evasion. It’s just not a sexy crime. But calling up one of my more nefarious clients won’t be my starting point. As a rich person, Marjory Laroque is as paranoid as they come. In fact, I’d bet a part of her was happy the old bank got bombed. It gave her the opportunity to build something far more secretive.”

      Bart nodded. “From my experience, highly classified installations never use just one architect. It’s kind of like Joe’s explanation of compartmentalizing his assets. The less any one person knows, the less they’re a threat of spilling the beans. Most of them probably didn’t even know what they were working on.”

      “She wouldn’t have used the bank’s money for the build,” Fisher said. “That would only point fingers at whichever contractors she hired. I’ll have to do some digging to discover how she arranged payments, but people are creatures of habit. If I trace back the accounts she used to fund the latest batch of demons, I might find the hidden sources of cash she tapped to fund the bank build. Once I find out who she hired and when she paid them, I know of someone who might be able to reverse engineer the construction.”

      “I’m still not getting it,” Sere said. “A contractor is a contractor. Unless you intend to strong-arm them into divulging what they did or break into their offices to steal their plans, how is knowing who poured the concrete going to help us?”

      Fisher smiled at her and winked. “This is why you have me as your superhero sidekick. Everyone in New Orleans specializes. One concrete-pouring company might be good at laying up two-foot-wide walls and curing them so they don’t crack during settling, while another might be better at constructing forms for secret passages. Once I combine that information with architects who similarly specialize, cost of materials—which will indicate how much concrete was used—and the timing of payments, I’ll have enough data to take to my source.”

      “But knowing what Mrs. Laroque might have built isn’t going to get us into that building,” Bart said. “We’re going to need specifics.”

      “That’s where my source comes into play,” Fisher said. “As Sere indicated, breaking into offices to steal plans would only tip our hand. Most construction firms, however, don’t spend a lot of time vetting their day laborers. A contractor’s disposable employee to my source is like a discarded invoice to me.”

      “I worked construction one summer,” Myles said. “Workers like the ones you describe are impossible to find once the job’s complete. To use your metaphor, it’d be like searching for a faded cash-register receipt under twenty years of garbage.”

      “That anonymity is what contractors count on,” Fisher said. “And uncovering the connections is where my source excels.”

      “I’m almost afraid to ask,” Bart said, “but what does your source specialize in?”

      Fisher smiled. “I only do the man’s taxes.”

      Sere took Bart’s empty glass and turned it over on top of her smaller glass. “So for the time being, our adversary will be toiling away in the lab while Fisher figures out their layout.” She nodded at Bart’s pants pocket. “Show them what you showed me…” She hastily added, “In Fisher’s offices.”

      He pulled out the hollow-point bullet and the spent shell then made his explanation of how he could infect whoever Marjory created with the paranormal pellet. Before returning the slugs to his pocket, he gave her a quick smile that spoke directly to her lusts.
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        * * *

      

      Sere nodded down the bar at Kendell. “Anything to report on what we’re dealing with in hell?”

      Kendell helped herself to another glass of chardonnay. “Without being able to contact Sanguine, I’m afraid most of what we found is more theoretical than practical.” She pulled out a blank receipt from under the bar, along with a pen, and wrote hell and life on it. “You started off here in hell.” She drew a curving line to life. “Made it back here.” She drew an S next to hell with another line to Sere in life. “And Sanguine is being used to power you.”

      “Stop telling me what I already know.” Sere didn’t have the patience for another of Kendell’s longwinded explanations.

      “This is important, Sere. Whoever is running the show is trying to create another bridge, but until they do, they have to rely on the energy from hell that sustains you to power their construction project.” She turned back to her drawing. “When a demon kills a human, the soul is dragged to hell, but that’s not where it belongs, so an energy current is created back to life. Ultimately, the soul is being called by the loas, but those guardians of Guinee can’t enter hell.”

      Sere tapped her foot in irritation against the bar. “Again, old news. I did live in the hell dimension, if you’ll remember.”

      Kendell tapped the pen against the bar, looking equally frustrated. “So the trapped soul is like tossing a rock in a river so someone can walk across.” She drew little circles between life and hell. “It’s only stable enough, however, for a demon without a soul to pass over on it. Here’s where things might prove more interesting for you. The demon has to die in life and go back to hell to establish the connection. They become planks laid over the rocks.” She drew the return line over the circles with such force that she tore the paper.

      Sere looked at the crude drawing with renewed interest. “They’ve been planning on me killing the escaped demons?”

      “According to the paranormal science, that’s how they’re stitching together the various planks into a bridge strong enough to support a living human soul.”

      “I guess I was wrong about the whole one-demon-to-one-dead-person scenario,” Sere said. She’d never been comfortable being the one looked to for answers.

      “Right and wrong.” Kendell shrugged. “So long as they are just laying the planks, they’d only trust one demon to the one human-soul stone in the water. Once they have the bridge built, though, they should be able to use it as much as they like. And seeing as how this latest batch of demons hasn’t gone on a killing spree, it would be safe to assume they have enough planks for their bridge.”

      Sere took the pen and drew three lines that didn’t return to hell. “Since it looks like Marjory has selected a doppelgänger to perform her first test in creating an immortal, we have to assume that the demons we just killed up north completed her bridge, leaving these three.”

      “If Marjory has finished her bridge, why is she limiting the number of demons allowed through?” Fisher asked. “She could call forth an entire horde to deal with us while she performs her tests in peace.”

      “Crossing over is just the first part,” Myles said. “Each of those demons has a will of its own and would need to be powered up for as long as they’re in this dimension. A mad rush to this side would overload the power cord. Building an immortal would require all of the energy that connection could handle.”

      Bart picked up the pen and drew a broken line between the two realms. “What if a demon wasn’t sent back?”

      Kendell shrugged. “The bridge wouldn’t be as strong as our enemies think it is. The missing doppelgänger would be like a loose thread: pull on it, and the whole structure comes apart. But you’d be left with a demon among the living and an obvious missing link that Marjory would be sure to notice. She could just clip the thread. And if Sere is right, they have two guardian demons here in New Orleans that they could kill to create replacement planks.”

      “We might be able to fool them,” Sere said. “Did you have any luck finding that gutter-punk girl?”

      Kendell pulled a piece of paper out from under the cash drawer under the bar. “She hangs out with a group that camps on Esplanade’s neutral ground. When she arrived in New Orleans two years ago, she went by Doodlebug. Now she calls herself Dooly Buell, but I’m not sure if that’s her real name. I couldn’t find out where she came from. She plays a pretty decent fiddle. Her current boyfriend fancies himself a poet. I’ve got my homeless friends keeping an eye on her. Now, would you mind telling me what your interest is in the girl? Because for the life of me, I can’t figure out what she has to do with anything.”

      “Her doppelgänger is the one who killed Joe. I’m keeping the demon alive for information. Lefty has his eyes on her out in my old cabin. If she does anything suspicious, he’ll munch her for lunch.”

      Myles tossed his empty beer bottle in the trash with such force the metal can tipped slightly. “What could she have possibly said that kept you from killing her the moment you saw her?”

      Sere appreciated his expression of anger. She still wasn’t sure she’d done the right thing in not killing the doppelbitch. “She explained to me that the murdering doppelgängers eat the souls of those they kill. That’s how they steal the spirits from the loas and send them to hell. I know for a fact that she did not eat Joe. I didn’t let the girl live out of mercy. If anything she says doesn’t prove true, I’ll take great delight in running my knife through that delicate young neck.”

      “And if what she says does prove true?” Kendell asked. “I’m not crazy about the idea of you keeping a demon like a pet. That thirty-foot gator of yours is enough of a problem.”

      “Lefty is not a pet.” Sere couldn’t understand people’s desire to subjugate every creature they found.

      “You know what I’m saying.” Kendell’s parental tone of irritation sounded exactly like Sere’s long-dead mother.

      Sere stared at the bar in order to stay focused on her developing idea without being distracted. “We need a way to keep track of what our adversaries are up to in hell. We know I can’t go back. If I tried, I’d just end up in the interdimensional prison with Sanguine. Though you and Myles have moved between dimensions with your gates and his voodoo-loa cane, opening up that kettle of undead fish again will only call forth the loas of the dead. We’re running out of options. I’m not just leaving Sanguine to languish in that iron box. Eventually, we have to get ahead of this slow-rolling demon invasion, and I’m not seeing that happen by only using the professor’s toys. Having our own spy in hell could prove useful. To keep it secret from our adversaries, we need a link to hell that’s not part of the professor’s software.”

      Bart put his hand on her back. “And you think having both the real Dooly and her doppelgänger Doodlebug will help create that bridge? Because so far, having a real meet their doppelgänger has been considered a really bad idea.”

      “And you’re not sending that girl to hell in place of her doppelgänger.” Kendell spoke with such force that Sere moved closer to Bart for protection.

      “I never said anything about sending Dooly to hell.” Sere did her best not to yell. “If Doodlebug is going to be any use to us, I need her to return to hell of her own free will. She’s not going to agree, however, unless I can promise to bring her back. My connection to Jennifer has gotten me out of some bad situations. Maybe Polly and the professor can work up a similar lifeline for Doodlebug. This time, though, the wrapping would go on the real Dooly to send additional power to hell’s Doodlebug.”

      “Do you really think she’d do it?” Bart asked. “Seems like she worked awfully hard to escape.”

      “I know convincing Doodlebug won’t be easy. The girl I met in the swamp has a lot of spirit. If that’s coming from her real, they both might be willing to listen. However, if it turns out that Doodlegänger’s spunk is simply from living in hell, there’s not much point in letting her live. We’ll need both the real person and hell’s copy for this to work. If we can send Doodlebug back through the gate, we’ll end up with both a spy and an undetected thread we can pull on to dismantle our enemy’s bridge.”

      Kendell collected the glasses. “It might be better if you let me approach Dooly Buell. You can be a little direct at times, and I do have a relationship with the homeless population. They’ll vouch for me. Once I gauge her level of willingness, you can deal with her doppelgänger.”

      Though Sere knew Kendell was right, she had wanted to meet the girl to determine how close the real Dooly was to her demon double. The frustration of inaction made her eager to get out of the bar. “So Fisher will work on reverse engineering the bank plans, and Kendell will see about getting Dooly to the professor for a paranormal fitting.” She turned to Bart. “That leaves you with me. I’m done pussyfooting around Marjory Laroque.” She got up and headed for the door before the rest could offer their objections.
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Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell are you doing, Sere?” Bart yelled from behind her as she stormed down Chartres Street toward the bank.

      “I’m done fighting from the shadows. It’s time I had a chat with my distant niece.”

      “You can’t honestly expect to fight your way into the bank president’s office.” He grabbed her by the arm and swung her toward him. “Think, Sere. She knows who you are.”

      “She’s not going to kill me. She can’t. She needs me. I certainly hope this new level of concern for my safety isn’t the result of us having sex.”

      Bart straightened up. “I’ll march beside you into hell, and you know it. I’m only asking that you consider the outcome of confronting Marjory Laroque on her own turf. You’ll end up in one of those damn iron cages she has under the bank, just like your guardian angel in hell. You’d be walking right into her hands.”

      “Shit.” Sere pulled her arm out of his grasp and kicked the lamppost. “I can’t just sit around, waiting for her to make the next move.”

      “Do you want to go back to Joe’s romantic hideaway?” he asked. The smirk on his face let her know he was only half kidding.

      “Don’t try humor on me when I’m in the mood for battle. There must be something I can do. Every minute, it feels like they’re getting one step closer to raising a new devil.”

      Bart sat on a wooden stoop. “Talk this out with me. What are they missing? Supposedly, they have the doppelgänger body and a human to go in it. They also have a paranormal bridge to hell strong enough to send that human soul to hell and back. If your information from Gerald Laroque is correct, they have the interdimensional iron cabinet in which to conduct the transfer. Having the supplies and laboratory equipment, however, doesn’t mean they know how to make the experiment work.”

      She sat so close to him that their hips pressed together. “Gerald said his sister does have some of my father’s writings. It’d probably be too optimistic to hope she doesn’t have the one titled “How to Create an Immortal,” but reading what my father did and being able to reproduce the project successfully could be very different. Marjory is working in life, and Baron Malveaux did his creating in hell.”

      Bart casually put his arm around her waist. “I was never much good at science in school, but I’d guess if Marjory wasn’t sure of what she was doing, she’d take things slow and methodical.”

      Sere nodded. “She hasn’t had the doppelgänger body for very long. I think we can assume that she hasn’t yet raised a devil. Once she does, if he’s anything like me, he’ll still need to be powered from hell. The bridge Kendell talked about could also be used as the power cord. Even though it’s Marjory’s creation, it would still need to be plugged into the professor’s equipment to draw on the energy from hell. That means there must be someone helping her who understands what the professor created.”

      That was about as much as she intended to share with him. Even considering how close Sere felt to Bart, some information—such as how Sanguine had opened the portal between dimensions and provided Sere’s connection to hell’s power supply—was too dangerous to entrust to him.

      “Why not just feed off of your connection the way the demons do?” Bart asked.

      “Marjory is one controlling bitch, and I can’t imagine that a devil she creates would be any less calculating. The demons might survive as annoying parasites sucking off my power cord, but a true devil would never accept such a limitation.”

      “Sounds like Polly and Professor Yates’s domain.”

      Sere got up then started pacing in front of Bart while she talked. “Marjory would know better than to try to sneak something through the professor’s equipment on this side. Between him and Polly, there’s someone there all day every day, so creeping in and uploading a computer virus would be pretty difficult.”

      Bart leaned forward on the stair. “She’d need someone intimately associated with the doppelgängers’ survival mechanism. There can’t be more than a handful of people that the professor has worked with over the years. Shit, I’ve seen the equipment—even used it to heal you—and I don’t have the first clue as to how it works.”

      Sere reached over her shoulders to the twin katana swords strapped to her back under her leather jacket, wishing she could do battle that instant. “How could I be so stupid? The asset Marjory needs isn’t in this life. He’s in hell. I knew I should have decapitated that little pipsqueak the moment he showed up in the swamp—fucking artificial Andy. He’s been conscious in hell since the day I decapitated Thomas. The little creep even knows how to move between dimensions, although he was hooked to a paranormal tether at the time.”

      “You lost me.”

      Sere pointed to the gun behind Bart’s back. “He’s the professor’s assistant in the alternate dimension. He’s the one who made the paranormal shotgun shells and brought them to me through hell’s gate. The little runt isn’t supposed to be anything more than a doppelpuppet the professor can manipulate for work in hell’s laboratory. But it’s becoming clearer to me with each new demon that the professor has lost control of his creation.”

      Bart flexed his magnificent arms. His bulging tendons reminded Sere of how her breasts had tingled when he worked his powerful fingers against her flesh. “What do you have against the professor’s assistants?” he asked. “First Thomas and now Andy. Each time you talk about them, you level up on your intense hatred.”

      The artificial boys made Sere’s skin crawl, but she resisted her revulsion to keep the conversation from careening from helpful to hate-filled venting. “They aren’t human, and they aren’t doppelgänger. I have no problem dismembering demons, but I do sympathize with them. Any consciousness subjected to the tortures of hell is sure to become distorted. The demons who’ve escaped have found the only way out of their eternal damnation. What I do is mercy killing. Even if they regenerate in hell, it’s without the memories of what they’ve endured. But beings like Andy have no connections to others. Though they are basically doppelgängers, the professor gave them enough self-will to break free from their reals’ lives. They’re morally and spiritually blank.”

      Bart had put his hand up to stop her after she said, “mercy killing,” but she’d kept going, needing to get the idea out while she was on a roll.

      “But a regenerated doppelgänger must endure the suffering all over again,” he said. “How is that a kindness?”

      “They lose the memories of the original torment. Hell is hell. Though it may be my inheritance, I’ve yet to figure out how to make it into a paradise.” Sere stopped pacing. “You may not have been much good at science, but it wasn’t even offered during my hell schooling. I think it’s time we put a little more pressure on the professor.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere nearly put her hand through the cardboard-covered glass door as she pushed her way into the professor’s office. “How do we shut down Andy?” She wasn’t in the mood for pleasantries.

      The old man behind the desk looked even more haggard than the last time Sere had stopped by. “I’ve told you before, I can’t just turn off specific doppelgängers.” He waved at his wall of computers. “There’s no on-off switch for each person. It would be like asking God to remove an individual from reality. There are rules in hell just as there are in life.” Sere had always suspect that Professor Yates saw himself as some sort of all-knowing unseen god. The older he got, the less he tried to hide it.

      “We’re not talking about a run-of-the-mill doppelgänger. If we were, at this point, I’d consider walking up to his real and thrusting my knife between his ribs. The death of one person to stop the creation of a devil would be worth it. But that wouldn’t work in Andy’s case, would it?” she asked in as judgmental a tone as she could muster.

      “No.” The professor opened his battered laptop. “After what happened with Thomas, I built a safeguard into Andy. He isn’t reliant on his real. Basically, he’s on a projection loop. That’s why he never ages. If you had killed him like you did Thomas, his consciousness wouldn’t transfer to his real. He resets every forty days, which also wipes his memories clean.”

      “Well, I’m betting he’s figured out a way of retaining what he knows. Marjory Laroque has someone in hell maintaining her power bridge to life. All those lost souls that were supposed to head to Guinee are trapped in hell. They’re the basis of the paranormal link. She’s brought over a specific doppelgänger—one from her family—and she intends on infusing it with the soul of the real. First, however, she needs someone in hell to make sure her little toy’s cord stays plugged in. If it’s not Andy, who else could it be?”

      The professor leaned back in his creaky office chair. “Your logic is sound. On my own, I couldn’t have freed you from hell. It took you and Sanguine working from that side to open the door. Every energy connection between each person and their doppelgänger passes through this equipment.” The screen on his laptop displayed an image of his lab in hell. “Andrew, are you there, my boy?”

      “Yes, Professor.” The snarky shit’s face filled the screen. “What test do you want run today?”

      Sere watched intently to see if he showed any hint of recognition. “Do you know who I am?” You little doppelfucker, she wanted to add.

      “Of course. You’re Sere Mal-Laurette. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

      Sere glared at the professor. “This doesn’t mean anything.”

      He didn’t respond to her. “Andrew, please have a seat and put your hands on the computer pads.”

      The teenager did as instructed but with a slight hesitation. “Am I in trouble?”

      “Not at all. I just need to run a quick diagnostic test. This won’t hurt a bit.”

      “He’s going to bolt,” Bart whispered to Sere.

      As predicted, when the professor looked down at his keyboard and started the procedure, Andy sprang from the chair and raced for the door.

      “Shit!” Sere yelled. “Can’t you zap him or something?”

      The professor switched the screen from camera view to external map. “I was going to perform a hard reboot, but that boy is a wily one. I did get just enough data from the connection to show he’s been manipulating the resets. Looks like you were right.”

      “Fat lot of good that does me now.”

      The old man dialed in a tracker program that kept a red target painted on the running boy. “He won’t be returning to my lab. That should at least make your metaphorical power plug vulnerable.”

      She tried to calm her anger. “He knows too much. I can’t let him run around free in hell. He’ll just head straight to Marjory Laroque with everything he knows. They have to have some way of communicating. How do we kill the little fucker?”

      The man continued staring at the computer as if unable to comprehend how wrong he’d been to trust his own creation. “I’m afraid it will have to be done in hell. He has no connection to life.”

      “And he’s not likely to make the jump across dimensions again.” Sere grabbed Bart’s hand. “Come on. I’m afraid we can’t wait around for Kendell to make a diplomatic approach to Dooly Buell. Looks like I’m going to need Doodlebug a lot sooner than I’d hoped.” She turned back to the professor. “Joe worked up two helmets that allowed us to communicate while on the road. If I get one to you, do you think you could use the technology to rig up a way for me to talk to the doppelgänger once she’s back in hell?”

      “I’m sure I can.” For the first time that Sere could remember, the old man looked genuinely sorry.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When they returned to the Scratchy Dog, Sere saw a scrawny young woman sitting with Kendell at the bar. A large half-eaten pizza loaded with every type of meat Sere could imagine took up the width of the counter. From the lightly used napkins in Myles and Kendell’s hands, it was clear they’d only taken token slices while the girl was devouring as much of the pizza as she could shove into her mouth.

      Kendell slid off the stool. “This is Dooly Buell. As I said earlier this morning, she wasn’t hard to locate. We were just starting our conversation.”

      “Can I get a beer?” Dooly said with her mouth full.

      Though the girl was clearly underage, Sere doubted it would be her first beer—probably not even her first beer of the day. She nodded at Myles. “You can consider it one for me if it eases your bartender sense of honor.” She took the seat Kendell had vacated. “I need your help.”

      The girl looked up from her slice of pizza and turned slightly away with intense distrust in her eyes as if Sere were trying to steal her food. “You’re not some pervert, are you?”

      Sere wondered how similar the girl’s life on the streets had been to her doppelgänger’s time in hell. “There’s nothing sexual in my request. We’re not going to hurt you.” She wished she would be able to give the same assurance to her double. “Really, all you’ll need to do is wear an ACE bandage for a while.”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      “How about we don’t kill you,” Bart blurted out before turning to Sere. “I’m sorry, but the fact that this girl’s double killed Joe is making it hard to just stand here as if you’re talking to some lost child.”

      “Oh yeah?” The girl sprang off the chair like a cat who’d been squirted with a water bottle. “I’d like to see you try. Big brute—think you can bully anyone smaller than you.”

      “Okay, that’s enough.” Kendell stepped in front of the fireball of a girl.

      Sere put her hand on Bart’s bulging bicep. “We need her.”

      Dooly picked up another slice of pizza but never took her eyes off of Bart. “Who’s this Joe person, anyway? One of your lovers?”

      Bart took a couple of controlled breaths before turning to Sere. “And I thought you were a handful. I’m going to step outside for a minute.”

      “What did he mean by my double?” the girl asked once Bart was safely outside.

      Sere eyed the bottle of Jameson behind the bar. If she was going to earn the girl’s trust, she would have to reveal more than she found comfortable. She gave Myles a quick glance, and he took the hint, grabbing a shot glass and the bottle.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Sere said.

      Dooly remained standing as if challenging Sere to say the wrong thing. “Try me.” The girl’s attitude hadn’t diminished with Bart out of the room.

      Sere downed the shot. “Fine. I come from hell. Not some cutesy town that thought the name would be funny—I mean the actual hell. My father was the devil. Every person you know in New Orleans has a double down in that dimension. Some of those doppelgängers, like yours, have broken free. How’s my story hitting you so far?”

      Doodlebug shrugged. “I’ve heard better bullshit, but I like your conviction.”

      “Your double killed a friend of ours—Joe. So we’re all just a little on edge around you.” Sere pulled her knife from her boot and set it on the bar. “Like Bart, I’d just as soon slice your throat to see what happens to your double as ask for your help. But we all need your double to return to hell for a mission, and that means we need you.”

      “Lost me,” the girl announced as she grabbed the beer from the bar as if she were about to leave.

      “I want your double to kill someone for me.”

      Dooly finally sat back down on the stool. “Now you’ve got my attention.”

      Sere reached under her hair to her shoulders, pulled the two katana swords from her back, and set them on the bar next to her knife. “More specifically, I want her to behead the little twerp.”

      Dooly Buell’s eyes remained fixed on the gleaming blades. “What do you need me for?” The question was less belligerent and more curious than her previous inquires.

      “Your double will do all the dangerous work, but I need to convince her that she can return to our dimension once she’s done. That’s where the bandage comes in. Connecting you two will provide her a lifeline, literally. You should know, though, if she gets into trouble, she might draw on your energy. We’ll keep you safe until she returns so if anything goes wrong we can disconnect you.”

      The girl recovered her composure and took another drink of her beer. “I still haven’t heard what I get out of it.”

      “What do you want?” Negotiating wasn’t something Sere wanted to drag out.

      “Give me one of those swords, and show me how to use it.”

      Sere had to respect the practicality of the request. A girl living on the streets could use some self-protection. “Sounds fair. The other one is headed to hell with your double for the decapitation. After your double does her job, I’ll let you have one and teach you both to use them.”

      “And I want to meet her.”

      “Out of the question,” Kendell said. “There are paranormal forces you can’t understand. It’s too dangerous.”

      Dooly ran her hand along the edge of the sword. She pulled her fingers away and stared at the blood trickling from the cuts. “So you’ll let me drink and give me a lethal weapon, but meeting my twin is off-limits? You people have some fucked-up ideas about what’s dangerous.”

      Sere leaned her arm against the bar. “I haven’t even met the woman who supplies my body image.”

      “Wait,” the girl said. “You’re saying you’re one of these body doubles?”

      “We’re called doppelgängers. And yes, I am one.”

      “It’s a little more complicated than that,” Kendell said.

      “Prove it.” Dooly pushed the sword toward Sere.

      “Fine.” Sere picked up the blade and made a deep three-inch-long cut in her forearm.

      “Jesus! I didn’t mean for you to cut your fucking arm off. Are you crazy?” The girl edged away from Sere on the barstool.

      Sere let the cut bleed to prove that she hadn’t pulled a fast one. She had to demand that Dooly stay focused on the wound. “Look.” Sere pulled the sides of the cut open for the girl’s inspection. “Touch it if you want.”

      “Why would I? So you cut yourself. That doesn’t prove jack shit.”

      Sere let go of the wound. The flesh snapped back together like it was made of Velcro. She then grabbed a napkin from the bar and wiped away the blood. The freshly healed arm didn’t even have a pink line where the cut had been. “How about now?”

      Dooly poked at the nonexistent wound with her dirty grease-covered fingers.

      Thank God I heal up fast and am not susceptible to germs, Sere thought.

      “And my double can heal like that too?” the girl asked.

      “She can with your help. A simple cut like this one, and you wouldn’t even notice her use your energy. If my enemy were to cut off one of her arms or stab her in a vital organ, you might feel a little woozy while wearing the bandage. That’s about it. If all goes well, we’ll only need you for a few days. Right now, I just need to be able to tell your double that you’re on board.”

      Dooly grabbed the last piece of pizza. “You’re a fucked-up chick, and I dig that.” She aimed the slice at Kendell and Myles. “Word on the street is these two can be trusted. That monster asshole outside, however, better keep his grubby paws off me.”

      Sere could only imagine the hassles the girl must have endured as a teenager living on the streets. “You don’t have to worry about him.”

      “Says you.” The girl drained the last of the beer from the glass. “So I get two days of pampering in a nice hotel room, including food and beverages. You give me one of those swords and teach me to use it. And all I have to do is wear a bandage while you run your little make-believe computer game?” She shrugged as if she were considering the offer. “I guess we can give it a try. Anyone tries anything funny, though, and I’m out of there. I do have friends who will be checking on me.”

      Sere didn’t doubt Dooly’s support network for a minute. She picked up her knife. “I’ll get you what you want. Just don’t make me regret not killing you.”
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      Sere tossed a sword and headband on the grass at Doodlebug’s feet. The day had already been interminably long. First there was the trip back to the professor’s lab with the helmet and Dooly, then they had to wait until he had whipped up the paranormal connection. Then she and Bart had spent a couple of hours getting out to Joe’s half-sunken school-bus cache to retrieve his speedboat. Motoring out to Sanguine’s old cabin in the swamp should have been restful, but all Sere had wanted to do was pull the boat onto some hidden island so she could explore more sexual positions with Bart. By the time they made it out to Sanguine’s island, Sere was in no mood for the demon version of Dooly’s snarky attitude.

      The doppelgirl touched the hilt of the sword with her toe. “You’re going to let me defend myself before killing me? Living in this world has made you soft.”

      Sere warmed up by twirling her matching sword like it was a baseball bat and she was on deck. “I need to see if you’re truly skilled or if killing Joe was a fluke.” She couldn’t believe that Joe would have been duped by someone who didn’t know what they were doing, but he would have been the first to tell her that lucky amateurs were sometimes more dangerous than the best-trained assassins.

      Doodlebug reached down for the blade without breaking eye contact with Sere. “And what about your friend in the trees, holding the shotgun?”

      “I don’t intend on losing my head. He’s my fail-safe in case something unfortunate happens. Show me what you’ve got without killing me, and we’ll talk. Now put on the headband.”

      The girl aimed the blade at Sere. “Fuck you. You put it on.”

      Sere could tell this was going to be a long night. “Without you wearing one, it wouldn’t work on me. Now, put the damn thing on like a good little doppelgirl. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us.”

      Doodlebug kept her sword pointed at Sere and reached down for the sweatband. “This thing looks like part of a fucking ’80s Halloween costume. What’s it supposed to do—zap me if I don’t behave?”

      Sere pulled her hair away from her head to show the earpiece. “Testing your fighting skills is only part of the experiment. If this technology works, it could keep you from disintegrating. Now, stop delaying the inevitable.”

      The girl dropped the tip of the sword to her feet as if she were thinking up another question. When Sere lowered hers in exasperation, however, Doodlebug took a step forward and sliced through the air with the blade as if swinging a tennis racket.

      Sere saw the feint coming a mile away. By tilting her blade up at an angle over her head she deflected the attack without turning away from the demon. Doodlebug had put so much of her small body behind the swing that she’d left her stomach undefended as her blade sailed over Sere’s head. Sere swung her sword toward the girl’s torso. Like Joe during training, she didn’t show any mercy. She drew the blade deep into the girl’s flesh, exposing ribs and organs.

      Doodlebug fell to the ground. “So you are going to kill me. Just get it over with.”

      “Shut up,” Sere said. Sympathy hadn’t been a part of her combat training. “Get off the ground and face me. First rule of fighting: don’t feel sorry for yourself.”

      “Fuck you.” The demon girl rolled to her back and looked like she was about to cry.

      Was I ever this much of a drama queen? Sere wondered. “Get up right now. You don’t want to get dirt in your wound, or it won’t heal correctly. Second rule: keep your wounds clean.”

      Doodlebug held her arm across a cut that would have killed a normal person and struggled to stay out of the dirt. “You fucking cut the muscles.”

      “This is the last time I’m saying this. Get up!” Sere began to understand Joe’s impatience during her early training sessions with him. “If that attack is the best you’ve got, you’re no use to me.” She took her sword with both hands and raised it over her head for the decapitation.

      The girl quickly doubled up over her sliced abdomen and worked her way to her knees. By the time she struggled back to her feet, the cut was no more than a red line across her stomach. She looked at her abdomen in confusion. “How?”

      “I’m not here to explain things to you.” Sere brought her blade back to the attack position. “This is a test, and you’re failing.”

      Doodlebug raised her sword with one hand on the handle and the other on the blade as though she’d watched too many martial-arts movies. “Fine, bitch. Let’s do this.”

      Sere knew better than to take the girl for granted. She tried an over-the-shoulder attack that the girl easily parried. Unlike Doodlebug’s initial attack, however, Sere kept her weight centered, allowing her to be set for the countermove. The girl tried the same response that Sere had used but found Sere’s sword at the ready.

      “Copying my strategies is fine for training, but I hope you’ll be more imaginative than just parroting what I do. Show me you’ve got something more in that head of yours than simply your doppelgänger instincts.”

      The swords started flying and crashing like a samurai battle to the death. What the girl lacked in training, she compensated for with creativity and cunning. After half an hour of swinging the blade, Doodlebug dropped her sword and fell to her knees. “I can’t go on.” She struggled to catch her breath enough to form the words. “Just kill me if you’re going to do it. Why do you have to torture me?”

      Her pleading made Sere consider the offer. She swung her sword as if getting ready to fulfill Doodlebug’s fear. “Rule number three: you are not tired. Your body is a machine. So long as there’s energy to run it, you can go on indefinitely. Tired is for humans. Now, pick up that sword. Weapons aren’t to be discarded until you’re dead. And don’t ever ignore rule number one. Feeling sorry for yourself will only piss me off.” She could hear Joe telling a young Sere exactly the same thing.

      The battle raged uninterrupted for three more hours. For each slice to the shoulder or leg that Doodlebug landed, Sere cut the girl deep to the stomach or chest. Sere’s cuts healed nearly as fast as the blades clashed. The girl wasn’t as fortunate. From the professor’s lab, Sere was getting updates on Dooly’s ability to supply Doodlebug with healing energy. Both real and doppelgänger were struggling with their new connection. But at least Joe’s communication wavelength worked as intended.

      Finally, Bart fired the shotgun into the air. “That’s enough, Sere. You’re just showing off, and it’s getting boring.”

      Sere held her blade out toward Doodlebug in case the girl had any bright ideas of fighting during the imposed truce. “Not bad. Not great but good enough to decapitate the demon I’m sending you after.” She didn’t feel tired. Instead, the blood that pumped through her oxygen-deprived muscles powered her up like jet fuel. She felt ready to take on all of hell’s demons single-handed.

      “So I win your approval?” Doodlebug had drool running down her chin. Her eyes were demon red, but she’d never turned into the unrestrained animal combatant that Sere had encountered with other doppelgängers.

      “Rule number four: you don’t need and will never get my approval. Learn to be like that sword—the weapon proves its worth but doesn’t expect recognition. However, you have won the position of my champion in hell. I’m sending you back to kill someone for me. Consider it payment for having murdered Joe: a life for a life.”

      The girl used her torn army shirt to wipe the small amount of Sere’s blood off her sword. “Then we’ll be square?”

      “Not even close,” Sere said. “But do this for me, and I’ll let you return to this dimension, where I can keep an eye on you. How did you learn to fight, anyway? Your real has a lot of spunk, but she doesn’t seem capable of defending herself from a bunny rabbit.”

      Doodlebug straightened up and held her sword tip down like a conquering hero. “I remember being like that girl. Then I watched you decapitate that harvester in hell. Seeing you fight changed my life. I’d never heard of anyone, especially a woman, going up against one of those fiends and surviving. I have a really good memory, so I started copying every move you made. There aren’t many fight instructors in hell, but I found one willing to train me.” She lifted the blade and turned it in the late-morning light. “This was my first time using a sword, though. I liked it. So I’ll go back to hell for you. I just want your assurance that I can come back here.”

      “I just said you could, didn’t I?”

      “When I’m ready. There are a couple of harvesters I’d like to deal with while I’m there. If you’re not going to be hell’s avenging superhero, I’d like the job—even if it’s only temporary.”

      “I’ll do you one better. Be my representative in hell, and I’ll teach your real how to fight. Her muscle skills will transfer to you, and you can observe the training over that headband. There’s only one condition. When you return to life, you and your real can never meet. You’ll have to build your life on the Northshore.”

      “I can live with that,” Doodlebug said. “I don’t think I could face the real version of New Orleans anyway. I’d see harvesters around every corner.”

      “Wonderful,” Sere said without enthusiasm. Negotiating with a demon who should have been happy just to be able to keep her head was nearly as distasteful as agreeing to her real’s terms. Sere turned away from Doodlebug and walked to the water’s edge. “Lefty. Here, boy.”

      The thirty-foot gator swam out of the reeds, wearing a crown of wildflowers between his yellow-green eyes.

      Sere put her hands on her hips. “What the fuck, dude?”

      “We were bored waiting for you,” Doodlebug said from the clearing.

      “Well, I hope you two enjoyed your vacation,” Sere said to the gator. “It’s time to get back to work. The only way to get Doodlebug back to hell without being detected by our enemies is for you to swim her through the hell mouth. Bart and I will follow along in the boat as far as the crystal-blue water. Don’t dally once you’re there. Drop her off, and get that tail back as soon as possible. I don’t have time for your shenanigans.”
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        * * *

      

      “Do you think she can do it?” Dooly stuck so close to Sere’s side in the professor’s laboratory that Sere began to understand the concept of an annoying little sister.

      Sere was down to her last nerve. It had taken all afternoon to ride out to the swamp with Bart and then boat out to the cabin. Her fight with Doodlebug had taken the better part of the night. Then there was the swamp tour to make sure Doodlebug and Lefty made the journey to hell and the subsequent wait for Lefty’s return. By the time Sere and Bart returned to New Orleans, it was once again daylight. At least Doodlebug had likewise found her way to hell’s version of the city.

      “She’ll do it or die trying. If she can’t even track down and kill a doppelshit lab geek, she won’t stand a chance against the harvesters.”

      “I heard that,” Doodlebug said through Sere’s earpiece.

      “I think I’ve got it,” Polly yelled from the office hallway. “Try it now, Professor.”

      The wall screen that had been displaying a map with Andy’s location as a red dot transformed into a view of the city tormented by the never-ending hurricane-driven rain.

      “Okay,” Sere said. “We can see what you’re seeing.”

      “How does that do me one fucking bit of good?” Doodlebug demanded over the transmission.

      “It probably doesn’t,” Sere conceded. “But it is more entertaining.”

      “Fuck you.” The girl hunkered down along the iron fence of Jackson Square and crept toward Saint Louis Cathedral. “Now, which way did he go?”

      Sere checked the smaller screen that still tracked Andy’s location. “He’s still trying to get to the bank. The professor has been manipulating the streets into a maze, so that nerdy demon has been going around in circles. The little twerp is getting pretty frustrated. Just watch out for harvesters.”

      Doodlebug held the sword, edge first, toward her eyes as if she wanted to slice Sere on the other end of the transmission. “You’ve got the nerve to tell me about harvesters? Jesus, woman. You spend a few hours here and think you know all about life in this enhanced hell.”

      “Do you really want to have a debate right now?” Sere asked.

      “You started it,” the girl grumbled. She slunk back down and ran through the rain to the roofline that covered the sidewalk. “Tell that professor of yours that I’m making a left onto Chartres Street. I don’t want him putting me back on Decatur again. I’m trying to get ahead of Andy, not follow the bastard.”

      “He can hear you.” To keep from overly distracting Doodlebug, only Sere could talk to her even though everyone in the lab was eavesdropping on the conversation. Sere, however, also had her matching paranormal headband, allowing her to hear the girl’s thoughts. The three of us look like a cheesy girl band from the 1980s.

      You’re telling me, Doodlebug responded.

      Dooly Buell looked around the room with wide eyes as if certain she was losing her mind.

      “I can’t just change one intersection,” the professor said. “Moving things around in hell is like turning a Rubik’s Cube. I’m sorry if keeping Andy from getting to the bank is inconveniencing Doodlebug. I can’t do much about that.” The old man kept banging out computer code through his complaints.

      “He’s doing his best,” Sere relayed to Doodlebug.

      “Tell her to make a right at the next intersection,” the professor called out from behind his computer. “And tell her not to look at the damn street signs. Andy will be coming at her from a block away. That should give her time to set up her ambush.”

      Sere gave her warrior the message. “He’ll be armed—probably with a gun.”

      “What would a bullet do to me?”

      “I don’t know,” Sere said. “But it’d be best if we didn’t find out. The twerp might not be much good at fighting, but coming up with dastardly doppelgänger ordnance seems to be his forte.”

      “Cut off his head. Don’t get shot. Got it.” Doodlebug ducked into a doorway to wait for her prey.

      Unfortunately, she wasn’t the only one on the hunt. The door she leaned against swung open, and a bony hand yanked her by the shoulder into the dark entry. “Skilled little minx, aren’t you? I’ll find plenty of buyers for those arms and legs.” The harvester sliced at her with a reaping hook. The blade cut her to the bone but didn’t cleave her arm from her body.

      “Spin to your left while the blade is still stuck in you,” Sere instructed. “You’re going to wrench it out of his hand.”

      Next to Sere, Dooly Buell sagged to the floor, though Sere couldn’t tell if it was from the energy exchange or the impossibility of what the waif was witnessing. Myles was on his knees next to Dooly before she completely passed out. “Hang in there, girl.”

      Sere didn’t have time for the theatrics. “Don’t draw on your real until the knife is out of your arm. Remember, no foreign matter, or the wound won’t heal.”

      Doodlebug grabbed the sickle and spun so hard she flipped the harvester over her back. “Now what?”

      “Take the damn knife out of your arm, and lob off the bastard’s head.” Sere tried not to yell, but stating the obvious during a fight had a way of bringing out the same intensity Joe had shown during training.

      With the curved blade finally dislodged, Doodlebug swung the back side of the weapon at the harvester’s throat. Though it crushed a vertebra, the head remained attached.

      “Use the goddamned sword!”

      The girl was already reaching for the handle. “Don’t yell at me.” With a swing of her good arm, she decapitated the harvester like it was a rag doll.

      “Andy’s almost at the door,” the professor announced from behind his computer screen.

      “Get moving, girl,” Sere said. “This may be your only chance at attack before Andy figures out your play.”

      With the sickle in one hand and the sword in the other, Doodlebug ran to the open door. She swung the long straight blade backhanded through the opening. It lodged hard into flesh.

      When she stepped out of the entryway, Andy lifted his gun at her chest. “Don’t make me kill you.” His voice trembled nearly as badly as the hand holding his weapon. Blood was squirting so hard from between his arms that it was hard to tell the pelting rain from the geyser of red.

      Acting more on instinct than training, Doodlebug swung the sickle up and cut his hand from his arm. The gun went skidding into the street and disappeared into a storm drain. A rat the size of a milk crate rushed out from the shadows and ran off with the twerp’s hand. “Sere was right. You’re nothing more than bird shit on the devil’s waistcoat.”

      The computer display transitioned from the blues and grays of the storm to shades of demonic red. “Maintain control, Doodlebug. All you have to do now is cut off his head,” Sere said.

      But the girl had gone full demon. Like the whirling blades of a Cuisinart, she sliced and diced the lab geek until he was completely unrecognizable as anything more than a pulpy red mess. Sere wasn’t sure if the colors she was seeing on the monitor were from the girl’s continued demonic state or the blood that covered every square inch of the building’s entrance.
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        * * *

      

      Sere waited until the girl finally lowered her blades. “Feel better?”

      “Invigorated,” Doodlebug said between breaths. “I now understand rule number three. I could fight like this for days. What’s next?”

      So far, the experiment of sending Doodlebug into hell had exceeded Sere’s expectations, but killing Andy wouldn’t stop Marjory Laroque. They needed a better look behind the paranormal scene to figure out what their adversary was up to. “Find the hell version of the professor’s laboratory. We need to see how close they’ve come to raising a devil.”

      Through the darkness, Doodlebug dodged demons, downpours, and distorted intersections to get from the Quarter to the professor’s hell-based laboratory. She swung both sword and sickle with zeal at each potential threat. Every burst of Doodlebug’s adrenaline over the paranormal headband made Sere wish she were fighting alongside the girl.

      “She’s enjoying this new power far too much,” Polly said. “We may have just created another monster.”

      “She’s doing what she needs to do to survive.” Sere would never forgive the doppelbitch for killing Joe, but seeing hell through the girl’s eyes made violence seem as necessary and normal as strong coffee to someone working the night shift.

      Doodlebug pressed her back to the wall next to the broken-glass door. “Okay. I’m here. Please tell me there isn’t some doppelgänger professor on the other side of this door.”

      The diorama that displayed hell and its inhabitants had an annoying way of being inaccurate. Lightning strikes that were as much bursts of paranormal energy as the release of cloud friction made entire city blocks of doppelgängers momentarily invisible to the computer’s sensors.

      “Assuming the professor’s safeguards are working correctly, there shouldn’t be anyone inside,” Sere said.

      Professor Yates hooked an alligator clip to Dooly Buell’s headband. The attached wire connected to his computer. “She can enter now.”

      Sere noticed a blue aura form around Doodlebug. “Go for it.”

      Doodlebug held both her weapons to her chest as she rolled her body through the door. “You’re sure there’s no one here?”

      Sere wasn’t sure of anything. “Stay on guard. That little twerp was in charge of the lab for far too long. It wouldn’t surprise me if he figured out a way to bypass the professor’s security.”

      The girl ducked below the worktable. “Well, something’s not right. I can hear screaming, but it’s muffled, like it’s in the next room.”

      “Be careful, Doodlebug,” Sere said.

      “Careful, schmareful,” the girl muttered as she used her sword to prod everything she saw.

      Before Sere could chastise the girl, Polly snickered. “I swear, she sounds exactly like you at that age. Joe was the only one who could get you to listen to reason.”

      “This isn’t really the time for reminiscing.” Sere inspected the diorama again. “I’m not seeing anyone in there other than you.”

      “Fuck.” Doodlebug sprang out from under the table as if she were about to slice off someone’s head. “The voices aren’t from this dimension. Look.” She pointed her sword at the screens along the wall of the professor’s offices.

      What the girl saw had to be transmitted between dimensions to Dooly Buell then downloaded into the professor’s bank of computers to be translated into what humans could see. As such, it took everyone in the room a moment to understand the scribbles that waved in front of the girl’s eyes.

      “Good lord,” Sere said as her doppelgänger eyes picked out the tortured souls before the rest of the people in the room had a chance to see what was happening. “It’s every person the demons killed in this dimension. They’re being held captive in the computer’s software.”

      “We expected that,” Professor Yates said. “Their suffering is what our enemies are using to hold open the rift between dimensions.”

      “Pull the fucking plug,” Sere said.

      “No.” The professor got up from his Barcalounger. “Those souls are like water in a hose. We’re holding one end of it with our equipment in hell, and Marjory is holding the other somewhere in the bank. If you disconnect the souls, either we’ll be handing them over to her, or those spirits will evaporate into hell’s dimension. They’ll be stuck there forever as tortured ghosts. To save them, we either need to connect to them in this reality or find a way to collect them in hell. Ultimately, we need to bring them to this side so the loas of the dead can escort them to Guinee and, finally, the deep waters, where they belong. I can see the problem, but it’ll take some work to figure out how to tie in the differing dimensions.”

      “And we’ll need the loas ready and waiting,” Kendell said.

      “Fuck!” Sere really wished she could decapitate a demon to ease her frustration.

      Doodlebug held out her blades as if she expected someone to walk in on her. “That’s all very nice, but can we get back to what I’m supposed to be doing here?”

      Sere tried directing the girl’s eyes to the computer icons, but Doodlebug was more fascinated with the trapped souls.

      “Find me the information on those that escaped with you,” Sere said.

      Doodlebug looked down at the aged desktop computer and opened the most recent file. The computer screen filled with doppelgänger mug shots. “I never knew any of their identities,” Doodlebug said. “We got our instructions through telepathic communication. Now that I’ve heard Andy’s voice, I recognized it as the one directing the action.”

      “I don’t care,” Sere said. “Find me the damn asshole that I met out in the swamp.”

      Bart pointed at one of the pictures. “That’s the guy. I never forget the face of someone I’ve killed, even if that person isn’t real.”

      Sere leaned in close. Another face next to the first was so similar they could have been brothers separated by only a handful of years. “Yep, this is the one.” She read off the name of the demon they’d killed. “Creed Laroque. Based on him being in charge of the demons out in the swamp, I’ll bet he was as close as they could come to someone who understood the bayou. Doodlebug, I’ve got a mission for you. Find this asshole, and cut off his head. Without Andy at the controls, Creedy Boy won’t be able to retain the memories he apparently cherishes so much. Make him suffer.”

      “Gladly.” The girl pointed at the neighboring picture. “What about his cousin?”

      “Devlin Laroque,” Sere read out loud. “He’s still in our dimension.”

      “Don’t let her leave yet.” Kendell bit her lip and stared at the tabletop display of hell. “Doodlebug might be more useful right where she is. If our diorama is this glitchy, Marjory might not know Andy’s been decapitated. Whatever she’s using to see hell couldn’t be better than what we have right here.” She turned to the professor. “Your hell-based lab is off-limits to any doppelgänger you don’t let in, so Marjory isn’t going to be able to find out who’s working for her from the other side. Could we make it look like Doodlebug is actually Andy?”

      The professor waved his pipe at the screen. “Ask the girl how well she understands computers.”

      “Apparently about as well as you people understand hell,” Doodlebug replied.

      Polly pressed the transmit button on the nickel-plated microphone from the office’s old public-address system. “If you’re going to copy Andy’s actions, we’ll need to know what he’s been up to. You need to find the professor’s laptop. It will probably be gathering dust in some dark corner of the lab. We can work over that computer without anyone listening in.” The words, transmitted to hell then back to the professor’s equipment in life, sounded like the voice of God.

      “I’m not some fucking lab geek,” Doodlebug yelled. “I only agreed to come back to hell to kill whoever Sere instructs me to and the harvesters I hate. Working these damn computers wasn’t part of the arrangement.”

      “Have her pull up all twelve files on the screen,” the professor said. “They’ll just look like gibberish, but I can copy them to my computer. I can at least figure out who stayed among the living and if any of them have been infected with a human soul.”

      Polly grasped the side of the desk with one hand and the microphone with the other. “One person at a time. Doodlebug, you’re going to have to stay in the office until Sere can confront Marjory. If our enemy realizes you haven’t regenerated in hell, they’ll know we’re messing with their bridge. You going on a killing spree will only show our hand. So long as you’re stuck there, you might as well be of some use. If I teach both you and Dooly at the same time about hell’s software, maybe one of you will learn something. But even if you don’t, we need to fool Marjory for as long as possible.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere had never cared much for science. Staring at the pile of printouts made her head hurt. “What does all this stuff mean? Have they transferred a human consciousness into their pet doppelpuppet or not?” Though she and Bart had speculated on Marjory not yet completing her monster, Sere really needed to know what she was up against before doing battle.

      The professor stood up from the table and lifted his empty pipe from the square green-glass ashtray. “I don’t believe so.” He packed the bowl with tobacco in his infuriatingly slow manner. “As you know, time in hell doesn’t move. Other than when your father was in charge, we’ve been able to hold the realm to midnight.”

      Sere stared at the acoustical-tile covered ceiling. “Please don’t tell me what I already know.”

      He held a match to the pipe and took three agonizingly slow draws before answering. “From the computer notes, Andy believed the time in hell needed to correspond to the time in life. So midnight is when they’ll be conducting their experiments. Based on Fisher’s information, they’ve only had the doppelgänger in their lab for two days. They aren’t going to kill their real until they’re positive they can transfer the consciousness to the new body.”

      Sere turned to Polly. “Can you please get him to skip to the point?”

      Polly pointed at the computer’s time log. “To transfer the soul, it will have to pass from life to hell and then back out to the doppelgänger body in life on the bridge they created. If they’d made the transfer of spirit to doppelgänger, there would have been a burst of energy at that time, and there wasn’t. Marjory will be relying on Andy to make sure the transfer works from hell’s side of the experiment.”

      “Now that Andy is dust, is there any way we can prevent the transfer of soul to doppelgänger?” Bart asked.

      The professor pointed the stem of his pipe at the screen. “Andy had a long time to set up the equipment. He probably has everything they need already programmed in.”

      Polly checked the old-fashioned clock left over from when the office had handled shipments from the wharf. “If we assume they’re going to try tonight, that only leaves six hours for me to train Doodlebug. That’s not enough time to change the program.”

      The professor took a draw on his pipe and let out a cloud of blue smoke. “If we could get a look at the transfer while it’s happening—not just from the software’s perspective but also the actual act—we’d have a much better idea of what Marjory is up to. I doubt this will be the only time she tries to create an immortal.”

      Sere held Bart’s hand. “That gives us six hours to figure out how to break into the bank’s basement.” She turned to Kendell. “Contact Fisher and have him meet us at the bar with whatever information he has on the bank’s layout. Polly and the professor already have enough work piled up in this office.”

      “One other thing,” the professor said between bursts of blue smoke from his pipe. “Once they make the transfer, simply cutting off the head of the devil might not end his existence, as both real and demon will coexist inside the doppelgänger body. And filling him full of paranormal shotgun pellets won’t sever the connection as the two will be fused into one.”

      “So he’ll no longer need the connection to hell?” Sere asked. Such a possibility would put him well beyond her grasp.

      “More like he had a backup battery,” Professor Yates said. “He’ll still need the connection, but he’ll be able to survive for stints without it. The longer he goes without a recharge, the weaker he’ll become. That’s why cutting off his head won’t necessarily end him. If it’s off his neck long enough, however, he’ll run out of juice. Fighting him isn’t going to be as straightforward as destroying a demon.”

      “Any idea how long I’d need to keep him unplugged?”

      The professor shrugged as if the question was nothing more than a theoretical contemplation. “We’re beyond my science at this point.”

      She’d already seen the result of pulling one side off of the battery with Thomas. Back to the fucking chalkboard again? Sere patted Bart on the butt close to the gun he kept lodged in the back of his pants. “I figured as much. That’s why I’ve got my contingency plan right here.”
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Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Fisher unrolled a large blueprint of the bank’s basement across the bar at the Scratchy Dog. “Here are the results of my inquiries.”

      Myles pulled out some glass beer steins and used them to weigh down the corners of the paper. “You found all that information and had a blueprint created in thirty-six hours? Do you have any idea how long it took us to get an architect to even listen to our ideas regarding this bar’s remodel?”

      Fisher’s eyes twinkled as he winked at Myles. “I’ve done a lot of people’s taxes and gotten more than a few folks out of some financial trouble. When I dial the phone, people pick up.”

      Myles shook his head as he inspected the complexity of the document. “Next time I need anything done in this city, I’m calling you.”

      Sere leaned over the white lines on blue paper. “What am I looking at?”

      Fisher pulled out his trusty pen and used it as a pointer. “First thing to notice is that there’s only one door. This basement was built as a bunker.”

      “Great,” Bart said with sarcasm in his voice. “One way in and undoubtedly under heavy guard.”

      Fisher smiled up at Bart as if he had cards in his hand that he was just dying to play. “Next thing is the size of the walls: thirty inches of reinforced concrete. They weren’t messing around.”

      “Why don’t you skip to the good news?” Sere asked.

      Fisher straightened up and slid the page half off the bar until one wall of the diagram was centered on the counter. He then pulled out a yellowed piece of paper that looked like a treasure map and laid it next to the wall on the blueprint. “Fine, but you’re ruining part of the fun. After the War Between the States, Baron Malveaux made some modifications to the old bank—most notably, this access tunnel. It runs from the basement under Conti Street all the way to Basin Street. After the war, the South experienced a surge of puritanical respectability that made the Baron’s activities even less popular than they’d been before. Using this passage, he could get from the bank to his brothels without being seen in public. As he got older and more concerned with power than sex, he had the passage bricked in. The bombing of the old bank was mostly designed to destroy the Baron’s hidden office, not collapse the entire structure. When they poured the new basement walls alongside the existing crumbling ones, no one bothered doing an excavation of what was around the bank.”

      “I remember,” Kendell said. “The city kept promoting how fast the bank was being rebuilt as a way of showing what was possible in New Orleans.”

      “What they didn’t say,” Fisher continued, “was that corners were cut. Based on what was paid to the demolition crew, the remaining basement walls had been cleaned up but not removed. Marjory Laroque was busy figuring out how to retain customers and power. She wasn’t interested in concrete pours.” Fisher drew a dotted line on the blueprint corresponding to the tunnel on the yellowed piece of paper. “This section right here is little more than sand and rebar covered by a thin layer of plaster finish. The old shaft didn’t have the same soil makeup as the rest of the ground, making the concrete mixture unstable. From the information my source provided, it never did set correctly.”

      “So how do we get into this hidden tunnel?” Bart asked.

      Fisher scribbled a Conti Street address on a napkin. “This building is in the midst of a renovation. The contractor is a client of mine. He’ll get you in and supply you with what you need, no questions asked. His crew pulls out at nine, and you’ll want to be there shortly after they leave. That’ll only give you three hours to get through the tunnels and dig a hole through the concrete wall.”

      Sere put her hand on the CPA’s back. “You’ve really earned your associate-superhero stripes this week.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere checked to make sure the handle of her katana sword was well hidden behind her hair. Instinctively, she felt for the holstered shotgun that wasn’t there. “I hate going up against demons without being fully armed.”

      “You’ve got me and my gun.” Bart pulled the sheet of plywood away from the doorframe of the gutted three-story building. “Man, if these walls could talk.”

      Sere glared at him with all of her demonic presence. “It’s their talking that created the doppelgängers in the first place, or didn’t you even listen to my story?”

      A single lit bulb hanging from the roughhewn rafter illuminated his toothy grin. “I meant it as a joke.”

      She squeezed into the work space. Sawdust, decaying brick mortar, and history hung thick in the air. “I’m not sure this is the best time for humor.”

      “I disagree. Right before a big battle, my troops were always at their funniest.”

      She ducked below some reinforcing beams. “So you were in charge of your platoon? Interesting. Someday, you’re going to have to give me your story the way I confided in you. Or is your history classified?”

      “This will have to be a conversation for later.” He swung his leg over the edge of an aluminum extension ladder that descended into what looked like the bowels of the earth. “I think I hear our contact banging around down there.”

      “That or the devil,” Sere said under her breath as she followed him down to the basement.

      The bright light of a high-powered flashlight caught them before they reached the bottom. “Who sent you?”

      Sere shielded her eyes from the beam. “Montgomery Fisher said you could help us.”

      “Come on down. Watch your step. The mud can be slippery.” The beam of light moved from Sere and Bart to a small hole lined with pipes. “We were hunting down a water leak when we stumbled across the old brick cave. Originally, I thought it had been a sewer—sure smelled bad enough to be one. You two must be loco to want to explore it, but when Mr. Fisher asks for a favor, I know better than to ask why or form suspicions. Do you want me to wait for you?”

      Bart stuck his head down the shaft. “We’ll be okay. Fisher said something about some demolition tools we might be able to borrow?”

      “Down toward the end, just before it dumps out into the old brick tunnel. Good luck with whatever the hell it is you’re doing.” The man turned and scampered up the ladder without ever showing his face.

      “Friendly, isn’t he?” Sere asked sarcastically.

      “Compartmentalization.” Bart hunched over and started squirming down the hole. “Why does it feel like I’m crawling down to hell to confront the devil?”

      As Sere followed him, she had the same impression. “Because we are. Though, I’d take the smell of fire and brimstone over a hundred years of built-up muck under a street in the French Quarter any day.”

      “Agreed. I think I’m at the end.” He handed back a five-foot-long metal pick and flashlight before crawling over the edge into darkness.

      She fell more than crawled out of the muddy shaft into the brick-lined tunnel. “And I thought the hole out of the basement smelled bad.”

      Bart explored the walls with his flashlight. “Looks like every construction project over the last hundred years decided this was a good place to dump their trash. I’d be willing to bet the methane generated from all this crap is what prevented the concrete from curing correctly.” He aimed the light far down the tunnel. “At least Fisher didn’t have us start all the way at Basin Street. Let’s get going.”
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        * * *

      

      At their destination, Sere thrust the heavy metal bar hard into the wall of muck. “I thought Fisher said this was made up of crumbling bricks.”

      “This is what’s left of it.” Bart rammed his bar in next to Sere’s. “Between the city’s high water table and countless sewer leaks, these buildings practically float.”

      Her next hit penetrated the layer of mud, brick, and rock to reveal the fine gray sand mixed with powder of the most recent addition to the foundation. “Finally.”

      Bart stripped off his shirt and started going at the wall like a demolition machine. Never before had Sere experienced such uncontrolled lust as she felt while watching his arms and abs—glistening with sweat—bulge and ripple as they powered the iron bar through the moist wall. His leg and butt muscles flexed so large she wondered how the skintight black jeans were able to contain them.

      “I’m through.” The dim light from inside the basement reflected off his glistening skin. He pulled out a chunk of blue-gray-painted plaster and tossed it at her feet like a gladiator’s tribute to his queen. “The rebar is too close together for me to fit inside the basement. I should be able to lie in the hole and aim my gun. Once you’re inside, you’ll have to flush the human-possessed demon into my range.”

      She swallowed down her longing and checked her watch. “Just in time.”

      He moved out of the opening, dropped his five-foot iron pole, and wrapped his arms around her. “Don’t go getting yourself hurt in there. Get in. Get past the two guardian demons. Flush the devil into the open so I can shoot him. And get your cute little ass back here. I don’t want to tear this bank down block by block to free you, but I will if you get captured.”

      She didn’t doubt him for a moment. “I’ll be careful. I promise.”

      “I didn’t say be careful. I said don’t get hurt.”

      She melted against his rock-hard body and nuzzled her cheek to his bare chest. “You know me so well.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere struggled between the rough iron bars and quietly squirmed into the bank’s basement. Evenly spaced pillars filled the huge open space like the under structure of a Roman coliseum. The light that had seemed so bright coming into the dark tunnel filtered past the columns from the far side of the room. Indistinct voices echoed off the walls. She turned back to Bart, who looked like a forlorn dog caged behind the rebar. “They’re on the opposite side of the room. I’m going to sneak up behind the pillars. Maybe I can get some indication of what they’re doing.”

      He pulled the gun out from the back of his jeans. “Sure you don’t want a little added firepower?”

      She checked the sword sheathed against her back. “I’d probably just ricochet the bullet and end up hitting myself. I’ll be okay with this bad boy.”

      “Keep track of how many pillars you pass. Once you start ducking from one to the next, this room will seem like a maze.” He stuck his head through the opening. “I’ve got a clear shot to the far wall and an angled shot past a couple of columns on either side.”

      “Got it.” She leaned down and kissed him. “Just watch who you’re shooting in the shadows.”

      Once Bart was well hidden in the darkness of the tunnel, Sere snuck to the first pillar. If there were guards, they were too busy watching the action to pay any attention to her supposedly secure end of the basement. She tiptoed through the shadows from column to column until she could hear what was happening.

      “I didn’t sign up for this.” The man’s voice echoed off the walls. “Take off these restraints.”

      Sere put her hand on the cold concrete pillar and edged her head out until she could see what was going on. Three columns down, a candelabra on an ornate gold table provided the only light in the room. Facing the table and away from Sere was a naked man with his wrists tied behind him.

      A woman in a gray pants suit that matched the color of her hair paced on the far side of the table. Even approaching eighty years of age, Marjory Laroque could command a room. Other than the black walking cane she used as she strutted, she showed no signs of infirmity. “Perhaps you weren’t listening. This is exactly what you signed up for.”

      “You said I would be in charge. This doesn’t feel like being in charge.”

      The woman stood tall as if her backbone was made of iron. “I said you would have to fight for control.”

      The man struggled against the bindings on his wrists. “How am I supposed to fight if I’m naked with my hands tied?”

      “It’s not that kind of fight. How exactly did you think you were going to change bodies?” She reached her cane across the table and struck him in the chest with the end. “This body must die before you can inhabit the new one.”

      “I thought you were just going to hook me up like the devil’s daughter does to her real.”

      Sere edged slightly farther out for a better look. Other than a distinctive well-formed backside, the man could have been almost anyone. From her new vantage point, she saw the iron box nestled close to a pillar beyond the table. A rapping from inside indicated it wasn’t empty.

      “Once we’re done, you won’t have to rely on the psychic connection she needs to survive. If you can’t fight your own demon, you’ll have no chance against her.” Marjory came around the table then leaned against the edge directly in front of the man. “For this to work, your double must kill you. He’ll then devour your soul.”

      “I thought you said I’d have a fighting chance. I’m not some goddamned sacrificial lamb.”

      The old woman didn’t bother hiding her look of longing as she surveyed the struggling naked man. “Indeed you’re not. Having the demon eat your essence is how you will be cast into hell.”

      The two doppelgängers stirred near the pillars on either side of him. Clearly, they expected an escape attempt. To his credit, the man stood firm. “I was to be in charge.”

      “And you shall be. If you’re worthy. Once your soul is in hell, my army of the damned will escort you back to our realm. That is when you have to fight. Your doppelgänger body in that magic box will be inhabited by both you and your demon double. The one who wins the spiritual contest of wills will be the one to take charge.” The clacking of her cane as she walked back to the iron vault filled the room. “Do not fail me, Devlin. Your options are: immortality and the power that I can give you, subjugation to a demon for all eternity, or having your soul cast into hell. Now do you understand what’s at stake?”

      “You should have told me.”

      With a quick flick of her fingers, the two demons rushed the naked man and took him by the arms. “The guinea pig isn’t consulted regarding the scientist’s test. Survive this, and we’ll talk about your new role in my plan. Fail, and suffer for all eternity.” She put one hand on the long handle that connected to the iron bars of the door’s latches. “The moment this door opens, you two toss him in. If the demon inside escapes, kill Devlin, but do not eat his soul. Disobey me, and I’ll kill your reals just to watch you two dissolve into nothingness.”

      When the door swung open, Sere crept even farther from her hiding spot. With everyone focused on the demon that lurked in the darkness of the box, she was able to sneak up to the pillar closest to the action. Devlin struggled against his two captors, but he was no match for them. They threw him into the cabinet as if tossing a garbage bag into a dumpster. When Marjory slammed the door shut, the man’s screams of horror filled the basement.

      The woman clicked the stem of a stopwatch and returned to the table. Without the naked man blocking Sere’s view, she saw the journal that lay open under the candelabra. Marjory traced along the open page with her finger.

      As a child, Sere hadn’t been conscious during her transfer to Jennifer’s doppelgänger. In her time inhabiting the body, she’d never encountered an inner demon. The body had been a blank slate on which Sere had scribbled her life’s work. She couldn’t imagine that her father—evil as he was—would have been so cruel as to toss her soul into a cage match with a demon the way Marjory just had. Looks like you missed a page—or did you intend on inflicting your heir with a demon?

      Sere reminded herself that, according to Polly, the battery-powered body might not function without both demon and real soul. She grasped the handle of her sword. Fighting evil she understood. Paranormal science she left to Polly and the professor.

      “It’s time. Open the door,” Marjory called to the demons. She turned away from the book and leaned back against the table.

      Like Marjory, Sere stood transfixed, waiting to see what emerged. Though she lived in a doppelgänger body, there’d never been anyone like her. Thomas and Fisher were humans possessed by demons, but up until that moment, Sere was the only human inhabiting a demon. A part of her hoped Devlin would survive the transformation, but a stronger part prompted her to reach for the sword sheathed against her back. Time to kill some demons and maybe even have a go at a devil.

      “You can come out now,” Marjory called into the darkness of the cabinet.

      “We’re not alone.” The voice from the shadows had the deep command of a person used to being in charge and ended in the low growl of a demon.

      Marjory spun around and locked her stare on Sere. “Kill her!” she called to the two demons beside the cabinet as she pointed at Sere with her cane.

      One of the demons turned to her. “But what about the power connection that keeps us alive?”

      Marjory hit him so hard with her cane that Sere wondered how the black wood hadn’t splintered. “You idiot.” She patted the chest of the monster that emerged from the cabinet. “This is the master you serve now. He’ll provide for your demonic needs.”
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Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere didn’t get much of a chance to inspect her new hybrid brother. The two full-fledged demons ran at her like wild dogs in pursuit of a rabbit. Each one held knives ready to carve her up into bite-sized morsels.

      She hit the floor and rolled behind the closest pillar. She lacked the time to conduct her tactical analysis, but since coordinated attacks weren’t the demons’ natural play, she had the edge. Without Andy at the controls, they’d be looking to their new leader for guidance, and he would still be figuring out his new reality. The lack of organization gave her an advantage but only so long as she kept one step ahead.

      The two panted so hard she could hear their every move. She edged along the side of the column to keep it between her and her pursuers. When she had a clear shot at the next pillar, she bolted for it before the demons rounded the corner to see what she was up to. One row of columns closer to Bart’s field of fire—two more to go, and the closer I can get to the far wall, the better shot he’ll have.

      “Where are you going, sister?” The words from the newly formed devil echoed around the room.

      She turned toward the far wall, away from the demons, so that her words would also echo and not reveal her position. “Why don’t you poke your nose out and see? Or are you too chickenshit to face me yourself?”

      “I think I’ll let my henchdemons soften you up a bit first.”

      Sere listened for the two in pursuit. Their breathing grew shallow, making it impossible to detect their location. From the unified scuffing of their feet against the concrete, she knew the devil had taken charge of his minions. You’re using the two as twin puppets. It took Andy a few attempts to understand how to best use the demons as well.

      As she rushed toward the next pillar, the two demons emerged and gave chase. This time, however, she wasn’t attempting to find another hiding spot. With a running handspring that momentarily set the sword on the floor, she managed to launch her body feetfirst toward the concrete column. The demons were still in pursuit when she kicked her leg out and pulled her knife from her boot. Like side-mounted propellers of death, she twirled the blades next to her and sliced deeply into the doppelgängers. Two curtains of blood coated her from head to foot, turning her landing into a sloppy sliding mess.

      She needed to move to a position that would let her line up the devil with Bart, but the direction of her attack put her farther from her destination. Until the two were in position, there was no point in decapitating the demons. With her knife in one hand and the sword in the other, she rushed the disoriented pair and disgorged their guts. She didn’t stop running until she caught sight of the hole in the wall alongside her.

      “Done already? I was just starting to have some fun,” she taunted.

      The two struggled back to their feet with their entrails dangling over their belts.

      “Looks like you’re at a disadvantage, my dear brother,” she called out. She needed to keep the little demonic fuckers alive. So long as Devlin had to deal with his troops, the devil wouldn’t be able to completely focus on her. She sidestepped along the pillars until she was hidden from the demons. With a quick check of the hole in the wall, she saw Bart nod his readiness.

      The two lurched out into the open, trailing blood and guts. She honestly felt bad for them. Their mission had been to guard Devlin’s doppelgänger and provide security for Marjory’s little event. Now that their tasks were completed, instead of being given the lives of their reals that they had undoubtedly been promised, they were being sacrificed like chickens at a voodoo ceremony.

      She stepped in front of them. At the very least, they had a right to face their executioner. She pointed her blades at them. “Better luck next time, boys.”

      Before she could rush the two, however, Devlin swooped in from behind, grabbed their knives from their hands, and lopped off their heads. Body parts, blood, and gore lay at his feet. “Hello, sister.”

      With her enhanced connection to Bart, she could feel him demanding she step aside to give him a clear shot at the devil. That was the plan. “So what are you supposed to be—Malveaux devil 2.0? I think most people would consider one attempt more than sufficient.” She swung her blades, hoping for a fight.

      “And what about you?” He pointed his knives at the gore on the floor. “To our doppelgänger brethren, you’re the true evil. Who gave you authority over the damned?” His words cut to her soul.

      “I’m no angel. That’s true.”

      “Good and evil are merely matters of perspective in an unnecessary dichotomy. We are the only two living gods on Earth with the power of overcoming death. Why should we deny life everlasting to others? By uniting human and doppelgänger, we could defeat the loas of the dead. Join me, sister.”

      She’d already outlived Joe. That was a pain she doubted would ever let go of her soul. Losing Bart—either to old age or battle—would be inevitable. And how was she supposed to deal with her own appearance? Maintaining her midtwenties while those around her grew old would only draw attention to her immortality, but following Jennifer’s lead by accepting the wrinkles, gray hair, and infirmity of age seemed foolhardy. Then there were the loas to consider.

      “Sounds like something my father would have said.” Her rejoinder sounded weak even to her own ears.

      “Your father sought to rule in the depravity of hell. I prefer the luxuries of life.”

      “But like my father, do you intend on having those you save bow down to you?” She edged toward the next pillar while keeping her sword aimed at Devlin.

      “Immortality must come at the price of submission. Otherwise, everyone would consider themselves gods.”

      She began to hear the familiar family foolishness in Devlin’s desire to control all he surveyed. “And to those unwilling to pay your price—what would you do with those who remain mortal?”

      He smiled with the same lecherous grin she’d seen from her father. “Gods deserve to have their servants.”

      “Slaves, you mean.” As she took another half step toward the pillar, a gunshot rang out. The bullet passed so close to her neck that she felt its breeze touch the tips of her hair.

      Devlin grasped his chest and laughed. “That hurt, but how could you think a bullet would harm me?” Blood spewed between his fingers.

      “Just slowing you down a little.” She swung her sword at his throat.

      Devlin ducked and lifted one of his knives to deflect her blow. Though the defense was effective, it showed a lack of finesse. As he stood back to face her, she got a good look at the bullet wound. The hole revealed crushed ribs. Somewhere under the gore, a small paranormal pellet was working its way into his heart.

      “Too bad no one taught you how to fight,” Sere said. “Relying on your immortality is going to prove your undoing.” Her knife, in one hand, clashed against his as her sword sliced open his abdomen. As with his use of the demons, he only knew how to operate one weapon at a time.

      Like a ballerina of death, Sere pirouetted and flew through the air, slashing with her sword and knife as if they were extensions of her arms. With each of her landings, another piece of severed devil splattered against the concrete pillars and walls. But with every deadly cut, Devlin merely laughed.

      Down to only one functional arm, Devlin parried another vicious sword blow to his ribs. “You can’t kill me.”

      “I can sure as hell try,” Sere grunted as she followed up her latest missed strike with a knife jab to his guts.

      “So is this what we’ll be to each other? Two immortals locked in never-ending combat?” He swung away from her next attack like a beat-up punching bag spewing blood instead of sand.

      “If that’s how it has to be, but I wouldn’t rely too much on your invincibility.” She dropped her knife and gripped the sword with both hands. Using all of her hundred-and-nine-pound frame, she slashed the blade cleanly through the muscles and vertebrae of his neck. Devlin’s head hit the concrete floor like a dropped bowling ball. She didn’t wait to see if the severed head would continue taunting her. Aiming the sword down, she drove the tip between his eyes so hard the blade sank six inches into the concrete floor.
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        * * *

      

      The clacking of Marjory Laroque’s cane filled the basement. “You made quite the mess, little girl.”

      Sere picked up her knife—the Ranger blade she’d earned from Joe so long ago. If there was ever a living person she wanted to kill, it was Marjory Laroque—the person ultimately responsible for Joe’s death. “You’ve lost, old woman.”

      The leader of the Laroque dynasty emerged from behind a column and stepped carefully around the pools of blood. Not a drop had splattered onto her tailored suit. “You mean this?” She aimed her cane at the carnage. “This is just a minor setback. Any man who can’t pull himself together after fighting a mere waif of a girl isn’t worthy to be called my heir. Devlin will either rise to the occasion, or I’ll create another beneficiary of my power. Lord knows I’ve got plenty of relatives to choose from.”

      From behind her, Sere could sense Bart itching to let loose another round from his handgun. Killing the old woman would be the easiest solution, but Marjory wielded too much power to let Bart risk his life for a momentary gain. In the Laroque family, there was always someone waiting in the wings to take charge.

      Sere tried not to smile. It would be a waste of time for Marjory to put her monster back together—time that would give Polly and the professor an opportunity to figure out a more permanent solution to hell’s rift. And even if the Laroque matriarch were able to cobble Devlin back into a devil, he’d still be at the mercy of the pellet lodged in his heart.

      Sere pointed her knife at the old woman as if she were a threat. “If he comes back, I’ll just slice him up again—or maybe I should end your attempts right now.”

      The woman’s laugh had the same devilish taunt as Devlin’s. “You won’t kill a human being.”

      Sere had used the threat of killing a real on plenty of doppelgängers as if the actual person was some unseen light casting the shadowy creature. Flipping off the switch would return the silhouette demon to the oblivion of night. Dark as Marjory’s soul was, she was still a living being. Crossing the line from demon hunter to human assassin would make Sere no better than the demons she railed against. She lowered her blade. “I’m not going to kill you, but don’t make the mistake of thinking I’m letting you live out of honor or mercy.”

      Marjory cocked her head as if trying to read Sere’s thoughts. “Out of fear, then?”

      The woman’s words were like a dagger of ice plunged into Sere’s heart. She hadn’t considered that the bridge the woman had created wasn’t simply for raising the dead. In place of Sere’s father as hell’s devil, killing Marjory might establish her as the new ruler of the underworld. Damn it! I hope the professor learned something useful by allowing Devlin’s creation.

      “Your power in life wouldn’t do you much good in hell.”

      The woman shrugged. “And you’re some kind of expert on what our ancestor achieved? Maybe you did have a front row seat, but you were a child. I’ve got his playbooks. We’re in a multidimensional chess match, and you keep seeing my moves in terms of what checkers piece you could take off the board next. You’re outmaneuvered, little girl.”

      Sere aimed her knife at the carnage on the floor. “And yet you’re the one standing in the blood and guts of your latest success.”

      “Not all experiments yield desired results. I’m pretty sure resurrecting you from the dead hasn’t lived up to your father’s hopes. If Devlin can’t get it together, you will have done me a favor by ending his existence. You’re not winning—you’re simply cleaning up my failures.”

      Despite any advantages Marjory might have gained, however, Sere wasn’t alone in her efforts. Like Baron Malveaux, Marjory thought she could play the game on her own. “A stalemate, then. I won’t kill you, and you have nothing you can use against me.”

      “For the time being.”
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Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      The black dress, blouse, and nylons that Kendell had insisted on buying for Sere made her feel like she was living some scene out of Jennifer Cranston’s life. “It was a nice service.” Walking next to Bart, they followed far enough back from Joe’s second line down Dauphine Street that few would consider them part of the procession. For just a moment, Sere felt as if they were just like any other couple.

      Bart had the sleeves of his black dress shirt rolled up halfway to his elbows. His black tie looked like a pull tab designed for quick clothing removal. “I’m sorry you had to hide among the tomes,” he said. “I would have joined you.”

      She leaned into his solid body and reached over to flick the end of his tie, wishing she could entice him back to her apartment instead of heading to the wake. “I know you would have, but you do kind of stand out. With so many members of the Laroque family in attendance, I didn’t want the solemn affair to turn into a city-of-the-dead street brawl. You did look very dashing next to Kendell and Myles.”

      “At least Marjory Laroque didn’t show up.”

      Sere wasn’t in any hurry to go up against the old woman again. “She’s probably busy putting her humpty-dumpty of a devil back together again.”

      “Without the benefit of all the king’s horses and all the king’s men. Speaking of which, I’m glad the force sent Joe off in style. Only true comrades in arms understand what it is to lose one of their own. That’s a bond Marjory Laroque will never experience.”

      Sere understood both perspectives all too well. She’d tried going it alone in the hope that she could keep those who cared about her from harm. People had died anyway. At least letting people in gave her a sense of belonging, even if the results weren’t much different. Many of the people at the funeral, however, didn’t even realize the dangers faced by those keeping the peace.

      “I doubt half of the people in attendance even knew who Joe was, let alone what he did for this city.” Two blocks ahead of them, the band at the front of the second line made a right toward Bourbon Street, leading the revelers to the bars like pied pipers enticing rats to their drowning.

      “At least at the Scratchy Dog Joe will be remembered by friends.” Bart’s arm around her waist seemed so natural she wondered why she’d delayed their romance for so long.

      “Then what?” She’d carefully avoided asking about when he intended to leave again, but the longer she waited to find out, the sooner the departure seemed.

      He looked up into the sky as if the clouds were spelling out an answer. “I don’t know. I thought I might see if Myles could use some help behind the bar. I wouldn’t want to miss the next raising of the devil.”

      She couldn’t restrain herself. She hopped and bounded in front of Bart then jumped into his arms and wrapped her legs around his waist. “You mean it? You’re not rushing off?”

      He held her by the ass like he was ready to make love to her right there in the street. “Not until you’re ready to return to the swamp with me. Until then, I thought you could use a sparring partner to help train the Dooly Doodlebug twins.”

      Sere dropped her head to his chest. “I know I’ve never said it before, but your help means the world to me. And I don’t even feel weak by admitting it.”

      He leaned his head to the side and kissed her neck, sending electric sparks down her spine. “You’re a badass demon-hunting superheroine, but even immortals could use a hand once in a while. I’m just honored to be among those you turn to.”

      “You’re a fucking hell of a lot more than that.” She jumped down off him and pulled him into a dark doorway. “Now, kiss me like we are making love.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere nursed her Jameson’s whiskey while watching Polly Urethane and the Strippers perform one of their rare reunion gigs on stage at the Scratchy Dog in honor of Joe’s passing. Kendell, as lead guitarist Olympia Stain, wore a skimpy black dress with torn fishnet stockings. The dress was so short that the bottom of her black electric guitar hung lower than the hem. Even in their forties, the women could belt out a number while looking sexy as hell. Myles hadn’t taken his eyes off Kendell once all night except to mix drinks.

      Sitting at the back of the room, Fisher bobbed to the music, dancing in a seated position. Instead of chastising him for mentally reliving his days hanging out next to the stage, crushing on each member of the band, Ann snuggled close to him on the green velvet couch and held his hand in her lap. They reminded Sere of teenage lovers who’d escaped the supervision of their families.

      Sere turned to Myles. “I can’t remember Joe ever cutting loose, but I think he would have really enjoyed this.”

      He freshened up her drink and leaned across the bar. “I checked in on the loas. They gave him a second line straight through the gates of Guinee. His soul is at rest in the deep waters.”

      Tears came so fast to her eyes that she feared she might not be able to contain the gusher of emotion. “Thanks” was all she could manage.

      Bart leaned in conspiratorially. “What was all that stuff Devlin was saying about overcoming the loas?”

      Though she was grateful they’d seen to Joe’s passing, dealing with the lords of the afterlife always sent a chill down her spine. Having something to focus on other than Joe, however, helped her control her grief. “It was an idea my father had. He thought he could save people from death. Of course, that would only apply to the recently deceased, but then, he thought he had an eternity to work his plan. Those who didn’t submit would die and live again—with each reincarnation giving him a new opportunity to win them over. Eventually, every soul would be drained from the deep waters, leaving the loas with nothing to do.”

      Myles pointed his bottle of Abita at her. “That’s why the loas are so afraid of you.”

      She’d never considered that they might be as spooked by her as she was by them. “What do you mean? I thought they just wanted my soul for their collection.”

      “If people accept the idea that death isn’t a given, eventually, they’ll figure out a way to defeat it—with or without the help of a devil. Then Guinee will become a ghost town without any ghosts. Immortality is the great equalizer between people and the gods. And if people have an example like you, the concept of defeating death will become more than theoretical. That’s what scares the loas of the dead shitless.”

      Sere really couldn’t have cared less about what the loas felt. She put her drink on the bar and took Bart’s hand. “I’m done saving the world for today. Dance with me.”

      He smiled and set his Jack and Coke next to her drink. “Whatever my sexy demon huntress wants.”

      Out on the dance floor, Bart wrapped his arms around her waist and twirled her in the air. With her arms spread wide, Sere felt as if the burdens of her life were flying out of her fingers to be shared by those she loved. Only by letting go of the responsibilities she felt were her birthright could she find room to let those she loved into her soul. As the song grew in intensity, Bart moved his hands to her hips and lifted her until she felt like she was flying free from the devil and the hell that had unfairly claimed her.

      When the music ended, Bart swung her around as if she were weightless and lowered her against his body. She leaned her head on his shoulder and put her hands on top of his around her waist. “Take me home.”
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      Sere Mal-Laurette was warned against meeting Jennifer, the real woman behind her doppelgänger body. However, she didn’t mention that instruction to Jennifer during their numerous psychically bonded moments. So when Jennifer shows up in front of Sere’s apartment, the doppelgänger doesn’t see much choice other than to invite the housewife in for a cup of coffee.

      Before the day is out, Myles’s sweet little dog has turned into a hellhound, Sere’s friend and sidekick Fisher has succumbed to his demonic possession, and supersized crawfish have emerged from the swamp. Sere is forced to wonder if she should have heeded the warnings about Jennifer. But is the widening of the hell mouth a result of one morning’s coffee conversation, or is something more sinister at work?

      Sere has plenty of other explanations to choose from. There are the lost souls of the damned that Marjory Laroque cast into hell in her attempt to raise a new devil. There’s the fact that Sere’s sweet angel and mother figure, Sanguine, has been imprisoned. Worst of all, Sere’s very presence among the living could be the cause of the impending apocalypse. Once again she needs help curbing the chaos, but this time, she’ll call on her support system in hell.
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Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere stood in the closet doorway, admiring Bart’s toned back and butt as he slept naked on her bed. Light from the dormer window played across his olive-brown skin, reminding her of how she’d run her hands over him during the night. Like a good fight, the hours of wild human sex had left her wanting more, but he deserved at least a little sleep so he could recoup before she resumed her sexual assault. She pulled on her tight jeans and white T-shirt, imagining him yanking them off when she returned.

      Hell’s demons weren’t likely to sit on the sidelines while she took some time for herself, and there was still work to do in containing Marjory Laroque. But Sere hadn’t made all that much progress by devoting every second of her life to the containment of hell. How much worse could things get if I took a day to explore this new aspect of my relationship with that hunky bartender? After all, Kendell keeps telling me to let others take charge, even if it’s just for a few hours.

      She stepped out of the old three-story building on Frenchmen Street to grab a couple of cups of coffee from the local café. Red plastic cups, to-go boxes, and a passed-out dude sitting against the Scratchy Dog nightclub’s front door were all that remained of the night’s revelry. As she passed a dark alleyway a block from the club, the smell of freshly baked chocolate-chip cookies cut through the morning stench. The enticing aroma that wafted from the shadows made her stop cold. I’d better be dreaming.

      “Hi, Sere.” Jennifer’s voice was so similar to Sere’s that for a moment, she wondered if the words were merely in her head.

      “You can’t be here.” Without the option of fighting her real, Sere wanted to turn and run, but she feared Jennifer would just follow her. If the woman knew enough to show up on Frenchmen Street, she had to know where Sere lived.

      “If you don’t have the time, I can come back later.” Jennifer opened the bag.

      The intense aroma of butter and chocolate almost made Sere swoon. “You don’t get it. It’s not safe for us to meet. Go back to your son and husband.”

      “You sound like Bobby. He’s just getting to that age when kids think they can tell their parents what to do. How about you let me make my own life decisions?” She pulled a cookie out of the bag. “I brought treats.”

      “Seriously? You’re going to pull the I’ve got candy, little girl trick on me?”

      Jennifer put the cookie back in the bag like a drug dealer who’d just hit on the wrong potential customer. “If you didn’t want me to track you down, you should have done a better job of hiding.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a printout regarding Joe’s wake the night before. “Or maybe you think I’m too stupid to put two and two together.”

      Sere couldn’t believe how foolish she’d been. Joe had saved Jennifer’s life out in the swamp. Sere should have realized the threat back then, but after he died, she’d been careless enough to tell Jennifer about it during their psychic connection. “I guess I should thank you for not showing up at his funeral.”

      “I didn’t want to complicate your life.”

      Boy, has that ship sailed. Sere looked around Frenchmen Street. Only a handful of people struggled out of their homes at nine in the morning—most were still recovering from the previous night. “So you just stopped by on your way to a shopping day with your friends?” If people were waiting for Jennifer, she might not stick around long.

      “Bobby’s at a camping retreat, and Henry has a conference in the city. I used the excuse of joining him to come down here. Honestly, I didn’t know if I’d have the nerve to face you.” Jennifer stared down at her black leather pumps. The stance was one Sere knew well, having used it many times herself as a young girl caught telling a half-truth.

      “You were spying on me last night, weren’t you?” Sere asked.

      Jennifer tossed her long red locks back over her shoulder and looked up at Sere. “You have no idea how badly I wanted to join the wake. I felt like I already knew so many people in the bar: Fisher, Bart, Kendell, Polly, and most of all, you. It felt like I’d been kicked out of a family reunion.”

      “They aren’t your family.”

      The homemaker stepped forward out of the shadows. “You clearly are. Having an imaginary friend is one thing, but when she ends up being real and looking like a twin sister, there’s clearly a story somewhere. Don’t you think it’s about time I got an explanation?”

      “If I said no, would you go away?” Sere asked hopefully.

      “Would you?”

      Sere was beginning to realize that some aspects of Jennifer’s spirit had seeped into her doppelgänger body. “I suppose not, but I’m known for doing things that aren’t always in my best interest.”

      “Sounds like we have that in common,” Jennifer said.

      If they remained out in the open for much longer, someone Sere knew was sure to notice the eerie similarities between the two women. “I was just headed to get some coffee.”

      “I’ll join you.”

      Sere shook her head in fear. “No, you won’t. Stay here, and don’t let anyone see you. I’ll get the coffee, and we can go someplace private to talk.”

      “Do you bully everyone this way?”

      “Just, please stay here,” Sere pleaded. “When I come back, I’ll explain everything. Right now, though, trust me—it’s better this way.”

      Jennifer crossed her arms over her stomach and shook her head. The look of motherly disapproval was one Sere had seen on the homemaker before, just never aimed at her. “I’ve seen you slay demons without flinching and watched as others dug bullets from your flesh. You’ve even given me a taste of your bravery. And yet I terrify you?”

      Every second they were out in plain sight, Kendell, Myles, or someone else might spot them having their odd conversation. “Of course I’m not afraid of you. The repercussions of our meeting, however, could weaken the boundary between the living and the damned. I’ve already got one devil on the rise. I don’t need an army of monster-riding ghouls joining him.”

      “All right, demon killer. I’ll wait here for you. But don’t think you’re scaring me off with tales of the apocalypse. All I’m asking for is a little morning conversation. How bad could that really be?”
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        * * *

      

      Sere stormed off down the street toward the coffee shop. Having Jennifer show up was her own damn fault. For all of the psychic bonds they’d shared, never once had she told the woman that they couldn’t meet—even after Jennifer figured out that Sere wasn’t just an imaginary friend. Sere was still shaking her head in disbelief when she pushed open the door to the café.

      “Your regular, Miss Sere?” The barista took too long looking her over.

      “Better make it two. And the largest, strongest cup of dark roast you’ve got.” Bart was going to need more than just caffeine that morning, so she added, “I could use a shot of Jack in that black coffee.”

      “You got it. Family in town?” The barista fired up the espresso machine like she was pulling the levers on a steam engine. “I saw your twin sister earlier wandering down the street.”

      Shit. At least allowing the woman to believe Jennifer was Sere’s twin made for an easy explanation. “She’s only here for a few hours.”

      The barista pulled the bottle of Jack Daniel’s off the shelf and gave the dark roast a good healthy shot. “I don’t imagine she’s the one in need of a little extra boost this morning.”

      Sere wondered how long she was going to have to endure the interrogation. “There was a wake last night at the Scratchy Dog for someone I care about. A friend decided to stay the night.”

      The woman looked up through the steam. “I’m so sorry.” With her wide brown eyes and shocked expression, she seemed to honestly mean it.

      “Yeah, well…” Sere had no idea what she was supposed to say. The only thing worse than having to express sympathy was figuring out what to do when it was aimed at her.

      “Two long macchiatos and a black and jack.” The barista handed over the cardboard caddy with the three large paper cups. “This is on the house today. I’m glad you’ve got your loved ones with you.”

      Sere wished she remembered the woman’s name. “Thanks.” She walked out of the café, holding the three cups and wondering how she’d ended up having two people who wanted to know her better. As she approached the alleyway, she nodded at Jennifer, who was sitting on the stoop. “I’m just up the street.” She felt like she was inviting a stray dog home for something to eat.

      “Above the Scratchy Dog—I know.”

      Stalker much? Sere handed over one of the macchiatos. “If anyone asks, you’re my twin sister.”

      “Is that really what I am?” Jennifer took a sip of the hot brew. Though she didn’t say anything, her scrunched-up facial expression made it clear it wasn’t her normal cup of coffee.

      “Not quite.” Sere unlocked the door next to the Scratchy Dog and ushered Jennifer in before Kendell or Myles had a chance to look through the nightclub window and notice Sere had a guest. The conversation was going to be awkward enough without the couple offering unneeded warnings. “My loft is all the way up. There are a couple of loose stairs, so watch your step.”

      “I just love these old buildings—so much character.” Jennifer climbed the steps, looking at the crackle-painted walls like a realtor inspecting a new loft coming on the market.

      “The door’s unlocked. I hope you’re not afraid of snakes.”

      It wasn’t until Jennifer pushed open the squeaky old door that Sere remembered snakes weren’t the only things she might encounter. Standing in the middle of the room, looking like a naked Greek god, Bart puffed out his chest. “You weren’t in bed when I got up.”

      Jennifer just stood there as if she couldn’t believe her eyes. Sere had to push the woman aside. “I snuck out to get some coffee. You might want to put some clothes on.”

      “Holy shit!” Bart covered his towering erection, bent over, and ran for the bathroom. “I thought that was you coming through the door.”

      “Please don’t go to any fuss on my account,” Jennifer called after the retreating butt. Once he’d closed the door, she turned to Sere. “That’s some snake.”

      “Do you want to hear about our connection, or do you want to keep drooling over your rescuer?” Sere pulled the bag of solidified sugar from the cabinet and banged it on the Formica countertop to loosen it up.

      “I’m guessing both isn’t an option. It’s a shame I can’t drop in on you the way you do with me. He must really be something in action.” She had her eyes back on the door as if she were trying to see through it.

      “He’s not a windup toy.” Sere washed off the spoon that had been left in the sink and set it next to the bag of sugar. “When you’re done admiring my bathroom door, come and join me on the couch.”

      Jennifer sweetened her coffee and managed to walk across the small living space without tripping over anything—something of a miracle, considering she never broke eye contact with the peeling paint of the closed bathroom door. Jennifer’s heart was beating with so much desire that Sere could feel the energy through their connection.

      “So where do you want to start?” Sere asked.

      Bart came out of the bathroom, wearing only his black jeans. “I’m afraid you destroyed my shirt last night.” Buttons from the black dress shirt were still scattered next to the bed. His black tie was knotted to the headboard, proclaiming the night’s activities.

      “I don’t mind.” Jennifer held the dark coffee between her knees as if the hot beverage was a stand-in for the stud taking a seat on the kitchen chair in front of her.

      Bart looked from Sere to Jennifer then back again. “What is she doing here?”

      It was bound to be a long day, and fudging the truth would only draw out the explanations. “I never thought to tell her not to find me,” Sere said. “Between you and Joe saving her from the demons out in the swamp, me rattling off your names while connected to her, and Kendell using social media to round up Joe’s friends for his wake, I’m afraid we all made this visit inevitable.”

      “You’re treating me like some evil aunt no one invited to Thanksgiving but who showed up anyway,” Jennifer said. “I’m starting to take it personally.” She set the bag of cookies on the couch between them.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” Sere reached in and took the peace offering. “My worry is as much about keeping you safe as about the larger dangers.”

      “Well, I’m here now. How about we start with who the hell are you?”

      Sere had made the explanation enough times to have created a condensed version. “My name is Serephine Mal-Laurette. I died two hundred years ago. My father was the devil. In hell, everyone has a doppelgänger. He stole my soul from the loas of the dead and stuck me in your double. He’s gone now, and I escaped his hell dimension.”

      Jennifer sipped her coffee. “Bobby once caught me sneaking a dollar under his pillow after he lost a tooth. For a while, we had him convinced I led a secret life as the tooth fairy. I’m not a child, and you’re not the devil’s daughter. Try again.”

      “Everything Sere said is true.” Bart gave Sere a knowing smile. “I wouldn’t have believed it either, but I’ve seen too much weird shit go down to doubt her.”

      Jennifer bit her lip as if considering what the hot hunk had to offer. “Even if I did accept what you’re saying, why me?”

      Now, that’s a fucking brilliant question, Sere thought. “Why is anyone in the position they’re in? That’s not a question I can answer. Why was I born to Archibald Malveaux? All I know is I’m based on you, but I have my own soul. When things get complicated, I can be hooked up to you for a quick paranormal healing. For all of our sakes, please don’t ask how that connection is made. I barely understand it myself, and those who help make it possible would be in danger if the secret got out.”

      Jennifer nodded. “Is that what happened to Joe?”

      “Joe was keeping me safe.” The group that surrounded Sere always seemed to be at risk for one reason or another. “I’m just trying to keep you from getting sucked into my life’s hurricane of dramas.”

      “I think we’re well beyond that, don’t you?”

      She had a point. Her son had gone missing for a few hours due to Sere’s adversaries. The poor woman had been abducted by demons. And worst of all, she’d nearly been possessed during Sere’s exorcism of Thomas.

      “I guess I have been using your soul’s energy without your permission,” Sere said.

      “I’m not asking you to back off. I doubt you could even if you wanted to. But since we seem to be intimately connected in this journey, don’t you think I could be better informed?” Jennifer took a bite of the cookie then immediately added a sip of her coffee. Sere fondly remembered sharing the sensation of chocolate chips melting in the hot beverage while they had their psychic connection. In spite of all of Professor Yates’s warnings about the dangers of the two meeting, there wasn’t much that Jennifer hadn’t already experienced. Besides, the old man behind the computers that regulated hell didn’t know everything. The woman had rights—especially when it came to the dangers to her soul.

      “What do you want from me?”

      Jennifer sat back and paused to think, as if she hadn’t expected to make it that far in her negotiations. “Acknowledging that I’m there when you make contact would be a good start.”

      “I suppose saying ‘hi’ before unleashing a demon wouldn’t be that hard.”
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Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere’s snakes waited until Jennifer left the loft before nudging Riley’s stolen rifle off the rafter. The gun hit the floor just before the two serpents slithered down the large wooden support beam. They writhed across the barrel and trigger guard as if they were trying to fire it.

      “What’s got you two so wound up?” Sere asked.

      Bart took his knives and gun from the top of Sere’s dresser and stashed them in their various sheaths around his body. “You don’t think they’re reacting to Jennifer, do you?”

      Sere bent down to grab the rifle, but the snake who was curled over the barrel hissed at her. “They didn’t seem to mind while she was here, but something has them spooked.”

      He pulled on the buttonless dress shirt. His rippling abs made Sere wish all of his shirts were left open down the middle. “Do you think we should talk to the professor? He was the one who kept giving dire warnings about you and Jennifer ever meeting.”

      Convincing Jennifer that Sere’s story wasn’t half as crazy as it sounded without going into complete details had taken half of the day. The woman had only left when she realized she had a lunch date with her husband.

      “I don’t honestly think that old man knows what he’s talking about. He would just go into how reckless I’ve been and how the world is going to end because I had a cup of coffee with my real. Besides, I need him and Polly to stay focused on what we’re going to do about Devlin Laroque.”

      “Kendell and Myles, then? They aren’t as useless as you make them out to be.”

      Sere knew she’d been overly harsh on the couple. Like a teenager dealing with her parents, Sere couldn’t keep herself from being overly snarky at times. “They deserve a break. Joe’s death was hard on both of them.”

      Bart wrapped her in his arms. “No more so than on you.”

      Her emotions regarding her mentor’s violent end were like a forest fire she barely had contained. She could prod around the firebreak, but the heart of her anguish lay deep within the forbidden zone, consumed with the flames of her anger. She snuck her hands under Bart’s shirt and around his rock-hard torso. “For now, I’d like to keep Jennifer’s visit private. Since she didn’t go all evily just by meeting me, I think we can assume her soul is safe for now in spite of what the professor has said in the past. If we assume she’s not the one in danger, then the snakes are freaking out about something else. Not much worries them in life. They’ve been with me long enough to know where the real dangers lie. I would feel a lot better if we could get an eye on hell.”

      Bart checked his navy wristwatch. “That usually means heading out to the swamp for a peek at the hell mouth. We’re already late for our sparring session with Dooly Buell. Do you want me to go downstairs and tell her we’ll conduct her training some other time?”

      “No.” Sere ran her hands along Bart’s ripcord-strong back muscles. “The exercise will do me good—not that last night didn’t get my blood pumping.” She slapped him on his flexed ass. “If Doodlebug mentions anything happening in hell that’s out of the ordinary, then we’ll figure out who we need to talk to. If not, tomorrow I’ll take the snakes and ride out to the swamp to check on Lefty. You’re right—anything that goes haywire in life will start close to the hell mouth. You should probably check in on your customers up north anyway. We don’t need another slaughter because people weren’t smart enough to leave hell alone.”

      Bart pulled her so tightly to his chest that her small boobs flattened against him. “I’m not going to push you about Joe, but when you’re ready to talk about his death, I’m right here.”

      She arched her back to press her body fully against his. “If this is your way of getting me emotional before our sparring session with Dooly, it won’t do you any good. I’m going to kick your butt today.”
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        * * *

      

      In the outdoor courtyard behind the Scratchy Dog, Sere stripped down to just her bra and panties. Being clothed during an actual knife fight was preferable, but for training sessions, the less interference, the better. Going fully naked, however, involved too many dangling bits for both contestants.

      “I want you to pay close attention to how Bart swings his blade,” she said. “Men are larger and stronger, which gives them obvious advantages, but that brute force can be used against them.”

      Dooly stood with her hands on the woven belt of her baggy, faded-green army pants. “When do I get to fight?”

      Sere jabbed at the teenager with her blade. The girl crossed her arms over her stomach to protect herself from the incoming blow. Instead of cutting the gutter-punk girl, Sere grabbed her crossed wrists with her free hand, ducked low, and spun under her grasp.

      Dooly rolled over Sere’s back and landed hard on the brick-covered ground, screaming. “You didn’t need to pull my arms out of their sockets.”

      Sere stood over the girl. “You’re not hurt. I’ll let you fight when you know how to take a fall without acting like a little baby. Today, I want you to watch and learn. And put that headband on. I need Doodlebug to absorb the information.”

      Dooly curled on the ground and held her shoulders. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Fuck you, Sere thought, but the girl was probably attempting to be respectful in the only way she knew how. Sere turned away from Dooly to face Bart, who was standing in the middle of the brick-walled courtyard. In just his jockstrap, knife in hand, he looked like a Roman gladiator.

      “Trying to distract me with that outfit?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Jennifer seemed to be taken with my ass. I thought the feeling might be reciprocated in her double.”

      “Now you’re just trying to piss me off.” Sere lunged low at the big man’s legs.

      Bart jumped off the ground like he was clearing a hurdle, giving Sere a clear path to the far wall. Before hitting the ground, she wrapped her arms around her knees then took one rolling bounce toward the brick barrier. When her feet made contact with the wall, she sprang her legs out straight, shooting her body directly back at the former Navy SEAL like a human missile. She grabbed him around the neck and let her momentum drop him to the ground. Once down, she pushed her legs tightly against his throat and held her knife to his jugular.

      “That’s one kill for me,” Sere said.

      “I can’t do that!” Dooly yelled. “I’m not some superhero bouncy ball that can be thrown at a wall to shoot back even faster.”

      Bart pushed Sere’s hand away from his neck and got off the ground. “Sere likes to fight dirty. That’s the lesson. Later on, I’ll teach you to fight in a way more befitting our human limitations.”

      “I fight to survive.” Sere wiped the brick dust from her body. “Joe never bothered with the niceties of fair play when it came to combat.” She pointed her knife at Dooly. “As a girl living on the streets, you should understand that.”

      Dooly nodded. “Just show me some moves I can use.”

      Sere resumed her attack stance. Fighting as a normal human would severely limit her moves, but the gutter punk was right—this wasn’t about winning. It was about teaching the girl how to survive on the streets. “This is going to be like fighting with one arm tied behind my back.”

      Bart flexed the kinks out of his arms. “Just don’t expect me to go easy on you.”

      She loved seeing his body in action. In the absence of sex, combat at least provided intense bodily contact. She stood at the ready, allowing him to make the initial attack this time.

      Though she tried to behave, as he rushed at her, she hopped up and rolled over his back. She landed on her feet, facing away from him. The rush of his knife as it flew between her legs and stuck into the brick mortar made her stand completely still. Shocked, she twisted around and saw him lying flat on the ground, facing her. He was gripping a brick with the fingertips of one hand as if scaling a horizontal climbing wall. His throwing hand was still aimed at her.

      “That’s one kill for me,” he said before getting up and turning to Dooly. “Always have a secondary attack ready if the first doesn’t work—especially when you’re dealing with someone who’s overconfident in her skills.”

      Sere pulled the knife out from between the bricks and tossed it back to Bart. “I see I’m not the only one with catlike reflexes this afternoon. Good thing for you we didn’t get started first thing this morning.”

      He gave her a knowing smile. With his heel, he pounded the loose brick back down into place in the cobbled ground. He faced Dooly. “It helps to know your surroundings. Sometimes the simplest things can give you an unexpected advantage.”
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        * * *

      

      After two hours of training, Sere had endured enough falls on her ass for one day. Joe’s sessions had grown more intense, but then, the man was training her to be a young doppelgänger fighting demons in hell, not a normal girl protecting herself from drunks and creeps on the streets of New Orleans. Sere’s biggest frustration in fighting Bart was the need to hold back her more demonic abilities.

      She held his pants by one finger and beckoned him closer. “I hope you saved some energy for tonight.”

      He kissed her as payment for his clothing. “Don’t worry. Next time I throw you onto your back, I won’t be letting you up so easily.”

      Dooly held out the second headband. “If you two are done playing kissy-face, Doodlebug wants to give you an update.”

      Damn hell. Sere pulled the striped terry-cloth band over her forehead. The connection was similar to her psychic bonds with Jennifer but without the impending danger of infecting anyone with her soul. “Any luck finding Creed Laroque?”

      Doodlebug held a severed head in front of her eyes so Sere could get a look. Knife wounds to the eyes, nose, and cheeks made the face nearly unrecognizable. “Glad you asked. What do you want me to do with this?”

      Though it was Doodlebug and not Creed who’d killed Joe, Sere could easily transfer her rage to that member of the Laroque clan. “Stash it in the professor’s lab. I don’t want it destroyed. So long as his head still exists in hell, he won’t be able to regenerate. I want Marjory to know she’s not the only one with power over her family’s doppelgängers. Speaking of which, any word on Devlin?”

      Doodlebug dropped her arm to her side, landing the head in the puddle at her feet. “I haven’t seen him.”

      The real Devlin had been killed by his doppelgänger in the same type of interdimensional cabinet Sere had been created in, and she had no idea what to expect now that his doppelgänger body had been pulverized. But so long as the devil hadn’t escaped the interdimensional bridge of the damned, Sere could be reasonably sure Marjory would be still hard at work trying to reconstruct his body.

      “Keep a watch out for him. If his doppelgänger doesn’t regenerate in life, Devlin may be a lost soul in hell—probably lurking around the professor’s lab.” Doodlebug held her sword at the ready and kept an eye on the rain-drenched street. “That’s not very comforting. Those offices must be the creepiest place in hell.”

      “I know of one worse,” Sere said. Somewhere in that dimension, her beloved guardian angel, Sanguine, languished in the baron’s old vault.

      “Yeah, well, you’re not a plank in Marjory’s bridge of the damned like I am. If Devlin’s soul is trapped in that link, I could end up possessed by the fucker. Then we’d all be screwed.”

      “I’m betting on you being stronger than him.”

      Dooly Buell started shivering like she was the one caught out in the hurricane instead of her double. “What would happen to me if he did overpower Doodlebug?”

      “That’s why the professor has his fail-safes,” Sere said. “The real doesn’t experience the pains of the doppelgänger.”

      “Any possibility that Devlin’s doppelgänger does return to hell and not just his spirit?” Doodlebug asked.

      Sere never was any good with science. “I suppose it’s possible. I never saw what happened to the real man’s body. If Marjory is keeping it in the cabinet, who knows what she might try next? Should you run across him out on the streets, add his head to your collection. By the way, how are hell’s animals doing?”

      Doodlebug stood a little straighter and shook her head. “How am I supposed to know? They’re animals. I’m a little busy hunting our enemies.”

      Sere suspected the question wasn’t going to have a simple answer. “I’m just asking if you’ve noticed any change in Agnes’s version of nature.”

      The demon girl shrugged. “I guess there’s fewer of them, but don’t ask me to back that up with numbers.”

      “Fair enough. Speaking of your extracurriculars, are you still having fun with the harvesters?” Sere asked. Until she found a way to permanently stop Marjory’s attempts at raising a devil, she needed Doodlebug to remain in hell, and that meant giving the girl something worth doing while she was there.

      “I killed two more last night.” She held up her arm to show a dark-red scar above the elbow. “Asshole nearly took half my arm. The connection to Dooly healed me right up, though.”

      “Tell me about it,” Dooly said. “I thought I was going to pass out in my beer. I don’t need people thinking I’m some lightweight. A girl’s got to maintain her reputation in this city. Looking like I passed out drunk in a bar filled with strangers isn’t the best way to keep me alive.”

      “If you’d wear the headband during the day, I wouldn’t have to bother you in your nightly social activities.” Doodlebug’s frustration was so intense that the sweatband on Sere’s head contracted, giving her a headache.

      Dooly was no less incensed. “I’m not fucking wearing this thing when I’m playing my fiddle for tips. At least at night, people think it’s funny. During the day, I look like I’m a special-needs busker.”

      “Stop it, both of you,” Sere felt like a babysitter dealing with twins. “Doodlebug is under constant danger, so Dooly, you’ll have to wear the headband until she’s safe. That was part of our agreement. We’ll find you a hat to go over the sweatband.”

      The girl standing next to Sere squeezed her lips together and put her fists on the hips of her dingy camo pants.

      “But Dooly has a point too. Doodlebug, you need to give her a break. I’ll leave it to the two of you to figure out a hunting schedule. Just don’t make me put this thing on again to arbitrate your arguments. I’ve got enough on my plate already.”
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Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Bart tucked the T-shirt into his black jeans as he walked beside Sere through the short hallway from the courtyard to the Scratchy Dog. “Good thing Myles stashes some clothing in the storeroom.” The shirt was way too tight across his muscles. Sere had to fight back her urge to rip it from his body.

      She ran her hand over the strained fabric. “You’d be surprised how many people in New Orleans lose an item of clothing after drinking too much.”

      “Yeah, good thing that’s not much of a problem with my motorcycle-riding customers up north. I’d have to stock extra-extra-large, and they’d probably consider the packaged T-shirts to be a wardrobe upgrade.”

      At four in the afternoon, Sere expected to find Myles and Kendell busy setting up for the night. As she stepped in next to the stage, a small hound as black as night tore out from behind the bar, snarling and baring his teeth. The creature’s eyes were bloodred. It rushed straight for Bart as if intent on tearing his leg off.

      “Down, Doughnut Hole!” Myles yelled.

      The animal stopped his advance but continued his growl of defiance. Cheesecake, Kendell’s beloved Lhaso apso, scurried from the last sunny spot on the floor and circled in front of the black beast. With her ears back and her mane raised, she gave the hellhound one good snarl, putting the pup back in his place. He lowered his chin to the floor in submission, though his eyes continued to glow red.

      Myles walked out from behind the bar and snatched the black dog into his arms. “I don’t know what’s wrong with him. He’s been acting like this all day. Cheesecake is the only one able to control him.”

      Kendell petted her old dog on the head. “I even considered staying home to keep an eye on both of them, but with so much to do after Joe’s wake, we decided to bring them with us—at least until the place is back in bar shape. Based on how Doughnut Hole just reacted, I think I’d better take them both home before any customers show up.”

      While he was attacking, Sere had trouble seeing beyond the animal’s demonic eyes and razor-sharp teeth, but now that he was in Myles’s arms, she again saw the small lapdog she remembered. “You said he’s only been going all hellhound since this morning? Has this ever happened before?”

      “Never,” Kendell said. “When he returned from hell with us—jeez, that must have been before your father deposited you in hell—we kept a sharp watch to make sure he wasn’t still connected to that dimension.”

      “I don’t understand,” Bart said. “Those two dogs aren’t just your pets?”

      Kendell lifted Cheesecake to her face for a good snuggle. “This old girl has been with me for thirty-four years. While we were combating Baron Malveaux, she made a trip to hell with us. That’s where she had her litter of pups. Myles and Doughnut Hole instantly bonded, so we kept him for ourselves. He’s twenty-one years old.”

      “How is that even possible?” Bart asked.

      Myles scratched behind the former hellhound’s floppy ear. “Their longevity was the only payment I requested from Papa Ghede. Until this morning, my boy has been as well-behaved as any other Lhasa—meaning he’s had his moments, but I’ve never seen his eyes go red before.”

      Sere feared Bart was about to spill the beans about Jennifer. She had to say something to distract him. “Could it have been something he ate?”

      Kendell shook her head. “I keep all of the voodoo stuff locked up, though he’s certainly acting the way Cheesecake did when she swallowed that cursed pipe tool.”

      “Is there anything we can do?” Bart asked. Sere wasn’t sure if he was directing the question at her or the bar owners.

      Kendell put Cheesecake down. “You could give Myles a hand tonight so I can take these two mutts home, where they’ll be less agitated.”

      “I’m happy to help.” Bart picked up the closest clean bar rag and tossed it over his shoulder.

      “You’ll need to tell me what to do, but I’d also like to help.” Sere had never worked a real job in her life.

      Bart smacked her with the towel. “Rule number one: don’t kill anybody.”

      “I think I can remember that one.”

      Kendell rigged up the harnesses on the two dogs. “You’d be surprised. It’s harder than it sounds.”
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        * * *

      

      Though Sere had danced many a night away on the Scratchy Dog’s painted concrete floor, she’d never noticed how much work the staff endured to keep the alcohol flowing. She grabbed the tray of Budweiser bottles and tried to balance it on her hand the way she’d seen other waitresses do it.

      “Imagine it’s a weapon,” Bart said as he helped her get it stable, “and you’re going to spin it to slice off someone’s head.”

      “Don’t give me any ideas.” She held the round metal tray high to avoid it being jostled by the throng of dancing bodies and headed off across the floor. Getting from the bar to the tables was nearly as challenging as performing a running, tumbling gymnastic attack. She slid the tray onto a table just as her foot slipped in a puddle of unknown liquid.

      “Thank you, pretty lady.” From the deeply set beer stains on his faded purple-and-gold LSU sweatshirt, the frat boy looked to know his way around a bar. While she was still bent over, he attempted to palm a five-dollar bill into the back pocket of her jeans.

      Sere had the boy on the ground—his hand twisted to the point of snapping bones—before she realized what she was doing. “Just leave the money on the table.”

      She let him go and headed back through the undulating bodies before things turned ugly. The dancers kept moving without missing a beat. If any of them had noticed the altercation, they must have dismissed it as just another night at the bar.

      “Good thing I didn’t put you on as shot girl,” Myles said when she returned to the counter. “Here. Take these margaritas to the women at table four. And try not to break anyone’s arm on the way.”

      “I didn’t mean to attack him. I guess Doughnut Hole isn’t the only one feeling a little fiery tonight.” She swung the tray up to her shoulder and headed back into the fray, searching out the least difficult path through the crowd.

      Without realizing where she was going, she stepped next to the asshole who’d tried to grope her. He kicked his foot into her ankle. As their feet interlocked, Sere’s perception rate doubled, making everything in the bar appear to be happening in slow motion. By popping her hand fully open, she palmed the tray a few inches into the air. The asshole’s attempt to trip her partially succeeded. She landed her foot that had been in stride, caught her weight, and pirouetted around. With the hand she’d used to transport the tray fully flexed, she jabbed the dude in the trachea before her momentum carried her around to catch the tray as it drifted back down to her palm. She continued on across the floor as if the whole movement had been a smooth recovery from a misstep. From behind her, she could hear the college kid gag and bang his head on the table. Sere kept walking as his friends rushed around the table to see what he was choking on.

      “Nice move.” A stylish woman in her midthirties accepted the oversized margarita glass with both hands.

      Sere looked around to see if anyone else had caught the show. “I tripped.”

      Every woman around the table laughed. “We saw him fondle your ass,” one of them said. “You don’t have to make up a story for us.”

      The first woman set three twenties on the tray. “Keep the change. You sure won’t be getting a tip from that table of idiot boys.”

      On the way back to the bar, Sere bashed the LSU fan on the back of the head with her tray. “Asshole.”

      He swung off the seat with more speed than she’d expected from someone who’d already had four beers. “You messed with the wrong dude, sister.”

      “I ain’t your sister.” She made a quick assessment of her situation. The bar was crowded, which limited the field of battle. Frat boy might be able to hold his alcohol, but that didn’t mean he’d be at full fighting mentality. He also might not feel pain as easily. She needed to put him down fast.

      “I’m really going to enjoy this.” He lunged at her like a football lineman—all forward momentum and no agility. He put his arms out for the tackle.

      “Idiot.” She took his wrist again and spun around, twisting his arm behind him. As he tumbled into a group of dancing girls, Sere swatted him on the ass with the metal tray. “Care to try again?”

      His buddies weren’t as fast in getting into the action, but seeing their friend on the floor seemed to change their goal from aggression to valor. They helped him to his feet but kept hold of his arms. “Come on, Willy,” one of the frat boys said. “Let’s find someplace else to drink. This bitch looks like she’ll spit in your beer. You wouldn’t want to catch anything from her.” The others forced a laugh as they coerced their friend toward the door.

      Bart stood at the entrance with his muscular arms folded over his chest like a bouncer, the Navy SEAL tattoo on his bicep clear for all to see. “Aren’t you boys forgetting something?”

      They quickly fumbled for whatever cash they had in their pockets and dumped it on the closest table. The one who’d confronted Sere tried to break out of his friends’ grasp. “You’re not so big. I’ll fight you and your scrawny-ass girlfriend.” Based on his slurring, the alcohol had finally worked its way into his system.

      “She doesn’t need my help to bust you up, but I’d just as soon not ruin the party. Now, pull out a twenty as your way of apologizing and leave the premises.”

      “The fuck I will!”

      Bart’s hand sprang out so fast that it looked like a snake striking. His fingers clamped around the boy’s windpipe. “You’ve got thirty seconds before you pass out.”

      The guy gurgled his compliance before reaching into his jeans and pulling out his wallet. Sere watched the action from the bar with a combination of envy at not being in on the fight and admiration for her boyfriend. The term hadn’t even entered her thoughts until she’d heard the youth refer to her as Bart’s girlfriend.

      “I don’t think being a bar waitress is my calling,” she said to Myles. “If I have to face another asshole like that one, he’s going to be carried out of here on a stretcher.”

      Myles took the tray from her hand and checked the clock on the wall. “Eleven forty-five. You did well for your first night. I’ve had waitresses that didn’t last half as long and ended up crying in the alleyway.”

      Bart came back from the door and handed over his bar rag. “I’d better keep an eye on her—assuming you can spare me.”

      Sere ran her hand over Bart’s sweaty-shirt-covered chest. “I can think of one activity that might calm me down.”

      Myles snapped the towel at both of them. “Get out of here, you crazy kids.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere knew what it was to have her demon side take over in a fight. Being fueled up from hell was the most powerful drug she could imagine. With Joe’s help, she’d learned to harness the energy and use it without being consumed by it. The supercharged adrenaline always let itself be known first in her vision, which would turn from the colors of life to the intense shades of the red of the damned. Then each of her other senses would take on an equally heightened, though single-dimensional, sensitivity.

      Outside in the dark, everything took on the distinct red hue she knew well as her skin tingled with electricity. When Bart stopped to unlock the door, her ears picked up his bull-like breathing. His male pheromones wafted to her like an airborne drug. She could practically taste his body on the tip of her tongue.

      Halfway up the stairs to her loft, her impression of his luscious ass as he climbed in front of her switched from a longing to an all-out obsession. She reached for his belt. With all of her one-hundred-nine-pound body, she yanked at the sides of his jeans. Like a locomotive pulling a single caboose, Bart powered up the incline without missing a stride.

      As he fumbled with the lock, she pressed against his back and reached around to unbuckle his belt. Her hand was down the front of his jeans, grasping his engorged erection, before he turned the door handle. “I want you now,” she growled in his ear.

      He pushed open the door then swung around to face her. “It’s been less than twelve hours since we last rattled the rafters. What’s gotten into you?”

      She didn’t let go of his cock as she yanked hard at the back of his jeans with her free hand. “Something primal has been set loose inside me. And as a being born in hell, my urges rage like an all-consuming fire that can never be satisfied.” Without bending over, she could only get the pants down past his waist. He grabbed the bottom of her halter top and tugged it over her head, forcing her to let go of her prize. She looked down at her milky-white breasts, expecting them to be glowing red with desire. “How can they not be outwardly displaying the lust I feel inside?”

      His hands completely devoured each tingling mound. She threw her head back and arched her spine to force her tender flesh even harder into his rough clasp. His enraged cock ground against her stomach. She needed him inside of her, his hands grasping every tender section of flesh, his mouth breathing life into her—and she needed it all immediately. She reached around behind him and took hold of his shoulders for support then rubbed her body up his without ever losing an inch of skin-to-skin contact. When her crotch lined up with his naked cock, she wound her legs around his body.

      With his pants lowered below his butt, he carried her to the bed. The longing between her legs refused to release the cock just a few layers of fabric away. She undulated her hips in an attempt to drive them even closer together. His hands didn’t leave her breasts until he’d lowered her to the mattress.

      She didn’t want to let go of his body, but as his hands massaged their way down her torso, she spread her legs for whatever he planned to do next. “I fucking hate wearing clothes when we’re together,” she said.

      Her tummy fluttered as he ran his fingertips lightly over the bare skin above the waistline of her low-rider jeans. The rocking of her butt pulled the elastic top of her panties above the heavier denim. She longed for him to rip her clothes off and plunge himself into her. His torturous teasing had her writhing against the bed in agony. If he wasn’t going to get on with it, she’d have to do it herself. She reached down and started undoing the button and zipper.

      His playful swat at her hands made her stop. “None of that. You remember our agreement. I let you play whatever games you could come up with last night, so now you have to let me show you what it’s like to have to wait.”

      “This is worse than being in hell.” At least, in that dimension, she could take what she wanted sexually from the doppeldildoes and not worry about what they had to say about the situation.

      He bent down and kissed the exposed panties between the flaps of her open jeans. Her body felt like it was on fire, and the point of ignition was just under his lips. She grabbed his head and tried to force her longing into his mouth. She only partially succeeded. His teeth clamped down on the thin white cotton. With a growl of lust worthy of the most potent demon, he lifted his head, ripping the delicate fabric to shreds.

      “Don’t stop.” She wanted to feel that level of lust against her skin, even if it resulted in wounded flesh. His soft kisses on the newly exposed skin only made her whimper with increased desperation. “You’ve been teasing me for hours. Fuck me already!”

      “It’s been minutes,” he said between kisses that traced along the V of her strawberry-blond wisps.

      Grabbing the remains of her insufferable clothing, he finally freed her of the constraints that separated them. Fully exposed, she spread her legs wide and arched her back to show him how much she needed him. His tender kisses along the inside of her leg were becoming her undoing. With each press of his manly lips to her sensitive flesh, she was forced to imagine him progressing toward her desire. By the time his hands cupped her ass cheeks, she was completely at his mercy—not a position she understood or enjoyed but one she accepted in her show of trust.

      His lips parted. The hot breath that had brought goose bumps to her inner thighs engulfed her. It took all of her control to not direct the action.

      “What are you doing to me?” she whined.

      The powerful tip of his tongue separated the delicate folds of her flesh like he was peeling away the layers of her soul. Warm, wet, and wanton, the raspy appendage curled over her clit. She longed to be devoured by him, to have him know every intimate detail of her lust, to have no barriers between them.

      Her self-control broke as easily as the orgasm that shook her body. Dropping her hips to the bed—and her sex out of his mouth—she grabbed him by the ears and kissed him so fervently she doubted he could breathe. “Enough playing,” she said as she let him go.

      “Whatever my heroine needs.” His legs shed the last of his pants as he crawled onto the bed after her. As she lay out flat, he finally put his erection where it belonged—deep within her. The slow buildup was over. He didn’t stop writhing up her body until he’d fully driven his cock into her.

      She pulled feverishly at his shirt like a wild animal tearing its prey to shreds. Skewered by his erection, she arched her back and undulated her hips so every nerve ending inside her could experience the joy of knowing his manliness. His soft grunts as he pressed his forehead to hers preceded the ramrodding of his cock into her. She caressed the back of his head as his animal nature took over. The red demonic haze that had inflicted every part of her since the moment they’d stepped out of the Scratchy Dog slowly let go of its hold on her senses.

      When the long, even thrusts of his iron-hard erection shortened to intimate, desperate jabs, she knew he couldn’t hold out much longer. “Let me have all of you,” she whispered.

      His raw emotional release matched the flood of hot liquid that spread inside her. The intensity swept over her like a wave, creating an orgasmic response from her in its wake. He finally lifted himself off of her, rested his weight on his elbows, and gazed into her eyes. “The red’s gone.”

      “You fucked the hell out of me.”
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Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere would have gladly stayed naked in bed with Bart all day. The energy that made every nerve ending demand action had finally abated, but not until she’d ridden him so hard he complained about the skin of his erection being rubbed raw from the friction.

      The ringing of the landline phone on Bart’s side of the bed made her sit bolt upright. Only a trusted few had the number. She still wondered if the ancient technology was really needed, but Kendell and Myles had insisted on installing the service, and it was, after all, their building. Bart had assured her, based on his military knowledge of telecommunications, that her hell-based energy wouldn’t be an issue.

      He rolled over and picked up the receiver. “What?” His lazy, half-lidded eyes flew open as he sat upright. He cupped the receiver and whispered, “It’s Ann Fisher.”

      Shit! Sere and Doughnut Hole weren’t the only creatures connected to hell. Though Monty was nothing more than demented thoughts inside the kindly CPA’s brain, the demon was still hell-based.

      She took the phone from Bart. “What’s wrong with him?”

      He shook his head. “We really need to work on your phone etiquette.”

      “I don’t know.” From the woman’s trembling, phone-distorted voice, Sere could tell Ann was barely holding it together. “It must have to do with the concussion he suffered. He woke up in the middle of the night, babbling like a crazy man. By dawn, I was able to convince him to let me take him to the hospital. We had to call an ambulance as I couldn’t drive and keep an eye on him at the same time. The doctors are running tests, but if it was something simple, they would have said so by now. Our daughters are on a retreat. I can’t face this alone. I don’t know you very well, but Montgomery thinks the world of you. It would make me feel better if you were here.”

      Sere checked her watch. At eight in the morning, the doctors probably hadn’t had time to figure much out—not that they would be able to diagnose hell’s influence. “I’m on my way.”

      “What’s wrong now?” Bart asked as Sere handed back the phone.

      “I think Fisher is suffering the effects of hell. I’m headed to the hospital. Can you round up Kendell and Polly and follow me over? I’m afraid whatever had ahold of me last night might be powering up Monty as well.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere pulled her Triton motorcycle as close to the hospital entrance as she could manage. Bart, on his much faster Ducati, was right on her tail. For the entire short ride from the Quarter, all she could think about was her sweet, caring, superhero-sidekick friend going all demony the way Thomas had. “I don’t know the first thing about human medicine. What will they do to him?”

      Bart set his helmet on the seat of his motorcycle. “If he’s just babbling, I’d guess they’ll give him a sedative and hold him for observation. Like Ann, they’ll probably assume his temporary delusional state is some aftereffect of his concussion. Of course, if his eyes go demon-red and he tries to bite people like Doughnut Hole did, all bets are off.”

      Bart took out his knives and gun and stashed them in his saddlebags. She followed his lead. Ann didn’t need anything else to worry about, and seeing a female associate of her husband carrying weapons wasn’t going to ease the poor woman’s imagination.

      Sere took Bart’s arm as they entered through the automatic sliding-glass doors. “This place gives me the creeps.”

      “Everyone feels that way.”

      As with all rooms she entered, Sere mapped out the tactical pitfalls, escape routes, and potential weapons. “If they intend to do anything more than giving him a sedative, we may need to break him out.”

      “Usually, I’d say you were being paranoid,” he whispered, “but not this time. Once Kendell and the gang show up, I’ll work with Myles on the best way to get Fisher to the VW bus.”

      Sere found it hard to maintain her calm as she walked into the waiting room and approached Ann. The wife and mother held one of Sere’s paranormal shotgun shells in her lap.

      “Any news?” Sere struggled to look away from the open red cylinder.

      “Nothing yet.” Ann barely looked up.

      Sere gave Bart a pleading look. Things wouldn’t go well if she started demanding answers while the woman was so emotionally fragile. He took her hand from his arm and sat next to Ann.

      “What’s with the shotgun shell?” he asked so softly he could have been referring to a stuffed animal.

      Ann lifted it halfway off her lap. “He swallowed one of these damn pellets. When I first saw the cartridge in his hand, I thought he was trying to kill himself or something. I couldn’t tell the doctors. If they thought he was contemplating suicide, they’d never let him out, and if word got around, he’d lose all of his clients. A CPA who thinks of ending it all doesn’t inspire confidence in his customers.”

      Fuck! Sere did her best not to scream. “He only swallowed one?”

      “He was very deliberate about it—like he wanted me to see him do it. He squeezed one stone out of the shell and tossed it down his throat like an aspirin before I could object.” Ann looked around the room as if expecting a doctor to enter. “Maybe I should tell them. They could pump his stomach.”

      Sere sat next to Ann and put her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “It’s just a small pellet. I’m sure it can’t hurt him physically. I’d go with your initial instincts.”

      Ann nodded gratefully. “I just don’t understand. I wish they’d tell me something.”

      Sere had to get out of the waiting room before she said something she shouldn’t. “We’ve got some friends coming to lend their support. I’m going to go check on them, and I’ll stop by the nurses’ station on my way back to see if they know anything yet. Bart will stay with you. Can I get you anything?” She wanted to offer something more but had nothing definitive to share. Telling things that she couldn’t be sure of wasn’t Sere’s way.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have a shot of rum handy, would you?” Ann asked.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”
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        * * *

      

      Myles’s old VW was rumbling down the line of parked cars as Sere left the hospital. She ran up to him as he paused at the corner. “First things first. Do you have any bottles of rum lodged somewhere in this jalopy?”

      He gave her a half snicker. “Do you want to check out my stash of doobies as well?”

      “I’m not kidding around,” she said. Though he might not have been joking either. She doubted anyone would be surprised to find a hidden box of pot somewhere in the old bus. “Ann is beside herself with worry.” She looked at Polly in the back seat. “You’d better come with me. Fisher swallowed one of those pellets.”

      Polly bent forward and pulled the handle of the sliding door. “We can’t let them remove it.”

      “The doctors don’t know about it,” Sere said. “But we’ll need to figure out what to do once we get him out of their grasp. I’m not putting him through what Thomas endured.” The process of extracting the pellet from Thomas had removed the demon from inside him—but it had also torn the man’s soul to shreds, making him lose the will to live.

      Polly turned back to the bus and pulled a bottle of rum from the hidden cabinet under the bench seat. “One problem at a time. Once we get Ann settled down, I’ll call the professor so he can start working on a solution. Fisher has only endured his possession for a few months, so we’ve got a much better shot at curing him than we did Thomas, who had to deal with his demon for most of his life.” She stashed the bottle in her purse.

      Sere looked around at the crowded parking lot. “If you can, find a place close to the front—even if you have to circle the lot for a while. If those doctors get difficult about holding our friend, we may need to make a quick escape.”

      He nodded and eased the old bus forward as she and Polly headed through the automatic sliding-glass doors. At the nurses’ station, Sere motioned Polly to head on to the waiting room. No matter the update, Ann was going to need that shot of alcohol soon.

      “Any news on Montgomery Fisher?” Sere asked the woman behind the desk.

      After an interminable amount of computer typing, the nurse finally looked up from her monitor. “They gave him eye drops for the severe dry-eye problem and a sedative for his hallucinations. Right now, he’s resting.”

      “Will Ann be able to take him home today?”

      The nurse double-checked her screen. “The doctor will have to make that determination.”

      “When can she see him?” Sere asked.

      “The doctor should be out soon, hon. He’ll give the family a full update on Mr. Fisher’s condition. I know it’s difficult, but the best thing you can do right now is keep his wife calm.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not my strong suit,” Sere muttered as she headed toward the waiting room.

      Bart handed her a cup of coffee the moment she joined the group. Polly had her arm around Ann’s shoulder and was speaking to her. The woman nodded.

      “How does she do that?” Sere asked. “One minute, Polly can be tough as nails, no-nonsense, and tenacious—the next, compassionate, caring, and consoling.”

      “Don’t ask me.” Bart sipped his coffee. The smell of rum was unmistakable.

      Ann finally looked up from her lap. “Any news?”

      “The nurse said he was resting. She wasn’t much for giving out information. The doctor should be in soon.” Sere tried the coffee. As she suspected, it was more alcoholic than caffeinated.

      A man in scrubs, preoccupied by the chart he was holding, nearly plowed into Sere’s back. He called out, “Ann Fisher?”

      The woman stood as if hearing the news upright was better than hearing it seated. “How’s my husband?”

      “He’s going to be just fine. His delusions are the aftereffects of his concussion. I’d guess neither of you got much sleep last night, which accounts for the redness in his eyes. Just to be safe, I’d like to hold him for twenty-four hours and have a psych evaluation.”

      “Does he have to stay?” Polly asked.

      “It’s standard in situations like this, but we can only provide the care that Mrs. Fisher agrees to.”

      “I think he’d be more comfortable at home,” Ann said. “He hates hospitals.”

      The doctor flipped the pages back in place over the clipboard. “I’ll prescribe him some eye drops and sedatives. If he shows any signs of getting worse, bring him in immediately.”
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        * * *

      

      As they pushed Fisher out from the back room in a wheelchair, Sere looked for any indication that the demon inside had somehow taken charge. Other than the dull-red glow in his eyes, the man appeared calmer than she’d expected. “How do you feel?”

      “Like I got hit by a bus from hell, but at least the bus drove off. I feel a lot less like a lost soul of the damned than I did eight or nine hours ago.”

      “That was the fever,” Ann said. “They always make you feel like you’re not yourself.” She put her hand on his shoulder. “We’ll get you home, where you can rest. You scared the crap out of me, Gummy. Don’t ever do that again.”

      Myles and Kendell rushed in just as the orderly wheeled Fisher toward the entrance. “Parking is crazy out there, but we did finally get a spot close to the front. The bus can fit all of us.”

      “Thank you all for coming and helping,” Ann said. “I don’t think I could have faced this alone.” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears.

      Myles and Bart helped Fisher onto the rear bench seat of the van. Ann quickly followed with Polly’s assistance.

      “I know this will sound unusual,” Polly said, “but we’d like to take Fisher to a scientist we know. It won’t take long, and it might go a long way toward getting him back on his feet.”

      Ann sat close to her husband. “I think he needs rest right now. Maybe later.”

      Fisher took her hand. “I know who they’re talking about. It’ll be okay. This isn’t just about my head injury. Do you trust me?”

      Ann’s expression changed from resolute to caring. “Of course.”

      “Bart and I will meet you at the professor’s lab,” Sere said before closing the bus’s sliding door.

      Bart put his hand on the small of Sere’s back as they headed to their motorcycles. “What do you think the odds are that the professor has a cure?”

      Relying on others for answers never came easy to Sere, but after her last attempt at exorcising a demon, she was relieved to let someone else formulate a cure. “I’m positive he’ll have some terror-inducing procedure. I’m more concerned about what we’re going to tell Ann. We need a good cover story, and that’s not something I’m great at.”

      “Leave it to me.”
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Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere pulled alongside the VW behind the professor’s offices. Through the rear side window, Fisher glared at her with eyes that were going demonic red. “He’s having trouble hanging on,” she said to Bart.

      The sliding door hadn’t even fully opened when Ann jumped out. “Okay. We’re here. Somebody better start explaining what’s going on right now, or I’m going to scream.”

      While everyone else looked everywhere but at Ann, Bart stepped into the woman’s laser-sharp glare. “I’ve helped Fisher and Sere with a few of their more difficult clients. A while back, they had one who injected Fisher with what I can only describe as distilled evil.”

      She looked back at her husband as Myles and Kendell helped him out of the van. “You mean, like, he’s on a bad acid trip?”

      “Very similar,” Bart continued. “We thought he had the effects under control. If things went wrong, he had the pellet. By swallowing the stone, he can hopefully use it to soak up the injection. If it’s done its job, once we get the pellet out of him, he should be free of the evil. That’s the hope, anyway.”

      “Why not just tell that to the doctors? Are you covering for this client?” She turned toward Fisher. “Please tell me you’re not into anything illegal. You’ve worked too hard building your reputation to cover for criminals.”

      Bart raised his hand before Fisher could formulate a continuation of the story. “We’re the good guys, or at least, your husband is. He’s not covering for anyone, but to stop the spread of this inherent evil, we need to work in secret. If we’d told the doctors, word would have gotten around that there’s a new addictive substance on the market.”

      She turned her glare back on Bart. “So, you’re what—the DEA?”

      Demon Eradication Agency. Sere kept that joke to herself. Now wasn’t the time for levity.

      “I can’t answer that, and it’s best if you don’t know. What I can say is that your husband is much more of a hero than you might think. Now, we really need to get that pellet out of him before he gets worse.”

      Ann nodded as she followed Myles and Kendell, who held Fisher between them.

      Sere slipped her hand into the back pocket of Bart’s jeans as they followed the procession. “I’m not sure whether I should be grateful that you came up with such an artful explanation,” she whispered, “or concerned that you delivered the half-truth with such ease.”

      “Nowhere in that story did I outright lie.”

      She gave him a side-eyed look. “You skirted pretty close to the line. Just don’t do that with me, buster, or you’ll have to fight your way out of your rationalization.”
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        * * *

      

      Professor Yates had the paranormal bandage laid out and ready to go when they walked into the lab. He stood up from his work and held up a fishing line. “Who are you?”

      “This is Ann,” Polly said. “She’s Fisher’s wife. Tell me you’ve come up with a way to free him from the bad drug trip.”

      “Right,” the professor said. He must have picked up on her cue not to divulge too much, because he didn’t question the bad-trip story. He held up the thin, clear line. At the end was a round stone that looked way too much like one of the paranormal shotgun pellets. “This is… um… from the other side of the quarry. It should stick to the absorbing pellet like a magnet.”

      Sere nodded. A pellet made from life’s version of the bank’s rubble might find its match in the pellet made from hell’s version of the same structure. “So he needs to swallow it?”

      “Exactly.” The professor ran the string through his fingers until it met the paranormal bandage. “The stone in his stomach will be… well… dangerous. So you’ll need to wear this bandage so it doesn’t touch you as you pull it out of him.”

      “Got it.” Sere held her arm out. Polly started wrapping her up the way she’d done when Sere had pulled the pellet through Thomas’s body. “So with the matching pellet inside Fisher, we won’t have the problem we had the last time?”

      The professor nodded. “The pellet was in Thomas long enough that it passed through his stomach before you got to it. You didn’t have much choice in what you tried. Having you connected to my equipment, however, will allow me to adjust how much power we send into this pellet. We should have a much easier time than we did with Thomas.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ann asked. “Is this procedure dangerous? What happened to this Thomas person?”

      Bart stepped in again. “Thomas was the asshole that dumped your husband on the concrete floor, giving him the concussion. The dude was out of his mind. We did what we could for him, but you have to understand, he endured the same condition as your husband for most of his life. The poor guy never stood much of a chance, even with the pellet. Things were so bad we had to cut it out of him. He survived the field surgery but not the aftereffects of the evil within.”

      Fisher took his wife’s hand. “I was there. This won’t be as bad. They may not look like it, but these people really do know what they’re doing.”

      Ann held his hand to her chest. “I still don’t see why we couldn’t just pump your stomach. That’s a procedure I understand. All this equipment, these computers, and woman who doesn’t look like she even took biology—let alone knows her way around medicine—is making me very nervous. According to you, she’s just an assistant CPA. Are you really sure we should be putting your life in her hands?”

      “Just trust me,” Fisher said. “This will all be over in a few minutes.”

      Myles put his hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Why don’t we wait out by the water? I promise you, the updates will be timelier than at the hospital.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere reclined in the professor’s lounge chair while holding the end of the string in her bandage-wrapped hand. With the professor at the computer, Polly gave Fisher a shot of rum then had him swallow the pellet. Here we go, Sere thought.

      “Hi, Jennifer.” She didn’t see any reason to hide her presence at this point in their relationship. Besides, she’d promised to be more accommodating to the person she was stealing energy from.

      The woman set her pruning shears on the rock retaining wall and wiped the sweat from her forehead. “What are you doing now?”

      “Fishing. This shouldn’t be nearly the adventure that the last demon catch-and-incarcerate excursion was, but you might want to be ready in case something goes wrong.”

      Jennifer picked up her trowel as if arming herself for battle. “Let me at him.”

      “Take it easy there, killer.” Sere couldn’t be sure whether Jennifer had been joking or if the previous encounters with demons had emboldened her. Either way, Jennifer needed to be kept out of the action as much as possible to keep her safe.

      The woman got off her knees and sat on the stone wall. “Fine. How can I help?” She kept the trowel in her lap.

      Sere sat next to Jennifer and held out her bandaged hand. “We both need to hold this line.”

      Jennifer put her hand over Sere’s. “This is so strange with you not really being here. Your hand feels like static electricity.”

      Sere could feel the two stones bond at the end of the connection, but the string that led from her and Jennifer’s hands seemed like the loop of a Gordian knot with hell being the cage—pulling would only make it harder to remove the pellets. “This is impossible!”

      Jennifer tilted her head as if seeing the problem from an angled perspective was going to make a difference. “Give me a minute. Henry loves disentanglement puzzles. He once gave Bobby one. I spent an hour watching videos on how to solve them so my son would stop crying in frustration.”

      “Your son is not the only one to consider these things infuriating.” Sere really wanted to pull with all of her soul or, better yet, grab the knife from her boot. But cutting the line wasn’t going to save Fisher.

      “You need to relax and let the stones descend into the darkness.”

      Letting Fisher fall into hell made the term letting him down all too real. “Do I have a choice?” Sere asked.

      “Nope. You’re going to have to trust me this time.”

      “I just knew one day it was going to come to this,” Sere said as she tried to relax and let Jennifer take the lead.

      Like trying to catch a fish with a lasso, every maneuver by Jennifer seemed completely pointless, but eventually, the two interlocked stones rose to the surface.

      “Got it,” Kendell said.

      “Nice work, Jennifer.” For the first time, Sere understood the power of using the woman’s name while giving a compliment. Joe had done the same thing with Sere throughout their time together.
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        * * *

      

      Sere balled her unbandaged hand, reached over from the Barcalounger, and punched Fisher in the shoulder. “What were you thinking? If Ann hadn’t called us in, we might have had to break you out of an insane asylum. As it was, the doctor wanted to hold you for an evaluation.”

      “Ouch.” He rubbed his shoulder in mock offense. “I thought superheroines were supposed to treat their sidekicks with more consideration.” With Bart’s help, he sat up on the professor’s worktable. “I don’t understand how Monty overpowered me. I really thought I had him under control. But since he’d taken charge, I decided to use his newfound dominance against him. Your best guess with Thomas was that the pellet attracted and empowered the dominant force. Though taking a pellet earlier might have helped me deal with Monty, it would have also made me vulnerable to being exorcised if the pellet was removed. I had to wait until the prick took full command. Once I knew I couldn’t defeat him, I swallowed the pellet as my final act of defiance.”

      “That was one hell of a gamble.” Polly wound the bandage back onto the spool. “Most of our explanation of what happened with Thomas was speculation based on events. You could have just as easily had your soul torn to shreds the way his was. Did you even consider that possibility?”

      Fisher looked out the door at his wife, who was standing by the railing with Myles. “I had my family to hold onto. Thomas didn’t have anyone. It was a calculated risk, but if I did nothing, Monty was going to take over. I couldn’t subject my family to his evil. I’d rather have died than let them think that’s who I’d become.”

      The professor closed his laptop. “What did you experience as we removed Monty?”

      Fisher rubbed his forehead as if trying to recall a dream. “It was like being a thread as it’s pulled out of a stitch. I was in life, expecting to be cut free from the fabric that held me to Monty on its other side, but instead, I was drawn through the barrier down to hell where Monty couldn’t hang onto me before I was lifted back to life.”

      “I’m confused.” Kendell held up the blue-glass bottle. “Are you saying he’s back in hell, or is he in this voodoo jar?”

      The professor drew two interconnected circles on his ever-present yellow notepad, one labeled Hell and one labeled Jar. The area where they crossed was labeled Monty. “Technically, both. So long as he’s trapped in that jar, he’s here in our dimension, but if that jar were to break, he’d be dropped back into hell. As Lincoln Laroque proved with Baron Malveaux’s spirit, however, he can also be ingested from the container into another human body. Energy never goes away. To syphon off the power from the paranormal nuclear meltdown in hell, my equipment creates doppelgängers. Those spirits never really disappear, even when their bodies dissipate. They’re just trapped in my computers while other doppelgängers take their place. Since Monty isn’t a living soul, he can’t be dumped in the deep waters the way a human would at the end of their life. My equipment makes for the next best thing.”

      Sere couldn’t believe the professor had been so shortsighted in his creation. “So you’re just creating more and more demons until hell bursts at the seams? Because I’ve got news for you; we may be reaching the breaking point.”

      “The situation isn’t that dire. A balance has been established between the living and the doppelgänger damned. Agnes’s hell dimension can only hold the same number of demons as humans wandering the streets of New Orleans. When someone leaves the city for more than a few days, their doppelgänger goes dormant. The body dissipates, and the spirit is archived in my computer banks while a new doppelgänger is created. Hell’s new citizen is based on some person who’s been in the real city for a long enough period of time for my equipment to have captured their image.”

      Sere shook her head, trying to make the information line up with what she knew. “So that’s how Marjory sending a living soul to hell results in a demon escaping. She’s unbalancing the population, thereby popping out a doppelgänger. But I thought you said she was creating a bridge.”

      “Nothing is ever that simple,” Polly interjected. “There’s a reason you leave the scientific stuff to us.”

      Sere turned back to Fisher, who was looking stronger by the minute. The color had fully returned to his cheeks. He swung his legs off the table like he was ready to get on with his life.

      “So you were inside the professor’s equipment in hell,” Sere said. “Did you see the souls Marjory’s demon horde condemned to that dimension?”

      “They were part of the same hole Monty first penetrated through the fabric.” Fisher unfastened one of the buttons of his shirt and held out the buttonhole. “They were like these stitches, except they were there to hold the hole open rather than reinforce it.”

      “There’s something I’ve never understood,” Polly said. “How did Monty get out of hell in the first place?”

      Fisher hopped down from the table and bent his legs as if they were stiff from lack of use. “That’s information he took to the bottle with him.”

      “Which doesn’t put us any closer to stopping Marjory from raising a devil,” Sere lamented.

      The professor pulled a beat-up cardboard shoebox out from the clutter under his worktable. “I thought this might come in handy. It’s a remote connection to my equipment.” He opened the box. Inside was a pair of long, elegant white gloves. “I thought since you’re going up against the city’s elite, it made sense to make them high-end.”

      She pulled out one of the long silk gloves. “What good is this going to do me if I need a mile-long cord stretching out the door to the phone?”

      He dug around in the tissue paper then pulled out a black cell phone. “I studied the helmet Joe made for you. With Bart’s help, we worked this up for you. Connect the sleeve of the glove to its base, and you should be good to go. You can also use it as a regular phone. It calls directly into my equipment. Like a switchboard, from here the call gets routed to any normal, human-energy-based device.”

      Sere took the box, feeling a little like a kid who’d just been entrusted with the family car. “I thought you worried about me making the connection alone.”

      “The glove will connect you to Jennifer, but using her energy to heal you will require a paranormal med kit—and that’s typically going to require a second person. I’d still recommend having Bart with you during your communications in case something goes wrong, but we can’t coddle you forever.”

      This has been coddling? She didn’t want to argue, however, with the man who was giving her additional freedom—even if it came with its own leash. “Thanks.” Sere folded up the thin fabric gloves over the phone and stuffed them in the pocket of her riding jacket.
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Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was just touching the horizon as Myles and Kendell loaded Fisher and Ann into the VW for their trip home. Just to be safe, Polly tagged along. Once the old bus left the professor’s parking lot, Sere took a seat next to Bart on the side of his Ducati.

      “Crazy day,” Sere said. Between dealing with the hospital, conducting the exorcism, and discussing what was going on with hell, they’d lost most of the day.

      He folded his massive arms across his chest as if steeling himself for a conversation she wasn’t going to like. “I’ve been thinking about it, and we should have told them about Jennifer. First, it might be why Myles’s dog has been turning demony. If something was wrong with Lefty, you’d torture anyone who didn’t divulge all of their information. Second, whatever happened to Fisher must have been caused by the opening of the hell mouth. His suffering started exactly when you and I were getting all sex crazed. Which brings me to my final point—you. I’ve never seen you lose your cool so easily as you did in the bar last night or get as sexually swept away afterward.”

      Sere made sure Riley’s rifle was secure in the Ducati motorcycle’s front holster. With her snakes still exhibiting a degree of ownership over the weapon, she didn’t dare keep it with her. Whatever they were about to run into, they’d need all the firepower they could get.

      “I know you’re right, but we can be of more use hunting down the real cause of the problem than answering a ton of questions. If I had told them about Jennifer, you and I would be spending the next three days in the professor’s lab while he ran his tests, only to find the problem isn’t with his equipment. Doughnut Hole was a gift from Agnes Delarosa. He was created from hell’s elements, so he’s not simply a projection like the doppelgängers. Whatever he’s experiencing must be coming from the hell mouth, not the professor’s equipment. As for Fisher, I’m just glad he survived the exorcism. We knew one day we were going to have to deal with Monty, and Fisher was right—giving the demon full power by swallowing the pellet was the most logical solution.” She snuggled next to Bart on the seat. Their night of passion had veered from sweet and romantic to animal and demonic then back again. But nothing matched the fireworks at midnight. She put her hand on his sinewy forearm. “And so long as I’ve got you to keep me satisfied, I’m not overly concerned about my reactions to hell’s lightning strikes.”

      “You can count on me for your nightly sexorcisms.” He gave her one of his seductive smiles. “So where to next?”

      She looked out beyond the city’s skyline. “We need to see what’s happening up on the Northshore. That’s where the demons first appeared. If we’re dealing with a tear in the hell mouth, that’s where we’ll encounter hell’s latest escapees—be they doppelgänger or something else.”

      He nodded. “I’ll head up to Jackson’s bluff and check in on Edie. Things should be in full swing by the time I get there—just in time to catch my regulars well into the kegs. With everyone sufficiently intoxicated, any strange happenings out in the swamp will be the main topics of conversation. On the way, I’ll swing by Riley’s. I know you don’t like her or her customers, but those gator hunters will be on the front line of any swamp strangeness.”

      Just don’t go fucking either woman, Sere thought. She fought down her mistrust. Bart might have had his wild sexual adventures, but his loyalty was as much a part of him as his nine-inch cock.

      “I’ll take the winding route along the swamp to get a good look at things. I have to find Lefty. Hopefully, he’s on Sanguine’s island, but if not, I may have to go searching for him. If you and I don’t cross paths beforehand, let’s plan on meeting at Joe’s cabin tomorrow morning. Don’t fall into any demon traps.” She stood from his motorcycle so he could straddle the seat and pull on his helmet.

      “Right back at ya.” He gunned his Ducati and headed north toward the freeway.

      She sat on her Triton, watching him until he was lost to the outgoing commuter traffic. Something about his presence eased her sorrow at losing Joe. Without Bart’s steady energy, however, she felt the grief building like waves generated from a distant, storm-tossed ocean.

      This isn’t getting me anywhere. She fired up the motorcycle. Even though she’d been using the old bike for months, the fact that she’d snatched it from one of Joe’s hidden caches had made it feel like a cookie she’d snuck out of the jar when no one was watching. With Joe dead, however, the motorcycle really was hers now—along with a host of hidden weapons, vehicles, and supplies stashed from New Orleans to the Texas border.

      She patted the gas tank. “Riding you was more fun when it felt forbidden.” Responsibilities seemed to be piling up on her like rainwater in a clogged catch basin. “Looks like it’s just us again.” The two snakes stuck their heads out, excited as little kids going on a new adventure.

      The freeway was the most direct route out of the city but also the least informative. Between Marjory’s bridge of the damned and Jennifer’s threats to erase the border between dimensions just for a cup of coffee, hell could be rising up like the Mississippi after the spring melt. She skirted along the river toward the Crescent City Bridge. As she rode past the abandoned World Trade Center, she leaned over and spit on the ground. Though harmless in life, the same building in hell would forever be a runaway paranormal nuclear reactor. The only way to save the three interconnected dimensions—life, hell, and Guinee—was to use that power to create doppelgängers. And so long as those potential demons threatened to escape hell, Sere would have to stand guard.

      She laid into the Triton on the ramp that lifted her free of the city. Once she got to the less developed side of the Mississippi, she could take a more leisurely pace to the swamp. If something had gone wrong, Lefty would send a message via his alligator companions, and that meant Sere needed to keep close to the interconnected swamps and the rivers that fed them.
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        * * *

      

      Only a few miles outside of the city, the arms of the bayou that descended from the north welcomed Sere back into their embrace. Her two snakes slithered out of the saddlebags and across her legs and wrapped around the handlebars of the motorcycle as she tore down the narrow, winding highway. Their forked tongues flicked the muggy swamp air. Suddenly, they started shaking their rattles, sounding like playing cards stuck in the spokes of bicycles.

      “Now what’s got your scales in a twist?”

      One of the snakes wound around the handlebar and hit the turn signal. Both faced the upcoming turnoff.

      “Okay. I can take a hint.” She slowed down and took the sweeping curve toward the water.

      Sere had a lot to do and a long way to go, but her snakes never steered her wrong. If there was something amiss out in the bayou—and this close to the city—she needed to be the first to know about it. She watched their little arrow-shaped heads. When they pointed toward a gravel parking lot, she swung in and killed the motor. Dust from her tires hung in the air and irritated her eyes and nose. From the highway beyond the trees, the sounds of cars working their way home from the city mixed in with the chirping of night insects beginning their day.

      “Now what?” she asked the serpents.

      The snakes uncoiled from the handlebars, fell to the ground, and slithered toward the tall grass. She checked her knife and four-barrel shotgun filled with paranormal shells before following the little buggers. The swamp in the late-afternoon light brought back memories of her home in hell; lush smells of dense vegetation so rich she could practically taste it, sounds of animals she knew as friends, and the absence of demons. But that had been while Sanguine was in charge. Without her watching over the dimension, evil had taken over like vines in an untended garden.

      As the heat of the afternoon gave way to the cooling breeze of early evening, each sensation seemed to be magnified. At the water’s edge, the snakes turned away from the last signs of human activity. The skyline of New Orleans, which in the parking lot had looked like a faded movie backdrop beyond the trees, disappeared between the branches.

      For an hour, Sere followed the undulating path her snakes cut through the grass and mud as the day faded to twilight. “I hope you dudes know where you’re going. I don’t have all friggin’ day.”

      “They were answering my call.” A woman walked out from under the tree limbs. Her long, straight, blue-gray hair streaked with black so closely matched the shadows around her that Sere had trouble clearly making out anything more than the woman’s face. Her flowing dress in shades of green matched the vegetation. She looked like she’d been painted to blend into the scenery. “I’m Chloe Aberrant.”

      Sere put her hand on the butt of her shotgun. “You brought me out here? Why?”

      “I thought you could use a friend.”

      She’d never been a fan of evasive answers and was even less so when there was work to be done. “I don’t have any friends, and I’ve got a long night ahead of me.”

      “Everyone needs friends.” The woman’s lilting voice harmonized with the swaying branches.

      Sere took her hand off her gun. Not many women felt at ease in the swamp, especially at night. “You’re a swamp witch.”

      “Where there’s a swamp, there’s a witch to guard it,” the woman said, giving yet another answer that got under Sere’s skin.

      “That doesn’t explain how you know me or why you summoned my snakes.”

      “The voices of the swamp witches who came before me that echo in the bayou at night told me to find you.”

      Peachy, Sere thought. Witches had a way of using magic to explain all sorts of things that didn’t make sense. “What do you expect from me?”

      Chloe walked past Sere to the water’s edge. From the canvas bag she wore like a purse, she pulled out a small mason jar and filled it with water. “Watch this.” She snugged the container into the dirt at Sere’s feet.

      Again, Sere felt like she was wasting time, but she bent down to inspect the jar just the same. From what little she knew of witches, they had a way of being easily offended and obstinate when provoked. At first, she thought the water rising in the jar was just a trick of the fading light, but when it started overflowing the container, she knew something was wrong.

      “Magic jar?” she asked.

      “Just your average canning jar with a mirror spell inside. It allows me to keep an eye on the divide between our reality and Agnes Delarosa’s creation. The waters are rising in hell, and unless something is done soon, they’ll start overflowing through hell’s gate into our dimension.”

      Sere feared she was being handed another problem. “I’m not hell’s maintenance technician. I don’t know jack shit about what Agnes built. So if this is about me having coffee with Jennifer this morning, I’m afraid I can’t help you, and I really have to be going.”

      “You can’t escape your destiny, Sere Mal-Laurette.” The mysterious witch poured out the water and shook out the jar. “Come back to my cabin. I’ve got a pot of tea brewing. We can talk.”

      “I’m not much for casual conversation.”

      The woman’s gray eyes held the same judgmental stare that Kendell had used when Sere was a child. “No wonder you don’t have any friends. The world isn’t going to end if you take half an hour for a cup of tea.”

      The snakes curled around the woman’s legs like puppies who knew a stranger had dog treats in her pockets. They clearly wanted to stay for tea and chitchat. After her morning coffee the day before, Sere was beginning to wonder if her personal curse was light conversations.

      “Fine. Just don’t expect me to go into detail about who I am or what I’m up against. I don’t think I could ever be the sort of friend who shares all of her secrets.”

      Chloe turned toward the shadows. “You need friends so you have someone you trust to talk things out with, share your pain, and give you hope. You can’t just bottle all that toxicity inside you. It’ll eat at your soul.”

      Sere followed the woman’s voice into the dark. “In my experience, trust is a knife I hand someone so they can aim it at my heart.”

      The witch opened a door so shrouded in branches that Sere wondered if they were entering the trunk of a tree. “You’re a very cynical person.” Chloe ducked under the limbs into a small candlelit room.

      For most of her life, Sere had only known a handful of real people, and each of them had been more of a teacher and protector than a friend. “I suppose I don’t have much experience at friendship.”

      “I think we’re going to be friends.” Chloe looked completely at home in her swamp cabin of wood, mud, and moss.

      “Why, can you see the future?” Sere asked. Since Sanguine had that ability, Sere didn’t see any reason other witches might not also possess the skill.

      “No.” Chloe poured two cups of tea from the pot sitting on the wood-burning stove. “I get feelings about events. Meeting you is a warm-glow kind of experience—like sitting in front of a fire on a cold night. As a witch, I don’t know a lot of people, and most of the ones I do meet come to me for spells. It’s hard to be really open with people who think I can trick them with my magic.” She handed one of the cups to Sere. “You’re one of the few people who might truly understand what it is to be different. Would knowing someone you could confide in be such a bad thing?”

      Sere could practically see the conversational dance. By admitting a personal pain, Chloe was inviting Sere to do the same. “People have died knowing me.”

      The witch snuggled into her worn high-back chair and pulled her feet up to the seat cushion. Each of her actions seemed intended to get Sere to stay. “So now people have to prove their strength before you let them into your life?”

      Bart had proved himself and then some. So far, he was the only one Sere had fully accepted into her circle beyond those who had raised her. “It helps to know I don’t have to always be protecting someone.”

      “You won’t have to protect me.” Chloe waved at the sagging couch. “Midnight, get down from there. Let our guest have some room.”

      In the flickering light of the candles, a black panther that had previously escaped Sere’s notice stood on the frayed cushions. The great cat with pale-moon eyes took up the entire length of the sofa. Giving a lazy but belligerent snarl, he stepped off the couch. He never broke eye contact with Sere as he circled around then curled in front of his mistress’s chair.

      “He’s a magnificent animal.” Even having spent her life in the swamp, Sere could only twice remember having heard one of the fabled cats growling in the dark.

      Chloe kicked off her sandals and burrowed her bare feet into the cat’s thick, glossy-black coat. His purring vibrated the floor. “Midnight came to me as a cub. His mother was a great huntress. I never saw her, but I used to hear her prowling around the swamp. One morning, I found this little cub meowing pitifully outside my front door. I don’t know why she gifted him to me, but every week or so, I still find fresh game outside my cabin. I can’t tell whether it’s his mama or one of his siblings, but whoever it is seems happy to have him living with me.” The big cat arched his neck so he could rub his head against Chloe’s leg. “So you see, I really don’t need protecting.”

      Sere carefully took a seat on the moss-and-feline-smelling sofa. “You haven’t had to deal directly with hell. In some ways, that realm was easier when there was a devil in charge. Without my father around—and with Sanguine in some interdimensional jail cell—the vacuum is attracting a special brand of hungry power seekers. I suspect they see me as the most efficient means of gaining control, and that puts those around me at risk.”

      Chloe reached into her bag and pulled out a dead rabbit. She laid it in front of her cat before patting him on the head. “I’m not like normal people. I understand hell better than you might think.” Midnight bit into the carcass as if he’d been given a catnip-flavored chew toy.

      Beyond Sanguine the witch, Kendell the voodoo practitioner, and Professor Yates the scientist—the three people most directly responsible for hell’s current situation—Sere doubted anyone truly understood much about the realm. “You may be watching over the Wiccan foundation from this side, but that’s about it. The threat was never in what Agnes Delarosa built.”

      “No, but anyone from that realm who tried to get to you through me would have a tough time if the magical ground under their feet kept shifting.”

      Sere sipped at the hot tea. The taste of wild mint and bayberry over the heavier base of oak bark brought back memories of Sanguine’s concoctions that she’d brewed when young Sere was hurt or upset. “But why would you want to put yourself at risk to protect me?”

      “That’s what friends do.”

      Exploring her budding relationship with Bart was already enough of a distraction. Sere certainly didn’t need any new friends. “I appreciate the offer, truly,” she said, “but right now, I just don’t have the time to socialize.”

      Tea steam swirled around Chloe’s face. “I didn’t invite you out here just to sample my tea and offer my friendship. As you said, I’m somewhat separated from the action. That gives me a wider perspective on what’s happening. Hell is like a Wiccan cake with a paranormal-technology frosting decorated with voodoo dolls. You may understand the outer layers, but you’ll need help when it comes to the foundation.”

      Sere envisioned a dark-chocolate cake with a figurine of her father standing in the center like a groom who’d lost his bride. “Only one voodoo doll, and he’s been dealt with.”

      “Maybe so, but his voodoo footprints remain in the icing.”

      Sere wondered how long the woman was going to make her play her game. “Are you talking about the creation of Devlin Doppeldevil Laroque? I dismembered him—at least for the time being. As for the lost souls imprisoned in Marjory’s paranormal bridge, I’m working on it.”

      “My study is Wicca, not voodoo or science.”

      “So what are you trying to tell me?” Sere asked.

      “Someone has cut into the cake.”

      At least the witch hadn’t directly accused Sere of sneaking a piece. “I don’t know what that means.”

      Chloe put her cup on top of a weathered leather journal that sat on the end table. She was getting down to business. “The hell mouth that Agnes used to transport what she created in life down into the other dimension is splitting open. If you and I don’t do something, it’s not just your doppelgängers who will be wandering the streets of New Orleans. Agnes was responsible for everything from hell’s weather to its plants and animals. She was that dimension’s version of mother nature.”

      Sere pictured hell’s creatures breaking through their dimension. Lefty had been Sere’s companion from the time she was a little girl. With Sanguine’s help, Sere had ridden the thirty-foot monster from hell to life, and now she relied on him as the gate guardian. But having all of his hell-gator friends—along with everything else from the magical swamp—turned loose in reality would be a condition Sere couldn’t control.

      “Are you saying you can repair the damage between dimensions?” she asked.

      “Not until the knife is removed, but I do have Agnes’s cookbook.”

      For the love of God, woman, enough with the fucking cooking metaphor. Sere squeezed her eyes shut in an attempt to tap down her irritation. “So am I the knife? Because I don’t see me returning to hell as any kind of an answer.” Instinctively, her hand fell to the knife handle at the top of her boot. The whole let’s be friends gambit might have simply been a way of luring Sere to her demise. “Or are you proposing turning my soul over to the loas of the dead?”

      With the great cat at Chloe’s feet and the smallness of the space, Sere didn’t have the best advantage should it come to a fight to the death. Still, she readied herself for the challenge. Midnight stopped his purring and rolled back to his paws as if sensing the danger to his mistress.

      “You can both relax,” Chloe said. “I don’t like those voodoo dudes any more than you do. You’ve been more like the napkin that’s been used for cleaning up the crumbs.”

      Sere eased off of her attack stance. “I’d have to agree with you about the napkin bit. If you know so much about how Agnes built hell, does that mean you can travel to that dimension the way she did?”

      At Chloe’s feet, Midnight remained on guard even as the conversation returned to casual tones. “I can check in when needed, but I appear as nothing more than a ghost to your doppelbrethren. It takes a lot out of me, so I prefer my mirror jars for regular monitoring.”

      Sere wasn’t sure what good an apparition would do, but at least Chloe might provide an additional peek into what was happening in hell. “Other than the professor’s computers, which don’t tell me much beyond the state of the doppelgänger population, and a teenaged doppelchick who’s more intent on settling personal vendettas than finding answers, I’m blind as to what’s going on in hell. I can’t even tell when an attack is coming my way until it breaks through the hell mouth, so anything you can find out would be a great help.” She set her cup on the table next to Chloe’s. The snakes slithered up her legs as if sensing it was time to go. “My next chore is to head north along the swamp. I want to see the hell mouth for myself. If I’m not the knife, do you have any idea of what I should be looking for?”

      “Something that connects to all three dimensions, and it’s a deliberate attack.” Chloe unwound her body from the chair and nudged her panther out of the way so she could stand. “Tell me we’ll meet again soon, Sere Mal-Laurette.”

      Sere wrapped her snakes around her shoulders. “I promise to stop by once I have some information about the hell mouth.” She held her hands out toward the swamp witch. “Friends?”

      Chloe’s grasp was firm, a nonverbal, I’ve got you. “Absolutely.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere got back on the road more confused than ever. She could deal with any one single problem, and there were plenty to choose from. Meeting Jennifer presumably messed up the professor’s precious program, and Marjory stealing souls of the dead—or attempting to raise a new devil—might account for the voodoo component Chloe had described. And finally, Sanguine’s sequestration in an iron vault had to have an effect on hell’s Wiccan stability. But Sere couldn’t imagine an underlying cause of all of the events—other than herself.

      She looked down at her snakes with their heads again sticking out of the saddlebags. “Next time you guys feel a call, maybe you could just take a message.”

      With their tongues again flicking at the wind, they appeared to be enjoying the ride too much to listen.

      Riding at night along the edge of the swamp came as a welcome break from the barrage of people who had inhabited her life over the last few days. Exploring her new relationship with Bart would have been all-consuming if not for the world-ending dangers that appeared around every corner. The sex had been mind-blowing, but coming down off the endorphin high, Sere realized the physical longing had been nothing compared to the support he provided, both in terms of his fighting skills and his emotional stability. The man was her rock in so many ways. The earlier fears of feeling submissive or overly reliant on him seemed like the foolish insecurities of a teenage girl contemplating losing her virginity.

      Meeting Jennifer had been unexpected, though it probably shouldn’t have been. In hell, Sere had hung onto the image of the woman as a foolish cock-loving airhead for so long that getting to know the real person was like meeting an actress after having watched her in a horrible B-grade movie. The woman had strength, depth, and a personal code that made Sere wonder how much of Jennifer’s nature had transferred to her. And she’d received all of those new impressions via their psychic link before she’d even met the woman in real life.

      “She’s also not a half-bad cook,” Sere said over her shoulder to her snake.

      Fisher was a fundamentally good man and somehow managed to remain so in spite of his interactions with Sere. She had carried the responsibility for his demonic possession around like a snapping turtle tied to her back—just when she thought she could ignore it, something came along to remind her of the danger the man faced. Yet in spite of the evil that lurked within him, Fisher was always at the ready with answers Sere thought were impossible to find. Never once had he blamed her for his condition. Now that he was free of his curse, she wondered if he’d still find their partnership attractive.

      “I need to come up with a promotion for him—superhero sidekick doesn’t begin to cover what he does for me. But if he says he wants to return to his quiet family life and contemplations of retirement, it wouldn’t be right for me to stand in his way.”

      Sere’s relationships to both Dooly Buell and her doppelgänger Doodlebug were still in a state of flux. “Am I supposed to be some kind of mentor to the girls?” At the moment, Sere was satisfied with having eyes and ears on hell and a set of hands capable of dispatching whoever Sere specified. Of the two, Sere understood Doodlebug the best. The girl lived in hell’s New Orleans as the city-girl version of what Sere had experienced growing up in hell’s swamp. In many ways, the doppelchick was even more of a badass than Sere remembered herself being at that age. But that bitch had also killed Joe. That wound wasn’t likely to heal soon, if ever. If Sere had to sacrifice the girl, she’d do so in a heartbeat.

      Chloe Aberrant just didn’t fit in Sere’s life. She wasn’t a fighter, didn’t understand doppelgängers, and would be useless against a voodoo devil. Her tea—though pleasant—wasn’t even spiked with alcohol. “I don’t care. I like her.” The swamp witch represented the path Sere couldn’t take. Had her life been different—had she grown up under Sanguine’s care in life instead of hell—she and Chloe could have formed their own coven. “I guess having someone I trust who isn’t in the thick of these battles isn’t a bad thing.” Her snakes turned their scaly heads toward her. “And you guys get along with her. That’s different. Usually, I have to leave you in my saddlebags so you don’t freak people out.”

      The Triton hugged the road as Sere leaned into the gentle curves. If there was a problem in the swamp, the native wildlife wasn’t yet responding to it.

      Sere doubted she’d run across another demon doppelgänger even if they were escaping. With Marjory as their patron, they would undoubtedly follow her stashes of money to New Orleans like river rats eating morsels on a path to a trap. The higher probability, however, was that Marjory would keep her connection free of hell-dimension beggars. She needed all the energy the power cord could handle to put her devil back together, and that meant, for the moment at least, the human-shaped monsters would remain where they belonged.

      Sere kept circling back to her meeting with Jennifer. Though the only real threat should have been to the homemaker, Sere couldn’t shake the feeling that something ominous was lurking in the swamp. The feeling of responsibility extended beyond being a guardian of hell, but other than meeting with Jennifer, Sere was at a loss as to the source of her unease.

      “I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.” She laid into the motorcycle’s throttle. She needed to find Lefty, but the harder he was to locate, the less likely there was a danger out there. If anything really bad had happened, he’d hightail it to the nearest spot that his reptilian brain could think of to find her.

      A pickup truck coming in her direction hit the brakes and swerved into her lane. Sere had to throw her bike diagonally to the road and lock up the brakes to avoid the crash.
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Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere pulled out her shotgun and aimed it at the windshield of the ragged red truck. She didn’t need the smell of engine oil, smoke, and dead gator that wafted toward her to know who was behind the wheel. “You trying to fucking kill me again, camo boy?”

      Cody struggled his fat ass out of the cab. “No one’s going to hurt you this time. Riley has half the parish out looking for you.”

      Sere knew that couldn’t be good. “Why?”

      “Your large alligator friends are on the move.” He stepped away from the door and spread his hands to show he was unarmed.

      She lowered her gun but kept it at the ready. “Is that such a surprise? I warned you about sticking your dicks in the deep swamp.”

      He walked in front of his truck and stood between the headlights. “We’ve kept our distance just like we promised, and the critters aren’t acting aggressively. They’re just hanging out on the docks and keeping us away from our boats. Riley thinks they’re looking for you. I swear, that woman may have lost her marbles, but I can’t come up with a better explanation.”

      “So no one’s been out in the swamp?” Sere wasn’t sure if the alligators were trying to protect the humans or clear the waterway for something more dangerous.

      “Not for the last twenty-four hours.”

      “And Riley thinks I would be inclined to help?” Sere knew she had to do something, but letting the gator hunter squirm a little might ensure that the fool stayed in his place later.

      “She just said to find you and let you know what’s going on.” Cody reached into his grubby khaki camouflage shorts. He pulled out a key with a float fob on it and tossed it to her. “If you can get through the gator blockade, you can use my boat.”

      She stared at the key in disbelief. “Seriously?”

      “You already stole the damn thing once. I’m just trying to limit the damage you do to my livelihood. All I ask is that you keep her afloat and clear the bayou of whatever has the gators spooked so I can get back to work.” His fat ass cheeks clenched as he waddled back to the cab of his truck.

      Sere waited as he cranked the grumpy engine back to life, squealed the power steering into turning the truck around, and rambled off in a cloud of blue smoke toward Riley’s bar. Then she holstered her shotgun. “Looks like we’re headed into the deep swamp,” she said to her snakes. “At least no one will be gunning for me this time.”

      She fired up the Triton. There wasn’t another vehicle on the road for the short ride to Riley’s bar, where the parking lot was filled with trucks. Sere could just imagine every one of the macho hunters huddled around the windows, watching her—the little girl on the motorbike—taking the dirt road to the swamp to confront the big evil. “Cowards.”
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        * * *

      

      Bart’s Ducati was parked in the otherwise empty lot at the end of the dirt road. The big man stood at the edge of the shore with his hands in his back pockets.

      Sere parked next to his bike then took off her helmet. “I thought we were going to meet at Joe’s cabin.”

      He turned away from the bayou. “News of the gator navy spread fast. I thought you could use some help.”

      “Always.” The response escaped her before she realized how easily she’d accepted his assistance. “I’m not expecting a battle, though. Lefty probably found something interesting and sent his friends to let me know.”

      “Right.” Bart didn’t sound convinced. “Then I’ll just tag along with you. If there isn’t a danger, at least we’ll have a nice romantic outing in the moonlight before heading to the cabin for some serious action.”

      She knew he was being sarcastic, but in her mind, she could already see them making out naked on a quiet shoreline then heading to the cabin for some more intense activity. Before they could indulge in their carnal pleasures, however, there was work to do. “Have you seen the alligators?”

      He waved toward the open body of water. “Come have a look. I think we could walk on their backs out to the deep swamp.”

      She took her saddlebags off the Triton and joined Bart on the walkway to the dock where the boats were moored. Out in the water, countless green marble-shaped eyes broke the surface. When the gators noticed her, they started thrashing around in the water like puppies at feeding time.

      “That’s a lot of alligators.” She pulled Cody’s key out from her pants. “Just to be safe, think you can disable his GPS? I don’t want that fool thinking he can backtrack our location to Lefty.”

      Bart grabbed Riley’s rifle from his motorcycle before hopping on the johnboat. With a quick twist of his knife, he had the control panel open. “So long as we’re not going to use his navigation equipment, I’ll just shut the whole computer down.”

      Sere dumped her bags in the aluminum hull and stepped up to the controls. “Works for me.” She waited until he had the access door back in place before cranking the outboard motor.

      He leaned against the side of the console. “What are you expecting to find out there?”

      “Joe once told me he tried to prepare for anything but went into battle without expectations. I’ve yet to achieve that level of calm. I’d be surprised to find doppeldemons, but if there’s a problem with the hell mouth, we could be facing damn near any other form of life imaginable.”

      He turned toward the front of the boat to watch the flotilla of gators leading the way through the river. “You mean like Lefty?”

      She kicked the saddlebags at her feet. Her two snakes emerged then wiggled to the front of the boat. They weren’t bad lookouts, especially when it came to identifying their swamp companions.

      “Lefty is my friend. However, there are a lot of other creatures in hell’s swamp who wouldn’t give a big rat’s ass about me. At least demons work on a logic I can understand and anticipate. What a cockroach the size of a pedicab might be after is anyone’s guess.”

      Bart looked back at her as if there might be one buzzing up behind them and hesitated in a way she’d never before. “They seriously get that big?”

      “Not that big, at least not the cockroaches—the size of a child’s pedal car maybe. The rats can get rather impressive.”

      “At least they don’t have to eat.” Bart turned back toward the river.

      “I don’t have to eat. Doppelgängers are based on the professor’s equipment and are powered up from paranormal energy. Bugs, animals, and basically all of what you would call nature were the creation of Agnes Delarosa. They eat plenty, and ever since my father fucked up their environment with his paranormal nuclear meltdown, they’ve grown in relation to how much they consume.”

      Bart fondled the handle of the Bowie knife stuck in his belt. “That’s not making me feel better.”

      Sere swung the boat into a narrow river, following the gators. “The animals are only half of the fun. All this water hyacinth, wisteria vines, hemlock—basically every plant that feels like it’s out to get you in life—actually is a danger in hell.”

      “I’m beginning to understand why you didn’t take many romantic moonlit boat rides.”

      The snakes slithered away from the bow of the boat. Sere cut the power and looked out in front to where the alligators had been, ripples on the surface indicating they’d dove for cover. “I don’t get it. What did they see?”

      Bart headed for the front of the boat. “It’s probably just Lefty. There’s something lounging about a hundred feet in front of us in the reeds.”

      Sere threw the throttle into reverse to stop their momentum. “If it was Lefty, he’d be out here greeting us. Besides, my snakes and the other gators don’t fear him.”

      “Well, there’s something out there,” Bart said. Two large, red marble-shaped eyes popped up above the grass stalks as a loud snapping sound preceded the downing of a section of tall grass. Bart grabbed a flashlight from the boat’s storage locker and shined it on a large swamp-green claw. “Looks to be a crawfish the size of a young alligator. Think you can shoot it from here with your shotgun?”

      Sere edged the boat closer. “It wouldn’t do any good. The pellets would just bounce off the shell. As Crawfishy isn’t based on the professor’s technology, the paranormal shell wouldn’t make any difference. At least now we know there’s something out here worth investigating.”

      Bart turned toward her. “So what do you propose? It’d take a cast-iron claw-foot tub to boil just one mudbug of that size. I can shoot it with Riley’s rifle, but that will alert everything from here to the hell mouth that we’re nearby.”

      “Save the ammunition. We may need it to get out of here. I’m backing this boat out before we get bogged down in the water hyacinth.”

      The outboard motor was drowned out by the rush of Lefty opening his gigantic jaws and lunging out of the swamp. Crawfishy scampered along on his twig-like legs but never made it to the water. The loud crunch of the thirty-foot gator biting the tail of the hell crustacean echoed around the swamp. With a twist, he split the crawfish in two and had the roast-sized piece of tail meat out of the shell. He devoured it in one chomp. As the front portion of the crawfish slipped toward the water, Lefty closed in behind and sucked the innards out of the head.

      “Now, that’s some textbook mudbug eating right there, buddy,” Bart said to the gator.

      “I just hope he’s hungry.” Sere backed the boat out of the canal. “I’ve never known a crawfish to be out on its own.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere swung the johnboat back into the main river. A slow but determined current from the deep swamp forced her to increase the throttle. Lefty dove under the boat then popped up ahead of them to lead the way.

      “Aren’t you worried about what we might find out here?” Bart asked from the front of the boat.

      “Lefty wouldn’t guide us into danger unless he thought he had to. Either way, I need to see the hell mouth. Even if we can’t fix the problem tonight, at least we can get a look at the scope of the issue.”

      Bart opened the front locker. “In that case, I’d better figure out what Cody Boy left for us. We’re going to run out of bullets fast if we’re fighting an army of marching crawfish.”

      The boat slowed as if someone had just thrown an anchor off the back, and Sere lurched into the wheel. She kept one hand on the controls as she turned to check out the stern. A four-foot-long crawfish clasped the gunnel with both claws. It flipped its tail like it wanted to pull the boat under.

      “We’re in trouble.”

      Bart jumped from the bow, vaulted off the center thwart, and drove a five-foot-long grappling hook over the stern like Ahab harpooning the great white whale. He then tossed the skewered crawfish far behind the boat. “There’s a shit-ton more of them down there.”

      Sere laid into the throttle until the lever couldn’t go any farther. “Crawfish are scavengers—lowest rung on the food chain. They won’t attack, but I’d just as soon not get one stuck in the prop. Think you can keep them off my ass?”

      Bart thrust the pole back down behind the boat. “So long as one of them doesn’t jump over the bow.”

      Ahead of them, Lefty’s fifteen-foot tail undulated through the water, taking up nearly the entire width of the river. “We’ve got protection up front,” Sere said. “My boy is probably kicking up the mudbugs from the bottom like a broom sweeping dog hair off the floor. If I stay in line behind him, we should be okay.”

      The boat lurched as Bart cleared another tagalong off the side, “Until we run across whatever is hunting the crawfish.”

      “Those little buggers are escape artists,” Sere said. “It makes sense that they’re the first critters out of the gate. They must have made a break for it last night. We can’t be too far from the hell mouth.”

      Lefty slowly submerged, leaving only the ripples on the water’s surface to indicate that he was still moving upstream. Then, like a whale breaching, he lurched out of the water with another four-foot crawfish in his jaws.

      Bart swung the pole through the water as if swishing away flies. “They’re not getting any bigger. Hopefully, that’s just Lefty’s way of showing us that we’re still in the crawfish layer of hell’s escapees.”

      “The first opening of the new-and-improved hell mouth was last night, and I’m not expecting anything other than crawfish as that dimension’s appetizer just yet. But with each opening, other creatures are sure to follow.” The cypress grove that bordered the river thinned to marshland. In the middle of the fields and streams, a dark black-and-gray cloud swirled. Small lightning bolts lit up the gang of monster turtles the size of VW bugs that swam out of the impending storm. “Shit,” Sere said. “What time is it?”

      Bart pulled his pole out of the water. “You late for some date I should know about?”

      She cut the throttle so she could check her army analog wristwatch. “Midnight. We’re seeing the hell mouth open.” She cut the wheel all the way to the right and hit the gas, spraying a rooster tail toward the oncoming armored armada.

      Bart aimed the hook around the boat as if expecting a sea monster to surface in the river. “Turtles are lazy swimmers, so what’s the big threat?”

      “Hurricane Agnes is brewing up from hell.”
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Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      “Would you mind explaining to me what we’re in for this time?” Bart bellowed over the sound of the outboard motor.

      Even in the dead of night, a red glow highlighted everything in the swamp. “Andy believed time in life had to match time in hell to make the crossover. That’s when everything got squirrelly last night for Fisher and me. As a native of Agnes’s dimension, Doughnut Hole must have been an early warning sign of what was to come. If that storm manages to break through, we might not make it back to land. There’s no telling what could be caught up in the waterspout.”

      “But if time in hell is stuck at midnight, won’t the storm end at 12:01 our time?”

      Sere knew they wouldn’t be that lucky. “Our sexcapade last night should have been proof to you that the storm can continue longer than that. Hell gains a foothold at midnight but continues its influence until those affected find a way of exorcising the connection. And like the crawfish, if the storm gets out, it won’t dissipate just because the gate closes.” She steered the boat based as much on instinct as on memory, but with hell’s power growing, her mind shifted from running to fighting.

      Bart stood at the bow of the boat and pointed to a section of river. “Big school of crawfish on the right.”

      Instead of swinging the boat wide, Sere cut the throttle. “Come and take the wheel.” Without realizing what she was doing, she hopped over the side of the boat and onto Lefty’s back.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Bart yelled as he raced for the controls.

      She held up her hand. “Toss me that grappling hook. I need to skewer me some mudbugs.”

      He stared into her eyes. “Next hell mouth opening, let’s make sure we’re somewhere we can work out your aggression in peace.” He threw the long pole like a javelin.

      “Deal.” She caught the weapon and turned toward the open water.

      Lefty swung toward the mass of crustaceans like a three-hundred-pound football player who’d just eyed a picnic table sporting a crawfish boil. When the water started teaming with claws and tails, Sere dove off the gator’s side. The pole she held in both hands registered a satisfying crunch as the tip penetrated the closest shell. She spun in the water, sending up a cloud of yellowish-green gizzards. A claw large enough to snap her neck penetrated the goop. Holding the steel pole the way she gripped her motorcycle’s handlebars, she thrust it into the serrated opening and twisted hard to the right. The deadly appendage snapped off at the joint and floated up toward the surface. Angry but now harmless, the creature continued to charge at her. Its all-red eye stems bent forward, but not for long. She grabbed them with one hand and yanked them from the head.

      Lefty tossed a barrage of empty shells at Sere with his massive tail. Show off, she thought as she struggled through the husks to the surface. The whole river looked like a boiling pot of gumbo with innards, shells, claws, and angry live crawfish bubbling up.

      “You done yet?” Bart yelled from the boat.

      “Do I look done?” she demanded then dove back into the fray before he could answer. Lefty glided up under her. The pointy scutes on his back made for perfect foot supports, like the pegs on her Triton. She leaned forward against the current, wondering what new adversary he’d sniffed out.

      The head of the giant snapping turtle looked like the leading edge of a submarine as it emerged from the watery depths. She scooched her hands down to the bottom of the grappling hook. Even at five feet, the pole might not penetrate far enough to kill the beast. As the monster opened its beak-like mouth, she thrust the steel hook as far as she could reach. The hell turtle snapped its mouth shut, bending the pole. She pulled back hard, but the creature had the spike firmly in its grasp.

      The turtle’s neck was fully extended toward Sere’s arm. Lefty bent his head to the side and opened his cavernous jaws. His two rows of razor-sharp teeth clamped down on turtle boy’s neck, severing it from the armored body. She tossed the pole with the reptilian head out of the water just before Lefty surfaced. A turtle shell that could have accommodated a family of four and all of their luggage lazily capsized.

      Sere stood on Lefty’s back, admiring the carnage. “Now I’m done.”

      Bart tossed her a towel. “You’re not getting back in this boat covered in hell goo.”

      With one pass over her head, the dull-white terry-cloth towel was saturated in green slime. “So I guess making out is out of the question?” she said.

      Bart stayed well back from the side of the boat. “Maybe you should have Lefty swim you to a less contaminated section of water. In fact, maybe a couple of sections. I’m not sure all that slime is going to come off with one rinsing.”

      She looked down at the crawfish guts and scaly turtle flesh that hung from her skin and clothes. “The whole woman from the swamp lagoon look doesn’t do it for you?”

      He didn’t laugh. “Not really.”

      She bent down and patted Lefty on the side. The big gator pushed through the carnage like an icebreaker cutting a path through a frozen ocean. When he rounded a bend in the river and entered relatively clear water, she dove in. She swam alongside him, feeling the refreshingly cool current pull the slime off her body. As she began to feel like her former hell-free self, she angled toward the aluminum hull of the boat.

      With a firm kick against the river bottom, she shot up through the water and grasped the side of the boat. “Better?”

      Bart bent down and rubbed her head with a towel. When he took it away, her hair fell around her face. “There’s the woman I love.”

      She looked at him through her dripping auburn locks. “You love me?”

      He offered her his hand to help her out of the water. As soon as she grabbed it, he yanked her out and set her on the transom. “We’ve fought together, rescued each other, spent every available minute together, and reached levels of passion I’ve never before experienced. I can’t imagine how I would ever feel closer to someone. I’ve proclaimed my love to other women who I didn’t have half the connection to that I have with you. So yes—I’m not too proud to say that I do, in fact, love you. Even if you still smell like absolute shit.”

      She got up, feeling like she was floating on air, though as she looked down at her clothing saturated in guts, she realized the smell might be powerful enough to levitate her even without the all-encompassing emotions. “I think I can come up with an answer to that situation.” She kicked off her boots then peeled off the smelly tank top and jeans and tossed them in the river. Her underwear quickly followed.

      “That’s not the usual answer a guy gets when he tells a girl how he feels about her. I’m not complaining—I’m just saying it does leave the other half-unanswered.”

      She walked up to him and threw her arms around his neck. “I wouldn’t know how to survive in this life without you. Being that dependent scares me sometimes, and maybe I don’t always deal with that insecurity as well as I should. You’re a part of me literally, emotionally, and spiritually. Love seems like such a little word in comparison to what I feel for you. Now, lose those fucking pants, or I’ll tear them off of you with my teeth.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere lay in the bottom of the boat with Bart by her side, their naked bodies pressed tightly together by the slight angle of the hull. With his spent cock in her hand, she gazed into the star-filled night. “Is this the strangest place you’ve ever made love?”

      He folded one of his arms under his head for support as she snuggled into the crook of the other. “I’ve had sex in my high school gym, but I think everyone has—though maybe not when a basketball game was in session and they were the point guard.” He pressed his head to hers. “We lost that game.”

      “How does someone who’s supposed to be leading their team end up having sex during the game?” She didn’t know much about basketball, but if Bart were playing, he surely would be the one in charge.

      “I sprained my ankle—the lead cheerleader was making eyes at me throughout the first half, and I only tripped over the opponent’s foot because she lifted her short uniform skirt in my direction and distracted me. When I went into the locker room to ice the foot, I found her sitting on the bench, holding what I thought was a bandage. Turned out to be her panties.”

      She squeezed his returning erection. “I think I get the idea.”

      “But I have to give it to you. Having sex with hell’s critters surrounding us is a new one. Speaking of which, what made you want to escape the hell mouth so fast?”

      Sere hated having to get back to business, but they really couldn’t afford to lose any more time than what they’d just stolen from her mission. “Hell’s animals aren’t the problem. Hurricane Agnes has been roaring through hell since my father was escorted to the deep waters. That storm is sentient.”

      “You’re being paranoid. I’ve been through enough hurricanes to know there’s always someone who thinks the storm has it out for them.”

      “I hope you’re right. But I need to let Kendell know what’s going on.”

      Bart turned his head toward her. “You think she can help? From my understanding, this animal-and-weather invasion isn’t based on voodoo or the professor’s paranormal technology. Sounds like we need a witch.”

      “I do know someone who might be of more help, but first, I have to get eyes on hell. The only resource we have in that dimension is Doodlebug, so I’ll need Dooly Buell to make the connection. That means talking to Kendell.”

      Bart got to his feet and looked around the bottom of the hull. Crawfish parts still littered the back of the boat where the monsters had tried crawling aboard. “What do you want to do about these mudbugs? I know you’re no fan of Riley’s customers, but if they keep running into monsters destroying their alligator traps, they’re going to start talking.”

      “I suppose we could put them to work.” Sere sat up and wrapped her arms around her knees, the sight of Bart standing naked with one foot on the transom in the moonlight nearly making her lose her focus. The prospect of having to face Riley’s drunk bar dudes made her curb her lust for battle. “Having those boys turn in their rifles for traps wouldn’t be a bad thing. At least we would have some help with this invasion, unlike when those assholes seemed to be on the demons’ side.”

      He turned to the boat’s controls. “That is until the next level of predator emerges from the hell mouth. Looks like we’ve got a busy twenty-four hours ahead of us.”
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        * * *

      

      Back on shore, Sere pulled a change of clothes from her saddlebags. Cody’s boat looked a little worse for wear after the crawfish battle. “I’m going to owe that bastard a drink.”

      Bart grabbed Riley’s rifle from the hull. Though undamaged, the barrel was covered in crawfish slime. “I doubt a drink is going to do it. We lost his grappling hook, and some of those dents are going to take some serious work to flatten out.”

      She checked on her snakes then secured the saddlebags on her motorcycle. “What kind of reception do you think we’ll get?”

      Before returning to his Ducati, he retrieved one of the swamp-smelling claws from the boat. “Hard to say at this time of night. Riley gets spun up pretty easily, but she did call a truce when I was abducted, and she sent word about the gators.”

      “She also threatened to blast me full of holes if I ever set foot in her bar again.”

      He strapped the crawfish claw to the back of his bike and got ready to ride. “She can be a bit impetuous.”

      “I’m glad you were with me out in the swamp, and not just because of the sex by moonlight.”

      Bart gave her a smile that made her wish she could strip off her clothes again. “Back to saving the world.” He hit the starter of his Ducati then headed down the dirt road.

      She gunned the Triton to get alongside him so she didn’t have to eat his dust for the short ride back to town. With the vibration between her legs and the lust she felt for her companion, she really hoped someone in the bar would try something stupid so she could work out her aggression.

      Bart pulled up to the door of the bar and backed his bike into position for a quick getaway, Sere following his lead. “Let me go in first,” he said. “Riley’s less likely to get trigger happy if she sees a friendly face.”

      “Fine, but hand me her rifle just in case.”

      He tossed her the weapon then grabbed the claw by the lower pincer and held it over his shoulder as though hauling in a beef shank. Before entering, he reached behind his back to check on the gun tucked behind his jacket. Sere cocked the weapon and kept to the shadows as Bart stepped into the room.

      Riley glanced up from dispensing a draft beer, smiled, then did a double take. “What the hell is that?”

      He dumped the eighteen-inch-long claw on the bar. “Something new for your customers to hunt. There’s a whole mess of these mutant crawfish marching in from the deep swamp. I’m betting their tails are good eating, though probably not in the traditional fashion. Go much farther than the crustaceans, however, and your boys might run across snapping turtles capable of chomping their boats in two.”

      Already bellied-up to the bar, Cody was the first to lean over and inspect the claw. “I’ve never been one for trapping—just didn’t seem sporting. But I’ll bet this bugger put up one hell of a fight.”

      Bart reached over the bar and grabbed a towel as if he owned the place then used it to wipe the yellow grunge off his shoulder. “If you’re looking for action, I can promise you these guys won’t disappoint.”

      “That’s my gun.” Riley’s words cut through the sound in the bar as easily as if she’d hit a mute button.

      Sere ejected the loaded shell, aimed the butt of the weapon toward Riley, and set it on the bar. “Consider it a peace offering.”

      The bartender snatched the rifle and gave it a quick check before returning it to the holder above the liquor bottles. “I assume you think this makes us square. It doesn’t.”

      “Be nice, Ri.” Bart slid onto the barstool. “Or at least be civil. If you’ll remember, Sere did bust up my bar as well, and we’ve found a way past our differences.”

      The woman poured a healthy shot of Jack Daniel’s into a glass and filled it with Coke before sliding it over to Bart. “Are you suggesting I sleep with her too?”

      “Word gets around fast,” Sere said as she took the seat next to Bart.

      “When a business owner doesn’t show up to work for a week, people talk. Ram was either on another bender or chasing tail. If you wanted to keep your affair a secret, you shouldn’t have been so blatant about it in front of Edie. I suspect the whole parish knows about it by now.”

      It wasn’t lost on Sere that Riley hadn’t offered her a drink and insisted on using Bart’s former nickname. “You had your shot with him,” Sere said.

      “As did half the women in Jackson’s Bluff,” Riley said.

      “Can we not talk about my sexual exploits?” Bart sipped his drink. “We’re giving your customers a chance at hauling in critters never seen before. With a little culinary creativity, these crawfish roasts should bring some nice prices—money that will no doubt be spent right here in your bar.”

      “And no doubt you want something in return.” Riley poured herself a shot of tequila, still without bothering to offer Sere a libation.

      She’d had just about enough of Riley’s attitude. “We’re not asking for anything. The only thing that’s not in doubt is that I will be back this way. Your customers can take out as many of those craw monsters as they can haul from the water, with my blessing. But my guess is you understand the swamp nearly as well as I do. Where there’s an abundance of food, predators follow. If something more intimidating than snapping turtles the size of small cars shows up out in those waters, you might send word if you know what’s good for everyone.”
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Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      “You didn’t think to warn them about the storm?” Bart asked from the seat of his motorcycle.

      “Those pricks don’t have any business venturing that deep into the swamp. Besides, if I’m right about the hurricane, it’s not going to matter where they are when she hits.” Sere checked that her snakes were snuggled soundly in her saddlebags. So long as they were at peace, she hoped, no immediate threat was coming.

      “So back to New Orleans?” Bart asked.

      Four in the morning might be an ungodly hour for most people, but Kendell and Myles would still be dealing with the last of the late-night customers at the Scratchy Dog. “Once I get moving, call the bar. Hopefully, Kendell can round up Dooly Buell before we get there.”

      “Call her yourself. You can’t put off using the professor’s gift forever.”

      Sere sheepishly pulled the phone out of her saddlebag and looked at the rectangular plastic box as if it was from a different dimension. “Seriously? How do you know this thing isn’t going to blow up when I put it next to my ear?”

      He shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”

      She touched the screen, feeling a little foolish for not knowing what she was doing. Instead of the tiles of apps she’d seen on other phones, only a list of names scrolled before her eyes. She tapped Kendell Summer.

      Bar noise blared through the speaker before she heard the woman’s voice. “Scratchy Dog night club. How can I help?”

      “Find me Dooly Buell.” Sere yelled at the phone as if it were a magic box and the girl could instantly appear.

      “Sere?” Kendell said. From the rise in her voice, Sere could tell she was shocked that the call had gone through.

      She held the phone in front of her face, still not trusting it close to her head. “We’ve got a problem. I’m headed your way, but it will take me a couple of hours to get there. I need to talk to Doodlebug. Can you get Dooly? We should conduct the meeting in the professor’s offices.” She pronounced each word like she expected the connection to go staticky at any moment.

      “I’ll make it happen. It’s good to hear your voice.”

      Sere hit the off button and stashed the phone back with her snakes. As she got back on the road, she could already see how the enhanced technology was going to become a burden. If she could reach Kendell, undoubtedly the woman—as well as all the rest of the gang—could reach Sere as well. She didn’t need the damn thing ringing while she was creeping up on some demon from hell. They drove by the swamp, and she wondered how much trouble she’d be in if she chucked the phone into the river.
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        * * *

      

      Sere stood in the middle of the professor’s lab, feeling like a student who’d just presented a poorly researched term paper. The prepared explanation of Jennifer’s visit that she’d worked up on the drive from the swamp had sounded much more reasonable in her head. With Polly, Kendell, Myles, and the professor all having their arms crossed like an academic board about to hand out a failing grade, Sere wondered if there might not have been an easier way of contacting Doodlebug.

      “Why didn’t you come to us the moment Jennifer showed up?” Kendell asked. “Or when you saw Doughnut Hole suffering from his connection to hell? You could have saved us a lot of anguish.” Myles stood next to Kendell, shooting his laser-beam stare at Sere as if he were too angry to trust anything he might say.

      “I didn’t know whether the dog’s problem was due to Jennifer’s visit.” Sere couldn’t help but feel like a petulant child. “Not everything that happens in my life is your business. The happy homemaker didn’t become an evil knife-wielding psychopath just from having a cup of coffee with me. So as far as I could tell, any damage that might have been done wasn’t of a doppelgänger-real variety. From everything I’ve been told, any problem resulting from our meeting should have been contained to the two of us.”

      “It would have been helpful if you’d let us confirm that hypothesis,” Polly said.

      Of the group, the professor looked the least concerned as he hooked Dooly up to his equipment. “What’s done is done. Since there was no burst of energy through my computers in the last two days, it would seem that Marjory is still busy with her rebuilding of the devil. Without him in the immediate picture, I’m guessing you found something out in the swamp that’s more of a pressing issue.”

      Sere adjusted the sweatband around her forehead. “As we suspected while helping Fisher, there’s a tear in the hell mouth.”

      Kendell put her hands on the table and lowered her head as if the weight of the news was more than she could bear. “What does that mean?”

      Bart put his arm around Sere’s waist, preventing her from snapping out an answer. “Monster crawfish, a hell storm that’s brewing, basic end-of-the-world stuff—nothing new,” he joked.

      Kendell’s face reddened. She did not look amused. “This is what I’m talking about, Sere. You need to let us know what’s going on so we can get ahead of the problems. Stop thinking you can handle everything on your own.”

      The showdown had been coming practically since the moment Sere had escaped hell. “I am not your remote-controlled, hell-defusing robot! I’m my own person.” From the shocked looks, she could tell she’d gone too far, so she tried to temper her declaration. “I care about you all, at least to the extent that I understand such things, but hell was my home, and it remains my responsibility. I understand it better than any of you.”

      “We’re just trying to protect you.” Kendell fell into the chair, looking drained. “Everyone here knows hell can’t be extinguished like snuffing out a candle. That means you carry the weight of two worlds on your shoulders. The people around this table are the only ones who truly understand the dangers you face. We can help if you’ll let us. Hell isn’t just yours alone.”

      “I’m sorry I blew up at you, but I can’t come running here every time something happens in my life. It means everything to me that you’re all willing to do whatever is necessary when I do call, but some problems I have to face without you. If Joe were standing here, he’d tell you a warrior sometimes needs to coordinate her actions and sometimes has to work alone.”

      The professor settled in behind his computer. “Which brings us to your current emergency.”

      “Right,” Sere said. “Hook me up to hell.”
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        * * *

      

      The driving rain that made seeing nearly impossible helped calm Sere’s nerves. At least the storm was still ravaging hell and hadn’t made the jump to life.

      “Jesus, woman, what now?” Doodlebug was pressed tightly to the side of a doorframe.

      Sere never was sure what condition she’d find the girl in, but so far, there’d never been a time when the avenging doppelgänger was just quietly sharing lunch with a friend—as if such a thing were possible. “There’s a problem with the hell mouth.”

      “I’m a little busy at the moment.” The girl held the sword and sickle to her chest and stood so still she could have been a part of the building. A dark cape fluttered past her. From the way it flapped in the wind, it was impossible to distinguish the body that occupied the garment. The cape could easily have been a piece of fabric caught in the storm had it not been moving against the squall.

      Doodlebug crept out of the doorway with both weapons at the ready. “Turn and face me, asshole.”

      The cape blew into Doodlebug’s face, making Sere think the fabric had been caught by the storm. Then her combat training kicked in. “He’s coming at you.”

      “Duh.” The girl hit the ground and swept the sidewalk with her sickle.

      The harvester skipped over her curved blade and slashed his under him like a child playing jump rope. The two curved swords locked together, and Doodlebug’s sickle was wrenched from her hand. The sickly figure, who was more dried skin holding bones together than human, stood facing her with both curved weapons in his hands.

      “And now you die, Doppel Avenger.” He sliced the two blades together toward the back of her neck like a pair of curved shears. With the tips so close to her, Doodlebug didn’t have time or distance to swing her katana.

      Fuck! I’m about to lose my only asset in hell, Sere thought.

      Before the sharp edges could tighten against her flesh, Doodlebug dropped her blade, reached behind her, and pulled out a pistol. The harvester closed the sharpened metal noose around her throat just as she pointed the gun up under his jaw. With a fiery blast, she sent the demon’s head halfway into the street. The harvester’s body and his blades hit the ground.

      “You cut that a little close,” Sere said.

      Doodlebug touched the two cuts on her neck. “No more so than usual.” She lifted the old-fashioned pistol to her face so Sere could see the secret weapon. “I snagged this from Andy. The only problem with it is I have to entice the harvesters to come close for any kind of accuracy, but it is more effective than slicing and dicing with knives.” She checked the gun then returned it to the back of her jeans before gathering up the two sickles. “I’m getting quite the stash of weapons.”

      Dooly, who usually sat quietly in the corner during Sere’s interviews with her doppelgänger, seemed drawn to the gun. “Where do you get bullets?” she asked.

      “This old flintlock relies on gunpowder and shot. There’s an antique-weapons shop in the Quarter. I suppose I could upgrade to a revolver, but I prefer to take my knives and guns off my opponents rather than steal them. Ammunition, however, is fair game.”

      The professor fidgeted with his equipment. “A flintlock makes sense. Brimstone and the other components of gunpowder wouldn’t be hard to find in hell.”

      Sere focused more on what her eyes were seeing than on channeling Doodlebug so she could turn to the professor. “I guess gunpowder manufacture is one more thing you can add to Andy’s shenanigans.” She turned back to the view of hell through the eyes of her champion. “You’ll need to put your revenge hobby aside for a bit. I need you to head out toward the swamp. Some of Agnes’s creatures are escaping through the portal.”

      “Do I look like some kind of big-game hunter?” Doodlebug asked. “I wouldn’t know the first thing about killing creatures. Have a look at my real. We’re city chicks, not swamp sluts. You go out there.”

      “I’ve been to the hell mouth,” Sere said with exasperation. “I know you can’t take on all of the swamp’s animals. That’s not what I’m asking. My fear is that the doppelgängers will form up with the monsters and come riding in on gators like a Mongol horde on horseback. You need to find an ambush site along the highway and stop the demons before they have a chance to get to the hell mouth. If Marjory figures out that I’ve got my hands full with hell’s animals, she might take the opportunity to stage an invasion. Gather up all the weapons you’ve got, and don’t let anyone get farther than the Kenner freeway exit. The paranormal bridge that woman created can only handle nineteen doppelgängers at a time, so at least there will be a set number you’ll need to deal with each day. The hell mouth opens at midnight, so if you can hold the horde off until eight in the evening, the demons shouldn’t have enough time to work through the swamp.”

      “It’s always midnight here, in case you’ve forgotten.” Doodlebug kicked the harvester’s head over the wrought-iron fence like she was scoring a soccer goal.

      “I haven’t forgotten anything,” Sere said. “With your connection to Dooly, you should have some sense of time’s passage. You’ll only need to be out there for a few hours each evening until we fix the tear. I can’t afford to let Marjory take advantage of this latest problem.”

      “I thought she was working on rebuilding her devil,” Doodlebug said.

      Sere wondered how it could be only less than a week since she’d dismembered Devlin Laroque. “Hopefully she is, but that’s not an assumption I can afford to make.”

      Doodlebug looked through the rainsquall. “If you’re going to send me all over hell each day, I could use some wheels. The few vehicles still driving around in the hurricane aren’t the kind of confined spaces a girl would enter voluntarily, if you get my drift.”

      Sere understood all too well. Harvesters were always on the lookout for an easy way to trap their victims. And without wheels, getting out of the city could be a daylong activity. “Rounding up transportation for you isn’t going to be easy. Sending stuff from life to hell isn’t like throwing coins in a wishing well.”

      “Why not? Lefty swam me down to hell with this sword.” Doodlebug held up the katana Sere had given her. “Strap a motorcycle on his scaly back and send him on down.”

      “That sword belonged to me when I was a girl growing up in hell.” Though Sere didn’t know everything about the dimension—or even close to it—some aspects, she did understand. “The hell mouth is only open to hell’s creatures. I’m a doppelgänger, you’re a doppelgänger, and all the professor’s figurines are doppelgängers. Lefty is a creation of Agnes Delarosa. Her construction of hell is full of dark magic. No one on this side of the divide fully understands what she was up to. Any physical object sent from this world would somehow have to mesh with her curses. You and the sword were meant for each other.”

      “So the answer’s no?” Doodlebug asked. “Why can’t you just say that?”

      “Because I don’t want you hounding me every five minutes like a little girl who wants a pony for Christmas.”

      “I’d settle for a unicorn.”

      “Wouldn’t we all,” Sere said.
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Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere sat on the professor’s workbench, struggling to regain her senses. Being hooked up to someone else had a way of distorting her perceptions—especially if that entity was wandering the streets of hell. “With Doodlebug on lookout, I think we can set aside the worry of an impending demon outbreak. I could sure use a simpler way of checking in on her, however.”

      “Have you got your phone with you?” the professor asked.

      Sere nodded toward her saddlebags on the metal-and-vinyl chair by the door. Bart took the cue and reached into the top flap. Though the snake on guard hissed, he didn’t interfere with the pilferage.

      “I’ve only used it once,” Sere said as Bart set the phone next to the professor. “It worked well enough, but it feels like it’s about to burst into flames just by being next to my head.”

      The old scientist started connecting wires to the end of the block of technology. “I wouldn’t recommend talking on it all day like some high schooler, but then, I don’t put much trust in regular cell phones either.”

      “What are you doing?” Polly asked as she leaned over the professor’s shoulder.

      “Sere can already call into my equipment in this lab. With the work you’ve been doing with the Doolybug girls, we’ve got a pretty good connection to the office in hell. It should just take a little tweaking for Sere to call hell’s monitoring system directly and talk to Doodlebug if she happens to be in the shop.”

      Sere’s head was clearing from the connection. “While you’re messing around with hell’s telecommunication network, is there any way you could rig up a call-forwarding system? Eventually, Marjory is going to reach out to Andy.”

      “Good thought.” The professor aimed the stem of his pipe at her. “Since Andy wasn’t much more than a looped projection, he won’t be hard to imitate. We’re still a little light on understanding what he was up to, however.”

      Sere hopped off the table and stretched her legs. “Anything you can do to keep Marjory busy with her little paranormal anatomy project will give me that much more time to work up a counter to her next move. I don’t want you to stop her, though. I need her to think whatever she’s doing is working right up until it all falls apart. If she suspects she made a misstep—or someone’s interfering with her plans—she’ll keep repeating the experiment until she gets it right. If she’s going to give up on her quest, she needs to believe she followed the baron’s instructions to the letter and it still didn’t work.”

      Kendell leaned against the doorframe with her arms folded across her stomach. “Any insights on the rift between dimensions that Fisher described?”

      The way the woman kept her head down made Sere feel bad for laying into her earlier. Fucking emotions. She had a hard time dealing with her own, but being responsible for creating them in others was even worse.

      “I made a friend,” Sere said. “She’s a swamp witch. I’m hoping she has some insight into what’s happening.”

      Kendell stood a little straighter. Her eyes gleamed as if someone had turned on two amber porch lights. “You made a friend? That’s wonderful.”

      Sere was still putting off developing a friendship with the woman, but the advantages of having someone close who understood hell outweighed the inconvenience of an occasional cup of tea. “Chloe believes whatever is causing this latest problem is like a knife that’s cutting into hell. She says it crosses all three disciplines: Wicca, voodoo, and the professor’s paranormal technology. At first, I thought it was something I accidentally did, but then she said it would have to be deliberate. Do you have any idea of what she could be talking about?”

      Kendell bit her lip. “Sanguine is a swamp witch being held in a paranormal cage, but she’s not part of the voodoo community. She left that part of the baron’s incarceration to me. Besides, she wouldn’t be trying to cause the apocalypse. Your father would have tried anything to gain power, but his black soul is in the deep waters. There are his journals, but what Marjory is trying to create doesn’t involve Wicca.” She bit her thumbnail and gave Polly a meaningful stare. Polly, and everyone else in the room who might have some insight, actively avoided eye contact with Sere.

      “Don’t sweat it,” Sere said. “I couldn’t come up with an answer either.” She owed Kendell—and the whole group for that matter—more than an unanswerable question. “I know I get snarky, but I do trust you all. Maybe I play my cards too close to my chest. Just know that I’m trying to protect you every bit as much as you’re trying to look out for me. Once we’ve got the hell mouth back under control, I’ll put Doodlebug to work on finding Sanguine. All of you together know more about the fundamentals of that dimension than I ever will. And since Kendell is the only other person to be stuck inside that damn vault, I’ll need you to instruct Doodlebug on how to find it. Our little warrior princess is going to need all the help she can get in locating and freeing our winged angel.”

      Kendell’s eyes glistened in the morning light. “If that’s your way of telling us you love us, we love you too. Now, where do we stand with Marjory Laroque?”

      Sere wished she had the luxury of dealing with only one problem at a time, but the raising of a new devil wasn’t an issue she could afford to ignore. “I left a pretty big mess in that bank basement. She’ll have her hands full of blood and guts trying to stick Devlin back together. Until she has something resembling a body, I doubt she’ll try to make contact with hell. Rebuilding him must be her primary objective.”

      “And once she does?” Kendell asked.

      “Bart and I left a little surprise inside the mangled mess of Devlin Laroque. If Marjory does get him back together, I doubt she’ll find the paranormal pellet Bart fired into him. That’s our long game with her. I don’t just want her devil to die; I need the experiment to fail so completely that she gives up on the whole idea of achieving immortality. But that means I need to get to the creature while he’s still adjusting to his body. Having the stone removed through your flesh is a pain that’s hard to describe. If Devlin thinks his suffering is just the result of adjusting to the doppelgänger body, I’ve got a shot at removing it without him screaming bloody murder.” Sere doubted she had as much time as she was outlining in her plan. “That means I really need to know how far along Marjory is with her quest. When it comes to figuring out what’s going on in this life, Fisher has been my secret weapon, though I hate to lean on him while he’s still recovering.”

      Bart grabbed his leather jacket off the chair. “I’ll ride out to check on him. If he’s not at the offices—which he really shouldn’t be but probably is—I’ll head over to his house. Ann seemed to accept the story I worked up, so hopefully, she’ll at least let me in the door.”

      Bart must have instinctively known he was the better candidate for that task. Though Sere had literally had a hand in healing Fisher, she suspected she wouldn’t be Ann’s first choice of visitors to her convalescent husband. Bart, however, had a way of charming even the most devoted woman.

      “Don’t push him, but anything he can figure out regarding what Marjory is up to would be helpful,” Sere said.

      “So, regarding the hell mouth problem, you’ve got the gator hunters containing the latest outbreak.” Myles started ticking off items on his fingers. “Doodlebug preventing demons from working their way to the open hell mouth like shoppers on black Friday. And Kendell working with Doodlebug to figure out what’s become of Sanguine so we can start sewing up the tear.”

      “Once we’re done here, I’ll head across the river to see Chloe,” Sere said. She didn’t like handing over so much responsibility, but there was no other choice. “Hopefully, the more she knows about what’s going on, the more likely she’ll be able to come up with a permanent solution. Without figuring out what she meant by the knife, though, I’m not hopeful of being able to implement anything she devises.”

      “Sounds like we’re back to improvising temporary solutions,” Polly said. “At least until we get Sanguine back. She’s really the only one who fully understood what her grandmother built.”

      “It’s a start,” Myles said. “The next problem is Marjory Laroque. Other than distracting her with the professor’s bells and whistles and having Bart work with Fisher on figuring out Marjory’s next move, is there anything we can do?”

      “Watch my back,” Sere said, though she had no idea how they’d manage it since even she wasn’t sure what her next move would be.
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        * * *

      

      Sere headed back to the swamp on the west side of the river. She wasn’t sure what good it would do to meet with Chloe again, but she’d made a promise. For the entire ride, she worried that she was searching for a magical answer to a problem she couldn’t solve.

      “It’s not likely she’s going to know anything new—this is probably just a gigantic waste of time. But what else am I supposed to do?”

      When she shut down the motorcycle in the familiar parking lot, the snakes wiggled like excited little boys being let out to play in the mud. “We’re not going to be here long, so no taking the roundabout path to Chloe’s cabin.” She showed them her cell phone. “If Bart calls with some new information from Fisher regarding Marjory, we’re out of here, so keep close, or I’ll leave your scaly asses behind.”

      In spite of the admonition, the snakes took off through the grass and vines like kids turned loose in Disneyland. She had to hustle to keep them in sight. The sun hadn’t quite made it directly overhead when she spotted the swamp witch’s cabin door nestled under the branches and vines.

      “Anyone home?”

      The crunching of leaves behind her caused Sere to turn around. From the mud on the hem of her dress, Chloe looked like she’d stepped too close to the river’s edge. She held up a handful of stalks and vines. “Just gathering potion supplies. Midnight let me know you were on your way.”

      Even though Sere had been busy following her snakes, she wouldn’t normally miss something as big as a black panther. “I never even heard him.”

      The witch pointed to the branches above her cabin. “That’s the point.”

      Midnight gave a lazy growl to let Sere know she’d been watched the whole time.

      “You are quite the master of the swamp, Mr. Panther.”

      Chloe nudged past Sere and opened the door. “What did you find out near the hell mouth?”

      “Escaped monsters, a storm brewing, and a pretty determined river current. Looks like you were right about the waters rising.” Sere bent down to clear the drooping wisteria vines above the cabin’s entrance.

      Chloe reached above the woodstove for a gallon glass jar set into a small window. “My sun tea is just about perfect. Fancy a glass?”

      Sere took a seat on the couch, grateful that she didn’t have to compete with the territorial panther. “Sounds wonderful.” She hoped the comment was something a friend would say.

      Chloe smiled as she poured the concoction into two mason jars. The smell of mint and juniper filled the small room. “There’s honey in the ceramic jar on the end table.”

      Sere held the makeshift glass between her hands. The tea was still warm from the sun. Though she suspected friendship required more small talk, she really didn’t have the afternoon for chitchat. “Have you made a mental trip to hell?”

      Chloe added some honey to her tea then snuggled up in her chair. “How do you feel about birds?”

      What a strange question, Sere thought, but she knew witches often had roundabout ways of getting to the point. “They freak me out. Dealing with something that can fly puts me at a tactical disadvantage. There’s no winning against birds.”

      Chloe stared at the ceiling as she drank her tea as if the mat of vines were somehow spelling out an answer. “Sanguine has wings.”

      “That’s different. I know she’s on my side.”

      “And birds aren’t?” Chloe asked.

      “Where is this going?” Sere could handle a little ambiguity, but a poke at her insecurities, even from a friend, put her on edge.

      “As a ghost in hell, I get images, but I don’t get to ask questions. There’s always an animal type that is in charge in any dimension. In our reality, it’s humans. Right now, in hell, it’s birds.”

      At least they aren’t flying out of the hell mouth, Sere thought. “I don’t see how that helps.” She had no intention of returning to hell. Now she had one more reason to loathe the dimension.

      “Any good alien-invasion story begins with the foreigners saying, ‘Take me to your leader.’ Now, at least, we know which species to approach.”
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Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere cruised the side road that led to the freeway. The breeze in her face helped her think. “I’m down to six hours before the hell mouth opens again. At least Fisher will be okay, and Cheesecake seemed able to handle her pup. That just leaves me. I need to find Bart. He’s the only one who can handle my demon side.” Though she had a plan for taking care of her own issues, a strategy for dealing with the new barrage of hell’s creatures still eluded her.

      A police cruiser with siren blaring barreled up behind her. She let off the gas and pulled politely toward the side of the narrow road. Instead of continuing on his way, the cop turned abruptly in front of her and slammed on the brakes. Both snakes stuck their heads out of the saddlebags and started hissing at the bright swirling lights.

      “Okay. Maybe you two did have a point about wanting to keep Riley’s rifle, but it wasn’t yours. You just claimed it.”

      Even if she’d had the weapon, shooting a cop wasn’t really an option. She scanned the residential neighborhood and saw only one person outside, an old woman weeding her yard, but there were faces in the windows. Getting into a fight would only end in a full-on war with the city’s police force. Even the fact that she was armed with her usual assortment of weapons might be seen as provocative. Before the cops got out of their cruiser, she checked that her shotgun was still stashed in the bedroll under her headlight. She covertly pulled the knife from her boot and dropped it into her saddlebag.

      One cop walked up to her with his thumbs tucked in the black leather belt of his tight uniform slacks. “License and registration.” His companion continued past her as if expecting her to have help on the way.

      “I don’t have either of those things.”

      The cop pulled out a pad and feverishly scribbled down some notes. “Do you have any idea how fast you were going?”

      One of the things she liked about Joe’s homemade motorcycle was the lack of any kind of gauges. She waved at the handlebars. “No speedometer.”

      He flipped his cop notepad closed and rested his hand on the butt of his revolver. “Step off the bike and put your hands out to your sides.”

      Fighting was still an option, but like chess players, the cops were closing off her means of attack. “Can’t you just write me a ticket?”

      He grabbed her arm, yanked her off the bike, and roughly ran his hands over her like a drunk college freshman trying to figure out how to get his date out of her clothes. The aggressive move made her want to fight even more, but the second cop already had his gun out of its holster. “She’s clean. You’re coming with us, Sere Mal-Laurette.”

      Of course you know who I am. She had to admire his timing. Had he let on that he recognized her while she was still at the controls of the Triton, she could have made an escape—not that she usually worried about running from a good fight.

      “Did Marjory Laroque send you?”

      He latched the handcuffs behind her back. With the second cop standing guard, the first cop gripped her bicep and forced her into the back of the police car. “You’d be advised to keep your mouth shut if you know what’s good for you.”

      Time was getting away from her, and she could only guess what new critters were going to emerge from the swamp at midnight. “And you’d be wise to let me go,” she said as the two took their seats in the front of the car.

      “Not gonna happen. There’s someone who wants to have a little chat with you.” The second officer laughed at what must have been an inside joke. As the first policeman laid into the gas, Sere fell against the back of the bench seat. She peered over the edge and saw her two snakes coiled on the handlebars. I hope you two are just planning on protecting the bike. Don’t go getting any stupid ideas about trying to drive it.
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        * * *

      

      The huge doors of the Mardi Gras float-storage warehouse opened as if by command when the police car swung into the concrete parking lot. The cop didn’t even stop but drove straight down the line of garishly painted floats until he reached the office at the end. Both officers got out of the car before opening her door.

      Once again, they took up the tactical stance of having one cop stand backup in case she decided to fight it out. The guy who’d grabbed her arm was really starting to annoy her, but that feeling was possibly the result of her suppressing her desire for combat. He forced her through the office door.

      Sitting at the desk, reading the Times-Picayune, was former chief of police Gerald Laroque. He folded up the paper and set it on the desk. “You can leave us, Jefferies.”

      “I was told not to let her out of my sight,” the policeman responded stiffly.

      The former chief clasped his hands on top of the paper like he was giving a lecture. “She’s handcuffed in a building teaming with cops. She’s not going anywhere, but if it makes you feel better, you can listen from outside the door.” His voice of command made it clear he expected immediate compliance. Though in his eighties and twenty years retired from the force, he hadn’t lost any of his aura of authority.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Once the man had left, Gerald pulled out his revolver along with a box of bullets and set them on the desk. “Marjory has offered me immortality.”

      From the moment Sere had read Joe’s letter about trusting the former police chief, she’d known her faith in her mentor’s recommendation would bite her in the ass eventually. “I thought she was focusing on Devlin.”

      “My nephew is merely a test subject. If Marjory succeeds with that boy, he’ll become a foot soldier. He was never destined for the power he craves.”

      “Why are you telling me?” she asked.

      He pulled one of the bullets from the box and set it in front of her. “You weren’t the only one Andy supplied with paranormal ammunition. You really should have searched the area for something else he might have left behind.”

      Sere wasn’t a fan of fear—it seldom served any useful purpose—but the sight of the box of bullets capable of disconnecting her from Jennifer and freeing her soul for the loas of the dead to harvest made her take a half step back toward the door. “If you’re going to shoot me, just get it over with.”

      “That’s not how this works. You’ve been invited to a private soiree. Together, we’ll see if Marjory is capable of creating an immortal as she claims. If she is, then I’m to shoot you as a sign of my fidelity to her mission.”

      If she’s testing him, she must not fully trust him, which means maybe I shouldn’t discount his loyalty to Joe. She shuffled closer to the desk. Even though she always kept the four-barreled shotgun Joe had worked up for her fully loaded, the presence of the pellets from hell put her on edge, like feedback from an amplifier. However, even as she stood with her legs against the desk, she didn’t feel anything from inside the copper bullet.

      “I don’t have anything to wear.”

      He laughed, got up, and unlocked her handcuffs. “I knew I liked you. I tell you you’re going to die, and what you most worry about is what you’ll be wearing. There’s a wardrobe storeroom through the back door of this office. There’s only the one door, so don’t get any clever ideas of escaping. I know about your unwillingness to lie, so give me your word that you’ll behave, and I won’t send Jefferies along to keep an eye on you. Most of the Mardi Gras riders’ outfits back there are somewhat garish, but I trust you’ll find something suitable. But don’t take all night deciding. Marjory doesn’t forgive tardiness.”

      She nodded her acceptance of his terms.
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        * * *

      

      Sere had never bothered with fancy dresses. The storm in hell made such frivolities a handicap. As she walked down the row of period wear that looked like a carnival version of what her mother might have worn in the 1800s, she wondered if having her wear one of the costumes was Gerald’s way of limiting her mobility.

      She inspected each elegant dress for some unforeseen tactical advantage. She felt along the tattered top of the corset of a sequined purple gown. The row of metal stays that kept it rigid poked above the stitching. She pulled out one of the flexible shafts and ran her finger along the dull edge. It wouldn’t make much of a weapon, but it was better than nothing. To fight, however, would require her being free of the dress, and pulling out the interwoven lace at the back would take all night, even if it did result in a mile of cord usable for strangling or binding. She snugged the stay back into its pocket.

      What she really wanted was something along the lines of a pirate outfit. It needed to be steampunky enough that she could stash a weapon in it and have people think it was just a prop but, more importantly, fit close enough to her body that she could fight or at least get out of the damn thing without needing an assistant. They must keep those outfits in another warehouse, she thought.

      After ten minutes of inspecting dresses, she realized they must have all been made to similar specifications, if not by the same dressmaker. She settled on a yellowish-cream number that would have been understated next to half the dresses she’d looked at but would probably still stand out in an elegant ballroom. She set her leather jacket on the cushioned bench and scrunched out of her boots, jeans, and halter top.

      Crawling under the mile of overlapping cloth was more disorienting than fighting stalkers in the dark. This is like putting on a fucking tent. Once she had the uncomfortable dress facing the right direction, she looked at her boots in dismay. “What the hell was I thinking? I’ll never get you on while I’m wearing this thing.” She walked to the end of the aisle and looked over the selection of shoes. The high-heeled stilettoes appealed to her lust for weapons, but wearing them would likely end up with her on her ass. She chose a pair of comfortable flats instead. Maneuverability beat having a potential spike any day.

      The wall-size mirror beyond the rows of garments made the storeroom look even larger than it was. She stood in front of the glass and adjusted the corset. “I wonder what Bart would think.” She pushed her boobs higher into the support cups. “Jeez, a half hour among elegant gowns, and I’m acting like a debutant.”

      Though she’d run her tactical analysis of the room when she first entered, she did a second sweep as she returned to her jeans, top, and jacket. The cops who’d taken her in had patted her down but hadn’t bothered confiscating the phone wrapped in silk gloves that was still in the pocket of her jacket.

      She snatched a garter belt from the shelf and hunched up the dress. Within the mile of fabric, the cell phone secured against her thigh would be completely hidden. As a final touch, she smoothed the silk gloves up her arms.
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        * * *

      

      The family crest on the side of the large black limousine made the car look as fake as the clothing Sere wore. Gerald, however, in his elegant tuxedo, looked like he’d been born to wear the outfit. He opened the back door for her. “After you.” Even as an abductor, the man had manners.

      She did what she could to contain the dress as she squeezed through the door and plopped onto the worn leather of the back seat. “Is all this made-up show really necessary?”

      At six feet tall, pushing three hundred pounds and eighty-plus years of age, Gerald eased into the limo like it had been custom-tailored for him. “We all have our roles to play.”

      The non-answer left Sere wondering if she’d ever figure out which side he was playing for. As two uniformed police officers followed their former chief into the limo, she realized he might be just as trapped as she was. During the short ride, she peered through the tinted glass, trying to figure out how to get a message to Bart, but the family limousine working its way through the streets of the Quarter didn’t attract any attention.

      Just as well, she thought. I can handle this on my own. With Bart next to me, I’d be constantly worried about him. The bravado, however, didn’t ease her longing to have him near.

      At the grand promenade in front of the bank, Gerald escorted her out of the limo and past the eight-foot-tall bronze sculpture of Baron Malveaux that dominated the stone-slab-covered veranda. With the old man’s hand at her back, she felt like he was chaperoning her to her first cotillion.

      “Would you mind not walking so close? I know you’ve got your goons behind every hedge. I give you my word I won’t try to escape.”

      “Impressions are everything in this city,” he said. “I can’t have anyone thinking you weren’t anything but thrilled to be here.”

      She couldn’t stop fixating on the bullets. Gerald could have made the switch himself—that was the most logical answer. But even if he had, his assumed support could still be a trap to draw her off guard. He needed Sere to come along willingly to the bank, and letting her sense that the bullets weren’t a threat would have been the perfect way to gain her silent cooperation.

      If Gerald hadn’t made the switch, her calculations became considerably more complicated. Someone would have to be running a con on the old man. Andy led her short list of suspects. It would be just like that little twerp to double-cross his employers. By not putting the paranormal rocks into the bullets, he might have thought he could blackmail the Laroques. He was just foolish enough to have tried. But with the professor’s old lab assistant nothing more than dust in hell, he was no longer a threat.

      The next most likely answer as to why the bullets in Gerald’s gun didn’t give her the willies was that Marjory might have had something to do with it. Though that was the most complicated of Sere’s theories, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the powerful woman had a hidden agenda when it came to her brother. Marjory was suspicion personified. Making Gerald commit cold-blooded murder in front of her and the police contingent would put him at his sister’s mercy, but the threat of using the officers’ testimony against him would only work if Sere didn’t disintegrate before the cops’ eyes. And if he did shoot her with enough bullets to knock her out, Sere might wake up in the vault as Marjory’s personal lab rat.

      Games within games. Sounds like something that bitch would think up.

      Not that it mattered who was behind the fake bullets. If Sere was to stop the next raising of the devil, accepting Gerald’s delivery of her into Marjory’s hands was her best shot at getting close enough to use the gloves. She just hoped Marjory hadn’t discovered the paranormal pellet during her rebuilding of Devlin.

      The grand doors of the bank were opened by two more uniformed police officers in full regalia. From the stiffly erect postures and furtive looks in the chief’s direction, it was clear they were in awe of him and nervous about performing the simple duty to someone they revered. The message to Sere was unmistakable; there was no escape.

      Her flowing yellow ball gown swept the floor as he guided her over the marble entry and up the half flight of stairs to the main room. No one had searched her after she’d exited the hall of gowns. She found it hard to believe that had simply been an oversight. I’m driving myself crazy with all of these conspiracy theories.

      “You look quite lovely.” Gerald leaned toward her, revealing the patent-leather gun holster under his jacket that matched his dress shoes and belt so well that it could have been sold as a suit accessory.

      By contrast, Sere felt like a tomboy dressed up to look like a Disney princess. “You’ve found a unique way of keeping me from fighting. It’s hard enough just walking in this thing.”

      He nodded to another uniformed cop at the reception desk in front of a row of elevators. The man smartly returned the greeting, put a key in a lock, and moved aside. The wall of marble slabs behind the desk parted to reveal an ornate lift that could have been left over from the days when Baron Malveaux ran the bank.

      “Your sister is waiting downstairs,” the cop said.

      “Of course she is,” Gerald muttered as he ushered Sere into the walnut-paneled elevator. The power play was subtle but unmistakable. After eighty years of coordination, competition, and conspiracies, every word and action between the siblings was calculated to reinforce the dominant party. And for the last twenty years—since the day Gerald had accepted retirement over confrontation—Marjory had held the commanding hand. Sere might be little more than a pawn in their game of power, but if played right, even a pawn could take down a queen.

      The elevator doors opened to two more police officers. “I hope you didn’t drain the entire department simply to impress me,” Sere said.

      “Marjory likes a nice show. Now, please keep quiet.”

      Again, she couldn’t tell if his command was a threat or a warning. I sure as hell hope you’re on my side. Being in the dark meant Sere could believe she at least had a fighting chance at his help.

      Marjory swept across the concrete floor in a shimmering black-silk dress. The gown managed to downplay the woman’s age by not showing too much skin while at the same time highlighting the woman’s strength with starkly straight lines. She held out her hand sheathed in a long black glove that extended halfway from her elbow to her shoulder. “At last.”

      Gerald made a show of taking her hand and bending slightly to kiss it. “Shall we get on with it?”

      Though the floor had been scrubbed clean of the blood and guts Sere had spilled from Marjory’s devil and demons, the concrete pillars still bore the marks of missed sword strikes. Two final guards stood on either side of the table. From their clear eyes, Sere could tell they weren’t demons. If worse comes to worst, I’ll be facing four guards with guns in the basement, Gerald—who’s old but far from infirm, with a gun he’ll be overly confident about—and the version of Devlin that Marjory lets out of the vault. And me without my knife. Even in this stupid dress, those aren’t the worst odds I’ve ever faced.

      “You remember our agreement?” Marjory asked as if addressing a schoolboy.

      “Of course, my dear sister. If Devlin emerges, as you advertise he will—and if I’m convinced this isn’t all a trick—I’ll dispatch Sere Mal-Laurette. Our nephew will be the only immortal until I undergo the change.”

      “And once you do, you’ll perform the same procedure on me,” she said. “Think of it. We’ll shave twenty years off of our ages, and with our regenerative properties, our sixties will feel more like forties. I could live with being in my forties for eternity. You and I will be gods.”

      “One step at a time,” he said.

      Marjory turned and waved at a bundle wrapped in black plastic and secured to a dolly. “Would you burly gentlemen mind wheeling my nephew into the cabinet?” She had all the showmanship of a tawdry magician.

      The guards standing next to the table hopped to it as if the command had come from the chief. In the power play between brother and sister, Marjory might be in control, but when it came to the strongmen she relied on, she still had to trust Gerald. I dare not kill any of these men until I know which side he’s on. To know who to fight, Sere would have to wait until more cards were played between the siblings.

      The men lifted the dolly into the iron box then untied the straps and removed the black plastic. Sere only got fleeting glimpses of the rebuilt body. Like Frankenstein’s monster, the sewn-together pieces looked human in shape but lacked the clean, subtle lines of the original form.

      “Now, remember,” Marjory said as she stood behind the journal on the table. “Even once Devlin is whole again, it may take him some time to fully heal.”

      “Making excuses before you even begin?” Gerald asked.

      “Not at all. I just don’t want you to think this is how you’ll look after your transformation.” For the first time since they’d entered the basement, Marjory turned to Sere. “You did quite a number on Devlin. I should let him kill you, but I’ll find it far more satisfying to see my brother pull the trigger.” She grabbed her handbag then pulled out a silver revolver. “Of course, if he chickens out or you make a run for it, I brought a backup.”

      No doubt, with the original bullets from Andy, Sere thought. If Marjory’s were filled with hell-based rubble, that would mean the little twerp wasn’t the one giving Sere a chance. The question then would be whether the impotent bullets in Gerald’s gun were some sort of a test set by Marjory or, conversely, a giant brotherly fuck you by Gerald in letting Sere live. Whatever the answer, Sere would have to get closer than she’d like to find out.

      Marjory checked the elegant gold pocket watch on the table. “Close the door.” She then clicked the more modern stopwatch.
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      Sere didn’t need to see the watch to know that hell and life were lining up like the earth and moon during a solar eclipse. Hell’s energy tingled her skin like static electricity just prior to having the bejesus zapped out of her. The opening of the hell mouth had been enjoyable while she was naked in Bart’s arms and invigorating while she was battling killer crawfish with him at her side. In her enemy’s lair and on her own, however, the energy rush from the impending hour of demonic fury might prove hard to control. To carry out her deception of Marjory, Sere needed to keep her cool—at least until she had her hands on Devlin.

      Regarding what was happening directly in front of her, she knew what to expect. Somewhere in the professor’s hell-based equipment, whatever passed for Devlin Laroque’s soul lay dormant. His doppelgänger’s spirit—which Marjory would assume was located in an adjacent part of the program—would be bound tightly to the pellet Bart had fired into the mangled body. Without Andy at the controls in hell, Marjory wouldn’t know that part of her experiment was misaligned. The vault was an interdimensional portal between life and hell. By closing its door, she would activate the souls of the damned that her demons had captured. That power cord served to unite Devlin’s soul in hell with his reproduced body that Marjory and her scientist goons had hammered back together. How his demonic double—already locked in the body—took to the process, however, was anyone’s guess. Once the two were combined into one, the new devil would utilize the same bridge of the damned to power up his doppelgänger body. Then Devlin would be free of the professor’s equipment, free to determine his body’s age, free to regenerate as he chose, and free to terrorize the living until someone found a way of putting him down.

      If Sere was clever, she might get to take one shot. Her body’s demand for action made it hard to think clearly. While Marjory busied herself with the baron’s journal writings on how to raise an immortal, Sere checked that her elegant white gloves were stretched high up her arms. Thin wires were looped under her armpits and down the sides of her corset and attached to the cellphone strapped against her leg. Making the call too soon risked alerting Devlin to the threat. So long as the billowy fabric didn’t inadvertently brush against the phone’s screen, all she’d have to do was rest her hand against her dress to establish the connection when the time was right. She just had to get close enough to Devlin to make contact before someone decided to shoot her, sneak the pellet through his flesh without him screaming like a banshee, and get past the guards and out of Marjory’s basement lair while still hanging onto the pellet in her paranormally powered gloved fist. Simple enough.

      The truth was, she needed help, and it was out there. This time, though, her support group was going to have to find her. Kendell might have had a point about keeping her and the team in the loop if I expect them to show up in a crisis. I just hope she’s got more of those spirit jars handy.

      The sound of the creaky iron door opening like the hatch of a rusty battleship refocused Sere’s attention on the devil who was about to be revealed. As if hit by a gust of wind-driven dust straight out of hell, everything in front of her eyes went blood red.

      A man stumbled out of the vault, wearing an ill-fitting, backless hospital gown. As he tried walking, Sere realized the garment’s issue stemmed from its occupant’s misaligned limbs. Devlin Laroque might have had his bits and pieces stuck back together, but he was far from whole.

      “Welcome back.” Marjory held her arms out toward him like he was a kindergartener returning home from his first day of school.

      “I don’t feel right,” the creature moaned.

      Marjory put her arm around his waist to help steady him. “Focus. If that girl over there can regenerate, you can too.”

      Gerald continued to stand ramrod straight, watching the action. “I hope your little play gets better, sister, because I’m not spending eternity hobbling across the floor, looking like I’m mentally challenged.”

      “You need to just give him a minute,” she snapped. “If he’d stepped out of the vault fully manifested, you’d have complained that you hadn’t witnessed his powers of regeneration.” She took hold of Devlin’s arm and pulled it out straight. The ligaments, muscles, and joints fell into line, but the moment Marjory let go of the limb, it dropped, lifeless and mangled, at the man’s side.

      She turned on Sere. “Show him how to heal.”

      Fuck you, Sere thought, even as she realized that Marjory was offering an opening for her to make physical contact with Devlin. If she appeared too willing, the woman would know something was up, so she played up her belligerence. “Why should I? You’re planning on killing me the moment he’s whole.”

      “Prove that you have worth to me, and I won’t kill you.”

      Even in her demonically powered brain, Sere appreciated the practicality of the offer. It sure beat Devlin’s original argument of the two of them ruling the world together. “So my options are help you raise an army of immortals or face my own death? I may only partially understand what it is to be human, but even I’ve got enough of a moral compass to not side with the devil against all of humanity.” She hoped she hadn’t overplayed her hand. She did still need to get close to Devlin to shut him off.

      Marjory leaned Devlin against the table as if she were getting down to serious negotiations. “What if I help you give immortality to those you love? I won’t bullshit you by saying our two sides could live in harmony, but having your own army that could balance mine must beat leaving the future of humanity solely in my hands.”

      Sere had seen her father negotiate enough deals to know nothing was ever as it seemed. She only needed to get close to Devlin—nothing else mattered. However, Marjory would know something was up if Sere didn’t aggressively play the game. “A one-to-one detente? For each immortal you create, I get to build one of my own?”

      “So long as you help me solidify each new immortal. I need your knowledge, and you need my magic vault.”

      Sere ran her hands along her legs as if drying her palms. In reality, she was activating her phone. “I have to touch him, and it might not be pleasant. Regeneration can be very disorienting. Also, I can only fix what was originally whole, so there aren’t any promises this will work.”

      Marjory shrugged and tapped her gun. “If it doesn’t, we’ll be back to our original plan of me killing you.”

      Gerald stepped forward half a stride. “I thought I was supposed to do the honors.”

      Marjory took her hand away from her revolver. “So you are.”

      Sere walked in front of Devlin and next to the journal. She had an undeniable urge to grab the book and run. Without it, not only would Marjory be thwarted in her attempts at raising a devil, but the world itself might be spared the instructions as well.

      One thing at a time, she thought as she faced Devlin. “You’re going to get very woozy. It can be wildly disorienting seeing yourself as multiple people. Don’t be alarmed if you feel intense pain and slump to the ground. Hyperconsciousness can be as difficult on the body as unconsciousness.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Gerald pulling out his gun. “Don’t do anything stupid,” he said. “Hurt him, make a run for it, or start a fight, and I’ll have to put a bullet in you.”

      Behind Devlin, Marjory smiled. “She’s got too much invested to turn away now. That handsome bartender, the ragtag group who raised her, and an open-ended number of others she could make permanent additions to her life—who could say no to that? Especially since she knows that no matter what happens today, I’ll never stop. The only way she can combat me is to follow through with her promise.” She sauntered past Devlin to Sere. “Isn’t that right, my dear?”

      Sere didn’t know how to lie, and she suspected somewhere in her father’s journals, Baron Malveaux had explained that character trait. “It would be the most logical choice.”

      “Close enough,” Marjory said. “Now, show Devlin what to do.”

      The man held out his arms like a little kid expecting to be picked up after scraping his knees on the playground. Weak and pathetic, Sere thought. Marjory should have chosen her potential immortal with more care.

      She took him in her arms. Between the physical contact, the hell-based energy infusion from midnight’s opening of the hell mouth, and the professor’s enhanced connection to Jennifer, Sere saw Devlin from his own perspective. The two sides of his soul were like the two handles of a jump rope being held by the mangled remains of his doppelgänger body. His form had the finesse of Frankenstein’s monster, and she was supposed to teach the creature how to use the equipment like a skilled athlete. The energy cord made up of lost souls made Sere nearly lose her footing.

      “I’m going to save you.”

      Devlin nestled against her. She knew he thought she was talking to him. Standing in the center of the nineteen souls of the damned who held hands and made up the looped line into hell were Larry and Kelly. The couple, who had shown such kindness to Sere when she was on the run, had been the first people to fall prey to a demon from hell. Standing outside of the group like a protective coating were the demons who’d used the damned to make their escape and return to the foreign dimension. With them was Doodlebug, who kept her head down. Her presence let Sere know she had at least one demonic ally in her quest to end Devlin.

      “Get to work,” the doppelassassin whispered.

      Sere refocused on the task at hand. Devlin was composed of two energies, the real and the doppelgänger demon. As she’d hoped, the side from hell hadn’t matched up with the soul yanked from hell’s computer. But before she began her operation, she needed to focus on the energy pulsing through her hand.
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        * * *

      

      Jennifer eased out of bed without disturbing Henry, who was snoring softly. “What are we doing now?” she whispered as she grabbed a robe.

      “It’s way too complicated to explain. Find a quiet place and wait for me. If we lose touch, head to the professor’s lab right away.”

      Jennifer tiptoed down the carpeted hallway toward the kitchen. “Sounds dangerous.”

      “You have no idea. I’m going to snatch this demon and make a run for it. When I do, he’ll be able to hear everything we’re saying, so don’t talk. There will be a whole gauntlet of people trying to shoot me. Try to stay calm.”

      “Where are you?” Jennifer asked. “I’ll send help.”

      Usually, Sere liked conducting her battles free of other entanglements, but this one promised to tax her skills. And the ramifications of failure extended well beyond her own existence. “I’m at the bank. Tell Kendell to bring a spirit jar and Bart to bring a traditional medical field kit. Even if things go well, I expect to get shot at least once. Tell them to watch themselves. You’ve got about a minute before I yank the pellet out of this guy.” Sere turned her attention to the demonic side of Devlin. All right, fucker, time to dance.

      “What do I do first,” Devlin asked.

      “See yourself. You’re a grown man, so I expect you have a healthy sense of self-awareness. Before you can call on the new part of you for healing, you need to differentiate the injured self from the power source.” Of course, for Sere, that was considerably easier with Jennifer being a distinctly separate soul.

      “Will you be inside me too?”

      She pressed her palm against his back near his heart as if pressing a start button. “Not completely. I’ll be like a ghost trying to focus your energy. This is up to you, though. You’ve got a lot to do to heal this body. It will be unpleasant. Try not to cry out.” If she could keep him quiet during the pellet extraction, hopefully, Marjory would keep her distance.

      “I can see him.” Devlin’s voice had the soft, far-off tone of someone slipping into a trance.

      “Good. You need to start with a little separation between you.” Sere couldn’t afford to yank both demon and real out of the body and have the doppelgänger puppet disintegrate. The person Devlin used to be needed to survive for a time to hold the body together. To convince Marjory that resurrection wasn’t possible, Sere had to allow the plan to at least partially succeed. Plus, if Devlin fell to dust in Sere’s hands, she’d be to blame. While she made her escape, his energy would drain like an overused battery while Marjory scrambled to hold him together.

      The different realities swirled around Sere like debris in a hurricane. Jennifer sitting in her kitchen, on the phone with Kendell… Devlin looking as confused as a lost child… Doodlebug yanking on his evil twin to prevent him from crossing fully into reality, like a girl holding the tail of a tiger… Marjory and Gerald watching the man’s convulsions… and Sere trying to control it all until she had the evil in her hand.

      When the pellet broke Devlin’s skin and struck Sere’s palm, she feared a reoccurrence of the encounter with Thomas’s evil twin. That demon had busted between dimensions and nearly possessed Jennifer. But Sere hadn’t had Doodlebug holding Thomas’s demon’s back then.

      “How long can you hold on?” she asked the girl beyond the maelstrom.

      “As long as you need.”

      Sere drew her fingers into a fist around the pellet and held it to Devlin’s back. The magnetic energy between the two versions of the man worked to heal the small puncture. Once Sere knew there wasn’t an outward indication of her exorcism, she lowered Devlin to the floor and stood up. “It’s all up to him now. Me being in contact will only confuse him. You’ll want to hold him so he doesn’t hurt himself.”

      Marjory and Gerald looked foolish getting on the ground in their finest outfits. Sere had expected the guards to do the dirty work, but as she took a furtive look around the basement, she didn’t see them. You two didn’t even trust your guards to see what was happening?

      Once the elder Laroques were on the floor, Sere grabbed the journal from the table and made a run for the elevator.

      “Shoot her! She’s getting away!” Marjory yelled.

      Sere made it to the first pillar before Gerald had cleared his gun from its holster. The first bullet zinged to her left and sent concrete dust flying into the air. The strike forced her away from the protective column. She zigged low across his field of sight, hoping to use the table in front of Gerald as interference. Instead, he held his gun on the top and pegged her in the side with his second shot.

      “You always were a good aim.” Marjory’s shrill voice echoed around the room. “Now, finish her off.”

      The next bullet whizzed to Sere’s right. She felt like a pinball being knocked from side to side. With the pellet grasped in one hand and the journal under her other arm, she didn’t have the maneuverability she needed for a tumbling escape. She ducked and spun hard to the left. Another bullet flew overhead.

      “Leave her, Gerald. She’s already got one bullet in her. That should be enough to sever her connection to hell. Get down here and help me with Devlin. I can’t hold him on my own.”

      Sere struggled to put a pillar between her and the action around the table while attempting to make sense out of what had just happened. If Marjory thought I’d be dead from a single bullet, she couldn’t have been in charge of the paranormal-free ammunition. Interesting. That man might still be on my side.
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        * * *

      

      Sere fell against the inside wall of the elevator, panting. The bullet in her side stung but no more so than usual. The bigger problem was what she’d find when the doors opened. She set the ledger on the ground and focused on her fist. With it, she could deliver a hellacious punch, but if she opened her hand, the wily demon might take possession of the first person he found—or worse, was connected to.

      As the elevator opened, she made a tumbling exit, hoping to roll like a billowy yellow bowling ball under the legs of any guards who might be on duty. At the reception desk, she popped upright with fists raised, ready for a fight. To her surprise, there was no one around her.

      While the doors were still open, she raced back to the elevator and retrieved the journal. Where the hell is everyone? Once the doors finally closed, she went back to the desk, turned the lock, and broke the key off inside the tumbler. The walls of marble closed over the antique elevator. If no one else knew about the hidden lift, Marjory and Gerald would be down there a while.

      Sere ran across the marble floor to the entrance. Without someone to fight, her body began registering the pain. Even though Jennifer’s healing powers were literally in the palm of her hand, activating that connection while holding a demon, and with a bullet still lodged inside her, would create a mess that even the professor would have trouble untangling. Then there was the energy from hell, which, in spite of the movement of time, showed no sign of abating.

      She pushed open the large, heavy, oak-and-glass doors and stumbled outside. At the feet of the bronze statue of Baron Malveaux, she fell to her knees. Instead of a platoon of off-duty cops descending on her with automatic weapons, Sere saw the beat-up, vintage VW bus with Bart, Polly, Kendell, and Myles pouring out of it like some vaudevillian movie scene.

      Bart was the first to reach her. “Where are you hit?”

      “In the back on my side. It was a normal bullet. Don’t worry about me right now. There must be cops swarming out there in the dark.”

      He lifted her onto his lap. “There were. They’re gone now. Fisher ran his magic. The city has a website for normal people to hire off-duty cops. When Fisher discovered that the bank had hired them all to appear in full dress, he knew something was up. Early this afternoon, he hacked in and changed the end time of the contract to twelve fifteen a.m. We were parked a block away, waiting for them to leave. You nearly plowed into the last one guarding the door.”

      Kendell held a blue jar next to Sere’s fist. In her other hand, she held a pair of hemostats. “We’re going to get this demon-capture activity down to a science.”

      Polly knelt next to Sere’s other side. “Show me where you’ve hidden the cell phone. The three of us need to work in unison. I’ll shut off the connection. You’ll open your hand. And Kendell will grab the pellet with her hemostats and put it in the bottle. Then we’ll see about getting that bullet out of you.”

      Sere lifted the side of her dress. “It’s strapped to my thigh. And there’s four of us, not three. Doodlebug is holding onto the demon’s tail in hell.”

      “Right,” Polly said. “On three.”

      At the end of the countdown, Sere opened her hand. “Let go, Doodlebug. We’ve got the bastard on this side.” The demon moved from Sere’s palm to the blue jar as easily as a maximum-security prisoner being escorted in chains to his new cell. When Sere opened her eyes, however, it wasn’t the calming brown eyes of Bart that she gazed into. It was the driving rain of hell.

      “What’s happening?” Jennifer’s terrified voice made Sere roll to her side. She had the woman’s hand clasped in her long white glove.
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Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll get you out of here,” Sere said to Jennifer with more conviction than she felt.

      Doodlebug towered over them with scythes in hand. “You two both need to get off your asses and follow me. The harvesters will be on us any minute.”

      The soaking-wet ball gown seemed even more ludicrous in hell than it had in life, but Sere had fought in worse conditions. Blood continued to seep from the wound in her side. “I’ve still got the bullet in me.”

      “Then you’d better leave the dress on for now.” Doodlebug pulled out the katana sword and tossed it next to Sere. “Get up and be ready to fight like a warrior. We’ll deal with your booboo later.”

      In spite of the pain and danger, Sere had to smile at getting a taste of her own medicine from the doppelwarrior.

      Jennifer stood, keeping hold of Sere’s hand. “Let me help you up.”

      Sere grabbed the sword and got stiffly to her feet. “With you in your robe and me with the bullet, we’re not going to be able to move very fast.” She turned to Doodlebug. “I assume you’ve got a safe house somewhere close.”

      “It’s only a few blocks, but every step will be treacherous.” She looked Jennifer over from her bed-flattened hair down to her fuzzy white slippers. “First, we need to know our limitations.” She swung the sickle, dull end first, toward Jennifer’s stomach. The blade passed right through her like a knife cutting through fog.

      Sere grabbed the homemaker’s hand even tighter and glared at Doodlebug. “You don’t think that was a little risky?”

      “How many people do you know who physically stumbled into hell without a lot of magic involved? Looks like you two are joined at the wrist until we can send Jennifer’s soul back where it belongs.” Doodlebug scanned the streets as if she were in a war zone and had dallied too long out in the open. “We need to get moving. Follow me and keep a sharp watch. The harvesters have gotten pretty creative at finding hiding spots. We’ll stay toward the middle of the streets.” She looked at the woman in the bathrobe. “Try not to fall into any of the potholes.”

      “How did we get here?” Jennifer whispered to Sere as they splashed through the torrent of water that cascaded off the stone promenade.

      “Do you remember me warning you about our coffee conversation?” Sere couldn’t be sure that was the reason for their current dilemma, but the implication wasn’t a complete lie.

      Jennifer grasped Sere’s hand like a child afraid of getting lost at a carnival of horrors. “What does that mean? What happens to me if a harvester gets to you? If I’m just spirit, why can I feel the pavement under my feet and water soaking me to the bone?”

      “All good questions for later. Right now, we need to work on staying alive.” Sere pulled the woman into the middle of the street and struggled to keep up with Doodlebug, who was already little more than a silhouette in the rain half a block ahead.

      Though Sere had been free of hell for less than a year, she hadn’t fully appreciated how cushy that time had been. Even in the hurricane-driven rain, the bugs, animals, and demons of hell found ways of getting around. She slashed her sword down hard through the water at something that grazed her foot. The darker red of blood spread into the lighter tones of the flooded street.

      “What was that?” Jennifer asked in a quivering voice.

      “No idea.” Sere pulled harder at the woman’s hand. “In hell, the rule is slice first and don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to.” She scanned the street ahead, but instead of seeing the silhouette of their savior, she saw a ragged black blanket coming at them like a sheet ripped from a clothesline. “Duck!” Sere dove to the ground and pulled Jennifer over her.

      The harvester’s curved blade sliced so close to Sere’s head that she was certain she’d lost some of her hair. With Jennifer rolled away from the action, Sere raised her sword to deflect the next strike. The blades clashed in a spray of sparks.

      “What do I do?” Jennifer cried.

      “Stay down, and don’t let go of my hand.” Sere tumbled forward while maintaining her grasp on Jennifer. Fighting one-handed and with a bullet inside her felt like being an alligator thrashing to get at its hunters before they delivered the lethal shot.

      Instead of swinging the black blade at Sere, the harvester sliced at Jennifer’s outstretched arm with surgical precision in an attempt to separate the forearm at the elbow. The blade passed through the exposed limb without creating injury. “So, you’re another ghost searching for body parts?” the wraith hissed.

      The demon barely got the words out before Doodlebug crossed her two swords against his neck. The desiccated head fell at Jennifer’s feet.

      “Get that thing away from me!”

      Sere had to hang on tightly to the woman’s hand to prevent her from running off screaming into the storm. “You’re okay. Pretend this is just a bad nightmare. They can’t really hurt you.”

      “But they can hurt you,” Jennifer said. “If I lose you, I’ll be even worse off than if they hurt me.”

      “Focus, ladies,” Doodlebug said. “If you two are going to cower in the street all day, I’m going to have to change my tactics.”

      “She’s right,” Sere said. Being in such close contact with her real had weakened her warrior resolve. “Keep your mind on what we want—to make it to safety—and stop fixating on the dangers.” She hauled Jennifer back to her feet. “The only way to get through this is to work together.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere had never been so glad to be leaving the Quarter in her life.

      “That’s where we’re headed.” Doodlebug pointed her curved blade at a towering hotel across Canal Street that looked as dark and vacant as every other building in the Central Business District. She jetted across the streetcar tracks and wove between the dark forms of cars and trucks that drove at full speed toward pedestrians like bowling balls aimed at doppelgänger pins.

      Sere did her best to follow the doppelgirl’s lead, with Jennifer in hand. “We’re almost there.”

      The three of them hurtled through the slowly opening glass doors. Water filled the lobby, making the patterned carpet look like a scene under a fish tank.

      “Are we safe?” Jennifer asked in a trembling voice.

      “Safe as we can be,” Doodlebug said.

      “Who are the stiffs?” The homeless man blended in so well with the garbage in the corner that Sere hadn’t seen him until he spoke.

      Doodlebug set her swords on the reception desk. “Friends. How are the patrols going?”

      The man struggled to his feet, bringing half of the garbage with him as his clothing. “There’s more harvesters out than I’ve ever seen. I brought the first squad back across Canal. Second squad was headed toward Esplanade.”

      The doppelwarrior put her fists on the hips of her camo pants. “So your plan is to just abandon the Quarter to the harvesters? Tell me you at least got more of the gutter punks and homeless out of harm’s way.”

      “We lost three to their blades, and another one is missing an arm. Something has those wraiths riled up.” From the lascivious way he ran his eyes over Sere, then Jennifer, the dude could have been a rapist sizing up his next victims. “You wouldn’t happen to know why that is, would you, fresh meat?”

      Doodlebug stormed between Sere and the homeless man. “They’re under my protection, Donald. Spread the word. Anything happens to either of these two, and you all will be back on the streets without the benefit of my swords.” Doodlebug headed for the bank of elevators without waiting for a reply. Once the doors closed with the three of them inside, the tautness in her muscles eased. “I’ve never seen the water this high in the lobby before. Hurricane Agnes is angry about something. Every time the storm increases, it puts everyone on edge.”

      Now that they were inside, Sere noticed the lights were on but dim enough not to be noticed outside of the building’s tinted windows. “What’s with the fancy digs? Your real is a gutter punk. I would think you’d consider a room so high off the ground as exposed as living in a bird cage.”

      From the creaking of the elevator as it came to a stop, it sounded like the cables had rusted nearly in half. Doodlebug stepped out of the cab as if there was nothing to worry about and opened the grand double doors to the suite. “Not to state the obvious, but doppelgängers are based on people who wander New Orleans. Each of those reals has to be here long enough to justify the work of creating a double.”

      “So no tourists?” Jennifer said as she followed Sere into the once opulent suite.

      “Exactly. All the warehouse condos, Creole townhouses, and historic cottages are teaming with residents—both past and present—but the upscale hotels are mostly vacant.”

      Sere nodded her approval of the tactical advantage as she looked at the wall of blown-out windows. “Now you have a bird’s-eye view of the Quarter while maintaining the secure perimeter of an empty building. But how did you get electricity?”

      “You really have been away from hell for too long. The more we become sentient, the more ways we find to be useful to each other. Even the fucking harvesters collect body parts because they can be sold at the French Market.”

      Jennifer shivered at Sere’s side. “For the love of God, why?”

      Doodlebug laughed. “Do you really need to ask? I get enough from Dooly to know how your world works.” She looked Jennifer over as if inspecting her for defects. “You might not have had any plastic surgery done, but I’m sure you know women who have. Imagine if those friends of yours didn’t have to guess at what they’d look like after the procedure—if they could inspect the merchandise beforehand.”

      Jennifer’s hand trembled in Sere’s. “You mean they pick the body parts they want like meat from a butcher’s counter?”

      “Exactly like that.”

      Sere couldn’t see how such a procedure would work. “But those modifications can’t last. Once the doppelgänger body gets another update from the professor’s equipment, it returns to its natural state.”

      Doodlebug paced in front of the bed. “So long as the original doppelgänger body exists, any small part that’s removed from it and is grafted onto another doppelgänger body will maintain its shape by receiving the main transmissions meant for the original body. The professor’s updates transfer to the new host body.” She headed to one of the blown-out windows in the living room. Though the storm continued to howl along the building’s concrete projections, the rain only misted the room’s interior. “Of course, if the original doppelgänger dissipates, or their real leaves New Orleans and their doppelgänger spirit gets shelved, the body part dissolves, leaving a gaping hole in the recipient, necessitating an emergency call to a medic harvester.”

      Jennifer sat on the soggy bed. “If you’re safe from the beasts here in this hotel, why wouldn’t everyone just leave the Quarter?”

      “The reals for my doppelgänger army are homeless people who camp out along Canal Street. If my people stray too far from what’s going on in reality, they miss their updates.” Doodlebug nodded toward Sere. “That was never an issue with you. Hell’s technology tracked you from the moment you were placed in that body.” She turned back to the storm. “And now that I’m of some use to you, I have the freedom to deviate from Dooly Buell’s life on the street.”

      “What about the squads the guy downstairs talked about?” Jennifer asked.

      “If they’re too scared to return to the actions of their reals, they’ll start desiccating.”

      A cold shiver went up Sere’s spine and across her arm, causing Jennifer to shake uncontrollably. “So that’s how harvesters are created?”

      “Yep. As we became more self-aware, a desire grew to strike out on our own. For every harvester my army decapitates, there are five doppelgängers who think they can cheat curfew.”

      “So like the harvesters, there are electricians you can hire?” Sere asked, hoping to change the conversation. Jennifer already had enough hellish information for her growing nightmare.

      “Hell-based technicians would be a better term,” Doodlebug said. “The original power plants were flooded early on in the storm, but the power that creates the doppelgängers can be tapped into by anyone who knows what they’re doing.”

      Jennifer got off the bed like she was ready to leave. “I think I’ve had enough of my tour of hell.”

      While on the prowl, Sere could distract herself from her injuries, but now that she was safely in the hotel room, the wound needed to be addressed. “We have to deal with this one step at a time. I can’t do much good with this bullet in me. We’ll need to get to the professor’s lab so we can call in. Once he knows where I am and that Jennifer is with me, he can project his cache of information on her to reconstruct my body. The repair is going to take some time, however, as her soul is in hell.”

      Doodlebug continued to stand at the hole in the wall like a centurion keeping watch. “Those offices are clear across the French Quarter. We could work around the area—though with all the storm damage, it would take a lot longer. I’d offer to dig the slug out of you myself, but Dooly Buell never was much of a biology student.”

      “Don’t look at me,” Jennifer said. “I can bandage a skinned knee, but that’s about it.”

      Sere squeezed the woman’s hand. “You’re only barely in this reality as it is. If I lost consciousness, we’d both be screwed.”

      Doodlebug turned from her post and started ripping the sheets off the bed. She then tore them into strips. “Sounds like you’ll have to travel injured. At the very least, we can clean you up and stop the bleeding. I’ve also got some more hell-appropriate attire.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere held Jennifer’s hand as Doodlebug loosened the corset’s cord. She had a wad of torn sheets in her free hand to plunge into the bullet hole once she was free of the dress.

      “Well, that would explain why you haven’t bled out,” Doodlebug said as she peeled the once semi-glamorous gown off Sere. “The metal stays must have slowed down the bullet. I can see it embedded in your flesh.” The girl’s grimy finger prodded the hole in Sere’s side. “I can almost reach it, but once it’s removed, you’ll probably start gushing blood.”

      Blood loss was not an option—Sere needed all the strength she could muster if they were to sneak across the Quarter. “Until we’re at the professor’s lab and he can conduct my healing, there isn’t much point in digging out the slug.” She held the cotton fabric to her side. “Just wrap me up.”

      Doodlebug circled the long strip of cloth around Sere until it looked like she was wearing a mummy-inspired tank top. “That should work for your upper half. I’ve got baggy jeans or army fatigues.” She passed her hand through Jennifer. “I’m afraid I don’t have anything fit for a ghost.”

      The housewife pulled the belt of her bathrobe tightly around her midsection. “We all have our superhero costumes. Mine just makes me look like a mom.”

      Sere snagged the jeans from the chair. “I may not know much about motherhood, but I know a heroine when I see one. Help me get into these, and we’ll work on getting you home.”

      While Jennifer helped getting Sere ready for battle, Doodlebug pulled out her arsenal of weapons. “Grab whatever you fancy.” She stashed two sickles at her sides in her belt and the old flintlock pistol against her back. She then picked up two daggers for good measure.

      Sere grinned at how similar she looked to Bart when going into battle. “I see you believe in being prepared.” She picked up the katana that she’d used while training under Joe. It seemed like a lifetime ago that she’d crossed blades with her mentor. Though the doppelgänger who’d killed him was standing right in front of her, being in hell again reminded Sere of how much Doodlebug had to endure to survive.

      The demon warrior aimed one of her knives toward the window. “Harvesters aren’t subtle. Have a look out the window.”

      Sere pulled Jennifer along at a distance like a kite. Down on the streets, across Canal’s neutral zone, black cloaks rode the wind like rags tossed from an invisible Mardi Gras float of the damned.

      “Are there always so many?” Jennifer asked.

      “Nope.” Doodlebug tied her hair back as if preparing for battle. “Half of the harvesters from the Quarter must be out there. And the longer we sit here gabbing like old ladies, the more will gather.”

      Sere headed for the door with Jennifer still in tow. “Let’s do this thing.”
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Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      Once out on the street, instead of heading for the gauntlet of wraiths, Doodlebug led the contingent deeper into the Central Business District. “As soon as we’re out of sight of the harvesters, we’ll cut down toward the river. There are doppel gutter punks along Decatur that owe me favors, though I’m not sure how much good a bunch of street urchins will be against an army of hellions.”

      “Why are the harvesters singling us out?” Jennifer whispered to Sere as they splashed through the shin-deep water.

      Sere could imagine any number of reasons, none of which gave her any comfort. “I’d guess stalking the usual victims like a bar sleaze hitting on the same women every night becomes a little dreary.”

      “They don’t seem like the kind of demons to worry about getting no as an answer,” Jennifer said.

      As they spotted the garishly out-of-place casino at the end of the street—and the towering World Trade Center behind it, discharging lightning bolts into the storm—Doodlebug motioned for Sere and Jennifer to keep quiet and stick close. “This is it. Hopefully, the harvesters will still be spread out along Canal Street. Until they spot us, they’ll be running a zone defense. Once we cross the neutral zone, however, they’ll be coming at us in force. Jennifer, remember, you cannot be hurt. Only Sere can feel you. Use your body weight to her advantage, but don’t second-guess her instructions.” The warrior stared into Sere’s eyes. “The last thing you need is for me to tell you how to fight. The harvesters are pure demon. They have no connection to whatever reals originally gave them substance. Use that to your advantage. Don’t attempt to reason with them. Don’t ask them questions. Kill them like you would a cockroach scurrying across the bathroom floor at midnight.”

      Jennifer leaned in close to Sere’s ear. “I don’t even want to know what one of those insects would look like in hell.”

      “You know where we’re going,” Doodlebug continued. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll run what interference I can. Take the most direct route to the professor’s lab and don’t look back. Also, don’t trust anyone who looks like their outfit cost more than a week’s worth of groceries. The doppelgängers of the rich love perusing the streets in search of targets for the harvesters. Picking body parts off the shelf is fine for the common doppelgänger, but commissioning hits has become a popular trend of the rich and powerful.”

      “You sound like you’ve made this run before,” Jennifer said.

      “Remember how I mentioned doppelgängers have found ways to make a living in this underworld economy? With Sere’s training of both me and Dooly, it shouldn’t be too hard for you to guess why others seek me out.” She aimed her dagger at the streetlight. “I’ll take the far side of Decatur. When I’m a block ahead—which should be just as you lose sight of me—take off running. Depending on how the harvesters react, I’ll either zigzag between Decatur and Chartres or make a beeline toward the lower Quarter. Again, don’t worry about me. If you get in real trouble, head for the river. With their bony limbs and large capes, harvesters can’t swim worth a damn.”

      Sere held tight to Jennifer’s hand as Doodlebug sprinted across the streetcar tracks. “Whatever happens, don’t let go.”
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        * * *

      

      Crossing Canal and splashing through the first block of Decatur proved wet but not dangerous. Sere kept Jennifer to the shadowy doorways as the capes that rode on the wind sailed by in pursuit of the Doppel Avenger a block ahead. At an outdoor café that was more tumbled chairs and blowing menus than eatery, Jennifer got tangled in the chrome legs of a table.

      “You’re not physical,” Sere yelled. “Stop thinking of yourself as being a part of this dimension. There must be some video game or something that Bobby plays with that you could relate to.”

      Instead of pulling at the outdoor furniture, Jennifer swung her legs through the Formica top like the Hulk breaking through a brick wall. “Won’t happen again.”

      Sere pulled her against the twelve-foot-tall window of a bar entrance under a balcony. “This is where it gets interesting. I know being a cheerleader feels like a lifetime ago, and I guess it was—Bobby’s lifetime—but you’ve got muscle memory going for you and no physical form to contend with. Here’s what we’re going to do. We run full speed at those shops and grab wrists, then you plant your feet and toss me up to the wrought-iron balcony like a shot put. Since you don’t really have any mass, so long as we keep hold of each other, you should follow along without a problem. That will at least get us out of this damn street river.”

      “I like the sound of that.”

      Sere looked down at the woman’s fuzzy slippers that seemed to be waving in the deep water. “The important thing is to build up enough momentum.”

      Jennifer pulled Sere back behind the window’s projection and surveyed the street ahead. “We can hop along the stair entrances. That will get us a little higher. Then if we use one of the city’s solid garbage cans as our launch platform, we’ll be free of the water and won’t be slowed down at the last moment.”

      With Joe’s combat training and her personal gymnastic education, Sere knew she could make the move on her own. But if Jennifer had any lingering sense of solidity, the two of them together might teeter into a gutter at the final moment. Working alone for so long made it difficult for Sere to anticipate another’s moves.

      “I’ve always worked solo, and you were a part of a squad, so you lead,” Sere said, hoping that giving Jennifer control would empower the woman to do what was needed for the team and not get caught up in her self-image.

      Jennifer nodded once and took off at a sprint. The woman’s padded slippers worked like a long-legged duck’s webbed feet, paddling more than running through the water. “I think I’m starting to get the hang of this.”

      Sere hadn’t felt like a plodding amateur in years, but as her dress shoes crashed through the water instead of slipping through it like Jennifer’s, she hoped she’d be able to keep up. Within the swirling water, the dark forms of fish and snakes threatened to make Sere lose her footing. “Just let me know when you’re ready to launch.”

      “Prepare for the jump.” The housewife in hell leapt onto the anchored garbage can, crouched low, and extended both hands.

      Sere grabbed the woman’s wrists and sprang off the step like a frog hopping off a lily pad. Jennifer extended her legs to increase the pair’s momentum then swung around. Just before Sere’s toes pointed at the second-floor balcony, Jennifer bent her legs back over the garbage can and gave a final launch to project them skyward. Sere arched her back and sailed feetfirst over the balcony railing like a high jumper over a bar, but instead of hitting the ground running, she performed a double-body vault to get them clear across the relatively small porch.

      Jennifer’s feet landed on the next handrail. “Two can play at that game.” She hunched low then launched them well into the next gallery like a Slinky bouncing from stair to stair.

      On landing, Sere pulled Jennifer down to the slatted wooden floor. A dark figure fluttered overhead. Sere pulled the katana from her belt and stabbed at the sky. A rapid beating of wings took the wraith cormorant clear of the strike.

      “Fucking fish eater.”

      “I thought you liked animals,” Jennifer said as they got to their feet.

      “Swamp creatures, yes, but river birds have always freaked me out—and cormorants give me nightmares.”

      Together, they jumped to the next balcony and resumed their sprint. Below them and less than a building ahead, the dark capes of harvesters fluttered on the wind like broken umbrellas in a storm.

      Jennifer pointed at the melee. “I know what she said, but it looks like Doodlebug could use some help.”

      Sere kept at her freight-train run as they plowed through the outdoor tables and chairs of an upscale restaurant’s balcony. “We obey her wishes. If we can get far enough ahead of her, we just might lose the bastards.”

      At the end of the next gallery, however, they could either turn away from their destination or land back in the street. The intersection was teaming with harvesters. From the clash of weapons, Doodlebug didn’t appear to be alone.

      “Guess we don’t have a choice,” Jennifer said.
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        * * *

      

      Sere held her sword high and jumped with Jennifer as far from the building as their legs could thrust. They sailed clear of the carnage and landed behind a boy beating back the harvesters with a four-foot length of rebar. “Keep running. We’ve got your back. You should be clear to Jackson Square, but keep a watch out for the horse-drawn carriages. Those mules do the harvesters’ bidding.” He charged past her with a length of iron rebar to deflect a downward-slicing sickle.

      “We’re out of here,” Sere yelled as she pulled hard at Jennifer’s arm. They raced across the busy intersection. A solid black sedan speeding down Decatur sent a wave of water against Sere’s legs, nearly knocking her down, while a tour bus drove straight at her and Jennifer.

      “Down.” She pulled Jennifer face-first into the swirly pool of water, alcohol, and demon guts. The bus plowed over them. With a resounding crash that shook the street, the battering ram of a vehicle came to a stop. Sere pulled Jennifer free of the bus’s undercarriage and under the doorway of a curio shop.

      “What brilliant move do you have planned for us now?” Jennifer asked while panting and covered in gore.

      “Run.” A dozen harvesters exited the crashed bus like a group of tourists seeking out the nearest bar. Sere had to trust Jennifer to navigate the crumbling sidewalk while she ran sideways, swinging her sword at the mass of black capes behind them. Skulls covered in stretched leathery skin with black-dagger teeth snarled and lunged from the cowls. With a firm backhanded swing, Sere severed the head off the closest ghoul. “We need to get off the street before these assholes attract their friends.”

      Halfway down the block from Decatur, Jennifer pointed to an abandoned building. “What about that construction site up ahead?”

      The ancient brick structure—which, according to the placards, was destined to be another hotel—looked deserted. “It’s worth a shot. Can’t be much worse than out here,” Sere said. At the gaping hole where the hotel’s grand entrance would be, they ducked under the supporting wood beams. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s working today. The contractor must be using day laborers. They wouldn’t hang around New Orleans long enough to have doppelgängers.”

      The constrained opening limited how many harvesters Sere had to fight off. By thrusting her blade into the bony bodies and swinging it through the wraiths’ capes, she caused arms and heads to start flying through the air. The dark mass of overlapping fabric blew away from the opening, allowing the driving rain to return.

      “They must have figured there are easier targets,” Sere said.

      Jennifer turned toward the building’s interior. “This place is only slightly less creepy than outside.” She had a point. Birds had a nasty habit of nesting in abandoned buildings.

      Sere ran along the piles of lumber and sheetrock to stay clear of the water. Everything about the building had been demolished down to the original brick walls. “Good thing ghosts aren’t as big a deal in hell as everyone thinks.”

      At the back door, they ran out into a walled-in brick courtyard. “Damn it!” Jennifer said. “Now what do we do?”

      Sere pulled Jennifer in front of her and stared into her eyes. “I can climb these walls. I’ve done it plenty of times behind the Scratchy Dog, but I can’t do it with you weighing a hundred pounds. Imagine you’re a balloon animal floating above my head.”

      Jennifer’s wide-eyed look made it clear she thought Sere was crazy. Even so, she took a deep breath as if inflating her balloon body. As she lifted clear of the water, she started to flail her arms and legs. “This is so freaky.”

      Sere pulled her along to the cast-iron drain spout. “We’ll be out of here before you know it.” Climbing while clutching the inflated hand was a little more awkward than she was used to, but Sere had trained for all manner of inconveniences. At the top of the wall, she stood on the crumbling bricks and ran for a window in the next building. “Hopefully, no one’s home.”

      “Doodlebug made it sound like these places were filled like tenement housing.” Jennifer floated along next to Sere like a cartoon character.

      “So long as they’re service workers and not rich people playing at being normal, we should be okay.” She grabbed the bottom of the painted double-hung window and heaved it open then pushed Jennifer through like she was delivering a balloon bouquet. When Sere crawled through the window and stepped onto the woven rug, she noticed that Jennifer was once again standing on the floor like a regular person.

      Jennifer nodded toward the door. “Come on. I used to date a guy who lived in one of these remodeled slave quarters. There’s a staircase from the porch to the patio. From there, we can escape out the carriageway of the main townhouse.”

      Sere tripped over a drunk passed out in the middle of the narrow living room. Jennifer reached for the door, but her hand went straight through it. “I got it,” Sere said.

      Outside, the back of the townhouse loomed over the compound like the master’s quarters it had once been. She raced down the stairs, feeling like a slave escaping captivity, and stopped in the dark access designed for horse and carriage that ran from the courtyard to the street. Music and laughter oozed from the main house. At the front of the compound, Sere pushed against the large wrought-iron gate and squeezed through.

      “Now what?” Jennifer asked.

      They were still a block from Jackson Square. “We’ll stick close to the cathedral. I want to put as much space as possible between us and the horse-drawn carriages on Decatur. I already had one of those beasts try to chew off an ear as a child.” She looked to the sky, wishing she had some way to tell time. Anyone in life who planned to provide help would need a lot more information about where she was and what she was doing, but Lefty had a way of seeking her out no matter how desperate her situation—he just needed time to find her. “Any guess on how long we’ve been in hell?”

      “Forever?” Jennifer said.

      “Sounds about right.” The street buskers eyed Sere as she and Jennifer snuck through the crowd of onlookers in front of the church. Soaked and windblown, each person they passed looked thoroughly miserable, but none of them raised a hand against the pair. Even so, she and Jennifer were far too exposed for Sere’s tastes. If a harvester spotted them, they weren’t likely to find support from the random people in the square. “We need to head back toward the river.”

      The artwork that hung from the old wrought-iron fence alongside Jackson Square was covered with images of decapitations, severed limbs, and anguished faces. In what should have been the tranquil garden-like refuge from the city’s hustle and bustle, doppelgängers missing parts howled in pain. “That must be where the harvesters’ victims go in hope of treatment,” Jennifer said. “Those poor souls.”

      “They aren’t souls, but I wouldn’t wish that level anguish on a sewer rat.” Back at Decatur, Sere pointed to the tattered black-and-gray remains of what had been the festive Café Du Monde fabric overhangs. “If we can get back across the street, we can get up to the levee. That will at least put us clear of these damn cars and buses.”

      “They can’t hurt me,” Jennifer said in such a soft voice that Sere suspected she was talking to herself.

      “Now.” Sere ran through the water and between the jammed traffic. Cars plowed into the back of the one in front as she passed their bumpers. She didn’t slow down until they were on the incline leading up to the levee and out of the lake that had taken over the Quarter’s streets. “The wind is going to be worse up here, close to the river, but at least we’ll be able to run easier on the dry ground. If we can just get past Governor Nicholls wharf, we’ll be clear of the Quarter.” She took off at a jog along the brick-covered path.

      “And home free?” Jennifer’s quivering voice made Sere suspect the question was far more optimistic than she felt.

      “I’m not sure why the harvesters stick to the Quarter. The real problem, though, is actually getting past the wharf. Once we get there, we’ll have to duck down off the levee again, right along the French Market.”

      Jennifer came to a full stop. Though the woman didn’t have mass—other than through the psychic connection they shared—she also didn’t need to respond to Sere’s momentum. Like a boat having its anchor chain suddenly caught on a pier piling, Sere felt her arm nearly pulled out of its socket at the sudden unyielding stop.

      “I can’t go down there,” Jennifer whined, “not after what Doodlebug described. The place must be teaming with harvesters.”

      “Even those bastards know better than to hunt where their customers shop. We’ll skirt the off-loading side road. No one pays much attention to the goings-on of laborers.”

      Jennifer kept her feet planted like a little girl not moving any closer to a snake. “I just can’t.”

      Sere looked along the levee path in desperation. If Jennifer wouldn’t go forward, their only option, other than diving into the Mississippi, was to cut back into the heart of the Quarter. “We can’t fly, and I’m not willing to try swimming with our hands linked together. So do you really want to face the harvester gauntlet again?”

      Jennifer pointed at the wide-open door of the loading dock. “Can’t we cut through the warehouse?”

      Operational buildings in hell were great places to be ambushed by all sorts of demons, but Sere didn’t have time to explain that. “I can assure you, you’d find the French Market far less scary, but we can’t stand around here all day waiting for our enemies to catch up.” Reluctantly, Sere took a jogging start toward the chain-link fence that surrounded the complex. “It will probably be quicker if you just walk straight through the gate while I climb over. Remember, you’re just a ghost.”

      “You can stop saying that now.” Jennifer increased her pace until she was in the lead.

      Sere had jumped enough fences in hell for the process to become second nature. With a good firm hop, she scaled the chain-link fence halfway. Even with having to leave one arm limp at her side to accommodate Jennifer, she was over the top in only slightly more time than it would have taken to walk the same distance. As she vaulted past the barrier, she dragged Jennifer through the thick wire mesh.

      “Okay, this was your idea. Straight through the warehouse with its machinery of death, or along the loading bays lined with tractor trailers hammering away at anything that gets between them and the building?”

      “Well, when you put it that way, I think I’d choose to be out of the rain for our next battle.”

      “Whatever the lady wishes.” Sere took off at a full run toward the raised foundation. At the open bay, she vaulted up to the loading dock with Jennifer copying her every move. “I don’t know what’s in here, and I don’t want to. Just run at full speed until we’re out the other side. Don’t get distracted.”

      The sounds of solid metal bashing against solid metal reverberated around the corrugated walls like torments in the pits of hell. Male doppelgängers that looked like they’d stepped directly out of a 1930s WPA poster put their full weight into the machinery’s levers. Between the ear-splitting noise, acrid smells of diesel and sweat, and sonic booming that penetrated to Sere’s bones, she wondered how she’d maintain her direction.

      “I’ve never seen anyone actually suffering the tortures of the damned,” Jennifer said.

      “Stay focused.” Sere uttered the words as much to herself as her companion. “If they see us, we’ll be as exposed as if we were walking naked through a male prison.” They ducked between rows of five-foot-tall canvas bags filled with brimstone.

      “What is this place?” Jennifer seemed incapable of staying on track.

      “Another of hell’s creations. I doubt either Agnes or the professor ever worked a day of manual labor in their lives. This version of damnation was probably the result of watching too many old movies.” Sere bolted toward an open door at the end of the massive workroom.
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        * * *

      

      Though the connecting warehouse lacked the physical sensations and rows of testosterone-sweating workmen of the last, Sere found it no less terrifying. With the sides torn from its support beams, flocks of river birds glided around the great open space. Sere pulled Jennifer behind a pile of discarded wooden pallets. “This just gets better and better.”

      Jennifer turned to Sere. “All right, out with it. What is it with you and birds, anyway?”

      “Have you ever had a reoccurring nightmare—one that no matter how old you get, it always circles back, making you feel like a defenseless little girl? Mine involves me being a little fish struggling against the Mississippi’s current. A big black cormorant with demonic red eyes, razor-sharp yellow beak, and slicked-back black feathers dives into the water, seeking me out. There are other fish in the area—bigger fish, tastier fish. It doesn’t matter to my pursuer. No matter how hard I swim or how deep I go, that serrated beak always closes in around me, snipping off my fins until I’m nothing more than a squirming body.”

      Jennifer gave her a half nod. “Okay. But it’s just a dream. When Bobby has nightmares, I tell him, ‘Next time, imagine you can change what’s going on. It’s one of the few places where you can take charge and there’s no one to stop you.’ It seems to help him.”

      “You don’t get it.” Sere doubted anyone who hadn’t lived in hell would fully understand. “My dreams aren’t simply bits and pieces of unprocessed thoughts. I’m connected to hell. My subconscious is like a phone call that I can’t shut off. Somewhere in this reality, that cormorant means something, and it’s not good for me.”

      Jennifer looked back at the door they’d used to escape the pounding. “Well, then, what are our options?”

      “I don’t think we have any.” Sere steeled herself for the run through the pecking, screeching, diving, airborne wraiths of the night. She felt her makeshift halter top. Between the running, tumbling, and swordplay, the bullet hole was oozing blood again. “Once we get to the far end of this warehouse, we won’t be too far from the professor’s lab. Keep your eyes open for Doodlebug. With all of this blood loss, I’m starting to run out of energy.”

      Jennifer’s hand quivered in Sere’s. “What happens if you pass out?”

      “Other than being overrun by demons? I don’t know. Our connection kind of depends on both of us being present.”

      “Right.” Jennifer edged close to the side of the pallets. “Then there’s no point in dillydallying.”

      Sere sprinted out of their protective nook. The hurricane-driven wind off the river brought with it walls of stinging water droplets. She held both Jennifer’s hand and the sword, making it impossible to cover her face. Feeling like a warrior goddess, she raised the sword at the flock of birds and swung it wildly as she ran. “Come and get me, you flock of feathered fuckers.”

      From the way they swooped in screeching from all four corners of the warehouse, they clearly didn’t need the invitation. Sere swung so hard at the first aerial combatant that her feet lifted off the ground. The bird tumbled, wounded, to the concrete floor.

      “One down, about a thousand to go.”

      “Stay focused, and run,” Jennifer said. “That’s what you keep telling me.”

      She was right. Sere put her head down and pumped her legs with all the energy she could muster. Fighting off the airborne wraiths would only delay them, and they needed to get across the warehouse. A bird dove at Sere’s face, forcing her to duck away from Jennifer before a much larger bird split between them, its wings spread wide.

      “Ouch! Fuck,” Jennifer yelled as she grabbed her arm with her free hand, still grasping Sere with the other. She must have imagined she’d hurt her shoulder from having her arm stretch while hanging onto Sere.

      “It’s all in your head,” Sere said.

      Jennifer turned her arm to display a six-inch gash. “That doesn’t look like it’s my imagination.”

      Soaked to the bone, drained of energy, and running on nothing more than adrenaline, Sere could feel the cold tendrils of fear run across her arm like she was holding the hand of death. The gash on Jennifer’s arm mirrored itself on Sere’s. “We don’t have time to worry about this now. Just keep running. But if that fucking feathered fiend makes another pass, yell out, and we’ll hit the deck.”

      Each stride forward seemed to be accompanied by another aerial attack. Sere continued swinging her sword like a windshield wiper clearing bugs. Jennifer kept low. “Big bird coming in from our right,” she warned.

      Sere pulled Jennifer’s arm hard across her stomach then rolled back-to-back over the woman while swinging the sword up toward the monster. “Eat steel!” She drove the katana at the menacing three-foot-long yellow beak. Instead of diving into Sere’s blade, however, the bird spread its wings wide and sailed over the pair as if it were sizing them up for a future attack. Sere turned back toward the exit. “We’re almost there.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere burst out of the open warehouse and fell back against the corrugated-steel wall of the line of shipping offices.

      Jennifer turned her arm to inspect the deep cut. “How was this even possible?”

      “I don’t know,” Sere conceded. “But we need to get you out of here before anything else happens that doesn’t make any sense.” She aimed her sword down the row of buildings that looked about to slide off the damaged dock and into the river. “We’re headed for that one on the end—can’t be more than a block away. Hang in there, Jennifer. We’re almost home.”

      The rain-slick, crumbling concrete pier with its exposed shafts of rebar made it hard to walk along the river. It was the most direct route, however. Sere hoped they’d be clear of any stray harvesters that hadn’t gotten caught up in Doodlebug’s diversion. Between the river and the buildings, there wasn’t much space to hide or fight.

      Jennifer raised her free arm and ducked at every flying piece of debris. “You’re not worried about those birds coming after us?”

      Sere stuck close to the abandoned buildings. “The larger the bird, the more room it needs to maneuver. They won’t be able to dive on us as long as we’re next to a wall with an overhang protecting us. But just because the birds and harvesters are less of a threat, that doesn’t mean there isn’t some other beasty out to get us. Keep your eyes open.”

      “No wonder no one ever sleeps in hell. Everyone is too busy watching for threats.”

      They scurried along the crumbling buildings like mice staying clear of predators. At the familiar cardboard-covered cracked-glass door, Sere pulled on the old handle. “Get in quick, before that winged nemesis sees where we were headed.”

      Jennifer barely made it through the door before falling to the floor. “Something’s wrong. My skin feels like it’s on fire.”

      “Shit,” Sere said as she swung in and closed the door behind her. “Must be the professor’s security system.”

      “About time you two showed up,” Doodlebug said from the professor’s lounge chair.

      Sere didn’t have time to celebrate the reunion. “Hurry, we need to get word to the professor about Jennifer so he can clear her for being here.”

      Doodlebug toyed with the ancient computer on the desk. “Weird. I would have thought with you being her doppelgänger that she would have automatically been accepted.” The girl hit the keyboard hard, like she was trying to break the keys. “I can’t do it from here. We need to connect up.” She tossed Sere the familiar headband then put one on herself. “With you two sharing your energy already, if I can make contact with Dooly, we should be able to get word to the professor. With all three of us in hell and only Dooly in life, however, this is going to be a pretty weak signal.”

      Once she had the headband in position, Sere felt like her brain had been flooded with static. “Jennifer is here with me. Turn off the damned office security system,” she yelled out loud in the hope that her message would penetrate the noise.

      “Better,” Jennifer, still shaking, said from the floor.
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Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere fumbled with Doodlebug’s headband as she tried to secure her phone’s alligator clip to the terry cloth. The cracked screen proved that travel to hell wasn’t any easier on a technological object than it was on doppelgänger flesh. “I’m not even sure this is going to work. The connection from Doodlebug to Dooly Buell wasn’t meant to carry a cellular signal.”

      Jennifer sat leaning against the wall. She looked like someone suffering a severe hangover. “It’s worth a shot.”

      Doodlebug fixed another wire harness from the cell phone to the computer. “This should give us a bigger screen so we’re not crammed around that little cell phone.”

      Sere pressed Kendell’s name on the phone.

      “Thank God.” The woman’s worried face filled the computer screen. “We thought you’d dissipated. Myles was about to contact Papa Ghede to see if the loas had come for your soul.”

      Sere had to think back to before she and Jennifer had been tossed into hell. Fighting her way out of Marjory’s captivity seemed like a lifetime ago. “Things got a little complicated.”

      “Where’s my body?” Jennifer asked.

      Kendell swung the camera around so it was pointed at Jennifer lying on the table, still in her bathrobe. “The guys snuck into your house and took your body before your family woke up. It was either snatch you or risk having Henry send you to the hospital. If the doctors determined you were in a coma, their drugs would make it hard to return your soul to your body.”

      “How long have I been gone?”

      In the corner of the screen, the professor could be seen running code on his computer. “It’s been thirteen hours since we lost Sere’s body on the steps of the bank.”

      A flashing screen appeared on Sere’s phone. When the technologic pyrotechnics settled down, a clock displayed across the cracked plastic. “One thirty in the afternoon,” Sere said. “Damn. It feels like we’ve been here a week at least. Our first priority has to be to get Jennifer back in her body.”

      Jennifer glared at Sere. “Aren’t you forgetting something? You still have a bullet in you. Running hell’s gauntlets has done a number on your abilities to fight and maneuver. We need to get the slug out so the professor can perform whatever magic makes you strong again.”

      Polly leaned over the professor’s shoulder. “With you on the wrong side of the divide, we can only project Sere into hell as a loop the way we did Andy. Sere will be okay, but without you here with us to support her with your energy, the healing will take time.”

      “That will have to do,” Sere said. “Because I’m not seeing an app for a hell version of Uber on this phone. If I’m going to face hell again, it’d be nice to be whole. Since I’m already here, once I’m healed, maybe I can work on fixing the rift between dimensions before heading back.”

      The professor waved his pipe like he was smudging his office of evil spirits. “Out of the question. Until we figure out how to get you out, you can’t leave the lab. If something were to happen to either of you, there would be no way for us to bring you back. We need to rescue you both before midnight.”

      “Couldn’t Sere get out through the hell mouth?” Jennifer asked.

      Sere wasn’t about to be the first one rescued. “I’m not going anywhere until I know you’re safe. Besides, on foot, the trip out to the hell mouth would take days.”

      Chloe Aberrant made a show of spreading out her sheer-green layered dress as she sat in the chair beside the professor. “Help is on the way.”

      Sere couldn’t for the life of her figure out how the swamp witch had ended up in the professor’s offices. She’d only told Bart and Kendell about the woman, and neither knew of the witch’s location. “What on earth are you doing in the lab?”

      The woman leaned down like she was tying her shoe then came up with Sere’s two snakes in her hands. “These guys sought me out. They can be pretty persistent when they want something. They said you were in trouble and led me here. I’ve been waiting for word on you along with all the rest. We’ve been having a pleasant chat. I like your family.”

      Sere wondered if the woman turned every conversation into casual banter. “What were you saying about helping me?”

      “I rode along with Bart and Myles to snag Jennifer’s body. After the kidnapping, we made a detour out to the swamp to find Lefty. He’s such a sweet hell gator.”

      Bart leaned in toward the computer in front of Chloe. “He was hanging out at Joe’s old cabin. From Lefty’s agitated state, I get the idea there’s a lot of new critters from hell wandering the waterways. He should be on his way to you with a little gift from Chloe.”

      Sere turned back to Jennifer. “See? I’m taken care of. But I’m not leaving until I know your soul is out of hell.”

      Jennifer lifted her hand in submission. “Fine, we’ll do it your way.”

      “What’s wrong with your arm?” Polly asked.

      Sere turned her shoulder to check the most recent additions to her collection of scars. “It was a little intense out there.”

      “Not yours—Jennifer’s.” Polly pointed. The blood-soaked shreds of the once fluffy bathrobe had fallen away, revealing the gash in her forearm.

      “I got pecked by a bird. It looks worse than it is.”

      The professor leaned forward in his chair. “Describe the bird.”

      A cold chill made Sere’s stomach quiver. Jennifer, however, continued talking like the attack had been no big deal. “It was just another of hell’s distorted demons. This one must have started out as some sort of black bird, but it was closer to human in scale. I couldn’t see it very well in the dark warehouse.” She poked at the ragged edge of her wound. “I was confused about being struck, though. Sere kept saying I was only a ghost. Must have had something to do with our connection.”

      “It had everything to do with your connection,” Polly said before turning to the professor. “It’s time. Tell them.”

      “Tell me what?” Sere said slowly, emphasizing each word like it was its own sentence.

      The old man looked at Kendell. Her chin seemed so heavy that she couldn’t lift it from her chest. “I guess we don’t have a choice. Things can’t get much worse.”
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        * * *

      

      Professor Yates pulled out a yellow legal pad and pen. “What we’re about to tell you needs to stay in this room. Now please forgive the redundant information, but I think you’ll see why it’s important as I go along.” He drew a small girl’s face. “Serephine Malveaux killed herself in the mid-1800s.” He drew a circle around her and labeled it Guinee. “Her soul landed in the voodoo loa of the dead’s version of purgatory.”

      Having her history laid out again made Sere’s skin crawl. “At this rate I’m going to bleed out before you get to how we’re in hell. Everyone knows this stuff.”

      “I don’t know this stuff,” Jennifer said.

      The professor waved his hand. “Just stick with me. Baron Malveaux dies, is condemned to hell, and decides he wants his daughter back, so the first thing he does is steal a little girl doppelgänger and put her in his vault. He then snags Sere from Guinee and puts her in the body. Do you see the problem yet?”

      “I see about a thousand problems,” Sere said in exasperation. “How about you don’t use this as a logic exercise and get to the point? I’d like to start work on getting the fuck out of hell.”

      He drew circles representing Thomas, Fisher, and Devlin. “Every possessed doppelgänger or human has had to deal with the demonic spirit that originally occupied the duplicate body.” He looked up from his masterpiece. “Except you. Why do you think that is?”

      Sere shrugged. “I don’t know. Paranormal science isn’t my thing. I just figured my father evacuated the body before putting me inside.”

      He pointed his pen at her from the view screen. “Exactly right. And where do you suppose that doppelgänger girl’s spirit is?”

      She looked around at the computer equipment in hell. “Stored in one of these databases?”

      “The only spirits in this equipment are those whose bodies dissipated.” He drew another little girl figure, labeled Doppelgänger Sere, and a little-girl ghost floating away from it, labeled Jenna. “In order to put you in her body, Jenna became a lost soul—much the way Jennifer would have become if you two had lost your hold of each other out there. Baron Malveaux couldn’t have cared less about the delicate spirit. Sanguine, however, knew the ghost would come back to haunt everyone eventually.” He drew a bunch of other doppelgänger circles. “Jenna couldn’t inhabit another doppelgänger, as each one already had its own spirit. Sanguine, however, wasn’t concerned about my little paranormal diorama.”

      Chloe bit her lip. “I don’t like where this story is headed.”

      Sere felt the cold in her stomach stretch out through her veins like ice freezing in a water line before it split into pieces. “Jenna is the cormorant in my dreams—and the one who attacked Jennifer—isn’t she?”

      “You’re getting ahead of me, but yes.” He drew a bird shape around the Jenna ghost. “Sanguine had control over the basic elements of hell and its creatures. She hoped giving Jenna the ability to fly and hunt the river for food would keep her occupied. If she were to see you, however, she might get ideas of wanting her old body back. That’s why Sanguine moved you out to the swamp.”

      Jennifer picked up the matching pencil in hell and sketched a bird with a woman’s arms, legs, and parts of her face. “She wasn’t just a bird, though.”

      “The harvesters work for her,” Kendell blurted out. “We don’t know how, but from an early age, bird-girl Jenna started trying to build a body like a little girl pulling parts off her dolls to create something unique.”

      Sere stood with steely resolve. “Go on.”

      Polly stood up from behind the professor and crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t give me that self-righteous attitude, Sere. You may not remember being Serephine Malveaux, but she was a sweet, caring, lovely child who had more empathy than everyone in this room combined. That’s why she killed herself. She couldn’t live with the knowledge of what her father had done. Even after the baron was consigned to the deep waters and you became the person you are now, if we’d told you of Jenna’s existence, you would have driven yourself crazy trying to save that lost soul. Nothing good would have come of that quest. It was either you inside that body or Jenna. And we didn’t know how the baron had managed the transfer of human soul to doppelgänger body.”

      Sere’s early history in hell started falling into place like a puzzle magically solving itself before her eyes. “So that’s why you had Joe teach me to fight?”

      “Not just because of Jenna,” Kendell said. “We knew you couldn’t hide out in the swamp forever. You needed to be able to protect yourself from hell’s demons. But yes, we’d hoped turning you into a warrior would help you deal with the hard facts of your existence.”

      “And my impression of doppelgängers as hollow dolls that I could do with as I pleased?” Sere asked with growing irritation. “That was from you too?” She nodded at the warrior standing next to her. “Because knowing Doodlebug, I can see that the spirits in those made-up bodies aren’t just static electricity.”

      The girl covered in harvester gore and loaded down with weapons blushed. “Thanks for that.”

      “It’s not that simple.” The professor tapped his pen against the desk. “Originally, the doppelgängers were nothing more than projections with no sense of identity. Between the baron interacting with them, Sanguine taking possession of them to interact with the devil, and you yourself showing them that consciousness was possible, they evolved. Sanguine was the first to see and understand the change. Doppelgänger Jenna was barely a spark of awareness. But to answer your question truthfully, yours was a calculated education. As Polly said, you were a very caring child. Nothing about your existence is your fault. We were just trying to give you the tools to deal with what had happened.”

      She really wanted to scream. “Why was I freed from hell?”

      The professor drew a bunch of small bird figures next to the bird woman. “Jenna has her flock—and has had them since she was deposited in her bird body. As she got older, she started sending them out to search the streets for you. Sanguine did what she could to distract the bird woman, but there are a lot of birds flying around New Orleans.”

      “Wait,” Sere interrupted. “Sanguine continued to have contact with Jenna while she was raising me in hell?”

      Kendell sat in a foldout chair next to the table as if the weight of the information she’d been carrying had suddenly become too much. “I would say that she was keeping an eye on a potential enemy, but that wouldn’t be entirely accurate. Sanguine felt as responsible for Jenna as she did for you, but she had to keep you two as far from each other as possible. While we were busy training and teaching you in the courtyard behind the Scratchy Dog, Sanguine would fly off to check on Jenna.” She looked at both Sere and Jennifer. “Like you two, Jenna is no idiot. She was closing in. We decided—me representing voodoo, the professor paranormal science, and Sanguine Wicca—that the best thing was to rescue you from hell.”

      “That’s some story.” Jennifer rubbed her arm.

      “It’s not over.” The professor returned his pen to the pad. “We’d warned Sere about meeting you for a very specific reason.” He drew a face labeled Sere and, some distance away, one labeled Jennifer. He then drew two lines out from the faces, creating a triangle. At the far point, he drew a bird. “Jenna functions as our mirror in hell. Jennifer’s energy passes through my equipment, bounces off her lost soul to pick up hell’s energy, and returns through the hell mouth to Sere. But she’s not exactly a mirror. All Jenna can detect is the energy coming at her from her real.” He scratched out the human-faced Jennifer and redrew it next to Sere. “But if the two of you are together, she can make you out, Sere. When you and Jennifer met, Jenna realized you weren’t in hell and discovered her connection to you.”

      “This just gets better and better,” Sere said sarcastically. “How does this relate to our current problems?”

      The professor drew a hell mouth between the two faces in life and the bird in hell. “When the gate opened up last night, all three of you were linked up. I don’t know if Jenna was trying to pull her way into life or if she was trying to drag you to hell. I’m pretty sure she didn’t mean to include Jennifer. That’s how the two of you ended up in this predicament.”

      Sere had been closer than she’d thought in considering herself the reason for the hell mouth widening. “Chloe, could this be the knife cutting through the cake of our three realities?”

      The swamp witch put her finger to her chin, stood up, and twirled around a few times as if the idea needed to be separated out and she was the centrifuge. “It’s very possible,” she finally said.

      “How do we move forward?” Sere asked.

      The professor put his pen down and crossed his arms over the page. “Our immediate problem is that we’re hanging onto Jennifer’s soul by a thread. We have to get her back in her body. As I see it, we have two options. The first is better established but harder to pull off. Thanks to you, we’ve got the baron’s old journal, so we know how he transferred your soul into the doppelgänger body. And due to Marjory’s experiments, we have confirmation that the process works—even if we are trying to convince her otherwise—but to use his method, we would need a paranormal vault.”

      “But that’s taking a human soul and putting it in a doppelgänger body,” Sere said. “All we need to do with Jennifer is return her to her human body.”

      The professor drew a box marked Hell and another labeled Life with a line connecting the two. “The problem isn’t that her soul is out of her body, though that is a challenge. Hell and life are different realities. Those World Trade Center vaults exist between dimensions. Using a vault is like double-clutching an old truck while shifting gears.”

      Sometimes the professor could be a little too obscure for Sere’s tastes. “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”

      He flicked the pen against the pad. “The vault helps mesh the two realities so the soul can make the crossing. Without one, it would be like gears grinding against each other.”

      Sere couldn’t believe she’d gone to so much work defeating and escaping Marjory only to be told she’d left something important behind. “Getting to the vault in the bank’s basement would take a whole platoon of Barts and Joes. As for the one in hell, I don’t even know where to look—though I’ll admit, saving Sanguine from her imprisonment would be worth the effort.” She raised her hand that was clutching Jennifer’s. “This connection, however, won’t make the search easy.”

      “Which brings us to option two,” the professor said. “The bridge of the damned that Marjory built. Because she’s trying to take a human soul in life and instill it in the matching doppelgänger she’s brought into her dimension, her process requires all the paranormal equipment she can get her hands on.” He pointed at Jennifer. “As Sere said, we’re just trying to get you back to your original body. There are no modifications necessary to either your soul or your form, unlike what Marjory is attempting. So long as she isn’t using the bridge at the same time, we should be able to sneak you across.”

      Sere wasn’t crazy about using something Marjory had developed, but then, much of her personal existence depended on work her father, who’d had much more sinister intentions, had done. “Are you sure she won’t end up in Marjory’s vault—or worse, in Devlin Laroque?”

      The professor held up a paranormal bandage. “Here’s how we would do it. While you two are connected and Jennifer has form, you’d need to find as many healing bandages as you can in the hell lab. Then you’d wrap Jennifer up until she looks like a mummy and plug her into our equipment. From our end, we would do the same with her body. She’d be hardwired together so there would be no way to lose her. Then it’s simply a matter of using the amped-up spiritual power Marjory and Andy injected into my equipment.”

      “You mean the dead souls.” Sere wasn’t about to let the lost spirits be considered anything less than human.

      “Correct.” He bit the stem of his pipe—a clear indication that the plan wasn’t as simple as it sounded. “The danger is that Jennifer’s soul could become another of the spirits of the damned. Without knowing what exactly Andy created, I can’t be sure of when I’m using the power cord and when I’m simply adding to it.”

      “But I can,” Doodlebug said. “I’m part of the demon jacket that goes around the conducting energy.”

      Sere still wasn’t sure how far she could trust the demon girl. “What if I’m also connected to the equipment? I could communicate with some of the lost souls. At least two of them would be willing to listen. They did help me in life.”

      The professor shook his head. “You can’t be involved. Hooking you up as well as Jennifer might short out both of your lives—or direct Jenna straight to you.”

      Sere toyed with the handle of her sword. “So our options are me going out and finding the vault so we can use the sure thing or you experimenting with Jennifer’s soul. If your hardwire solution would work for transferring her, would it also keep her intact while I go on the hunt?”

      The professor set his pipe in the big green-glass ashtray. “It should.”

      “Then if I’m successful, it would just be a matter of getting her cocooned soul into the vault. And if I’m not, you’ll still be ready to flip the switch and hopefully zap her across dimensions. Sounds like we have a plan.”

      “Wait,” Jennifer said. “Don’t I get a say? It is my soul, after all.”

      Kendell unwrapped her tightly crossed arms from her stomach. “Of course you do.”

      Jennifer put her free hand on Sere’s arm. “We barely made it through the Quarter, and that was with both of us working together. I’m not willing to let you risk your existence out there alone to find some magic box to save me. I trust Doodlebug. She got us this far, and I’m sure she’ll fight just as hard to get me out of here. You need to focus on how you’re going to escape.”

      “I’m not the problem. I’ll get home the same way I did before—riding on Lefty’s back through the hell mouth at midnight.”

      “Then that settles it,” Kendell said. “There’s not nearly enough time for Sere to find the vault, carry Jennifer to it, have us transfer her soul, and still get out to the hell mouth before midnight. The only reasonable solution is to use the professor’s plan.”

      Sere didn’t like going with the risky proposal when a sure thing was within her grasp, but time and hell were against her—not to mention a demonic cormorant intent on taking back her body. “I suppose getting back out of hell is going to be enough of an adventure for one day.”

      The professor aimed his pen at Sere’s blood-soaked top. “Before we do anything else, we need to get Jennifer wrapped up and connected to our equipment so we can get that wound taken care of.”
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Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Wrapped in cloth and laid out on the worktable, Jennifer looked like a cross between Sleeping Beauty and a mummy. Sere kept hold of the woman’s hand while Doodlebug made the last of the connections between the bandage and the computer. “Last chance to back out.”

      Jennifer squeezed Sere’s hand. “Not gonna happen.”

      On the computer screen, Polly and Kendell were just finishing up the same preparation to Jennifer’s body. The professor checked his notepad. “Okay. So here’s the rundown of what’s going to happen. When I activate the link, Jennifer will go into a temporarily unconscious state of limbo. That will allow Sere to let go of her hand and sever their connection. Then Doodlebug will dig out the slug from Sere’s back. Since Sere is once again in hell, it will be easier for me to project the saved data regarding her flesh to heal the wound. It will still take a little time, however, so while that’s going on, Doodlebug will put on the headband to establish her connection to my equipment and join the other demons in Marjory’s bridge. In her computer-conscious state, she’ll be able to keep Jennifer calm. The instant Sere’s flesh is whole, we’ll start Jennifer’s transfer. That’s when things will really get interesting.”

      Jennifer took such a deep breath that Sere thought she saw her body back in life inhale. “I’m ready.”

      “See you back in the land of the living,” Sere said. Energy from the souls locked in the computer created a tingling sensation in her hand that grew into a constant electric shock, making it impossible to hang on. When Sere finally pulled her hand away, she turned to the computer screen. “Tell me you have her.”

      The professor continued staring at his laptop for an uncomfortably long few seconds. “We’re all good. The connection is holding.”

      “Now it’s your turn,” Doodlebug said, knife in hand.

      “You don’t have to look so excited.” Sere unwrapped the makeshift tank top from her chest and leaned forward onto the desk next to the wrapped soul of Jennifer so Doodlebug could get at the wound.

      As the only one with field medical experience, Bart sat alone at the computer in life. “Take the knife and cut an X over the wound. You’ll need to get at the sides of the bullet to make sure the whole thing comes out. There can’t be any pieces left inside Sere.”

      Doodlebug aimed the dagger at the computer. “I am aware of the projection’s limitations. Just walk me through the surgery.” She pressed the edge of the knife firmly into Sere’s back.

      Though the incision hurt, Sere had experienced far worse. “Make sure you go all the way to the slug,” she said.

      Doodlebug angled the tip of the blade below the level of the bullet. “You really need to let me do this without kibitzing. No wonder doctors sedate their patients.” Her second cut was far less gentle than the first. “Now what?”

      Bart leaned forward. “Push the hemostats as deep as you can alongside the bullet, grab it, and twist it out. Watch for any pieces that might break off.”

      “Got it.”

      The plunging metal tips reminded Sere so much of a bird pecking its beak into her flesh that she had to close her eyes and rest her head on her arms to keep from shaking. She willed herself into motionlessness until the oversized medical tweezers—and the nightmare image of a beak—pulled out of her flesh.

      “Step two finished.” The sound of the professor’s pen scratching across his notepad prompted Sere to raise her head. “You can relax in the lounge chair while Doodlebug takes your seat at the table and puts on the headband.”
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      Free of Jennifer’s grasp, Sere settled into the professor’s Barcalounger while his equipment projected back tissue over the bullet wound. She turned the spent slug between her fingers. Even distorted from the impact with her stays and her flesh, the bullet’s copper exterior had the telltale dark red of having been cast in hell’s fires. Instead of blowing out like the hollow tip that Bart had showed her, being squeezed between the steel slats of her corset had forced the soft metal to retain some of its original shape. White plastic had squished out of a drill hole in the bottom and stuck to the edges. The replacement for the paranormal filling intended for Sere’s destruction felt like shredded coconut.

      “Somebody had some munitions skills.” She bounced the slug on her palm. “Instead of expanding, this thing looks designed to collapse and lose its mass before doing any real damage.”

      With everyone else preparing Jennifer for her big adventure, only Bart remained on the computer screen. He sat in the matching chair in life with his feet on the desk. “The exact opposite of what a bullet is intended to do. I think we can assume, for the moment, that Gerald Laroque is on our side.”

      “Makes me almost regret locking him in the basement with his sister.”

      Bart shrugged. “You probably did him a favor. If he is secretly working with us, you confirmed his cover of loyalty to Marjory.”

      Happy for the distraction from her worries in hell, Sere thought about Gerald and his sister. She couldn’t believe being sealed in the basement had caused any more than an hour or two of discomfort. “Any word on what they’re up to?”

      “Fisher is watching the financial waters for any ripple of movement from Marjory. So far, today, she’s been keeping a low profile. It hasn’t been that long since she had to face off against you.”

      With Devlin free from the professor’s equipment, there was no way of finding out if he still existed or had eventually vaporized from the removal of the paranormal pellet. “If it weren’t for you and Fisher keeping an eye on life and Doodlebug doing the same in hell, I’d be completely blind as to what dangers I’m facing.”

      His smoky-eyed smile aroused memories of lying naked beside him. “You’re being overly generous on my account. Fisher is the one pulling in the leads. Anything I can do to prepare for our next encounter with the Laroques?”

      She looked around at the computer equipment in hell. Somewhere in all of the flickering screens were the lost souls of the people Marjory had imprisoned as her power cord of the damned. “We’ve got the baron’s journal, and hopefully, we’ve thwarted her latest raising of a devil. Seems like it would be a good time for her to regroup. We still need to free the spirits of the people her demons killed, but that’s more on the professor’s end of things than ours.” She couldn’t help thinking about what she’d left behind in the basement, though there was no way she could have moved the six-foot-tall iron cabinet. “It would sure be nice to get that vault out of Marjory’s hands.”

      Bart leaned back and clasped his hands behind his head—a classic thinking position for the bartender. “Fisher said she’d built the bank around that vault. From the dimensions on the blueprint, I don’t think it would fit through the elevator door.”

      “It might go through the baron’s old escape cave, though,” Sere said.

      “Maybe. But since we’ve already used the tunnel, that secret isn’t so secret anymore. Marjory must have sealed it shut by now.”

      Sere rocked side to side in her chair. “But she could only work on property the bank owns. Fisher figured out quite a lot from running his financial forensics. Maybe he can figure out how difficult it would be to break in again.”

      “I’ll ask him to see what he can do.” Bart dropped his feet from the desk and scooted close to the computer camera. “If we have to go full invasion force, it would be nice to know who Joe used as his mercenaries.”

      “You can check the leather satchel he left for me. It’s in my loft. But I don’t remember any folder marked Hirable Paramilitary Force.”

      Bart thumped his fingers on the desk. “I figured it was too much to hope for. I’ll take a look anyway. He did have more secret contacts and hidden stashes than anyone I’ve ever known.”

      Sere lifted her arms and stretched her side muscles. “I think that’s about as good as my back is likely to get. There’s still a lot to do before midnight. You can tell the professor he can start Jennifer’s transfer.”

      Bart put his chin on his hands, looking like a sad puppy. “I wish I was there with you. Sounds like you two had quite the series of running battles.”

      She pocketed the crushed slug in her jeans. “I don’t need a white knight coming to my rescue.”

      He lifted his head as if offended. “When did I say anything about being your white knight? A soldier never likes being left behind in HQ while his squad is out on maneuvers. Has anyone ever told you you’ve got a Cinderella complex?”

      She stifled a snicker. Laughing hurt her side. “You would be the first.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere had never felt so useless in her life. With Jennifer cocooned in cotton and hooked up to the equipment, all she could do was sit and watch. Doodlebug lay hunched over the table in her mental connection to the computers, depriving Sere of even the doppelgirl’s company.

      By contrast, everyone on the computer display from life was busily monitoring and adjusting the professor’s equipment or attending to Jennifer’s body. They’d only get one shot at transferring the woman’s soul, and from the overall level of anxiety, they all seemed acutely aware of the responsibility. Like a child told to not get in the way, Sere sat quietly in the chair, wishing she could help.

      “Okay, Sere, stay clear of the table,” Polly said.

      She really wanted to stick her finger on Jennifer just to piss Polly off, but getting the woman home was more important than a momentary snarky response. “Yes, ma’am.” She kept watching the computer screen, hoping for some sign of either Larry or Kelly. Of all of the humans killed by demons, those two had been the ones Sere was closest to. She wanted to tell them that she was working on setting them free, to make sure they were okay, or to just have some contact with the kind souls. To her frustration, all she saw on the screen was a vortex of distorted images like the view from inside a tornado.

      Behind the computer in hell, the cocoon of cotton wraps deflated until only Jennifer’s rag silhouette was left on the tabletop.

      The mummy form on the screen sat bolt upright and took in a deep breath. She clawed at the coverings over her face until she could look around the room unimpeded by the cotton shroud. “Am I back?” Jennifer asked.

      Everyone put their hands on her as if performing some kind of religious-cult ceremony. “You made it,” Kendell said.

      Jennifer continued looking around at everyone like she didn’t quite believe it herself. “I need a phone. I need to call Henry. He’s going to be so worried.”

      Bart reached into his pack and pulled out her lavender-cased cell phone. “You don’t need to be concerned. When I abducted your body, you were hunched over your phone, so I grabbed it and sent Henry a text saying you had to duck out to help a sick friend. Then first thing this morning—using your stored voiceprint on the professor’s equipment—we called to reassure him that you were coming home as soon as possible. I think he bought it.”

      Jennifer snatched the phone and was quickly lost to the device.

      Bart was the first to sit back in front of the computer. “Time to get moving, Sere. I’ll head out toward the swamp to meet you at the hell mouth.”

      Sere grabbed onto the plan for her return. Though she was relieved to see Jennifer back among the living, the woman’s absence in hell made Sere feel all the more alone. The idea that Bart was waiting for her on the other side nearly made her forget about the dangers she still needed to face.

      “Make sure you’ve got a rifle with you. I’m guessing monster-sized crawfish won’t be the only escapees. Has Chloe had any thoughts on how to contain this mess?”

      “Not that she’s shared. Have you come up with anything?”

      With Jenna as the knife, at least Sere had a starting point. “I can’t be sure if Jenna saw me run into these offices, but she knows I’m in hell. If her tugging on our connection is what’s widened the hell mouth, so long as she thinks I’m still here, maybe the problem will go back to just demons escaping.”

      “That means you’ll have to sneak out of New Orleans. As a river bird, she’s bound to notice you riding up the Mississippi on the back of a thirty-foot alligator.”

      Shit. Sere had really been looking forward to riding on Lefty’s back, where she felt safe. “I won’t be much less conspicuous fighting my way past the harvesters.”

      Bart squared himself to the computer screen. “I’ve always believed in having as many options as possible. This was meant to be a surprise—on our way to finding Lefty, we picked up Joe’s motorcycle. I used the list of caches that he left for you to figure out the location. Chloe did some incantations and wrapped the bike in her magic cloth so it would make the transition between dimensions. She also put a mirror spell inside the gas tank, so as long as there’s fuel in my Ducati, the bike in hell shouldn’t need to fill up. We kind of doubted there were many gas stations where you are.”

      Sere quivered at the good news. “Which bike?”

      “The blackbird. It seemed the most appropriate motorcycle for hell.”

      She wondered how fast she could teach her demon warrior how to ride. “Doodlebug is going to be hell on wheels with that thing when I leave.”
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Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      Once Bart had signed off, Sere turned her attention to Doodlebug. The girl had her head down on the table and was groaning like someone coming out of a blackout. Sere reached over and shook her shoulder. “You still with me, soldier?”

      “Those transfers are like having every molecule in my body separated out and shredded with radiation. Give me a minute to regroup.”

      “We may not have a minute.” Sere headed to the cardboard-covered windows and peeked outside. Somewhere out there, Lefty was swimming into town. Hopefully, he had enough brains to stay underwater, but if Jenna couldn’t see him, neither could Sere. “You know these wharfs better than I do. If you were a boat captain intent on off-loading contraband without being noticed, where would you land your craft?”

      Doodlebug lifted her head from the table. Her bloodshot eyes, pasted-flat hair, and drool-covered chin made it clear she wasn’t up for another mission in hell just yet. “You mean where a flock of birds wouldn’t see you? There are some spots along the Bywater where the old concrete and wood piers have sagged into the water. The area is overgrown with saplings, so the shore birds avoid it in favor of less obstructed views of the water.”

      Sere suffered with the duel perception of the area as the nice, clean, modern riverside park that had been redeveloped within the last twenty years in life and the older hell version, which retained the crumbling unused docks that Agnes had copied. “Makes sense. Plus, Lefty would find that area more to his tastes than beaching close to the Quarter. Any way we can get there without being spotted by Jenna?”

      Doodlebug stood up like an old woman whose joints had stiffened. “Between the standing wharfs and the fallen-in docks, we should be able to stay undercover while working downstream. The current is flowing out toward the gulf. It always is with hurricane Agnes swirling in the swamp.” Instead of heading toward the door, the girl turned down the hallway to the storage room behind the offices, and Sere hurriedly followed her. “The last time I was here, I found an old secret hatch under the peeling linoleum. From the case of empty whiskey bottles on a shelf under the building, I’m guessing this was a smuggler’s drop-off point during prohibition.” She grabbed what appeared to be a loose floorboard. When she lifted it, however, a six-foot-by-six-foot trap door opened.

      “Good thing Agnes was thorough in her rendition of hell.” Sere snagged a T-shirt from the professor’s box of emergency provisions to replace the discarded bandage tank top. She then followed Doodlebug down the slimy waterlogged wooden ladder. “Which of hell’s creatures are we likely to encounter?”

      “I try to stay out of the Mississippi unless it’s an emergency.” Doodlebug removed her shoes before stepping down into the river. “Keep your head above water and your sword handy. Fortunately, we won’t have to work too hard swimming, but don’t let the current bash you into a splintered wood piling. You’re sure that gator of yours is going to find us?”

      “Lefty has been my protector since the day I stepped into hell. He continues to find me when I’m in trouble in life. That reptile has a way of sensing where I am and when I need him.”

      Doodlebug waited until Sere was in the water next to her. “Having to rely on his extra-gator sense isn’t comforting.” She let go of the creosote-coated wooden post and started floating downstream.

      Being wet and cold was pretty much a given in hell. At least the concrete deck overhead kept the rain from pelting Sere’s face. Once Doodlebug was a comfortable distance ahead, she let go to drift after the girl then watched her for any submerged dangers she might encounter. They wove between the solid-wood and concrete structures like skiers following the twists and turns of a slalom course. If there was anything under Sere, it was likely trying to save itself from plowing headfirst into a solid surface just as much as she was.

      She was still struggling to maintain her position between the piers when a wave crashed against the shore behind her. The backwash flushed her out of her protective covering. Aquatic monsters not withstanding, staying above the river’s surface carried the risk of being seen by a member of Jenna’s airborne squadron. Sere dove under the swirling surface. The brackish water made it impossible to see any farther than three feet ahead, but the scaly muscular arm ending in razor-sharp claws wasn’t one she needed to inspect. She reached out and wrapped her hands around Lefty’s powerful front arm just as she’d done as a little girl playing with the gator in the swamp.

      With one powerful swing of his tail, he was beside Doodlebug. The girl peered over the armored back plates and made eye contact with Sere before grabbing Lefty’s other arm. In the powerful current, he swung side to side like a puppy happy to be back with his family.

      Sere patted him on the elbow as her way of reminding him that she couldn’t stay underwater forever. He swung hard toward shore. When he surfaced, it was under a grove of sticklike trees. Like a boat coming into a dock, he beached headfirst and let the river swing his massive body parallel to the litter-strewn beach.

      Sere quickly let go of his arm and hustled for the cover of the nearest tree. She scanned the water for any sight of a flock of birds intent on ripping her to shreds but didn’t see so much as a feather in the wind. “I think we’re safe,” she called out to Doodlebug.

      The girl hustled to Sere’s side. “What’s that thing on Lefty’s back?”

      “Well, it’s not a unicorn, but it’s as close as I could manage. Give me a hand getting it untied.”

      They snuck back down to the gator, keeping an eye on the sky. With a couple of quick cuts of the rope with her sword, Sere had the plastic-wrapped motorcycle free of Lefty’s back. It took both of them to get the heavy machine ashore.

      Before unwrapping the bike, Sere bent down next to the hell gator’s snout. “I hate to do this to you, old friend, but I need you to swim back to Joe’s cabin. If you keep heading downriver, you’ll find a tributary that will take you back out to the swamp. It’s not the fastest route, but you won’t have to fight the Mississippi. I’ll meet you there.”

      She bent over and planted a kiss between his nostrils. She waited until he’d swum back out into the river and was lost to sight. Then she turned back to the black-plastic-wrapped motorcycle.

      Doodlebug was pulling at the edges like a little girl excited to open her Christmas present. “What is it?”

      “A badass motorcycle. Right now, Kendell should be teaching Dooly how to ride her little scooter, so by the time I turn over the keys, hopefully, you’ll have the muscle memory needed to stay upright on a motorcycle. Now, help me untie it.”

      Doodlebug tore into the wrappings, leaving hand-sized pieces of plastic all over the shore. “Is it really mine? How fast will it go? I hope it doesn’t stand out too much. Vehicles in hell are just black silhouettes.” She stood back from the uncovered motorcycle. “Holy shit.”

      “That was pretty much my reaction when I first saw it too,” Sere said. “We’re going to ride out to Joe’s cabin, where you and I first met.” The memory of how Doodlebug had killed Sere’s mentor and how intent Sere had been on killing the doppelgirl in retaliation wasn’t so much fading as settling in like a wound that would never heal right. “From there, Lefty will swim me back to the hell mouth, and we’ll part company.”

      Doodlebug pointed at the river. “Why didn’t you just have him swim you out there directly?”

      “I need to breathe. He can stay underwater and out of sight for much longer than I can. Our big challenge is still to get away without being seen by Jenna or one of her hench birds.” Sere pushed the motorcycle onto the nearest section of pavement and straddled the seat. “This thing is wicked fast. You’ll need to direct me on the most secret way out of the city, but you won’t have a lot of time to think about your directions. Got it?”

      Doodlebug swung her leg over the small back pad and held on tightly to Sere’s sides. “So we need to get as far inland as we can, as fast as possible. If you just head directly away from the river, Jenna will never see us. No one ever pays attention to vehicles other than to avoid them.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere leaned over the matte-black gas tank and opened up the throttle. As in life, the motorcycle took off like a bullet out of a gun. On the flooded streets, the blackbird took to the chase like a Jet Ski. She swung the bike around a couple of curves to get used to riding it without feeling the road under the tires.

      “Chloe must have added a little extra magic to this motorcycle’s performance. Usually, they don’t work so well on water.”

      Doodlebug bounced on the back seat like a little kid. “Go faster.”

      Sere scanned the sky to make sure they weren’t being observed. “So long as I match our speed to the other vehicles, we can talk and not draw unwanted attention to ourselves. Once we get to the freeway and I lay into this sucker, the wind noise is going to make communicating a challenge.”

      The girl straightened up off Sere’s back as if the pedestrian speed meant there was no threat of falling off. “Fair enough. Just realize those cars and trucks will plow into us just for fun. We’ll be passing Kenner right about when you said I should be standing guard. What do you expect to find at the edge of town?”

      Sere had been so focused on getting through the hell mouth that she hadn’t considered that she might have company. “Even though Marjory will still be fretting over her devil, she might want more toy soldiers, either for her demon army or for her experiments. It would be best for you to have your swords ready.”

      “I always do.” She pointed toward a residential street that angled away from the Industrial Canal. “To steer clear of the intersecting waterways while not getting too close to the Quarter, we’ll have to zigzag through the neighborhoods.”

      Sere leaned hard into the turn, sending a splash of water into the open doors of a corner café. “I’m not crazy about all of these cars parked along the street.”

      “So long as they’re not moving, they shouldn’t be a threat. If we keep to the side streets, we should make it to the freeway without too much traffic to contend with. You keep an eye on the roads, and I’ll make sure we’re not spied on from above.” Doodlebug pulled her flintlock out from the back of her pants. The old-fashioned gun was useless at any distance, but Sere assumed the exploding gunpowder would scare off any bird who tried to get close enough to see who was driving.

      At the next corner, she had to hit the brakes to avoid joining the back of a second-line parade of mangled doppelgängers, probably marching in remembrance of their severed limbs. “Now what?”

      Doodlebug hunched low over Sere’s back. “Take to the sidewalks. You can lay into the gas while we’re under the cover of the balconies.”

      Sere hopped the bike up onto the brick walkway and wove it between the handful of onlookers. As the motorcycle cleared the brass band belting out a funeral dirge on the street, it hugged the walls of the buildings. With the muffled exhaust, she and Doodlebug wouldn’t be detected by anything above and only had to worry about the occasional pedestrian.

      Halfway through the Saint Claude neighborhood, Doodlebug indicated a sharp left toward the freeway. “I can’t imagine any bird being dumb enough to venture farther than this from the Mississippi. With the driving rain, it’d be too hard to find their way back to the river.”

      Sere nodded as she took the main drag toward the overpass. “Hang on.”

      Sheets of rain pummeled her, making it difficult to see as she laid into the motorcycle. Once the tires hit the asphalt, the bike turned into the speed demon she remembered. Doodlebug held on tighter as the momentum forced Sere to pull on the handlebars for support. At the top of the ramp, the Honda Blackbird leapt clear of the roadway before settling down to mix in with the freeway traffic. Sere swung the motorcycle between the cars and trucks as if they were standing still. If she could outrun them, they wouldn’t have time to organize an attack.

      “It’s going to be hard to kill demons if I can’t see them until we’re right on top of them,” Doodlebug yelled.

      “Do you want me to slow down?”

      “No.” Doodlebug set her sickle against Sere’s thigh. “Just saying, if you see a target, let me know.”

      The ride out of town was as uneventful as it could be, considering Sere was straddling a high-performance motorcycle and riding through a hurricane in hell with a sickle-wielding doppelwarrior on her back. She sensed the demon walking on the freeway median a mile ahead. Alone and out of place, the hopeful escapee stood out like a blaring car horn.

      With a tap on Doodlebug’s knee, Sere slowed slightly and merged toward the upcoming victim. “You’ve got one shot, because I’m not flipping around if you miss.”

      “Got it.” The girl curved the blade out from Sere’s side.

      The motorcycle shook from the rumble strips in the roadway. The walking demon never even turned as Sere sped by him. In the side mirror, she saw the demon’s severed head bouncing along after them.

      “One down,” Doodlebug called out.

      “Eighteen to go.” Sere swung the motorcycle from one side of the freeway to the other to avoid vehicles while setting Doodlebug up for her next decapitations.
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Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Between racing through the Quarter, worrying about seeing Jennifer safely returned to her body, and speeding out of town, Sere felt downright relieved to be back on the dock of Joe’s cabin—even if it was hell’s reproduction of the real structure. She faced the bayou, feeling nostalgic. It hadn’t been that long ago that she’d chased Joe off the dock and raced him to the far side of the river. That had been in life, though, and this was hell. From the field strewn with pine needles beside the cabin, she heard the telltale over-revving of a motorcycle flipping over.

      “Go easier on the gas and stop popping the clutch,” she yelled without looking.

      “A unicorn would have been a lot easier,” Doodlebug yelled from the ground.

      Sere walked to the edge of the deck so she could watch the girl struggle with the heavy machine. “Not nearly as much fun, though. Turn around and put your butt on the seat. Grab the edge and lift with your legs.”

      With a lot of struggling, the girl finally got the bike upright. “How long did it take you to learn to ride?”

      “I’ve always ridden motorcycles.”

      “Right.” Doodlebug started up the engine. “Don’t forget, I saw you total that BMW.” The bike lurched as she let out the clutch, but this time, she didn’t let it get away from her. After a wiggly, staggering start, she got the wheels back on the driveway. With both feet hovering above the ground, the girl pulled the hand brake. “I did it!”

      “Congratulations. You drove the bike thirty feet without dropping it.” As Sere climbed down the wooden ladder and walked up to the dirt road, she turned her snarky attitude down. Doodlebug had been invaluable in making it through the Quarter. She deserved better. “It’ll get easier from here. Only shift up when you’re confident that you can handle the previous gear. Don’t be stupid with this thing.”

      The girl nodded as she patted the gas tank like the bike was her pet. “So what do you need from me now?”

      The motorcycle wasn’t meant to be payment for future services, but Sere needed the girl too much to let her off the hook. “Make contact with Jenna. You need to convince her I’m still in hell.”

      Doodlebug fondled the handle of her sword. “Are you sure you don’t want me to kill her? From what I’ve seen, the professor already has enough information on you to keep you functional without the connection to your real.”

      “No. Jenna is easier to deal with in solid form. If she turns into a ghost, she would be far less predictable. I also need you to find out where the Laroques are operating in hell. A woman as powerful as Marjory wouldn’t trust her operation to a pipsqueak like Andy. She must have other resources in this dimension.”

      “What about the hell mouth?”

      Good question, Sere thought. Even if Jenna stopped messing with the portal, that wouldn’t stop the doppeldemons from trying to escape. “Keep watch on the freeway each afternoon like we’d discussed. That’s why you’ve got the motorcycle. Kill any doppelgänger who tries to leave the city.”

      “Gee, what will I do with all of my free time?” Doodlebug said sarcastically.

      Sere hadn’t realized how annoying snarkiness could be—and she considered herself an expert on that topic. “I also need you to find the interdimensional vault. We still need to free Sanguine.”

      The girl bit her lip like she had a question, but all she did was nod. “Anything else?”

      “Don’t get killed.”

      Doodlebug gave Sere a long analyzing stare. “That’s the first time I’ve heard you refer to me as a living being.”

      “As I told Polly, even though you’re still a demon, I can’t deny that you’re alive with some sort of spirit inside you.”

      Doodlebug nodded toward the river. “Watch yourself out there. I’d take dodging cars and trucks over avoiding the vines trying to strangle me any day. I’d hate to lose the one person who halfway understands me. Plus, you’re still my ticket out of here.”

      Sere didn’t need the reminder. “In spite of all the work I’ve laid out for you, the offer still stands. Anytime you’re ready, I’ll set you up with a nice quiet life among the living. You won’t be immortal. You’ll have to accept a lifetime that ends when Dooly Buell passes on, and that could be tomorrow or seventy years from now. Honestly, I really don’t think you would like a normal life as much as you think you would.”

      The girl checked that her swords were well secured. “I do kind of enjoy being the Doppel Avenger. It’s just reassuring to know I’ve got a Get Out of Hell card when I want it.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere remained on the dirt driveway until Doodlebug had managed to get the motorcycle moving in a relatively straight line. “The only way to learn is by doing.” She spoke Joe’s old adage aloud as a way of calming her fears that the girl was about to wrap the bike around a tree.

      Once the angry huffing of the muffled exhaust pipe was no longer discernable from the constant rain, Sere returned to the cabin. She stood in the middle of the living room with her arms around her stomach. The place felt more than empty, as if it was sucking her soul.

      “This is just Agnes’s reproduction of Joe’s cabin. None of this is real,” she said. But saying the words didn’t help relieve her feeling of loss.

      She sat on his work stool next to the table where Joe had created so many wonders in life. “Everyone I know tells me I need to grieve for you, but I have no idea how. You taught me to be strong, to fight, to shake off pain and persevere. You never told me how to sit quietly and face my emotions.” She stared around the empty workspace. “So tell me, old man, how do I deal with your absence? I really want to know.”

      Chasing down demons, confronting Marjory and her newly minted devil, and running hell’s gauntlet had proven worthy distractions, but waiting for Lefty to work his way through the swamp didn’t leave her any physical confrontations to mask her sorrow. She crossed her hands on the table and laid her head on them. Though she never needed sleep, the emotional pain wore more heavily on her than all of the physical exertions of the last few days.

      “Sleeping in hell is such a bad idea,” she said. But knowing she should stay awake and being able to do so were very different things.

      The gentle tapping of ball-peen hammer to metal made her sit up. “Whatcha making?”

      Joe, in his perpetually grubby overalls, lifted the magnifying goggles from his face. “Just trying to get this flintlock to fire correctly.” He set the piece of metal on the table and looked at her. His deep-crystal-blue eyes made her want to cry, but she feared doing so might break the illusion of his presence. “What can I do for you?”

      “Tell me how to deal with your death.” The words rushed out of her like a dam breaking.

      His familiar good-natured laugh was like an emotional punch in the gut. “Figure out how to deal with the loss of a loved one, and every person alive will fall at your feet.”

      Unlike all those other people, Sere had a solution within her grasp. “What if they didn’t have to lose those they loved?”

      He pursed his lips like he’d been expecting that question for some time. “Are you talking about handing out immortality?”

      She’d spent so much time combating others who believed that was the ultimate answer that the idea had snuck its way into her thinking. “Why would it be so bad?”

      He folded his arms across his chest and stared at her from under his brow, indicating that his answer wasn’t going to be simple. “Think of life as a hand of poker. You’re dealt cards that you have no control over: sex, economic status, race, country of origin, etcetera. Some cards, you play as best you can. Others, you try to improve. Then there are the community cards—the other people around you who help you form your life. Together, they make up the hand you have to work with. Other players may have been dealt better hands or be more skillful at reading their opponents or just better at bluffing. That’s the game. At the end, you win, or you lose. Then the cards are returned to the deck, reshuffled, and you get another chance.”

      Sere leaned forward on the table, completely confused. “I don’t get it. What does that have to do with death verses immortality?”

      “If the game never ends, eventually, someone ends up with all of the chips. It’s inevitable. Then the rest of the players are left beholden to that master. Because they can’t toss in their cards, there is never an escape. Those that pass on their power and wealth to their next generation are proof enough that there are those who would extend their winning beyond the grave. But with death, all players’ cards are returned to the deck, and it’s reshuffled. You may lose in this life, but the next one may be better. Even a winner has to consider what comes next for them personally. Play the game too ruthlessly, and they might find they’re on the other end of the cards after the next deal. Inherently, we all understand that this life is better when everyone has a chance to improve their situation.”

      Sere knew all too well the pitfalls of being the ultimate winner—her father had proven how evil such a position could be. “But what if that master of the game wasn’t trying to gather all of the chips? Wouldn’t the game continue on amicably if everyone knew there was no end point?”

      Joe shrugged. “There will always be those who want to win at all cost. Put just one cut-throat player at the table, and everyone else has to play to win or be defeated and beholden to that one greedy bastard.”

      Sere couldn’t accept that existence could be distilled to winners and losers. “Life isn’t a game of poker. Together, those who care for each other can contain people who are only out for themselves. I have to believe that. My very existence is proof that evil can be overcome by a dedicated group. You should know that. You were a part of that group.”

      Joe put his feet up on the table. “Maybe someday in the future, when we all live together without competition, we’ll be ready for settling into permanent bodies, but for now, we’re still figuring things out. Locking everyone into their current situation would be like telling children they’d be stuck in second grade for the rest of their lives—complete with bullies, know-it-alls, and a power structure they can’t change. But my poker analogy is only one reason I’d turn down your offer of immortality. Tell me, has your relationship with Bart changed since I died?”

      Sere didn’t really want to get into her love life with her mentor. “Why?”

      “With a limited time to get to know others, there’s more incentive to do something with our emotions. If you believe you have forever to get to know someone or do something, then there’s always tomorrow. But have a calendar in front of you with a drop-dead date—even if you don’t know what that date is—and you’re faced with admitting your feelings or spending the time you have wondering, What if…?”

      Bart had opened the door to talking about their shared longing multiple times. She’d always found a reason to duck his advances—until Joe’s death showed her the foolishness of such avoidance, but that wasn’t something she was ready to admit. “At some point, our mutual desire would have pushed us over the edge.”

      “For sexual attraction, sure—I know you well enough to remember how your life was in hell—but getting your physical needs met is different than bonding your soul to another. Lasting connections are vital for people struggling to make it through life. As an immortal, however, being bonded to another person for all eternity could be pretty daunting.”

      “You’re saying because I can’t die, my connections aren’t as deep as those mortals around me?” Sere asked with some irritation.

      “I’m saying if everyone around you couldn’t die, you might not be as willing to open your soul to them.”

      Sere began to wonder if seeing her old mentor one more time had been such a good idea. “So, you’re back to the idea of the deck eventually being reshuffled as a reason to go all-in on life and love.”

      “I’m saying we as individuals learn from our life events. And when we die, that knowledge is added to the sum total of human experience. Each of us gets to play the hero and the villain, the lover and the warrior, the powerful and the destitute. That’s the gift death gives us mere mortals—change.” He got off his work stool, came around the table, and put his hands on her shoulders. “I loved this life—mostly because of you being such a large part of it—but I wouldn’t have wanted to play the mentor for eternity, nor would you have wanted to always have parental figures watching over you. Growth inevitably involves change, and death is the ultimate transformation—not just for the person passing on but also those who were around them.”

      “And what about me?” If she couldn’t include those she loved in her timeless existence, she wondered how she was supposed to fit into their reality.

      “Life was my poker table. You exist based on another set of rules—ones not of your choosing. I suspect that your connections to us time-limited humans will result in understandings that I can’t even imagine.” He put his forehead to hers. “But your life is your own. You’ve outgrown the need for a mentor. It’s time for you to surpass us all.”
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Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      A loud splash from the river roused Sere from her sleep. She looked around the cabin, half expecting to still see Joe toiling away at his project, but the room was as empty as it had been when she’d nodded off. “If sleep truly is the intersection of dimensions, I just want to say thanks for leaving me one last conversation. Though I’m still not convinced by your arguments.”

      She got up and headed for the back sliding glass door. Out in the swamp, Lefty had his head on the dock and was rocking it with his front feet like a kid playing with an air mattress in a swimming pool.

      “I’m on my way, my friend.” She headed out then shimmied down the wooden ladder to the ground and ran toward the dock. The prospect of leaving hell made her heart beat as fast as her footfalls on the dirt path to the water.

      Lefty snuggled up to the shore just as Sere reached the river. She hopped onto his scaly back and ran up to his head. “Get us through the hell mouth and stay out of sight of any birds.”

      As one of the first inhabitants of Agnes’s dimension, Lefty was the preeminent swamp king, but that didn’t mean there weren’t other beasties in the water who might want to take a swipe at Sere. She scanned the sky for threats, but all she saw was the constant rain. If she could avoid being spied on by birds, she just might make it back to the land of the living and Bart’s welcoming arms.

      Lefty dove just far enough under the water that Sere’s body was also submerged, but by lifting her head, she could breathe without being seen. With his massive body blocking her view of the river bottom, she couldn’t tell if other critters were following her out to the deep swamp. In spite of the threats ahead and behind, all she could think about was Bart. Joe had been right. If it hadn’t been for his death, she wouldn’t have realized how short her time was with the muscular hero. Bart could be killed just as easily as Joe had been. Every day apart was one she’d never get back. Even if he did live a good long life, their hours together were finite, and the longer she existed the lower percentage of her life she would have spent with him. She felt foolish for having wasted so many conversations in argument and snark. I’m going to be better with him. I have to be.

      She lifted her head for air and found she wasn’t being pummeled with rain. The eye of the storm, which hovered above the hell mouth, allowed her a moment of atmospheric peace. When Lefty lowered his head toward the dark crystal-clear water, Sere took a deep breath and grabbed tightly to the rows of scutes that ran down his back.

      She’d suffered more than her fair share of crossings between dimensions. Being born might well have been the first, but unlike most people, dying wasn’t the last for Sere. That final life event had only proven to be the beginning of her interdimensional crossings, though she barely remembered it. Being yanked out of Guinee, however, felt like drowning. All she’d wanted to do was scream against the undertow that dragged her from the life and death she knew to the hell her father ruled over. When she’d finally come to, it was in another body in another dimension at a different time. At least passing through the hell mouth allowed her to maintain her identity, but the experience of feeling every molecule in her body and every spark of her soul transmuted to another dimension was no less terrifying.

      As if diving to the bottom of a pond to cross through to a mirror world at the bottom, Lefty did a somersault underwater and surfaced in life.
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        * * *

      

      Sere knelt on Lefty’s back and gasped for air. Initially, little seemed to have changed. It was still midnight, and the storm that had broken at the hell mouth continued to leave her in peace. She crawled to Lefty’s side and peered over the edge. Much to her relief, as the giant gator swam away from the crystal-clear water, no alien creatures followed.

      Her first indication that she really was back in life was the sound of the outboard motor puttering toward her. She scampered up to Lefty’s head for a glimpse of Bart. It felt like months since had passed since she’d been in his arms.

      The battered aluminum hull that emerged from the water hyacinth looked like it had been through a war. Instead of the nice flat front designed to glide over the water, the bow was so badly dented and scraped that Sere wondered why the craft wasn’t taking on water. As Bart straightened it up toward her, the boat listed to starboard.

      “I’m guessing you didn’t just encounter crawfish this time,” she said.

      He swung the boat hard around to line it up with Lefty. “I ran into a school of twenty-foot-long catfish. Those are some mean suckers. They kept ramming into me like rutting bucks.” He reached down and pulled up a three-foot fish spike. “This one got caught in the aft transom. How was your trip to hell?”

      “Not much better than your trip out here. I survived.” She jumped from Lefty’s back into the boat. She stepped lightly over the bumped-up metal. Her heart felt like a magnet that had latched onto its mate. She didn’t stop until she was in his arms.

      He pressed his magnificent body firmly against hers. “Nothing followed you?”

      She shook her head against his chest. “I think between Doodlebug and Lefty, we managed to avoid being seen by Jenna. Hopefully, so long as she thinks I didn’t leave, she won’t mess with the hell mouth.” Water sloshed against the soles of the frayed and saturated dress shoes. “How likely is this boat to get us back to civilization?”

      He kept one arm around her as he reached for the controls and gave the motor some gas. “So long as it’s moving, I don’t think it will sink.”

      Lefty kept pace with the slow-moving johnboat. Begrudgingly, Sere pulled out of Bart’s embrace to lean over the side. “I need you to keep an eye on the hell mouth but from the other side this time. You’re a good boy, Lefty. I couldn’t have escaped hell without you.”

      She reached out and patted his muscular jaw. The monster from hell lowered his head so far into the water that only his eyes remained above the surface. Then he turned away from the boat and back toward the open water.

      “Are you expecting more trouble to come bubbling up?” Bart asked from the controls.

      She watched her gator’s tail swing side to side through the water as if he were waving goodbye. “I’m not sure what to expect, but hell is the safest place for him. Even with monster crawfish and mammoth catfish to contend with, I still fear one of those gator hunters would like to display my boy’s hide on their wall. More importantly, though, if Jenna saw me riding on him and still sees him swimming in hell, she’ll assume I’m in that dimension.”

      Bart swung the boat back into the lane he’d cut through the water plants and reached for a rifle. “We’re going to come on those hell fish pretty soon. Unlike the crawfish monsters, they seem content to just hang out and eat whatever strays into their territory, including us.”

      She grabbed the rifle and took position at the bow. As much as she would have preferred to spend the trip in his arms, fighting for their lives made a worthy second-best activity. “Why is returning home always so difficult?”

      “I’ve yet to go anywhere with you that wasn’t an adventure.” He tossed her the boat’s painter. “You’ll want to hang on. Those monsters like attacking from below. If you’re leaning over the bow when they hit, you might end up in the water again.”

      Without hell affecting her thoughts and emotions, Sere was far less interested in diving into another fight. She tied the rope to her ankle before leaning over the front of the boat. “Any suggestions on how to deal with a catfish from hell?”

      “Your best bet is to shoot it toward the back of the head where it meets the spine. Just be ready for the damn thing to thrash. Even when they’re dead, their nervous systems keep them active for quite a while.”

      Peachy. She scanned the bottom of the river for movement. “Hey, how did the hunters do with the crawfish-and-turtle invasion?”

      “They’ve been eating like King Neptune at Riley’s, to the point where the health department is threatening to close her down if she doesn’t get the right permits. Word’s getting around that she’s serving something special.” He nodded toward a field of tall grass that extended into the water. “I ran into a bad nasty hanging out around that bend.”

      “Got it.” She raised the rifle to her shoulder and peered through the scope.

      “Don’t bother trying to hit it from here. Wait until we get closer.”

      She used the magnifying lenses to inspect the shoreline. “Is that a cut about my aim?”

      “Not this time. Those catfish take a direct hit to kill.”

      As she and Bart approached the slight curve, the tall grass flattened into the water. “I see him—or more aptly, he saw us.”

      “Wait until he gets close to the hull,” he said. “Just don’t let him skewer the side with his spikes.”

      The beast came at them like a torpedo, straight and fast. “Not very stealthy, is he?” She cocked the rifle and took aim at the bulbous head just inches under the water’s surface. When the huge catfish was five feet from the side of the boat, she pulled the trigger. The bullet skipped off his head like a skipping rock. Quickly, she recocked the gun, stood up for a better angle, and shot just as the rock-solid head pounded into the thin metal. Blood boiled up through the water like steam out of the stacks of a paddle wheeler, following the fish as it dove under them.

      The boat tilted over so far that Bart fell from the controls to the gunnel, riding along the edge of the water. “A little warning next time?” Without someone at the wheel, the boat heeled and turned toward the shore.

      “How did you manage to fight these monsters off on your own?” Sere chambered another round. The fish that had hit their boat was flailing behind them, making it hard to see under the water’s surface.

      “Not well.” Bart got back to the controls and spun the boat out toward the center of the river. “But I had a little help.” He nodded toward the deep water ahead. The gently churning ripples indicated there was something happening on the river bottom.

      Sere aimed at the whirlpools. “I don’t understand.”

      “Turtles and catfish aren’t the greatest of allies—apparently, that holds true in hell as well as life. The big challenge is to stay out of their way.” He spun the wheel, turning the boat toward a relatively calm section of water, and opened up the throttle.

      “I’m beginning to miss Lefty,” Sere said. “He would have loved to dive into the fray. Though if I had to choose, I’d take your brains over his brawn every time.”
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Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Between fighting their way past hell’s escaped aquatic zoo, returning the no-longer-seaworthy johnboat to Cody, and riding down to the city, it was after dawn by the time Bart shut down his Ducati in front of the professor’s offices. Sere put her feet on the ground but remained on the back seat. “Really? I’m abducted by the cops, dragged to a warehouse to confront one of the most powerful men in New Orleans, forced to a formal unveiling of the new devil, then I kill that devil, get transported to hell, and fight my way out of hell, and the best you can do is bring me back to the lab? I expected at least a celebratory dinner and a few hours of passion.”

      Bart stood with the bike between his legs. “This wasn’t my idea, but I promised we’d stop by first thing. Once we’re done with your support staff, I’m all yours—in all the ways you can imagine.”

      She patted him on the ass as she eased off the seat. “I’m going to hold you to that.” She waited until he was next to her with his arm around her waist before heading around the building to the front door. “Any idea what they want?”

      He shrugged. “After every military expedition, there’s always a debriefing. I’d guess they’re still pissed that we didn’t tell them about your coffee with Jennifer. They probably want to make sure such an oversight doesn’t happen again.”

      She tried to contain her irritation. “It’s not like they didn’t keep things from me too.”

      He leaned in and kissed her head. “I’m on your side. Tell me you want to leave, and we can turn right around and head to your loft.”

      She slipped her hand down to his well-toned butt. “Tempting, but no. I guess it’s best to get this over with. If there’s another problem on the horizon, I need to know about it as soon as possible.”

      He opened the door and ushered her in. Chloe, in her layered diaphanous green dress, looked like an absinth fairy as she rushed to the door and wrapped Sere in her arms. “I’m so happy you survived.”

      “What does your magic jar tell you?” Sere asked. Of everyone in the room, only the swamp witch would really know if Sere had been successful in partially closing the door to hell.

      Chloe gave her a knowing smile. “The waters are receding.”

      Sere took a cleansing sigh. “That’s something at least.”

      “You really outdid yourself.” Kendell leaned against Myles next to the bank of computers. Based on their rumpled clothing—the same that they’d been wearing when Sere had fled from the bank—and their bloodshot eyes, they hadn’t slept since Sere had been transported to hell.

      “I didn’t have much of a choice.” Sere looked around for the badass housewife but didn’t see her. “I’m assuming someone took Jennifer home.”

      “I did,” Bart said. “I dropped her off on my way to find you.”

      Polly sat in the chair opposite the professor. “She called a little while ago to say Henry bought the story. We’re in the clear as far as her family is concerned.”

      “How is she?” Sere asked. Traveling through hell was hard enough on her, and she’d spent most of her life there. She couldn’t imagine how someone living a typical suburban life would take it.

      Polly pursed her lips. “She’s doing as well as can be expected. I think she compartmentalized the adventure. When we talked about it before she left, she sounded like she was recounting a movie she’d just watched.”

      The professor cleaned out his pipe like he was going to need a smoke very shortly. “You can’t talk to her again, Sere. Even your psychic bonds might tip off Jenna that you’re not in hell.”

      She had assumed as much. “You were right, and I was wrong. Is that what you all want to hear?”

      “No.” Kendell leaned forward out of Myles’s embrace. “We didn’t have Bart bring you here to chastise you. We’ve had a lot of anxious time to talk things over. We should have told you about Jenna as soon as you escaped hell. I suppose that was my fault. I still saw you as our little girl, and that meant my imagination got the better of me when I thought about how you’d take the news.” She looked around at the others in the room. “It’s time we came clean. Ask us whatever you want to know.”

      The openness caught Sere by surprise, but from Joe’s training, she knew she had to focus on the most direct threat. “Outside of this room, who else knows about Jenna?”

      The professor packed his pipe from a leather satchel. “When Marjory used her demon to force-feed you a paranormal pellet, we suspected she’d figured out about Jenna. It was the only explanation that made sense. If she could send your spirit back along the power line to hell, Andy might have been able to locate the bird woman at the other end. Marjory has been trying to figure out how you tick, and Jenna is an integral part of that equation.”

      Sere hadn’t had time to fully process her previous discussion while in hell. “I thought Sanguine was my power source. After all, the vault is where I ended up during the demon’s experiment.”

      Polly grimaced and leaned back in her chair. “And we all let you believe that lie. Sanguine was more like Ben Franklin’s key on a string during his lightning-strike experiment. You traveled down the line but got intercepted by her energy in her container.”

      The professor lit a large match and drew on the pipe until a cloud of blue smoke floated around his face. “There are two big questions at this point: is Marjory after Jenna, and if so, is she aware of the danger?”

      “And whose side is she on?” Polly added. “Our biggest fear is that Jenna is in league with Marjory. We know Andy wasn’t working alone.”

      “She sure as hell is not on my side,” Sere said. From the way the others looked at each other, she knew she still wasn’t getting the whole story. “Out with it. What aren’t you telling me?”

      “We’re not sure of Doodlebug’s loyalties,” the professor said. “No one believes she’s working for Marjory, but we suspect she at least knows Jenna. Think back on your conversations, all the way to when you first saw her in your hell dream. Who did she say sent her to you?”

      Sere kicked herself for trusting the girl so quickly. The doppelchick had, after all, killed Joe. Sere’s emotions had gotten the better of her. “How am I supposed to remember a dream that happened before all this got crazy? I think she said, ‘the goddess Sanguine,’ but my mind fills in the blanks when it comes to dragging up the subconscious.”

      “Could she have said ‘dark angel’?” Kendell asked.

      “Maybe. I don’t know. It’s not like you told me to take notes.” Sere tried to tamp down her frustration.

      Kendell nodded toward Chloe. “We’ve been talking. The only reason the birds could be in charge of hell is because of Jenna. Doodlebug has spent all of her time around the Quarter. She couldn’t possibly not know about the human cormorant who rules over the domain.”

      The logic made sense, but Sere wasn’t ready to write off the doppelchick just yet. “I have trouble seeing Doodlebug being in cahoots with Jenna. The Doppel Avenger, as she likes to call herself in hell, is out to dismember as many harvesters as she can. According to you, those ghouls work for Jenna. Also, if Doodlebug had been taking orders from Jenna, she could have turned me over to that bloody cormorant at any time while we were in hell. Though I guess that would have also put Jennifer in danger.” All of Doodlebug’s potential influences looked like puzzle pieces that had just been dumped out of the box.

      “Jenna might not even know what she’s doing,” Polly said. “She doesn’t have your paranormal education. Sanguine specifically kept her in the dark regarding who she was and where she came from. Though it makes sense that she would know something about Jennifer, how they were connected would be as mysterious as you were to the suburban housewife before you two started interacting.”

      Sere realized how foolish she’d been as a child resisting the team’s teachings. “And Jenna didn’t have you guys giving her an in-depth knowledge of her surroundings. So what—Jennifer and me being dragged to hell and attacked was just Jenna’s way of figuring things out? And where does that leave Doodlebug? Was she just used like a hunting demon dog sent to point me out?”

      Bart put his arms around Sere’s waist. “Events have been falling into Jenna’s hands since Doodlebug’s arrival. I doubt killing Joe was planned, but his funeral was too tempting for Jennifer to resist. And you did say the demon team took Doodlebug on so she could identify you.”

      Sere shook her head. “You’re talking about a level of premeditation that sounds closer to what Marjory would devise. Jenna doesn’t sound that sophisticated.”

      The professor took a draw of his pipe. “The point is, without being able to fully trust Doodlebug, we don’t have any way of telling what side Jenna is on. That girl is our only eyes, ears, and swords in hell, so there’s no way we can confirm what she tells us.”

      Sere tried to imagine all of the people she and Jenna knew. “If everything you’ve told me is correct, the one person we know Jenna would listen to is Sanguine. No matter who Doodlebug is working for—us, Marjory, Jenna, or even herself—she has sufficient motivation to find Sanguine. If we can free our angel, hopefully, she’ll be able to talk some sense into Jenna.” Sere had a few choice words for Sanguine as well, but for the moment, the woman deserved the benefit of the doubt—as, Sere hoped, did Doodlebug.

      Kendell wrapped her arms around her stomach. “It would be wonderful to have Sanguine out of the penalty box and back in the game. We need someone in charge in that dimension.”

      Chloe stood in front of the boarded-up windows. The light filtering through her dress and hair made her appear even more ethereal. “Has anyone considered bringing Sanguine back to the land of the living?”

      Sere only knew the woman as hell’s angel. She could still see her with her long feathered wings and faceted crystal eyes. “I’m not sure she’d return willingly,” she said. “That realm custom-tailors itself to her wishes, or at least it did before she was captured.”

      “We did try once,” Myles said. “It was before Sere was cast into hell. We brought Sanguine home, but she couldn’t adapt to being human again. Returning to hell was her idea.”

      The professor doodled a buttonhole on his pad of paper then drew an angel-shaped button on top of it. “If she did return, her presence might provide the answer we’ve been searching for to contain the hell mouth.”

      On the professor’s wall of computers, a red light flashed above a phone receiver that looked to have been salvaged from an old-fashioned pay phone. Professor Yates slowly got out of his Barcalounger to answer the call. “Hello.”

      “What’s with the bat phone?” Sere asked.

      Polly motioned for her to keep her voice down. “Your joke is not far off. Joe knew one day something might happen to him, so he set up this relay in case any of his associates needed to reach out. It’s also the landline that he used to hook you up to our equipment.”

      The professor hung up the receiver. “That was Madeline. She has a visitor who says if Sere wants her stuff back, she should meet him in the garage.”

      “What could that mean?” Bart asked.

      The professor returned to his well-worn chair. “When it comes to that phone, we’ve been told not to ask questions, just deliver the message.”

      Sere took Bart’s hand. “I know exactly what it means. Feel like giving me a lift? With any luck, we might even get an answer or two along with my belongings.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere had never really appreciated how nice it was to ride on the back of a motorcycle with the wind in her hair and someone else dealing with the mundane hassles of navigating through traffic. With Marjory dealing with her latest failure and Jenna no longer pulling at the hole between dimensions, for a brief moment, Sere could disconnect from her worries and simply enjoy the ride. She gripped Bart’s waist and sat upright to feel the sun on her face as he raced down the freeway. Though it was the same stretch of road where she and Doodlebug had decapitated demons on their escape from the city, the relatively calm traffic and light of midmorning made that adventure seem like a dream.

      Bart took the Myers exit and downshifted the Ducati to a reasonable speed for the sleepy town. After a couple of miles, he stopped at the entry to a neighborhood made up of nearly identical tract homes. “This is as far as I remember.”

      Sere pointed down the street. “Third left then the fifth house on the right. I counted them off last time so I wouldn’t get lost again. Figuring out which it was in the dark was a royal pain.”

      “Tell me about it.” Bart put the bike in gear. “Clever hiding spot, though.” He eased the Ducati down the streets like a wolf prowling a chicken coop. As he pulled up onto the driveway, the garage opened as if they’d been expected. He didn’t stop until they were well out of sight of any nosy neighbors. The door closed the instant he set the bike on its kickstand. “There doesn’t seem to be anyone here.”

      Sere hopped off the back. “Keep your hand off your gun.”

      “Why?” Bart immediately reached for the butt of the revolver tucked into the back of his jeans.

      Like telling him not to do something ever works.

      Gerald Laroque entered through the side door. “Because she’s afraid you might get yourself in trouble by shooting the former chief of police.” From the dirt on his hands and the bag of mulch he was carrying, he looked to have been doing a little gardening for the old woman of the house.

      Bart slowly brought his empty hand out from behind his back. “We don’t want any trouble.”

      “Relax, son. If Sere hasn’t figured out whose side I’m on by now, she’s not nearly as smart as I thought.”

      Sere pulled the tarp off her Triton. Her clothes were neatly folded on the seat. “Since we’re all feeling so chummy-chummy, feel like answering some questions?”

      The big man dusted off the seat of Joe’s old BSA motorcycle and leaned on the dried leather. The springs groaned under the unfamiliar weight. “Fire away.”

      Sere paced in front of him while giving the powerful man an appraising sideways glare. “How’s your cover holding up?”

      “Not bad, thanks to our little deception. Nice choice of costume, by the way. Hopefully, my peashooter didn’t hurt you too badly.”

      The pain in her side seemed to be something she’d left in hell. “I’ve had worse. She didn’t get suspicious when I didn’t disintegrate on the way to the elevator?”

      He folded his thick arms over his large chest. “Since that was the first time a doppelgänger has been shot with one of the magic bullets, she didn’t have a reference on how long one of you would survive with the paranormal slug inside. I gotta tell ya, she was pretty pissed at being locked in the basement. We had to wait until the bank opened to be let out. When she sees you again, you’d better be prepared. I was only able to modify the bullets I have, not the ones she snagged from the box. And she always carries that silver-plated revolver in her purse.”

      “Sorry about confining you with your sister.” The truth was she wasn’t sorry at all, but sarcasm and lying were close enough that she managed the snarky comment without choking on the words. “What about Devlin?”

      “He didn’t last the night. Dare I ask how you managed to kill him?”

      She continued to give the big man side-eye. “I think I’ll keep that trick to myself. So your sister failed. How’s she taking the defeat?”

      Gerald put his beefy hands on the old seat. “Marjory doesn’t give up that easily. She’s still got the vault and copies of the baron’s journals. Devlin was just one heir among many. She’ll chop off every branch on our family tree until she finds someone that can become immortal. I hate to tell you, but you’re proof that what she wants is possible. That’s all the incentive she needs to keep trying.”

      Sere continued her pacing while wondering how much she could trust the man. “And her connections in hell?”

      He shrugged. “Even though my cover is intact, she doesn’t trust me with all of her particulars. If you were expecting her to be a dejected opponent, I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

      She turned to face him. “And what about you? The way you talked about immortality made it sound like you’d at least considered the idea.”

      “And play second fiddle to my sister for all of eternity? No thanks. I’ve noticed the only people who want to live forever are those who’ve already reached the top of whatever mountain they were climbing.”

      She leaned against her motorcycle. “But you're only a few feet from the top. That’s still not good enough? I’d think a man of your skill and ambition might, in time, find a way to supplant his master.”

      He struggled back to his feet. “I told you the first time we met that I wasn’t trying to earn your trust. You’d be a fool to put your faith in anyone. All I can tell you is that I’m not interested in my sister’s proposal. It’s up to you to figure out if I’m lying—if you can accept my word at face value or, if not, determine my true motivations. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to see about getting Madeline to give me a ride out of this sleepy little town before someone notices I’m missing.”

      Bart had remained on guard next to his bike during the conversation. It wasn’t until Gerald left through the side door that he unfolded his arms, showing he was holding his gun at the ready. “Do you believe him?”

      Sere still had trouble with the concepts of lying and trust. “He’s playing a long game. Everything between those siblings is drawn out and complicated. He didn’t kill me when he had the chance, even though that might have put him even stronger in Marjory’s good graces. I interpret that to mean he thinks I still have value to him, though for what end, I don’t know.”

      “Do you think he considers you a better bet for achieving immortality?”

      The question of her offering life everlasting kept coming back around like a mosquito looking for the perfect opportunity to strike. “Maybe. And if that's the case, what if he’s right?” Sere said.

      Bart’s expression turned hard and cold. His usually welcoming eyes took on the daggerlike stare she’d seen in Joe when he was disappointed. “Ah, finally, the grand question: am I only hanging around you for the possibility of immortality?”

      “Well, are you?” she demanded.

      He came over and sat beside her on the seat of her Triton. “I won’t bullshit you the way Gerald just did.” He turned his head toward her as if inviting her to read his every expression. “The idea has crossed my mind. But we’ve both flirted with death enough times for you to see that being this close to you isn’t the smartest way for me to extend my life.”

      She didn’t want to push him, but she also didn’t want the issue to linger between them. “You didn’t answer the question.”

      His deep-brown eyes locked into hers. “What would I say if you offered me immortality? I honestly don’t know. Being with you is a crazy, exciting, sexy adrenaline rush. I don’t imagine either of us could continue this level of activity indefinitely, even if we didn’t age. So the real question is, where does this relationship take us?”

      She gave him a squinting stare. “I’m not proposing marriage if that’s what you’re thinking. Even if we were both immortal, that wouldn’t make you beholden to me forever. I’d never build a world of slaves even if I did have the power over life and death.”

      “And you think that’s what makes you different from your father or Marjory?” he asked. That question got under her skin, and she suspected he knew it.

      “I have no interest in playing God. I’m only asking, if death wasn’t inevitable and I could make immortality happen, would that be such a bad thing?”

      He leaned back on the bike. “I think the fact that you can’t do it right now makes the question theoretical. And so long as that’s the case, you can focus on containing hell and those that would seek to exploit it.” He got off the motorcycle and started pacing. “If you ever did have that ability, I think the ramifications would drive you mad. What if a person you gifted turned evil? How would you make the determination of who was worthy? Even if you didn’t expect anything from them, how could you be sure anything they did for you in the future wasn’t based on a feeling of obligation? And as you’ve already speculated with me, how could you ever trust that what someone felt for you wasn’t simply a way of trying to get you to give them a forever life? In light of those questions that you would have to ask yourself, I would have to say no. I like my life, and I’ll take it just the way it is.”

      She felt like she was about to be sick. “I didn’t mean to question your feelings for me.”

      He put his hands on her shoulders the same way Joe had done in her dream. “The only beings who’ve offered what you’re talking about have been called either gods or devils. One type stays clear of mankind so as not to interfere with our progress, and the other seeks constant involvement. I don’t see either as being very good role models for you.”

      She wrapped her arms around his waist and pulled him firmly between her legs. “I suppose not. Being equals, even if I’ll probably outlive you, has its advantages.”
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Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Doodlebug straddled her Blackbird motorcycle on the airport tarmac, waiting for the optimum combination of wind and rain. When it came to weather, all she knew was the storm. The idea of the sky not trying to knock her down and drowned her was as alien as the concept of light streaming down from the heavens. Seeing what the cushy conditions had done to her idol made her glad for the incessant hurricane.

      A squall line whipped her short ponytail out from the collar of her bomber jacket and beat it against her cheek. “Time to go.” As the pelting rain diminished and the wind increased, she opened the Blackbird’s throttle to stay ahead of the next downpour. The bike jetted out from under her butt so forcefully she had trouble hanging onto the handlebars, but she’d had the wicked machine dump her on the ground enough times to know the drill.

      “Not this time.” She kept her body low against the seat as she scrunched back to the command position. The Blackbird squirreled side to side across the runway but came back to its upright attack once it saw she was in charge.

      “So much for first gear.” She pulled in the clutch and gave the foot lever a good quick lift with the toe of her combat boot. When she let go of the handle, the rear tire squealed against the blacktop. “Damn, you’re fast.” She held on better this time, but if it weren’t for the wide expanse of roadway, she feared she’d have gone over the edge.

      Third gear brought the bike’s speed even with the hurricane. Freedom from the constant pounding of the weather gave Doodlebug a feeling of invincibility. Even the storm bowed down to the girl on the motorcycle. “Is that all you’ve got, Agnes? I’m not done with you yet.” She shifted again to chase down the rainsquall ahead. The defenseless drops smashed against her oncoming goggles.

      She had just shifted into fifth when the white lines on the runway announced she’d need to slow down—or lift off the ground, which seemed entirely possible. Not wanting to dissipate, or worse, trash her new love, Doodlebug reluctantly let off the gas and pulled in the clutch. Cornering wasn’t nearly as fun as jetting off in a straight line, and turning into the mouth of the storm made her wonder about the wisdom of taunting the tempest earlier.

      She lined the bike up directly into the oncoming dagger droplets and turned the motorcycle loose. With its knifelike front cowling, the Blackbird slipped through the wind like a newly sharpened sword through tender flesh. Between her wraparound goggles and the beast-machine’s low-profile windshield, Doodlebug was able to tell, more or less, where she was headed. At a combined thrust of over two hundred miles per hour, the rain pellets tore at her clothing and the flesh it was meant to protect.

      She hunched her legs tighter against the cowling. The position made her feel one with the machine. “So that’s how it’s done.” At the far end of the runway, she swung the bike around for another run. “No pussyfooting around this time.”

      She didn’t wait on the storm. It was no longer a concern. The rain had done its worst and failed to unseat her. The moment the bike started moving forward, she tucked her legs into the indentations of the gas tank, lowered her chest until her eyes were even with the windshield, and twisted the throttle as far as it would go. The front tire lurched off the pavement, but she held on firmly and didn’t ease off of the gas. Leaning even farther forward, she convinced the Blackbird to remain on the ground in spite of its obvious desire to live up to its name.

      The moment the acceleration leveled off she hit the gearshift. “If I’m going to make it through all six gears, I can’t take time enjoying the ride.” In second gear, she sliced through the wall of water. Before she’d made it halfway down the runway, she shifted yet again. By fourth gear, the wind against her helmet had shifted from behind to ahead. “I am the master of the storm.” No one in hell had ever surpassed the speed of the hurricane. Even the Cormorant was at the mercy of the wind.
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        * * *

      

      After a half-dozen runs up and back on the airport runway, Doodlebug felt she’d gained enough of an understanding of the Blackbird to use it without crashing. She pulled in close to the terminal gate and parked next to the extended ramp. Only her bomber jacket had survived the run unscathed. The loose-fitting jeans that had seen countless battles had been reduced to shredded cutoffs by the storm. Her legs were so lined with bloody lacerations that she looked like a demented zebra. Adrenaline from the ride would only keep her going for so long before she passed out for her normal regeneration.

      Removing the skullcap helmet wasn’t nearly as easy as putting it on had been. It was as if her head had expanded to fill the small void. She reached into the satchel between her breasts, pulled out the terry-cloth headband, and scrunched it over her flattened hair.

      “What nightmare did you get into now, bitch?” Dooly never was one for polite greetings.

      The easiest thing was to simply ignore the gutter princess, but after the gift from Sere, Doodlebug was feeling less hostile toward reality than usual. “Nothing’s broken, so this speed healing shouldn’t take long. Just put your head down and rest your pretty little eyes for a moment.”

      “Did it ever occur to you that I might have a life of my own? Between you sucking my life force like a vampire from hell and Kendell dragging me off the street in front of my friends like an overly protective mother hen, I’m beginning to wonder if this whole adventure has been worth it.”

      Blah, blah, blah. Doodlebug wondered if the girl ever changed her tune. “Be nice, and I’ll take the headband off once my cuts are healed. Keep being a little brat, and I’ll leave it on.”

      “Fine,” Dooly said in a passive-aggressive tone that would have been obvious even to a complete stranger.

      The truth was, Doodlebug would have been just as happy to take the headband off as Dooly—and the girl probably knew it—but they both owed too much to the paranormal Scooby gang to stay out of contact for long. “I’m headed inside,” Doodlebug said. “Without the storm beating on me, maybe this won’t take as long.”

      Though Dooly didn’t respond, Doodlebug could feel the girl’s huff of displeasure. She scaled the maintenance ladder to the enclosed ramp meant to make flyers feel safe and secure. The thin-walled hallway swayed and buckled in the storm. She had to brace herself against the handrails as she hustled through the gangway.

      At ten feet tall and with a cape large enough for him to sail on the winds, the harvester at the TSA checkpoint took up the entire space. “You’re playing a dangerous game, Doppel Avenger. That human you serve won’t bat an eye when you dissipate.”

      As far as Doodlebug was concerned, harvesters didn’t deserve names. Any doppelgänger stupid enough to wander off from their projection for days on end gave up the right to use the real person’s name. But to every rule there was an exception, and being the head harvester meant not many rules applied to Nocturne. “Look who’s talking. When has that big bird you worship ever lifted a feather for you?”

      He pulled out his six-foot-long sickle from inside his cape and crossed it over whatever was left of his heart. “I exist to serve the Cormorant.”

      Barf. She couldn’t imagine anything worse than a demon zealot. “You idiots really need a better mantra.”

      “At least the Cormorant is loyal. I dare you to say the same thing about your little pet human.” He searched the ramp behind her. “Where is your little plaything anyway?”

      “Why? So you can run back to your winged mistress and get a pat on the head for being a good little ghoul for having spotted her?”

      He held out his sickle like a curved metal erection. “The only reason I don’t kill you now is so that I can watch you as you’re betrayed. Humans lie. That’s a characteristic you’ll never understand, and it will be your undoing.”

      “Sere is not like that. Only her spirit is human. The rest of her is just like me.”

      “And yet all she sent you to aid in your quest was a pair of wheels?” He waved his sickle at her like the pervert that he was. “I would have asked for something more useful.”

      She spread her arms to give him an easy target. “You want a piece of me, big bad? Try it!”

      His blade quivered in front of her in apparent desire. “You shouldn’t tempt me. An arm or leg from you would fetch a good amount in the market. You’re going to need all of your bits and pieces for the fight that’s coming your way. Forces are against you, Doppel Avenger. You and your doppelgänger army of street urchins will be no match for the contingent the rich and powerful are manifesting—especially if the one you believe in is nowhere to be found. Once they descend on you, even that little motor scooter won’t be fast enough to get you clear of the city.”

      Her palm itched to pull the flintlock from her back and blast the fucker. “Giving out warnings now? That’s not like you.”

      “I came to offer you a solution. Bow down to the Cormorant, and we can fight as one. Think about it. You’d be saving not only yourself but also those you seek to protect. She’ll be expecting an answer.” He forced his way past her and headed down the gangway. His great cape filled the small hallway.

      Doodlebug adjusted her headband to get Dooly’s attention. “Speak one word of my meeting with Nocturne to anyone on that side, and I’ll come to your dimension and take over your life.”

      “Fine. I’ll just add it to your diary of secrets.”
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      All Doodlebug wanted was to get out of hell unscathed. Having paid the price for killing Sere’s mentor by beheading countless harvesters, demons, and all manner of monsters, she really thought she’d earned passage through the hellmouth. But that was before her savior went missing.

      With a contingent of demon-riding dragons, a new devil on the rise, and her primary adversary on the sidelines, Marjory Laroque is no longer content with simply conducting mischief in life. In hell, there are far fewer forces to overcome.

      With nowhere else to turn, Doodlebug must take on what she’d always thought to be impossible: saving the hell’s angel that raised her mentor and heroine. To achieve her mission, Doodlebug will need to face her deepest fears—and hell’s most powerful forces—while accepting help from those she fundamentally mistrusts.
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Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Doodlebug hammered the throttle of the Honda Blackbird motorcycle. As the freeway traffic struggled to maintain traction and direction in the unrelenting hurricane, she shot the superbike through each gap like a sniper firing a bullet between obstacles at a far-off target. It wasn’t the cars and trucks, however, that made her heart beat as fast and hard as the metal pistons between her legs.

      “Flippin’, flappin’ demons.” A half mile ahead and riding on the wind, nine dragons with demonic doppelgängers on their backs sailed over the freeway traffic. Unless she was able to get ahead of the pack and somehow entice them down to street level, they would curve away from civilization and out toward the hellmouth. If they escaped her dimension and entered the land of the living, her agreement with Sere Mal-Laurette would be in jeopardy. “You’re not revoking my Get Out of Hell card.”

      She leaned low over the gas tank and snugged her legs into the motorcycle’s indentations before hitting the foot shifter. By not letting off the gas, she increased the force, thus bringing the front tire off the ground. The Honda felt as if it were attempting to fly up to do battle with the dragons, but even in hell, the motorcycle had limitations.

      Doodlebug settled the bike back onto the pavement as the two trucks ahead of her bashed their trailers against each other. Instead of swerving to a side, she aimed the headlight at the spray of sparks. The two rigs separated in front of her like the Red Sea parting before Moses.

      Once she cleared the two cabs, the last dragon in line was so close she could almost reach out and pull his tail. “Come down here and fight me, you scaly chicken.” She made a mental note to include a grappling hook in the arsenal of weapons she carried on the motorcycle.

      She was so intent on the monster’s wedge-shaped tail that she almost missed the huge flying structure that blocked off the driving rain. Long ago she’d learned not to let distractions divide her attention from a fight. From the dragon’s abrupt change in direction, having something overhead must have spooked him.

      Doodlebug took her hand off the handlebar and grabbed the sickle she kept sheathed behind the motorcycle cowling. She had to stand on the foot pegs to get her small sixteen-year-old body high enough to swing the blade into the snake-like tail. With one quick slice, the severed end hit her in the face as the monster screamed and fell back behind her. “Looks like that got your attention.” She dropped back onto the motorcycle seat to prevent the high-speed bike from getting away from her.

      As though she were descended on by a cloud of bats, wings flapped all around her. She hit the brakes and skidded through traffic toward the median strip to avoid being bashed by the flying lizards.

      Hopping off the motorcycle, she pulled a second harvester sickle from the side of the bike. A dragon so small its demon rider’s legs dangled below the wings screeched out a flame that barely reached her handlebars. Lunging in front of the bike, Doodlebug beheaded the creature with one side-armed swing to its neck as it passed overhead. The demon rider tumbled to the pavement far enough behind her that he didn’t warrant her immediate attention.

      Two more dragons attempted a coordinated attack, one from each side. Being accustomed to fighting in hell’s unrelenting rain, she swung the blades with ease in the relative calm under the curious structure overhead, catching the beasts in the chest and wings. A tangled mass of dragon parts surrounded her as the overhead protection finally blew away. The remaining little flamers tumbled in its wake, their unskilled riders plunging to the asphalt.

      Through the blood, wings, and scaly bodies scattered on the roadway, the demons advanced on Doodlebug’s position. “At least we’re down to a fight I understand.” Beheading doppelgängers intent on escaping hell wasn’t as risky as taking on harvesters in the city, but desperation and cunning could make even the normally harmless human doubles a threat to contend with. “All at once, or one at a time?”

      A demon stepped out from the pack. “I’ll take a shot.” As he stood in the middle of the freeway, the cars around him came to a stop as if wanting to watch the contest. “Best me, and the rest of my contingent will turn around and head home.”

      She didn’t need to ask what would happen if she lost. Being beheaded only to be reincarnated as the scared little bunny of a girl back on Esplanade Avenue’s neutral ground was a threat she didn’t need spelled out. Twice was enough to realize death wasn’t really an escape from hell’s tortures. “Where did you dig up the dragons?”

      “Explanations aren’t part of the agreement.” He held out his matching sickles like he’d expected the confrontation.

      Not that she had much of a choice, but she wanted to hear him say the words one more time. “If I win, your demons go home.”

      The demon swished the blades through the hurricane-driven rain. “You’ve been hanging around reals for too long, Doppel Avenger. Doppelgängers don’t lie.”

      She stepped out from behind the concrete divider. “That’s not to say we can’t, simply that we don’t.”

      “The Cormorant’s teachings are meant to free us from the sins of humanity.” His tone of religious reverence made her want to puke.

      The edict to always tell the truth seemed designed to give the powerful birdwoman the upper hand. Having developed in hell without having practiced deception, however, made Doodlebug and every doppelgänger she knew terrible at delivering even the mildest fib. “Then let’s dance.”

      The demon came at her with one curved blade slicing toward her neck while he spun the other like a baton in line with her shoulder. She’d seen the move enough times to recognize the harvester feint. Those brutes were never out to kill a doppelgänger. That would defeat the purpose of removing a limb. The instinctual reaction to counter the decapitation was meant to expose the shoulder to a clean slice. Instead of making the obvious move of countering the sword coming at her throat, Doodlebug swung one blade low toward his midsection and thrust the dull end of her defending counterstrike toward his face. Catching him around the waist with one sickle, she planted the kiss of steel hard to his nose.

      Surprisingly, he maintained his hold on both weapons, resulting in a large gash to her side under the arm and another to the wrist of her embracing hand. She yanked hard at the sword to his back while spinning down and away from his cutting edges.

      He managed to make the same escape while enduring only slightly worse wounds than she’d suffered. His next attack was far less subtle. Like a child throwing a temper tantrum, he swung both swords over his head and brought them crashing down like fists toward her on the ground.

      Rolling backward, she avoided the strikes, which planted the tips of his blades hard into the asphalt.

      Stop playing defense. She didn’t know if the thought was her own admonition or Dooly’s coming across from the headband that connected the mirrored pair.

      “I know how to fight.” She popped up to her feet with blades at the ready. Being connected to Dooly helped the wounds on her side and wrist heal before her adversary freed his weapons.

      Then why are you letting him take the lead?

      The demon rushed at her, brandishing his blades like a wild man. Even if the dude had skills, he had little self-control. Once a demon was overcome by bloodlust, his actions were as unpredictable as a lightning strike.

      “Who says I am?” Doodlebug crossed her arms then brought the sharp edges together like a pair of scissors snipping the arm off a paper doll. The demon spun away at the last moment, saving his limb from dismemberment, but he still lost his hand at the wrist.

      She held her bloody sickles over the severed appendage. “You’re down a hand. You can’t beat me. Quit now, and I’ll let you all leave in peace.”

      He held up the gory stump. Joint by joint, fingers emerged out of the mangled flesh until the whole hand had reformed. “You’re not the only one with superpowers.”

      That much of an energy draw would have left me balled on the floor, crying until I passed out. Doodlebug knew that thought had originated with Dooly. Back in life, the girl had sat on the dirty sidewalk in the French Quarter, terrified that she might be called on for such a dramatic healing.

      Doodlebug swished the blades through the air, casting raindrops of blood. “Marjory Laroque sent you.” Only Sere Mal-Laurette’s primary rival had the information needed to create a bond between real and doppelgänger that would be capable of that kind of rapid repair. “You must be another one of her nephews. She’s going to run out of heirs at the rate she’s going. Give me your name so I can let the others know about the next failed chosen one.”

      He bowed in mock reverence. “Aloysius Laroque, at your decapitating service, but I’d rather make my introduction as the new devil in my own time.” He had the blade back in his newly formed hand before she could make her attack.

      This guy’s starting to piss me off.

      “Tell me about it,” Doodlebug muttered under her breath. If the fiend was willing to draw that heavily on his real, only decapitation would stop him.

      He circled Doodlebug in front of the stopped traffic. If Marjory could summon dragons and create a healing bridge between this newest potential devil and his real, Doodlebug had to accept that the solid vehicular battering rams were also at the woman’s beck and call.

      She crouched low with her sickles at the ready. “This is just between us.”

      His blades turned as he shrugged. “So long as I’m alive, this fight is between us. If you do manage to lob off my head, however, I don’t really have a say in what happens to you.”

      Let’s get this over with.

      Between Dooly’s nagging and the demon’s gibes, Doodlebug was losing her patience, which was never a good thing in battles to the death. She gripped the handles of her sickles and felt the demon side of her take hold. Everything in her sight turned blood red. “One of us is going down.” She kept the demon between her and the traffic. Once she decapitated him, she would only have a few moments to get back to her motorcycle and hightail it out of there before the cars and trucks came at her like a demonic demolition derby.

      The demon wiped his brow with the tip of his sword, leaving a smear of her blood dripping along his forehead like war paint.

      When he came at her, their blades clashed like thunderclaps. With her demon side in control, Doodlebug barely noticed her moves and countermoves. She and her weapons performed as one. Cuts formed and healed on both her and her adversary.

      I must bring him in closer. Doodlebug’s thought was as much to calm Dooly’s fears as a personal reminder. A hard, downward slash from the demon cut the sickle’s handle in her grasp. She allowed the momentum of the strike to swing her hand behind her as she dropped the leather-wrapped wooden stub. After firmly grasping the pistol under the back of her shirt, she brought it up to his chin. As his curved blade opened a line of deeply cut flesh along her ribs, she pulled the trigger. His head exploded in a firework of blood, bone, and brain matter that splattered on the roadway.

      Though her enemy was dismembered, she wasn’t out of the woods. Holding her side together with her hand, Doodlebug ran for the small protection of the concrete divider before the cars started rolling over the demon’s remains.

      “I can’t ride with this open wound.” She crouched down between the overlapping partition and the motorcycle angled toward the far lanes. Cars and trucks began plowing into each other in their attempt to get to her, but physics overrode even hell’s desires. The colliding vehicles careened off the divider and flew past her, creating a barrier even the remaining demons dared not cross.

      From downwind, the obstruction that had shielded her from the storm drew her attention from her sliced flesh. “That’s not structural. If it was, it would only fold along the middle and keep flying away. That thing is fighting the wind.” As the wings that covered the freeway beat hard toward her, she made out the axe-shaped head, webbed feet, and long tail of the monstrous dragon. The beast tossed the five remaining smaller flamers to the ground in front of her like a cat bringing an offering of mice to his mistress. The creature continued to fly low over the freeway. Bursts of fire flew from his snout, incinerating the oncoming traffic, thus providing Doodlebug a clear shot back to hell’s version of New Orleans.

      “What was that?” Dooly asked over their psychic connection. “You never told me anything about dragons.”

      “That’s the first time I’ve encountered them, but hell is filled with all kinds of beasts.” Doodlebug remained sitting against the end of the concrete partition while her wounds finished healing. Ghost and goblins, harvesters and freaks. The doppelgänger nursery rhyme had a way reasserting earworm status at the worst of times.

      “How much of this encounter do you want me to relay to the others?” Dooly hadn’t gotten off the beer-splattered stoop since the demon had sliced into Doodlebug’s ribcage. At least the gutter-punk girl hadn’t passed out.

      “Talk to Sere alone. I’d talk to her myself, but I don’t trust Professor Yates’s equipment. His turncoat assistant, Andy, had control of it for too long. Tell her about the new attempt to immortalize a Laroque heir. Hopefully, she can find something about the real Aloysius that might prove useful in finding and defeating whatever Marjory has in mind to throw at us next. I imagine Sere has already figured something was brewing.”

      “Do you think Marjory will stick with regenerating the dude you just faced? Seems like she might choose someone else since he lost.”

      Doodlebug felt the flesh closing under her grasp. “Either way, that woman has got her eyes on another member of her clan.”

      “What about the dragons?” From their connection, it was clear the girl back in life had a fascination with the mythical flying beasts.

      “I don’t need Sere freaking out about another of hell’s goblins. She’ll just tell me to investigate where they came from. Tell her to watch her ass. She might want to double whatever backup plan she has in place in case I fail to stop the buggers from getting to the hellmouth.” Even Lefty, Sere’s thirty-foot-long alligator, was going to have his jaws full trying to stop demons and dragons from getting past him.

      Dooly struggled to her feet. “What are you going to do?” Through their mental connection, Doodlebug could tell the question was less out of curiosity than worry about when Dooly might be called on again.

      “If Madam Laroque has figured out how to use dragons to fly her demons to the hellmouth, I need to discover more about the big fella who defeated them.”

      “You don’t think the battle was just a dragon turf war?”

      Doodlebug had never paid much attention to the behaviors of other hell species other than the harvesters. “Hopefully, you’re right. If that big boy is hanging out along the border of the city and the swamp, Marjory’s attempts at calling forth her demon horde are doomed before she even gets started.”

      “You don’t sound convinced,” Dooly said. “What are you afraid of?”

      “If Marjory Laroque can summon dragons, the Cormorant—as hell’s self-appointed deity—must have noticed.”

      Dooly steadied herself against the door to the abandoned bar. “Are you afraid of what Nocturne said out at the airport about a war coming?”

      Hell’s politics had a nasty way of sucking Doodlebug into their conflicts. “If the balance of power is shifting toward her opponent, the Cormorant is sure to act.”

      “And his offer of you joining forces? Sere’s not going to be happy about you siding with Jennifer’s mirror.”

      Doodlebug understood the problem all too well. As a doppelgänger herself, being Dooly’s shadow in hell was a constant battle between self-will and giving in to the dictates of the real girl’s actions. Jennifer, the unsuspecting housewife in life who was indirectly responsible for Sere’s doppelgänger body, probably didn’t even know about her connection to the Cormorant. What no one in life seemed to fully grasp was that doppelgängers weren’t just mindless puppets. Taking the reproduction body to house Sere’s soul stolen from the afterlife had cast Jennifer’s mirror spirit into the first available creature—thus creating the doppelgänger-bird hybrid who considered herself hell’s goddess. “The connection of those three aren’t my problem. All Sere asked me to do was keep the demons from escaping.”

      “How are you going to find out what the women are up to?” Sometimes Dooly could sound exactly like an annoying little sister pestering Doodlebug with questions.

      “If this isn’t the first outbreak of dragons, someone has to have seen them. I just have to be careful who I ask. I don’t need that birdwoman pecking around after me.”

      “Drop me a note when you know something.” Dooly picked up her fedora from the stained, busted-up concrete sidewalk and adjusted it on her head to hide the band of terrycloth.

      With their connection concluded, Doodlebug slipped her own headband off and stashed it in the leather pouch she kept against her chest. Since she wasn’t facing imminent danger, she would just as soon keep her thoughts to herself. She fired up the motorcycle and squeezed it between the overlapping concrete partitions. Ahead of her, charred vehicles and sizzling asphalt pointed a finger of destruction back to the city. “That big dragon sure has a way of making a first impression.” Talking to herself—a potential sign that she was losing it—helped make the ideas real for her. If a thought only existed in her mind, she could never be certain it hadn’t been one of Dooly Buell’s flights of fancy.

      Doodlebug bolted out of her protection and blasted back toward the city.
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Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      As Doodlebug wove her way down the recently melted and re-solidified asphalt, Dooly’s final comment to ‘drop her a note’ rattled around in her head. Anyone listening in would assume it had been a throw-away comment—like saying write when you find work—but Doodlebug knew better. Their shared hidden diary was the most secure method they had of communicating with each other. Even their shared thinking over the headband, whose signal passed through Professor Yates’s equipment, might be intercepted by the gang of busybodies that surrounded Sere. Dooly usually trusted the fools in life even if Doodlebug didn’t. By hinting at the information bypass, Doodlebug had to assume Dooly had finally come around to her paranoid way of thinking.

      Doodlebug processed the idea out loud to herself. “Dooly has to believe Marjory Laroque has infiltrated deeper into the professor’s equipment than we had suspected, and that’s not an idea she would have come up with on her own. That means Sere and her gang are questioning the equipment.” With Andy decapitated, the gang in life had diligently been seeking out what mischief he had created in the professor’s software before his all-too-timely demise at Doodlebug’s sword.

      She hit the gas in frustration. Even as a plank in Marjory Laroque’s bridge of the damned, Doodlebug had no way of knowing how deep the malware she was unintendingly a part of had infiltrated into the software that ran hell. The fact that Sere hadn’t mentioned the security breach could only mean she didn’t trust Doodlebug. “I’m being played by all sides.”

      She downshifted for the French Quarter exit. The bike’s speed and the storm’s power washing had driven the goblin gore and smell of burnt asphalt from her hair and clothes. “No point in returning to the hotel.”

      Though in the Quarter, Doodlebug could call on her contingent of gutter-punk doppelgängers to update her on anything strange. Getting word on the goings-on in the upscale Garden District was nearly impossible. Doppelgänger or real, one economic reality remained the same; New Orleans’s rich and poor mixed as well as French truffle oil and Bourbon Street drain water.

      She hopped the motorcycle up the wide stairs of the convention center. Empty buildings provided good places to think. Since a real person needed to live in New Orleans long enough for the professor’s equipment to model them—and continue staying in the city to make the effort worthwhile—the creepy building frequented by tourists in life seldom saw a doppelgänger visitor in hell. She pulled the Honda under the long entry overhang and shut down the engine.

      “Help me.” A small boy who looked to be no more than six years old was hiding behind a dumpster. She wished she’d kept driving. She didn’t need another responsibility dumped in her lap.

      “What are you doing out here?” Doppelgänger children seldom ventured beyond school playgrounds. Harvesters out for upgraded body parts desired by affluent doppelgängers usually left the underdeveloped beings alone because of their small limbs.

      “I’m lost.”

      “Now there’s an understatement. Any idea what happened to your parents?” She drew her sword. Outdoor conversations were a good way of attracting harvester attention.

      “They stepped into the building.”

      Humans could be such dipshits. For the boy to be hiding around the convention center, the real people in life were probably performing the same actions. “And they just left you out here?”

      “I wasn’t allowed in. They said it would only take a minute. I’m scared.” He trembled so badly that the wheels of the dumpster squeaked.

      Doodlebug suppressed her initial irrational compassion. Children needed to be hardened not coddled. Life wasn’t a place for the weak, and hell even less so, but that revelation didn’t change history. Before Dooly Buell had hit the streets, she’d been irrationally attached to the innocent little people. That ingrained compassion wasn’t something Doodlebug could shake, no matter how foolish it seemed. “Stay here. I’ll see what happened to them.”

      “Don’t leave me,” he pleaded.

      Though memories didn’t carry over from one regeneration to the next, Doodlebug could well imagine that she had sounded just as pathetic before her last jump to destruction. The scared teenager she’d been hadn’t had a chance against hell’s demons. Ghosts and goblins, harvesters and freaks.

      Her hell persona wanted to yell at the boy to toughen up, but Dooly’s heart from life, which all too often got in the way, wouldn’t let her. “It’ll be okay. I’ll just be a minute. Whatever I find, I promise we’ll get you back to your family. Be brave, little man.” She swung her leg off the bike then stashed two sickles in the woven belt of her army pants.
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        * * *

      

      Between the noise of the wind and the blacked-out windows of the main convention hall, Doodlebug found it impossible to detect what was going on inside. She pushed through the double doors with her hands on the knife handles, ready for action.

      The great hall looked like a cross between a medical triage unit and a meat market. Arms and legs hung from racks while drunk doppelgängers lay on tables with harvesters removing pieces of their bodies.

      A harvester walked through the ankle-deep water and blood. “Are you here to make a donation?” His open black cape revealed his blood-splattered leather skin that was stretched tightly over his bones.

      She’d heard of places like this one. Doppelgängers missing limbs were often safe from further harvester attacks. To keep the severed limb viable in the new host, the originating body had to be kept alive. As a matter of logistics, harvesters were hesitant to cut into the same body more than a few times. By showing up at a donation site, a doppelgänger could direct which body part to lose in the hope they would find some form of peace in the French Quarter. “You disgust me.”

      As if to confirm her assessment, the harvester licked blood from his curved blade. “Between our need to devour body parts for the power from life they contain and your rich brethren’s desire for upgraded limbs, we’re having trouble keeping up. Some of us believe it’s better to negotiate a trade than hunt down victims.”

      Doodlebug’s desire to yank the sickles from her belt and turn the surgery room into a killing floor nearly got the better of her. “At least out there, these doppelgängers have a level of protection. In here, they’re at your mercy.”

      He aimed his sickle at a bloody table loaded down with folders. “Once we take what we need, these beings won’t need your protection. We have a contract.”

      “Lying is one thing—contracts are another. Any document more than a few sentences long must contain clauses that don’t benefit the victims. I’ve seen the stumps.”

      The offices filled with cubicles containing armless, legless torsos kept alive just for their ability to transfer energy to their missing parts would forever haunt her. So long as the unfortunates didn’t crumble to dust, the body parts that had been transplanted to the vain, rich doppelgängers wouldn’t dissipate either. Back in the land of the living, the matching reals had to be experiencing the soul-sucking energy of the harvesters’ victims. The revelation of how far the fiends would go to collect their supply of parts, combined with witnessing Sere decapitate a harvester, had inspired Doodlebug to become the Doppel Avenger out to save every doppelgänger she could find.

      “We don’t do that anymore.”

      She’d had about as much as she could take. “I’m not here to learn about hell’s interpretation of law. There’s a kid outside. Turn over his parents, and we’ll be on our way.”

      A woman with a bandage over her flat chest hurried through the muck. “Is Harry okay?”

      “He’s scared. What were you thinking?”

      A man with a bloody stump where his arm had been and a leather patch over one eye followed the woman. “Just take us to our son.”

      The bonehead licked his chapped black lips. “You’ve bought a reprieve for your child. We will only hunt one of you—choose.”

      The man stood so straight Doodlebug wondered if the harvester had also removed some disks from his spine. “Hunt me. The boy needs his mother.”

      “What the boy needs is to toughen up.” Doodlebug hadn’t realized she’d spoken the words until the woman turned to her.

      While the husband and the harvester signed the contracts in blood, the woman remained with Doodlebug. “That’s why they’re hunting my husband and not me. I know what it is to live on the streets. With all of my limbs, I’ve got a better chance of taking care of Harry.”

      “If you’re familiar with harvester tactics, why would you agree to being harvested? This makes no sense.”

      From the way the woman ran her hands over the bandage, Doodlebug guessed her boobs must have been impressive. “There’s a rumor that a big event is about to happen in the Garden District. Anyone who can afford an upgrade is snagging the best body parts they can find. I was approached for my breasts. They said we’d get the best terms available.”

      Doodlebug didn’t feel sorry for the woman losing her boobs. Certain body parts had a tendency to get in the way when it came to fighting. “What’s the event?”

      “It’s an upscale party. The big part of the rumor is that the Cormorant is supposed to make an appearance.”

      Doodlebug felt her blood run cold. “Any idea where this soiree is to take place?”

      “The Laroque mansion.”

      She exited the building and got back on her motorcycle. With the family reunited, she couldn’t leave the doppelgänger processing plant fast enough.
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        * * *

      

      As she puttered through the streets of the Central Business District, Doodlebug considered what she knew of the bird deity. Not many in hell knew of the Cormorant’s history or actual identity, and the birdwoman had done everything in her power to keep it that way. “Jenna.” Even for Doodlebug, merely speaking the name aloud felt sacrilegious.

      Sere’s gang of supposed experts who were in charge of hell probably hadn’t meant for Doodlebug to eavesdrop on the conversation about what made Sere tick. As the original spirit cast out of Sere’s doppelgänger body and infused into the first animal they could find, they probably expected Jenna to just be happy she hadn’t been reincarnated as a cockroach. “Probably would have been easier on everyone if she had. I would just love to see the harvesters worshipping a big bug,” she said to herself.

      Of the human triptych, only Jennifer could get along on her own. No one would have thought that silly little housewife was the foundation of a whole religion and the superheroine capable of containing hell. “If Marjory and the Cormorant are joining forces, I’m screwed. I need to get into that party, but they aren’t going to let me in as the Doppel Avenger.”

      Other than fighting, though, there wasn’t much she was fit to do. Dooly Buell, on the other hand, could play a mean fiddle. Doodlebug toyed with the satchel between her breasts. If the professor’s computers were compromised, telling Dooly about the meeting over the system would mean both of them would be walking into a trap. She needed to sneak in without being identified then somehow figure out what the two powerful women were up to.

      Doodlebug patted the small leather bag back into place under her shirt. By not talking over the computer system, she just might throw Marjory off. “Looks like I need to sneak out to the cemetery.” Though like the headband, the blacked-out motorcycle might point her enemies right to her. She needed to stash it where no one would suspect she was back on foot, and that ruled out the hotel where she’d stayed. Trusted guards could too easily become informants.

      She snuck the Honda along the streets of the Central Business District until she came to a building being gutted for condo development. Though foremen, architects, and inspectors might be New Orleans residents, most of the construction workers were only in town for the job. She ducked down an alley behind the project. With no one around to see her, she wheeled the bike in the gaping hole of the building. She snugged the motorcycle up against a graffiti-painted cinderblock wall and covered it with a blue tarp.

      After the motorcycle was securely stashed, she hustled along the streets lined with towering office buildings. She kept her head down and her ratty rain slicker pulled tight as she avoided the well-dressed businesspeople.

      Once she crossed Canal Street, she skirted from overhanging balcony to protective awning along North Rampart. The Quarter was bad—worse than bad. A teenage girl sneaking into the sketchy part of town was simply begging for trouble. “Sure would have been nice if Professor Yates had screened the people he used for creating doppelgängers.” Rapists, thieves, and murderers were villainous enough before removing the final shreds of humanity and turning their demonic doubles loose in hell, and those were just the doppelgängers.

      Brick tenement buildings bordered three sides of the crumbling cemetery like old people looking through the windows of a medical office at the recently deceased. Built on top of the leveled Storyville red-light district, the area never had been one a young girl would’ve found comforting.

      Not that Doodlebug gave a rat’s ass about where Dooly hid her musings regarding life on the streets but being safe from Agnes Delarosa’s original rendition of hell made the journal immune from the professor’s tampering. Anything Doodlebug wrote on the pages remained even if she dissipated. Unfortunately, the fact that the crypt was immune from being overwritten also meant that recording any new information required Doodlebug to sneak past all manner of terrors.

      She hopped across North Rampart Street as easily as she’d done Canal. With the streetcars racing along the neutral zone, the road was more a part of the Quarter than the Treme. Passing the old out-of-place adobe church was like seeing a caring old woman shake her head in disappointment at a girl entering a whorehouse.

      At Basin Street, Doodlebug crouched behind the back of the church with her swords drawn. Harvesters she understood, but even those demons stayed on their side of the busy street. “Ghosts and goblins, harvesters and freaks.” The message was as simple as the line: In hell, there was always something scarier than what she knew. “We really need to develop some better poets.”

      When it came to the cemetery and surrounding neighborhood, such an advance wasn’t possible. She consoled herself that the periodic sojourn helped keep her skills sharp. She needed to record what’s happening. The dragons couldn’t have randomly evolved, and that meant Marjory was messing with hell’s infrastructure. Other than the professor, she was the only one with the know-how. “Damn Baron Malveaux and his devil journals,” Doodlebug muttered to herself. Then there’s the party to consider. If the most powerful woman in New Orleans was joining forces with the Cormorant, Dooly was Doodlebug’s only hope of sneaking into the soiree.

      Strengthened with determination, Doodlebug jetted out from behind the church wall and ran as fast as her feet would carry her to the wrought-iron gate that faced the street. She bolted up the rusting bars and over the ornate header. Landing in the supposedly empty graveyard, however, didn’t mean she was in the clear.

      The tomb she sought was nestled deep within the city of the dead. The hammering rain howled between the brick and marble crypts, sounding like a choir of the damned. The dark, cold tombs surrounding her sapped her courage. Wafts of ice-cold air in the otherwise hot and muggy storm passed through her flesh and chilled her to the bone. “I friggin’ hate these ghosts. There’s no one to fight. All they do is steal life force.”

      She made a quick double check to be sure she was physically alone if not spiritually. At a crumbling crypt, she turned into the alleyway of the dead dedicated to the city’s indigent. According to the carved headstone, the tomb stacked with coffins filled with deceased children from the local orphanage dated to the yellow fever epidemic. She felt along the front of a chamber at the bottom of the crypt until she located the two loose bricks. After yanking them out, she reached in and grabbed the journal off the top of the small wooden coffin. The pen was still in the spiraled metal binding.

      She sat with her back against the tomb and pulled the hood of her rain slicker over the book before opening the diary to the last entry. True to her word, Dooly had recorded Doodlebug’s meeting at the airport with Nocturne.

      She clicked the pen and started writing. We know the Laroques are creating a dragon and demon militia, which doesn’t leave me much choice other than to accept Nocturne’s offer of an alliance with the Cormorant. I only hope I’m not too late. When I return to the Quarter, I’ll send word that I want to meet with the birdwoman. I just hope she didn’t spot me running interference with the harvesters while Sere and Jennifer escaped hell. Covering for those two while keeping my own identity a secret is proving to be a complex juggling act. If Sere makes another foray into hell, she’d better not come any closer than Sanguine stashed in the baron’s old vault. That gate to hell is close enough. Doodlebug tapped the end of the pen against her mouth. Though thinking out an idea on paper helped her see the issues from another perspective, she needed to keep Dooly focused on what she needed to do so the girl wouldn’t go flying off into mental tangents. She put the pen back to the page.

      Of more importance, there’s a masquerade ball at the Laroque mansion. The only way for Marjory to inhabit her doppelgänger and meet with the Cormorant would be if there’s a matching event on your side. I need you to pull out your fiddle. We don’t dare wear the headband. If Marjory has compromised the network, I would stand out like I was wearing a superhero costume. Then they’ll either round me up or make sure the information they share throws us off course.

      Much as I hate to, I’ll need to follow your projection like a good little doppelgänger. Get us in there, Dooly. And don’t let anyone know about the plan.
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug slipped back into the Quarter as surreptitiously as a teenager sneaking back into her parents’ house after curfew. Hunting harvesters along the residential streets of the Quarter involved stealth and quickness. Once one learned of her presence, the others would be drawn in like vultures to a fresh kill.

      Across from a clothing store that specialized in skimpy attire fit for strippers, she pressed her body against the iron security gate of a narrow brick-walled passage. She drew the katana sword from the sheath at her back. While watching the street, she slipped the metal blade between the gate and the frame. With one firm twist, she had the door open.

      Lacking tourists, most retail clerks had learned the hard way to keep their shops locked up. Harvesters just loved confined spaces safe from the hurricane to do their dirty work, and service personnel who followed the lead of their reals made for easy pickings. As a shop catering to the nightlife workers, however, the clothing store stocked with slips of fabric over biologically correct mannequins had no choice but to keep its doors open.

      She didn’t have long to wait. A girl not much older than Doodlebug ran past her, shivering in torn fishnet stockings and six-inch clear-plastic heels. With a quick look down the street, the pole-dancer darted out from the curb toward the shop.

      The harvester that had been stalking the girl was so focused on his prey that he plowed into Doodlebug, presumably hoping to also use the small hiding space. She held her sword at his throat before he could respond and pulled him into the arched access. “I’ll just help myself to that sickle.” She reached for his curved blade under his cape while holding her weapon against his throat. The edge was pressed so firmly into his dried leather flesh that if there had been blood in his desiccated veins it would have been dripping off the flat metal surface. “I want you to take a message to your leader.”

      His sneer might have been meant as a laugh—she couldn’t be sure with all of the hissing. “We don’t have leaders.”

      “Don’t try to be cute with me. Tell Nocturne I want to talk to the Cormorant.”

      “You don’t impress me as a true believer.”

      She pulled the sword hard enough against his neck that she could feel the vertebrae vibrate against the metal like a bow against a violin string. “I didn’t say I wanted to worship her, only talk.”

      “The Cormorant doesn’t communicate with mindless drones.”

      With only slightly more pressure, she could sever the harvester’s head from his spine. She swung him around so she could peer into his ugly face but made sure the action wasn’t accompanied by his head rolling off his body. She repositioned the blade against his throat. “Do I impress you as a typical doppelgänger?”

      “The fact remains, she doesn’t show herself to mirrors.”

      “Then I guess I have no use for you.” She sawed the sword across his neck. From the feeling of bone being cut, she knew he would never again turn his head correctly.

      “Wait. I’ll deliver your message to Nocturne. If the Cormorant would listen to anyone, it would be the head of our order.”

      “Now was that so hard?” She jerked the blade out from his leathered flesh. As he squirmed around and ran, she had an overwhelming urge to toss the sword and finish him off, but she’d done what she’d meant to. Finding another harvester while resisting the impulse to dismember him wasn’t a temptation she wanted to repeat.
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Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Once the harvester had run clear from her bloodlust, Doodlebug headed back toward Canal Street. Though sleeping and eating weren’t part of her normal routine, too many death-defying activities strung together without a break made her irritable. Across the busy thoroughfare, the Crown Astoria stood among the other hotels like an elegant old woman from another time waiting in line with her friends for the passing streetcar.

      As Doodlebug crossed the tracks in the middle of the neutral zone, the familiar flapping overhead made her dive for the flood water that covered the street up to her shins. The long talons of the dragon’s webbed foot caught her around the chest before she could hit the ground. He lifted her high over the power lines like a bird who’d just snatched a fish from the river.

      She beat on the monster’s scaly leg. “Let me go!”

      “Relax.” He drew out the hissing sound for so long, she wondered if he’d really spoken or if she’d just imagined it.

      “Why? Where are you taking me?”

      “To someone who can vouch for my honorable intentions.” He flew high above the elegant old hotels and curved toward the Mississippi River.

      Like a lightning rod working in reverse, the abandoned World Trade Center, which towered thirty-three stories over the water, discharged bolts of electricity into the storm. In life, the skyscraper had been the repository of paranormal artifacts. In hell, the critical mass of magical mementoes had created a paranormal energy meltdown. Though Doodlebug had never cared much for the science of her reality, some facts were hard to ignore, like the shafts of sizzling light that lit up the Quarter. “Would you mind not flying us into the paranormal reactor?”

      The dragon folded his wings to his body and dove toward the water. The intense blasts of electricity overhead made the thin skin covering his dark flight bones glow red. “You’re safe with me.”

      “I highly doubt that.” She pulled at his long yellow toenail that curved around her ribs. Even a couple of stories up, if she could break free, she had a shot at hitting the water and floating away.

      He curled his talons together, locking her in place.

      “Damn you! Let me go, you flapping dinosaur,” she yelled in frustration. “You’re probably some friggin’ bat in life that flew into the professor’s equipment.”

      “You can call me Smoke.” With two flaps of his enormous wings, they were away from the river.

      She looked behind her to estimate their direction. No matter where she ended up, it was bound to be a long walk back to the city.
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        * * *

      

      Time had never made much sense to Doodlebug. Dooly had tried to explain the concept once, but she might as well have been talking advanced calculus for all Doodlebug understood or cared. With hell stuck at midnight and the unending hurricane, the passing of the sun and moon overhead were as alien to Doodlebug as harvesters and demons were to Dooly. And since Doodlebug didn’t suffer from hunger or exhaustion, even the bodily needs that apparently developed with time were baffling. As far as she was concerned, things happened, then other things happened. But how time fit into that equation was a mystery. As the scaly claw that encircled Doodlebug’s torso started rubbing red marks on her skin, however, she wondered if the irritation was anything like Dooly’s explanation of hunger. “Are we there yet?”

      “Relax.”

      “I’m getting really tired of hearing you say that.” She pounded again on the dragon’s claw. Though with the cypress treetops passing under her feet, if she were to escape his grasp, she would be in serious danger of being skewered or bashed unconscious during her fall to the swampy ground.

      “Then stop asking,” he hissed.

      She folded her arms over his talon. “Why are you doing this to me?”

      “You need my help.”

      She looked up along his armored neck. Long ivory-yellow fangs extended below his chin. “And there’s someone out in this godforsaken forest who’s going to convince me you’re not out to kill me? Seems more likely that I’m being hauled to your nest as food for your family of flamers.”

      “We’re here.” He glided down toward a large field of tall grass surrounded by oak and cypress trees. Above a high knoll, he curved his wings and spread his talons, dropping her before he landed farther out in the swamp.

      She glared up at his face, which reached the tree tops. “Now what?”

      He let out a short burst of fire. “Head that way. You’ll see the path. She’s waiting for you.”

      Doodlebug stomped off toward the trees without turning back. Smoke was a snarky, egotistical bully, and she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of looking over his gigantic frame.

      When she was out of the meadow and out of his sight, she pulled the headband out of the bag nestled inside her shirt. “If this does go south, Dooly should see it firsthand so she can tell the others.” She pulled her wet, matted hair back from her face and slipped on the terry-cloth band.

      “Jeez, I’m in the middle of a busking gig on Decatur. Can’t this wait?” Dooly asked.

      “There’s a forty-foot-tall dragon behind me who claims to be my friend. Apparently, someone out here wants to have a chat. There’s a very good possibility I’m walking into a trap.”

      “Can’t you do anything without getting into trouble? I thought we were supposed to be getting ready for the party. It’s tomorrow tonight, just so you know.”

      Doodlebug looked up through the storm-tossed forest canopy. “It’s always tonight here. I don’t understand your reference to tomorrow. You deal with getting us gussied up, and I’ll deal with this latest nightmare. I just needed to hook you up in case this turns out to be as bad an idea as I think it will.” As she took a step farther into the forest, her foot sank six inches into the mud. “I friggin’ hate the swamp.” She yanked her foot out of the muck but had to lean down to retrieve her tennis shoe and slip it back on.

      With the newly added layer of mud inside the water-logged sneaker, her foot slid around even more than usual. Instead of sticking to the deer path that cut through the brush, she headed toward higher ground in hopes of not falling on her ass.

      “Looking for me?” At the top of the incline, a woman stood under the limbs of a massive oak tree. Her clean and dry green dress sparkled like it had been coated with glitter.

      “Were you the one who sent the dragon to kidnap me?”

      The ethereal woman stepped away from the protective tree branches. “I strongly doubt anyone makes you do anything you don’t want to. The handle of your katana is still sticking out over your shoulder. If you’d wanted to leave, either you’d have lost it in battle, or you’d be covered in dragon blood.”

      Doodlebug felt over her neck to the sword handle. “Maybe I just didn’t want to fall to my death. Besides, your lizard had me pretty tightly in his grasp.” The rain passed right through the woman in the green dress as if she were a ghost. “I know you. You were present when Jennifer’s soul left hell and was returned to her body in life.”

      “I’m Chloe Aberrant, swamp witch, friend to Sanguine Delarosa, and guardian of what her grandmother, Agnes Delarosa, created.”

      “Hell’s version of Mother Nature. I’ve heard the stories.” Doodlebug wasn’t impressed with the title. Knowing who forged the bars of the prison cell didn’t make much difference to the rival gangs locked inside. As for Sanguine Delarosa, hell’s only angel was more myth than fact even if Sere had tasked Doodlebug with finding her. “Did we really have to meet out here?”

      “I can’t exactly show myself in the Crown Astoria. Even swamp witches have limitations. Come back to my cabin, and I’ll answer all of the questions I can.” Chloe headed into the forest.

      Doodlebug followed the woman, whose feet glided over the marshy ground. For every step Chloe took, Doodlebug left a two-inch-deep sloppy impression. Under a section of woven branches so thick even the rain couldn’t penetrate, the witch stopped beside a pair of tree trunks. Doodlebug didn’t see the door in the thin gap until Chloe opened it and stepped inside.

      She followed the swamp witch into a room that smelled of incense and mold. Witch farts, Dooly joked.

      Doodlebug had to stifle her laugh at the shared mental quip. “You could have found a less abductive way of talking to me. Anything would have beat being flown out to the swamp by a winged bat-lizard.”

      “Other methods would have risked being noticed by your enemies, and I’m not sure how far to trust those around Sere.” The witch’s green eyes were as intoxicating as absinthe.

      Doodlebug looked around the cabin as an excuse to break eye contact. “We have that in common. At least in hell, I only have to deal with ghosts and goblins, harvesters and freaks. Liars and cheats are a whole other-world type of demons.”

      The woman shimmered in the candlelight. “I suppose the hell nursery rhyme is as good a place to start as any. As one of the few doppelgänger freaks pursuing harvesters, you already understand the second part of the saying.” Chloe spread her arms, letting the light pass through her. “I guess as a member of one of the ghost communities, I can offer you a bit of an explanation regarding the spectral beings. I used to mentally project into hell to talk to Sanguine while she raised Sere. I still do to keep an eye on things, but I wasn’t the only apparition. Kendell and her gang used seven gates between life and hell to keep tabs on the devil Malveaux that they’d cast to this dimension. Being spotted was always a concern. Stories have a way of taking on lives of their own.”

      Doodlebug wondered how Jennifer floating through the Quarter might have affected the old nursery rhyme, but that wasn’t something Chloe, as a resident of life, was likely to know. “Goblins, then.”

      Chloe settled into a chair covered with a crocheted blanket. “Drugs do weird things to people. The professor hadn’t expected to snag individuals in the tenement buildings that neighbored the French Quarter as blueprints for his mannequins. A doppelgänger in hell is as much a projection of how a person sees himself as their physical appearance. Take a crazy man who keeps talking to himself in life, hop him up on cocaine, and you get a three-headed gargoyle in hell constantly at war with himself.”

      “I’ve noticed some strange-looking beasts around the cemetery. You’re saying those goblins are actually deranged doppelgängers? Why aren’t those monsters all over the city?”

      Chloe shrugged. “They have short lifespans. Demented doppelgängers lose their way in hell, so they miss their body’s updates. A running program is only as good as the software behind it. Unlike a regular doppelgänger, who might become a harvester, if a goblin doesn’t get periodic updates, it risks getting shut down and the spirit released as a ghost. Even if they do follow their real’s lives, druggies among the living have a tendency to sober up or take something new. The chemically induced change in their real affects the goblin in fundamental ways that aren’t always compatible with their previous image. The tortured beasts can only handle so many modifications before they end their existence one way or another.”

      Doodlebug took a seat on the sagging couch. “I still don’t understand why there’s a divide.”

      “Ah, the mysterious coma in the nursery rhyme. Before you entered the cemetery, you had to jump some streetcar tracks—overhead-run electric lines. That power comes straight from the World Trade Center. A doppelgänger is powered from the professor’s equipment, which allows them to wander anywhere in the city—at least until they need an update from their real’s projection. Since the harvesters and goblins can’t rely on the professor’s equipment, they need a more direct power connection to keep them going. Those power lines feed the monsters, but they also work like an electric security fence.”

      Doodlebug pulled out her sword. “So the big question is can I kill a goblin?” She aimed the tip at Chloe. “Or a ghost?”

      The swamp witch passed her hand through the sharp blade. “If you’re talking about a mental projection like me, no. But you already figured that out when Jennifer was here. As for a conventional goblin-originating ghost, being disconnected from a body and without the professor’s computer to run home to, the lost spirits eventually dissipate like morning fog.”

      Wandering through the cemetery hadn’t felt like passing benign spirits. “Then why do I feel like someone’s trying to steal my spirit when I walk through the cemetery?”

      “If they can tap into your projection, your energy will keep them going for a while longer. By making you afraid, they expose the emotional faucet of your soul. If they manage to band together, their shared hunger could disrupt the projection that makes you possible. As basic components of Agnes’s hell that are immune from the professor’s doppelgänger projections, cemeteries are some of the few places where ghosts can congregate. Once they do dissolve into thin air, their randomly dispersed energy is like static electricity, which is what makes cemeteries feel so creepy.”

      Though ghosts made Doodlebug’s skin crawl, they weren’t her biggest concern. “Tell me more about goblins. Can I kill them?”

      “They can be disseminated in the usual ways. The big difference between goblin and doppelgänger is that once the fiends are created, they aren’t connected to the professor’s equipment, so they’re not very well monitored.”

      “Thanks to the professor’s specific modifications, Sere is free from having to follow Jennifer for her body’s regeneration, as am I with Dooly. From what I know, we’re the only two with this freedom. One of my mandates is to investigate what Marjory Laroque is up to in hell. Even among the rich, the nursery rhyme is well-known, so her family’s doppelgängers know of the existence of their distorted goblin cousins. What if Marjory learned what you just told me?”

      “Now you know why I wanted to talk where our conversation would remain a secret. During my checking in on hell, I saw the small dragons in the Treme. After doing a little investigating in life, I found that there’s a new drug on the streets. It makes the user feel invincible, like they could fly. As with the most druggies, so far no one has taken only that drug, so the dragons that are created in hell aren’t stable. Word is, Marjory rounded up a group of indigents and force-fed them her concoction. All she ended up with was a basement full of dragons in her hell mansion that won’t leave the house, but she’s not the type to let one failed experiment stop her.”

      “At least one batch did get out.” Doodlebug said. “Which brings us to the topic of your pet dragon.”

      “Smoke is a friend, not a pet. We—and by we, I mean you—need to get ahead of the Cormorant and Madam Laroque. You can’t do it alone, so I created Smoke to help you.”

      “You said Marjory used a designer drug for her little flappers. If that monster out in the swamp is similarly drugged up, how can I trust him?”

      Chloe got up and headed to a small table lined with bottles that was nestled into a corner of the room. She half-filled a tumbler with absinthe. “I call this drink Dragon’s Breath. It’s not for the lightweight drinker.” She set a slotted spoon with a sugar cube on top of the glass. “The sugar is laced with LSD, over which I pour Fireball liqueur.” The clear green alcohol in the glass turned cloudy as it fought with the red intruder like green fairies staving off an attack of fire ants. “This is where I take things to the next level.” She dispensed a few drops from a bottle of witch bitters into the concoction and swirled the glass. “A shot of this by Bernie will keep his dragon doppelgänger Smoke going for hours. But too much, and Bernie blacks out. If that happens, you won’t be able to reason with Smoke. He’ll go full demonic dragon.”

      “And if Bernie doesn’t get his routine dosage?”

      Chloe set down the glass filled with turbulent alcohols. “Smoke will turn back into a regular doppelgänger. Unlike the destitute people Marjory uses as the foundations for her dragons, Bernie isn’t some drugged-out street kid. He’s been studying under me to become a spellcaster. He volunteered to help.”

      Doodlebug had been in hell long enough to know that harvesters were nothing more than doppelgängers who’d missed too many of their real’s computer updates. “And when the dragon needs his next bodily projection? I don’t need some flying bat going all bony on me in midair.”

      “As I said, you’re not the only one who doesn’t trust the professor’s equipment. There’s a tattooed rune behind Bernie’s left ear that sends his projection directly to Smoke. It works similar to your headband, but the two of them can’t talk to each other the way you and Dooly do. Your dragon won’t have to follow his real’s life. He has all the limitations and freedoms you have without the technological tether to the professor’s computers. One of the reasons I wanted you to come out here was so you’d know where to find me in case there’s a problem.”

      “How am I supposed to convince a forty-foot-tall dragon to follow me out to the swamp if he gets too much hallucinogen?”

      “Bernie stays out here with me. No matter Smoke’s mental state, he’ll gravitate back toward his real.”

      Doodlebug could just see the giant dragon’s real as some goth, nerdy loner kid who had never fit in and wandered out to the swamp, seeking some method of getting back at his peers. “So that somehow means I’m supposed to trust him? Sounds to me like you’ve done all of Marjory’s work for her. If she captures that brute, she’ll figure out what you’ve done. Then we’ll all be screwed.”

      Chloe crossed her arms. “I can only offer you my assistance.”

      “I don’t trust you any more than I do that dragon. The only one I believe in life is Sere, but that’s because she’s part doppelgänger. Seeing her take on a harvester in hell and offering me a way out of my situation—and knowing that she’s good for it—bought my trust. As a member of the group who claims to be helping her, however, you’ve gotta give me something more than conjuring a dragon. How do I know you’re not secretly Marjory’s alchemist?”

      “As you said, I would have already done all of the work for her. If I’d given her the information, she would have already loaded up a group of demons on monster-sized dragons and had them fly out of hell. If I were involved, you would have a much harder time containing the creations.”

      Doodlebug never trusted people in life. They all knew how to lie. “That is, assuming you didn’t have me drug out here as a distraction while Marjory did exactly as you’ve just described.”

      “The hellmouth hasn’t yet opened today. If you want, Smoke can fly you out there so you can see for yourself.”
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      Doodlebug waited until she was out of sight of the cabin before focusing on Dooly. “I suppose I have to trust him. I can feel the opening of the hellmouth in my gut. If Marjory has a group of demons headed toward the gate, it’s already too late for me to intercept them on the freeway. My only option is to let the brute fly me out to find them.”

      Dooly was busy collecting the change from her violin case. “You’re going to show him where the hellmouth is?”

      “Don’t be daft. I don’t need those little flamers homing in on Smoke like a gigantic beacon. I’ll have him fly me out to Joe’s cabin. Even flying on dragons, the demons would have to pass the old shack before working their way over the bayou. It’s one of the path markers. We can make our stand there.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Dooly stashed her violin in its case and faced the far end of the Quarter as if her day had ended.

      Doodlebug stood at the edge of the field, staring at the dinosaur-looking dragon. “I don’t think there’s much you can do. Whatever happens up in the air, I’ll be at his mercy. Leave your headband on. I’ll be in touch when I get out to the hellmouth.” She pulled the connecting piece of cloth off and stashed it in the leather pouch.

      As she walked out into the open, Smoke lifted his wing like a giant umbrella. “What’s your decision?”

      She stared up at him for a moment. “I guess you’re all right. Fly me out to the swamp.”

      He arched his back, bringing his head to the treetops. “I’m not some donkey you can order around.”

      “I thought you were supposed to help me.” She wasn’t in the mood for another helper like Dooly, who thought she had a say in what Doodlebug did simply because she offered assistance. Doodlebug balled her hands into fists and pressed them to the hips of her used army pants. “How is this supposed to work if you don’t do what I tell you to do?”

      “It’s called a partnership. We each get a say.”

      She stomped out from under his wing and headed across the soggy meadow. It would be a long walk back to the city. “I guess Sere will just have to put down the demons herself this time. Anyway, it’s not like I’m her fill-in so she can take a vacation.”

      “Hang on a minute.” Smoke folded his giant wings. His webbed feet made the ground shake as he took a thundering step after her. “You need help, but that doesn’t mean I’m your slave. Why are you being so difficult?”

      She turned toward him. With him only ten feet away, she had to arch her back and crane her neck as far as it would go to look up at his face. “I’m in charge.”

      “Fine,” he bellowed. A burst of flame shot from his snout to the far side of the field. “But I’m not letting you get either of us turned to dust. If you propose a half-assed, ill-considered, death-assured plan, I’m going to fight you on it.”

      She didn’t want to admit that he had a point. “Well, the hellmouth is about to open. Your creator back there said you’d take me out to the swamp so I can see that she isn’t turning over a bunch of dragons like you to Marjory Laroque. You’re her proof as much as she’s yours.”

      “You could have said that to begin with instead of ordering me around.” He knelt down and laid his head next to her. “Climb on.”

      Smoke’s snake-like body wasn’t much wider than Doodlebug was tall. The ridged scales along his neck and back extended into long, hard spikes that made for good handles. She knelt between the two rows at his shoulders like a jockey at the starting gate. “Joe’s cabin is north of the city. I’ve only been there by using the roads, so you’ll need to follow the highway that runs along the swamp for me to figure out where it is.”

      “I know the place. There’s a shortcut along the river.” With two flaps of his massive wings, they were clear of the trees and high enough that none of the Cormorant’s bird spies would spot them.

      She would have argued with him about their direction, but maintaining her balance while hanging on to his spikes like the handlebars of a motorcycle took most of her attention.
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        * * *

      

      Smoke glided over the cabin nestled among the trees on the river’s edge. “I haven’t seen any of Marjory’s fiery flapping bats.”

      “After hearing you how you roasted her little pigeons, she might have gone back to sending her minions in on foot. I’ll need to patrol the forest to make sure they don’t sneak by.” Doodlebug leaned over his side. “The forest is too dense for me to see the ground.”

      He took a wide arcing turn over the swamp. “There’s no place big enough for me to land.”

      Having spent all of her time in New Orleans, Doodlebug had never been fond of water. Usually, it either meant flooded streets or drowning in the river. “If you can fly low and slow over the water, I can dive in.” Looking at the wind-tossed trees below, she didn’t see much of an option.

      Smoke’s nod undulated down his neck. “Sounds like a reasonable plan. That will leave me free to patrol the sky in case they’re planning an aerial attack.” He glided down low to the treetops before diving toward the water. His chin came so close to the river, Doodlebug was certain he was going to plunge in. As he spread his wings and arched his neck up, she skidded along his spine as if she were going down a water slide. He slapped the water with his webbed feet to get the main part of his body back up into the air. With his tail below the river’s surface, her splash barely created a ripple.

      Once he was safely back overhead, she dog-paddled to the dock and hauled herself out of the water. The pain that had been poking at her gut grew so intense that she curled into a fetal position on the wooden slats. “Damn it, woman, why couldn’t you be satisfied with sending demons through the gate? Do you really have to activate your infernal connection to hell?”

      Of all of Doodlebug’s responsibilities, being a plank in Marjory Laroque’s secret bridge of the damned that connected hell with the woman’s paranormal vault in life was the most repugnant. While her body was being pounded like a cheap hooker, Doodlebug’s awareness transferred to the trapped souls in the hell version of the professor’s equipment that Andy had managed to infiltrate.

      The spirits around her appeared as one large, flaming tornado. The doppelgänger demons who had escaped hell and gone on killing rampages in life were the orange-and-red protective outer layer. The far more precious inner yellow-and-white section was made up of recently deceased souls that the doppelgängers had devoured. The vacant inner shaft was where a soul from life could pass into hell or their doppelgänger’s spirit could make its escape into life. At the far end—away from hell and in the promised land of the living—Marjory’s vault could fuse the two spirits into one superior body, creating an immortal.

      I stopped the last airborne demon invasion, so Marjory can’t have a doppelgänger body to play with. Even she wouldn’t be foolish enough to use a mortal human body for her demon spirit to possess. What could she possibly be up to? Without Sere’s consultation, all Doodlebug could do was watch and wait.

      The screeching, ear-piercing shrieks of a soul being cast from life into hell overwhelmed the roar of the flames. Unlike when Doodlebug had helped Jennifer’s soul cross back from hell into life to reunite with her homemaker body or even when Devlin had attempted immortality by fusing with his doppelgänger in life, this soul had no interest in making the crossover. The flaming column that Doodlebug occupied erupted like it had tried to consume gasoline as the soul interjected its energy into the conflagration.

      When the flames died down, Doodlebug could hear the man screaming, “Let me out of here! How am I supposed to open the office door if I’m in this electronic cage? You said I’d be immortal.”

      She recognized the defiance as much as the voice. It was Aloysius, the matching real of the demon she’d faced on the freeway. If he could figure out how to use the computer he was trapped in, he might figure out how to disable the security system. I really don’t need another adversary in hell.

      Like the members of a brass band after a second line parade, the demons and souls dispersed back to their software once the door to Aloysius’s computer cell had closed. Only Doodlebug, who’d snuck through life without being decapitated by Sere or her friends, returned to a hell body.
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        * * *

      

      A blast of hot, swamp-smelling gator breath brought Doodlebug out of her connecting coma. As she opened her eyes, she realized she was staring at overlapping rows of three-inch-long teeth-daggers. The monster’s scaly jowls lifted toward the baseball-sized green eyes as if he were smiling.

      “Lefty!” She’d never been so happy to see the thirty-foot gator in her reincarnated existence. “What are you doing here? You should be with Sere, guarding the hellmouth. I thought you were her constant protector.” Doodlebug reached out and patted his scute-lined snout.

      He wiggled his head toward the open water as if searching for demons.

      “I’ll bet she sent you back to fool the Cormorant, didn’t she? As long as you’re here, that birdwoman would assume Sere was as well.”  She checked the water for demon parts. If Marjory had attempted a second-prong attack to go with casting Aloysius into hell, the giant gator and the flying dragon would have made a meal of the escapees. The river was storm-tossed as always, but she didn’t see any arms or legs floating on the waves. “I need to talk to Sere—someplace private. With Marjory playing computer hacker, I don’t dare try using our headband system.” Having Sere put on the third headband for a three-way talk would make the conversation all the more noticeable.

      Lefty lifted his head toward the deep swamp. He eased off the dock and slid back into the river then floated alongside the railing like a Venetian gondola waiting for its customer.

      “You’ve never steered me wrong before.” Doodlebug lay on her side and rolled onto his bumpy back.

      The pelting of rain and the slow rocking of his body as he swam along the swamp’s waterways lulled her into a state as close to sleep as she could envision. “It’s like death, complete acceptance and no more worries.” She allowed herself the comfort of focusing only on the swaying of his body.
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug scrunched her face. Something wasn’t right, but it took her a moment to figure out what. “Nothing’s hitting me.” She opened her eyes to see a clear blue sky. The gentle rocking of the giant gator swimming through the swamp transitioned to the firm rolling of his shoulders while he climbed onto an island.

      She’d been to the hellmouth in the center of the storm before, but that had been at what reality called midnight. Back then, she’d been part of an invading force, and sightseeing hadn’t been part of the plan. Other than the lack of wind and rain, she didn’t remember much of the event other than the excitement of the upcoming transition between dimensions.

      She had also experienced a clear blue sky before, but that had been in life while conducting her guerrilla attacks. “It’s so blue.” The color seemed to go on forever.

      Between fighting, surviving, and being pummeled by the storm, her existence had been one continuous struggle to survive. Lying out on the alligator’s muscular back with nothing to do but enjoy the ride made her hope the trip would never end.

      As Lefty hauled his massive body into a field of elephant-ear plants, she sat up to marvel at her surroundings. Trees stood tall and unbent in the calm air. Smells of flowers and plants wafted up from the ground, where Lefty’s feet left deep impressions. The sun on the horizon was so intense, it made her eyes squint and water. She lifted her hand to block the morning light filtering through a wide cypress tree. High above the ground, an old cabin was lodged in the limbs. “Where are we?”

      Lefty settled his belly onto the grass at the edge of the meadow. With one long snort, he cleared off a large flat stone, revealing a strange marking carved deep into the rock.

      A holographic mirage appeared in front of them, displaying a bricked-in courtyard that mixed in with the swamp plants and trees. “What’s the problem, Lefty?” Sere’s voice overhead made Doodlebug look up just as the woman jumped down from the tin roof that ran along the edge of the brick wall. “Doodlebug, I didn’t expect you. What’s happened?”

      She wasn’t sure where to begin, or even if anything she saw was real. “What’s going on?”

      Sere waved her hand around the translucent courtyard. “Lefty brought you to one of the gates to hell. Specifically, the one Sanguine guarded before her abduction. The swamp island you’re on is where her grandmother, Agnes Delarosa, built the natural elements of hell. The hellmouth circles the island out in the swamp. That island was our sanctuary. I grew up in the tree cabin. You can see the hellmouth no matter where it forms from up there.”

      “This is one of the seven gates Chloe mentioned?” Doodlebug had only heard of the hellmouth being the opening between dimensions.

      “Originally, there were seven. I’m talking to you from the one behind the Scratchy Dog nightclub. I keep my apartment upstairs so Lefty can reach me if there’s a problem. He’s kind of my security gator when it comes to demons breaking into life. The other five gates were destroyed not long after my father, the devil, was consigned to the deep waters. It’s all a long, twisted story of evil, nobility, and eventual redemption, but I’m sure that’s not why you’re here.”

      Doodlebug focused on the hologram of the brick-covered ground. “I know this place.”

      “It’s where Bart and I train Dooly how to fight. Maybe you should pay a little more attention during the lessons. These two gates are how Joe was able to teach me combat when I was a girl growing up in hell.”

      “But he would have just been a hologram the way you are now. You’re the one who insists that the physical contact is essential when learning to fight.”

      Sere leaned against the wall and looked around as if seeing the history stored in the bricks. “Professor Yates had an assistant before Andy. The boy’s name was Thomas. Joe convinced the old scientist to let him use the marionette as my sparring partner. One day the lust for battle got the better of me, and I decapitated him.” Her sunken expression looked downright sorrowful.

      Doodlebug didn’t see the problem. “I’ve lobbed the heads off plenty of doppelgängers and harvesters.”

      Sere shook her head as if the memory had grown too intense. “You don’t understand. Thomas was the first doppelgänger to be pulled out of his real’s mirror image. My soul had been yanked out of Guinee through one of those damn gates, the one inside my father’s old office at the bank. That’s where my consciousness in hell came from. Jenna’s spirit was yanked out of this doppelgänger body, but it didn’t rise to the level of self-awareness until much later. Besides, it was fused into a bird. Thomas, however, had developed an awareness from being used by both the professor and Joe. When I decapitated him, the computer got confused. Souls were supposed to only be among the living, with me and Sanguine being the only known exceptions. When the program encountered the disassociated spirit of Thomas, it sent him back to the real person in life. That was the first demonic possession from this hell.”

      “There was a connection to hell inside the bank?” Doodlebug managed to control her voice to prevent screaming. “As the current bank president, it can’t be a coincidence that Marjory Laroque was the one who figured out how to communicate with Andy.”

      Sere’s look of distain indicated she understood the concern all too well. “There were a lot of things Kendell and her gang did that bordered on foolishness, but they were just trying to stay one step ahead of the devil. The original bank with the interdimensional gate inside was destroyed by Joe and his mercenaries. Marjory, however, still had plenty of opportunities to learn its secrets before the explosion, including how to find an interdimensional vault like the one my father used to create for me. She built it into the basement of the new bank, but then as part of her bridge of the damned, you understand that connection better than I do.”

      Doodlebug bit so much of her lower lip that saliva dripped out the edge of her mouth. The only way out of her situation was to tell Sere everything she knew. “Marjory just sent a soul from her family into hell. The body has to be in her vault. Why would she do that?”

      Sere paced along the translucent brick wall. “Good question. She’d have to be pretty pissed at someone to remove their soul and send it to hell.”

      Doodlebug did her best to remember the psychic encounter. “I ran into the dude’s doppelgänger out on the freeway. He said he was Aloysius Laroque. After the real man’s soul was cast into the professor’s hell computer, he kept yelling about being unable to figure out how to open the offices from inside the computer.”

      Sere shook her head while she walked. “She must be planning something. But with her paranormal vault permanently secured in her bank, she’d need the doppelgänger body to work through the hellmouth before she could unite the two. Sending a soul to hell doesn’t make sense. And why would she even want to break into the professor’s lab if she thinks she’s still got Andy working on the inside? Even if she does know you decapitated him, she doesn’t have allies in that dimension who could just walk in the door.”

      Doodlebug hated it when she had to explain things others should already know. “Marjory and the Cormorant are planning an alliance. There’s going to be a big coming-out party in both hell and life. Dooly and I are going in our respective realms as part of the entertainment. I figured you’d want firsthand information on what happens, so I’m going as Dooly’s mirror. With that bird deity’s help, Marjory will have all the harvesters she wants, not to mention her own family of doppelgängers. Didn’t Dooly give you any updates at all?”

      “Shit.” Sere just stood there as if the entire harvester army had materialized in her courtyard. “We’ll deal with Dooly’s communication breakdown later. I’ll bet anything this isn’t Marjory’s first mental trip into hell. That would explain how she knows which human to match up with the escaping doppelgänger—again, a topic for another time. We need to focus on this party. You mirroring Dooly is straightforward. You just go on autopilot. As a human, however, for Marjory to occupy her doppelgänger’s body, she would have to take command over both realms. One misstep, and she could plow into someone not aliened in hell. Without connecting headbands like you and Dooly use, her only option is for all of her actions in hell to be duplicated in life. This meeting with the Cormorant is no small deal. Any idea of what they’re planning?”

      Doodlebug had tried to reverse engineer what Marjory had done in life for use in hell. “She has a human soul and has highjacked a power cord through the professor’s equipment.” She avoided reminding Sere about how she was a part of that power cord. Though Doodlebug’s inclusion gave Sere an inside spy, it had been at the cost of the warrior’s mentor and friend. “Marjory also has the book of incantations from your father. What would stop her from raising a devil in hell?”

      Sere rubbed her forehead. “I don’t see that happening. The vault she secured to her bank is completely in this dimension, so she would need the baron’s old vault to make the transfer in hell. No one knows where it is. Even if she did find it, Sanguine is still locked inside.” She finally stopped pacing. “However, if Marjory did manage to lay her grubby hands on that hell box, we would be screwed. I know firsthand how powerful that vault is, having been created in it myself.”

      “You must have some idea of where it is. Give me your wild-ass guess.”

      Sere stared at Doodlebug through the connection as if not entirely sure she should be trusted. “Wherever it’s buried, the being that has it isn’t going to dig it up unless they get one hell of a big payment in return.”

      Doodlebug wasn’t interested in the negotiating details, but if Sere wasn’t going to give her a direct answer on who might’ve had it, she would try another tactic. “Assume for a moment that Marjory does get her hands on it and somehow gets Sanguine out of the vault. Then what happens?”

      “Those are two pretty big ifs.” Sere nodded as if forcing herself to pursue the line of thought. “If Marjory gets control of the empty vault, she could put Aloysius’s doppelgänger inside. That would give her the pieces she needs for her devil: a human soul, the doppelgänger double, the baron’s journals, and a power cord connection to the professor’s equipment capable of transferring the raw data. With that information downloaded into the computer-like brain of his, Aloysius could regenerate his doppelgänger body at will. He’d be immortal. But even then, all Marjory would end up with is a devil in hell. Her goal has always been immortality in life. She wouldn’t want one of her heirs taking on so much power that he’d become a threat to her. The surer bet is creating her god in life where she could control him, and that means facing me.”

      A devil in hell sounded bad enough to Doodlebug. She thought it should at least be considered a possibility. “There’s one other thing you should know. We’ve got dragons. The last contingent of demons that tried to escape were flying on them. So far, the flying beasts don’t seem very skilled. From what your swamp witch, Chloe, told me, Marjory might be spiking the drugs of the street kids in life to create a better form of goblin in hell.”

      Sere leaned against the brick wall and nodded. “So that’s what the woman is up to. Fisher, my CPA superhero sidekick, detected money being funneled to a university research project. The results were dispensed to the drug gangs.” She pushed off the wall and stood so close to the gate’s lens that the brick background wavered behind her. “In spite of my better judgment, it might be worth having you look for the vault. If Marjory and the Cormorant really are teaming up, you’ll be seriously outmatched. Sanguine may be the only one powerful enough to help you control the two forces.”

      It wasn’t like Doodlebug hadn’t had the same thoughts. “Great. What does the vault look like, and where do I find it?”

      Sere backed up just enough so that the projection didn’t make Doodlebug dizzy. “Its physical appearance is easy—that is, when you can see it. The inside is eight feet tall by eight feet deep by eight feet wide. The walls are solid iron. It looks like something off of an old battleship. Though as it occupies an in-between dimension, it’s invisible in hell. Kendell and her gang only located it by searching for a hole in the water. Where to look is more of an issue. The last I’d heard of it—other than my brief meeting with Sanguine inside of the thing—was when I was a girl. Father floated it down the Mississippi to a shipwreck in the Bywater. That was a long time ago, and we’ve searched the area both in life and in hell without finding any indication of it.”

      “What did Sanguine say happened to her?” If Doodlebug was to find the mythical guardian angel of hell, she was going to need every scrap of information she could gather.

      Sere pulled her knife from her boot then started playing with it as if she were hoping for a fight. “She said Andy kidnapped her, but I’m not sure I believe her story. Andy was a slimy little weasel, but Sanguine started out as a living person. She was too savvy to have been deceived by a doppelgänger.”

      “Then who do you suspect?” Doodlebug asked.

      Sere again had a look of mistrust on her face, but this time the resolve faded from the harsh lines around her eyes. “For two decades, the Cormorant has had her flocks available to search the river. Even with the box occupying an in-between dimension, she could have found it. According to those closest to me, Sanguine cared for both me and Jenna. Though Jenna might see Sanguine the way I do, as a mother figure, our angel is also the only one who could challenge her for control over hell. Since Jenna’s been calling herself the Cormorant and demanding devotion from every being in that dimension, having Sanguine in the penalty box has worked in her favor.”

      Doodlebug detected a glimmer of hope. “That would mean the Cormorant has a secret she needs to keep from Marjory. She would never turn the vault over to the woman in fear Sanguine would be set loose and threaten to expose her divinity as a sham.”

      Sere aimed her knife at Doodlebug like it was a lecturer’s pointer. “And expose our connection. As the only living immortal, Marjory has a fascination with how I tick. Jenna is the key to how homemaker Jennifer’s image is bounced off of hell and back to me in life. If Marjory figures out who the Cormorant really is, she’ll focus on her instead of me. Though that wouldn’t be the worst situation in my case, it would be a lot harder to control Marjory’s aspirations.”

      “That still doesn’t help me find the vault.”

      Sere nodded as if realizing she’d been off on a tangent. “If the Cormorant does have it, she could have moved it anywhere with her bird squadron. Sanguine knows that dimension’s architecture better than anyone alive. Hell bends itself to her wishes. That’s how she ended up with wings and magical eyes that can see the potential futures. She may be trapped in a cage, but she’ll be like a rattlesnake locked in a treasure chest. The first person to open it better be ready for a venomous strike. If there’s a way of influencing hell from inside the box, Sanguine will figure it out.”

      Doodlebug stared at the swirling wall of clouds out above the water. “Then I guess it’s back into the hell storm for me.”

      “You’ll have to keep the hunt a secret. If the Cormorant discovers you’re looking for it, she’ll sic every bird and harvester she has on your ass. And if Marjory’s goons figure out who’s got the vault, there will be an all-out war between the two women.”

      Doodlebug climbed on Lefty’s back for the return trip to Joe’s cabin. “According to Nocturne, war may be inevitable, and I’m not about to get stuck in the middle.”
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Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere sat fuming against the brick wall behind the Scratchy Dog nightclub. “All Doodlebug had to do was keep Marjory’s demons from escaping, convince Jenna that I was still in hell, find Sanguine, and keep me in the loop.” She looked up at Bart, feeling more than a little overwhelmed and betrayed. “That final one was kind of important.”

      Bart handed down a double shot of Jameson’s. “Even you have to admit that’s a pretty impressive list of chores for a sixteen-year-old girl living in hell. And you’re giving her a failing grade for something that wasn’t even her fault?”

      “It would have been nice if she’d have run her ideas past me first.” Sere didn’t want to get into an argument, but emotions had a way of intensifying her tone. “Having both her and Dooly walk into the Laroque mansion sounds like a great way of getting caught.”

      “Don’t go blaming the messenger. So far, has she actually done anything other than her job of stopping the demons from reaching the hellmouth?”

      Sere hated it when he had a point. “Well, no. I never should have left hell,” she blurted out before taking a slug of the whiskey.

      Bart put his denim-covered muscular bottom against the wall and slid down next to her. “When? The first time when Sanguine saved you from your unintended damnation or the second time after you rescued Jennifer and had to escape Jenna?”

      She snuggled against him. “Stop using logic on me.”

      “Fine. Then how about this? If you’d have stayed in hell, I would have come after you.”

      She had no doubt that he would have. Even when she’d been stuck in the professor’s laboratory in the hell dimension, she’d known if she didn’t come up with an escape plan, he would never rest until he was with her again. And if that wasn’t in life, then it would have to be in hell. The former Navy SEAL had mad skills when it came to tactics and fighting, but hell played by different rules. Sere couldn’t have risked losing him to that dimension. “Okay, I’ll stop feeling guilty, but only if you help me figure a way out of this mess.”

      He stared across the courtyard. His expression was one she’d seen before. Like a computer booting up for a long computation, he was clearing the random thoughts from his mind. “Lay it out for me. If Marjory and the Cormorant are meeting, they each must want something that the other one has.”

      Sere tried to corral the puzzle pieces of the two women’s desires. “We know that Marjory wants to create a family of immortals. So far, we’ve been able to thwart her attempts. According to Doodlebug, there’s a possibility that Marjory’s most recent effort involves sending a soul to that dimension. If her plan is to raise a devil in hell, it might be so she can keep me out of the picture.”

      “Assuming that is her plan, what does she still need?” Bart asked.

      “The biggest challenge is digging up the baron’s old vault. Then Marjory would need someone to get into the professor’s labs, but even then, Aloysius’s soul in hell’s software isn’t something that can be downloaded to a smartphone. That doppelgänger would need a way to transport the human spirit to wherever the baron’s old vault is stashed.”

      “That would take care of the raising-a-new-devil part.”

      “Exactly. We know she has a demon contingent. She keeps trying to get them through the hellmouth, but they’ve been too disorganized to mount a serious attack.”

      Bart gave her his smoky side-eyed look of disbelief. “They’ve done pretty well.”

      “For a leaderless band, sure. Oh, and Marjory now has dragons.”

      “Of course she does.” Bart returned to his analytical stare across the courtyard. “So she’s planning on creating a devil in hell who will lead her demons on dragon back through the hellmouth. Sounds bad. What does she need from the Cormorant?”

      “Presumably that’s her plan. I’m still not convinced. But to follow our line of thought, my assumption is that the Cormorant has the vault. If she had something to do with Sanguine being locked inside, she would also know how to get her out. Marjory can’t create her devil if there’s an angel standing guard over the equipment. But as hell’s deity, Jenna wouldn’t want the granddaughter of Mother Nature challenging her for supremacy. She’s not going to turn over the vault without a fight. Where she’s hiding the vault is the big mystery.”

      Bart nodded as if the puzzle pieces fit together in a way Sere was missing. “And as for Jenna’s desires, we know she wants your body. Like Marjory, she would need the vault to complete the transfer. Assuming she does have it, the next step would be to drag you down to her dimension and stick you inside. So how does she plan on getting you to hell?”

      Goose bumps erupted along Sere’s arms at the prospect of being dragged back under. “So long as Jennifer and I don’t meet in person, Jenna can’t physically pull me through the gate again. The Cormorant might think she’s hot shit in hell, but she has no power in life. If I don’t return to her dimension on my own, she has to rely on someone on this side to abduct me.”

      “Marjory has the benefit of your father’s journals to create her devil but no vault in hell. Jenna has the vault, but no knowledge of how to make the physical transfer. And she needs your body. They’re definitely a match made in hell.” Bart stroked the stubble on his chin. “So once Marjory gets her demon army out of hell, they abduct you and haul you back to that dimension. As for the Cormorant, she relocates Sanguine out of her vault prison so Marjory can create her devil. Then her flock locks you and Jenna inside so birdwoman can get her body back and you become a ghost in hell. Sounds more like a list of problems than a plan. The party Doodlebug talked about must be so the two women can hammer out the details.”

      Sere spread her arms and looked at her body like she’d never really inspected it before. “I don’t even know why that birdbrain would want this doppelgänger body back. As the Cormorant, she’s able to fly and command the birds and harvesters. Once she’s in a normal body, her claim to divinity kind of disappears. I’m only immortal because of my soul’s connection to the various dimensions and the professor’s stored data. It’s not like Jenna would have any superhero powers.”

      Bart rested his elbows on his knees and swirled his drink. “I think you already hit on your answer: birdbrain. The woman doesn’t think like a human. Things look more logical from the perspective of the greedy and manipulative bank president. Once she has created her devil and has him and her demons on this side, she has no incentive to continue to help the Cormorant. Abducting you makes sense, as she’s still trying to figure out how to fine-tune her immortals and wants you to stop decapitating them. Sending her army back to hell with you in custody, however, just sounds like a foolish risk. Even for a birdbrain, the Cormorant must see that. She must have something else up her feathered sleeve.”

      “I can’t imagine what it would be or how we’d figure it out.” Sere got off the brick-covered ground so she could pace as she thought. “The Cormorant may not think logically, but she does have Jennifer’s mental structure—even more than I do.”

      Bart sipped his Jack Daniels and coke. “What are you thinking?”

      “If I played out the scenario to Jennifer, maybe between the two of us, we could triangulate on what Jenna is thinking.”

      His hard stare of disapproval was one she knew all too well. “Don’t go getting any foolish ideas. Your meeting with Jennifer didn’t go so well last time. The professor made it clear even talking to her again would be very dangerous. I think we might want to listen to his advice this time.”

      Having met the woman and sharing a hellish adventure, they’d bonded even tighter than sisters. “I guess you’re right.” She resumed her pacing. “Any direct communication I have with her could too easily attract Jenna’s attention. And other than you, I wouldn’t trust using an intermediator. The big problem is that Jennifer is too sweet to keep the secret from those who care about her. It would be all too easy for Marjory to manipulate her son or husband into saying something they shouldn’t. If either she or the Cormorant turn their sights on Jennifer, I’ll have the devil’s own time of it trying to protect her.”

      “What’s Doodlebug’s idea?”

      Sere worked her thoughts back to the original line of conversation. “She wants Dooly to sneak into the party as part of the entertainment. That way, Doodlebug can go on autopilot to get a look at what’s going on from hell’s perspective.”

      Bart got off the ground as if finally joining her in figuring out the plan ahead. “Would that work? I’ve never seen you mirror Jennifer’s actions.”

      Sere clenched her fists at the thought. “And you never will. Occasionally, I get twinges of what Jennifer is up to, but having a soul of my own, the inclinations are more like flights of fancy than demands for action. As a true doppelgänger in spirit as well as body, Doodlebug might have an easier time mirroring Dooly’s actions, but if a fight were to break out, I doubt she’d be able to calmly watch from the sidelines. She’s been her own person for too long to play the connected shadow for any length of time.”

      Bart watched her from against the wall. “Something tells me that’s not what worries you, though.”

      Sere leaned back next to him and stared into her whiskey. “Right now that girl is my secret weapon. If she’s discovered, she knows more about me than I’d like. I need her, but I still don’t totally trust her. She did kill Joe, and that’s not something I can ever forgive—and Doodlebug knows it. Walking into a room filled with Marjory and Jenna’s spies sounds way too dangerous to do without some kind of fallback plan. She’s keeping something from me.”

      “Do you have a choice other than letting the two versions of the gutter punk attend the party unchaperoned?”

      There was only a thin layer of Jameson’s remaining to coat the bottom of her glass. “It wouldn’t take much to stop Dooly from going, but then we’d have to come up with some other way of finding out what happens at the party. We do know someone in life who will likely be attending, assuming we trust him.”

      “Former chief of police Gerald Laroque? If Marjory’s intention is to kidnap you, contacting him could spring the trap. And even if he is on our side, do you really think he’s going to rat on his sister?”

      Sere frowned at her glass, as much due to the lack of alcohol as her understanding of Gerald’s position. “Probably not, but if he’s also using his doppelgänger the way Marjory will be, he could help Doodlebug if things turn ugly.”

      “So you’re going to let her attend the party?” Bart sounded like a father unsure of the wisdom of letting their daughter out past curfew.

      “I did ask her to keep an eye on Marjory and the Cormorant. If the two are forming a pact, finding out about it would fulfill that end of her agreement as far as I’m concerned.”

      Bart looked into Sere’s eyes. His penetrating stare made it impossible for her to turn away. “That would only leave her freeing Sanguine to complete the bargain. Once she does, will you really allow her to escape hell into life?”

      Letting a fellow doppelgänger out of hell had always been a risky proposition, but at the time of the offer, Sere hadn’t had much to entice Doodlebug into returning as her spy. “Of course I’ll honor the agreement—when the time comes. I need Sanguine freed first, though. Without an ally in hell, there’s no way I’m letting Doodlebug off the hook. After all, the little doppelbitch did kill Joe.”

      “You keep hanging on to that death like it’s somehow going to get easier the tighter you squeeze. I suspect once Doodlebug is on this side of the divide and the contract is completed, she might have to watch her ass.”

      Sere didn’t like hypotheticals. “The agreement is she stays clear of Dooly Buell and out of New Orleans. There’s a big country out there for her to make a new life for herself. Without access to the professor’s saved bodily updates like I have, she won’t become immortal. She’ll be just another lost girl trying to find her way among the living. I’m okay with that. If she crosses me, however, that’s on her.”

      He swirled the ice cubes in his empty glass. “Then we’re back to the big challenge of finding the vault, but I guess the best thing is to face one problem at a time. How do we get Dooly into the party so Doodlebug can see what happens?”

      Sere worked better when she only had to deal with what was right in front of her. “The only way for Dooly to be at the mansion is to be part of the night’s entertainment. Security will be tight at the event, and that means Gerald Laroque. Like it or not, sounds like my first stop will have to be to the former chief of police. I just have to figure out how to contact him without tipping off his sister.”

      Bart nodded toward the loft above the club. “When you got sucked into hell after your last confrontation, he snuck me a burner phone for emergency use.”
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        * * *

      

      In the loft above the Scratchy Dog, Sere changed into her leather riding pants and halter top as Bart concluded his call.

      “He wants you to meet him alone, south of Delacroix. I’m not sure if that’s for his safety, a trap, or simply a desire to keep his special fishing hole a secret.” Bart finished his inspection and cleaning of her four-barreled shotgun. “I’d feel better going with you. There’s not a whole lot out there other than bugs and gators. It’d make a damn fine place to dispose of a body.”

      She slipped on her gator-skin boots and checked that the army ranger knife sheathed inside was readily available. “He’s had plenty of opportunities to turn me over to his sister, or worse. At this point, I’m willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

      Bart handed the gun over butt first. “Just the same…”

      Sere synched up the leather straps around her thigh before stashing the weapon next to her leg where it belonged. “I’ll be careful.” She grabbed the saddlebags with her two canebrake rattlesnakes inside before heading for the door. Goodbyes never made much sense. She would do what she had to and be back in Bart’s arms as quickly as possible. Drawing out the parting only made it harder for her to think once she was on the road. She headed out the door and closed it without looking back.

      The snakes rattled their tails as she bounced down the stairs to the street. She still enjoyed making secretive exits when possible, but in broad daylight, Kendell and Myles would be comfortably back in their condo, resting up for the night ahead, not peeking out the window like overly protective parents. As for the real threats, now that Sere knew Marjory Laroque was behind the demons’ escapades, she was less paranoid about being spied on by every person she met.

      Down on Frenchmen Street, she unlocked the side gate. Having the Triton motorcycle close made it more noticeable, but also much more available for quick escapes. I’m getting predictable and careless. But a full personal security analysis would have to wait. She secured the saddlebags and fired up the old engine.

      Though she would have liked having Bart with her, being back on the road with only her snake companions gave her a sense of peace and purpose. She beelined it to the nearest freeway on-ramp and headed south toward the river-lined marshes of the Mississippi River’s alluvial plane.
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        * * *

      

      Out in an open grassy field bisected by small streams, Sere sat cross-legged on a smooth boulder while Gerald cast his lure halfway across the river. The small hand-tied fly settled onto a riffle behind a rock and danced on the current. “What can I do for you?” The big man’s eyes never left the mote of hook and fluff.

      She felt like a child watching her grandfather attempt to show her how to fish. “A girl named Dooly Buell is a violinist for a street band. They’ll be auditioning for your sister’s soiree. So long as the group is reasonably acceptable, I need you to make sure they land the gig.”

      “My cop sense tells me you’re worried about the mirror party in hell.” He gave the line a flick before Sere noticed the miniature crest of water that ran counter to the current.

      “How much do you know about the event?” Though the big man had been useful in updating Sere on his sister’s machinations in life, his acceptance of hell and the curses that went into it had always been in doubt.

      “I know there’s an element of danger to the meeting. Marjory has asked that I attend, in both dimensions. This will be my first mental venture into hell. This Dooly girl isn’t going to be a problem, is she? I can’t have her casting any spell with her music that might trap me in the foreign dimension.”

      Sere had heard stories about how Kendell—as part of Polly Urethane and the Strippers—had enchanted the devil with her guitar playing, so she figured the old man’s comment wasn’t completely in gest. “Everything in this dimension should be completely normal. What happens with Dooly’s doppelgänger in hell, however, worries me. We know your sister is meeting with the Cormorant. If either of those women realize there’s a spy in their midst, things could turn ugly.”

      The old man jerked the pole, but the slack line and fish’s tail splash indicted that Gerald’s prey had out witted him. “I’ve told you before, I won’t outwardly betray Marjory.”

      She toyed with the knife handle in her boot. With one good toss, she could impale the fish without going through all of the hunt and parry that seemed to frustrate the old man. “I’m not asking you to. I just want Doodlebug in the room for firsthand information regarding what transpires.”

      He turned toward her as he reeled in the line. The grooves from his droopy eyelids continued across the sides of his face. “And if something does go wrong?”

      Of Sere’s two spies, Gerald was the closest to Marjory, making him the more valuable. “Doodlebug can take care of herself. I wouldn’t ask you to betray your cover to protect her. If she gets into a fight, that’s on her, but anything you can do to maintain her cover without exposing yours would be appreciated.”

      He cast the line out again up river of where he’d lost the last round. “What can I expect as a living puppet in hell?”

      She’d never experienced the dimension as anything other than a thinking, feeling, fighting self-aware being. “It depends on how much control your sister has over her marionettes. My guess is quite a lot—in which case, what you do in life will be mirrored by your double in hell. Since not everyone in that version of the party will have their original in the room, the whole evening will probably be pretty disorienting. It’s going to feel like a bad acid trip where you’re not sure what’s real and what isn’t.”

      He drew the line slowly toward the spot of his last defeat. “Been there, done that. I guess that explains why the guest list is limited to family. The rumor is she’s got a new heir on the line for her next experiment.”

      She stretched her legs out on the rock. After spending twenty years in hell’s hurricane, she doubted she would ever get enough sun on her body. “I’ve heard that too, though I doubt that’s why she’s called for the meeting. If she could raise a devil on her own, she wouldn’t need the Cormorant’s help.”

      He turned the reel so slowly the sprocket could barely be heard above the rippling of the water. “Tell me about this Cormorant. If things turn ugly, it would be nice to know something of my adversary.”

      She stared at the water, seeking out whatever indication Gerald had noticed that his prey was within striking distance. Other than the movement of the mote of feather and hook, however, she couldn’t make out anything other than the river’s natural current. “I’m not sure you’d believe me. I’ve only run across her once, and the encounter wasn’t the type of thing most sane people could accept.”

      He flicked the fly so artfully that only the wings appeared to have moved. “Joe conditioned me to keep an open mind. Try me.”

      She wanted to stand up for a better look at the river, but she feared her movement might spook the fish. “She’s seven feet tall, more bird than human, with feathers covering most of her body. Only her arms, legs, neck, and parts of her face look human.”

      “Don’t tell me she can fly.”

      Sere finally noticed the series of ripples that moved counter to the river’s flow and in line with Gerald’s lure. “Of course she can. She is mostly a bird with human attachments, but that’s only her physical being. She considers herself ruler of hell—to the point where others worship her as a goddess. That’s what makes her dangerous.”

      Gerald stood stone still as the fly drifted over a ripple of water. When the wings submerged, he yanked hard at the pole and started turning the handle of the reel like he was trying to start a fire inside the mechanism. The rod bent so far over the water that Sere thought the tip was going to be pulled under. For a man in his eighties, Gerald showed remarkable tenacity in drawing the fish downriver toward him. As it passed him and dove into the calm pond below Sere’s rock, the big man splashed wader-deep into the stream to keep the line aimed straight toward the creature. He pulled the net from his belt as deftly as Sere would draw the shotgun from her thigh holster. With a swift swish through the water, he snagged the redfish, which filled the net from rim to rim. He shook the net to get the fish firmly inside. “That would explain why my sister is seeking the alliance. She never did care for dealing with anyone but the person at the top of the pyramid.”

      “Nice catch.” Sere stood up on the rock. Her muscles ached from keeping still for so long. “The Cormorant has it in for me, but she can’t get to me here among the living. There’s no love lost between me and your sister. If they join forces, I need to understand what they’re up to. Doodlebug is my only spy in hell. If either of those women learn of her presence and capture her, I’ll be in a worse situation than I am already. I won’t ask you to do anything you’re not comfortable with, but if those two women have their way, hell will be coming to the living. Right now I may be the only one able to stop it.”

      He removed the hook from the fish, measured it, and let it go back into the river. “I’ll do what I can, but as I’ve said before, I need to stay in the shadows to be the most effective. It would be best if you didn’t tell your spy about me.”

      She was surprised he went to such trouble only to let his catch escape, but then human activities seldom made much sense to her. “No worries there. I’m not even sure how far I trust her. Have you developed any additional insights into what your sister is up to?” Though Gerald might’ve been hesitant to engage Marjory in battle, he’d never held back what he knew.

      “Mostly speculation based on how I would have interpreted events in her shoes. You were too big a part of Devlin’s transformation for his disintegration to have been a mistake in her readings of the old baron’s journals. She’ll be itching to try again without you.”

      Sere looked out at the wide-open swampland. She didn’t see another human in any direction. “We suspected as much. Doodlebug says she sent Aloysius’s soul to hell.”

      Gerald held the pole so tightly, the tip quivered. “She was supposed to consult me about using a close family member. Aloysius is my grandson.”

      “I’m sorry. Any idea why she’d make a move against you?”

      He secured the hook to the reel. “To make sure she has my attention. I realize it may not be possible, but I would consider it a favor if you had your warrior do what she can to protect Aloysius.”

      Lying wasn’t part of Sere’s nature, but leaving certain information out of her explanations didn’t cross that line. Still, Gerald deserved to hear the whole truth. “I’ll do what I can, but if he turns into the next devil, I may not have a choice but to destroy him.”
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      Sere got back on the road, relieved that she’d secured Gerald’s help with Doodlebug and had not gotten tossed into an iron vault, hauled off to jail, or any of the other dozen scenarios that had played out in her mind. Dooly’s group of gutter-punk buskers would have to prove they were worthy of the gig, but so long as they didn’t royally screw up, Doodlebug would attend the party. And with Gerald keeping an eye out for her, even if something did go wrong, Sere would hear about it.

      I’ve done as much as I can for step one. The bigger hell issue was getting Sanguine out of the vault. The poor angel had been trapped in there for far too long. Talking to Doodlebug had knocked loose an idea in Sere that couldn’t seem to fully form. Sanguine wouldn’t just be sitting in the vault, waiting to be rescued. I saw her in there, so I know she’s conscious. She must be doing something.

      Sere reached into her saddlebag for her phone. The snake guarding her possessions nipped at her fingers like an overly protective mother snapping at her daughter for talking on the phone while driving. “Lay off. I need to tell Bart what I’m doing, and I’m not pulling over. Slip your scaly head out of the bag and have a look if you’re so worried. There’s not another vehicle for miles.”

      As she pulled the annoying block of technology out of the leather bag, the snake stuck his head out and hissed.

      Sere scrolled through the list of names on the screen and tapped on the bar labeled Bart.

      “How’d it go?” His voice never sounded as lush and lustful over the airwaves as it did in person.

      She tucked the phone under her skullcap helmet. “Gerald is going to help to an extent. I’m headed to the office.”

      “Are you riding your motorcycle while talking on the phone again? I can hear the engine.”

      “Yes, Dad. You sound just like my snake. I was only calling to let you know everything worked out okay and that I’m headed to see Fisher.”

      “I’m not going to argue with you while you’re driving. You going all demony and swinging the motorcycle like a woman possessed isn’t going to make your trip any safer. I’ll text Fisher to let him know you’re on the way.”

      She dropped the phone back into the gator-skin saddlebag, wondering how much trouble she would be in if the damn thing hit the pavement instead.
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        * * *

      

      As an employee of Montgomery Fisher, CPA, Sere sucked, and she knew it. As if to drive the point home, every time she stepped foot in the offices, Linda, the ancient receptionist, glared at her. “Any new clients to report?”

      “I did land the Scratchy Dog nightclub account.”

      “That was months ago. I assume you want to pull Mr. Fisher back out on some harebrained scheme that will land him in the hospital again. CPAs aren’t supposed to face life-or-death situations—in case they didn’t teach that in whatever accounting school you attended.”

      She didn’t have time to pursue the unending argument. “I just need to talk to him.” She didn’t wait for Linda to relay the request.

      Fisher got up from his desk as Sere barged in. “How many have escaped this time?”

      She closed the door behind her, not that she believed that would stop Linda from eavesdropping. The intercom system was about as sophisticated and secure as two tin cans connected by a string. “I need you to do your financial bloodhound thing, but without the money aspect.”

      He fell back into his chair with such force that the purple suspenders of his seersucker suit flapped against his chest. “Come again?”

      She grabbed the yellow notepad from in front of him and drew a box with a stick figure inside. “We’ve had no success at all in finding the vault in hell, so I’m trying to focus on Sanguine instead. We know she’s locked in the box that’s isolated from its surrounding dimension, but she’s a physical being, so she needs to be kept alive somehow.”

      He leaned forward like a nerdy kid who’d just been given a complex thought puzzle. The first thing he did was draw wiggly lines that didn’t touch the vault. “Suppose this is the surrounding dimension.” He then drew two lines from the box to the outside world. “To power something up, there needs to be two lines: a positive and a negative.” Finally, he drew a little lightbulb over the stick figure of Sanguine. “When I’m searching for answers in the financial world—and can’t see directly what the money is being used for like lighting this bulb—I look for where the money is being pulled out and returned. If you can’t see the light, figure out which socket is drawing power and follow the cord until you hit the lamp.”

      Sere stared at the diagram in confusion. “Without seeing any change, though, how do we know where to start looking? I really don’t see how this helps.”

      “It shows that your original premise is incorrect. Sanguine isn’t fully isolated.” He pointed at the positive side of his drawing. “Power is coming in. If Marjory’s demon experiment of making you swallow a pellet showed us anything, it’s that you and Sanguine are connected. I think it’s safe to assume that she’s either being powered by you or Jenna. Either way, that’s the power in and won’t help us much in finding her since all you could see when you paid her a visit was the inside of the vault.” He pointed at the other side. “Here, however, Sanguine might have an influence. She can’t completely stop the flow of energy, but if she could hold onto it for a moment then release it, she might be able to send a message.”

      “It would be like she was sending an SOS.”

      “Exactly. The problem is she would need to put the energy out there in a way Doodlebug could see it. An SOS isn’t much good if no one can detect the signal.”

      “Something has to change.” Sere leaned over the desk and kissed Fisher on the cheek. “You really are the most brilliant person I know. All I need to do is tell Sanguine what to do then let Doodlebug know what to look for.”

      He blushed ever so slightly. “This superhero sidekick gig does have its perks. How do you expect to get a message to Sanguine?”

      Sere knew of only one method, and Fisher wasn’t going to like it. “You’ve trusted me with your life more than once. Think you’re up for handling the other end?”
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        * * *

      

      In Sere’s seldom-used office, she cleared off the random junk from her desk while Fisher locked the door. “I don’t think this is a very good idea. At least let me take you to the professor’s lab, where he can get the pellet out of you when you’re finished.”

      She sat on the hard Formica top. “Professor Yates will just give me a thousand reasons why I shouldn’t do it, and before you mention calling in Bart, don’t. He loves me too much to let me descend into hell alone. If anything goes wrong, I can’t be responsible for saving another soul. Getting Jennifer out of that dimension was hard enough. You’re the only one I trust to let me do what I need to do.”

      The professional finance guru popped one of the shotgun shells out of Sere’s four-barrel blaster. “Don’t forget, I’ve swallowed one of those pellets myself. The results weren’t something I’d recommend.”

      “That was different. You were trying to isolate the demon spirit inside you. I’ve had one of these things inside me before too. I know what I’m doing. I’m just going to slip down the power cord, have a quick chat with Sanguine, then work my way back to my body. Once I wake up, then you can take me to the professor’s offices for a checkup. I’ll deal with his anger after I know I’ve done all I can to locate Sanguine.”

      Fisher squeezed one of the pellets out of the orange shell then pulled a sewing kit from the pocket of his blue-striped white jacket. “In my bachelor days, I got pretty good at mending suits. New Orleans can be hell on clothing.” He fashioned a small thread basket around the pellet. “I’m giving you five minutes, then whether you’re conscious or not, I’m pulling this thing out of you and calling Bart.”

      “I know you better than that. You’ll be calling Bart the moment I slip into the other dimension. It’s okay. I just need enough time to tell Sanguine what we’re up to.” Sere took the tethered pellet and swallowed it.

      As she lay down on the desk, her awareness slipped from her body. The power cord to Jenna in hell that passed through the vault was like a transparent filament running through a bobber on the water’s surface before descending to the hooked fish below. Like a drop from the fishing pole’s tip, Sere slid down the line to the obstruction that kept her on the surface of hell.

      The dark, cold room was as desolate as she remembered. Like an angel statue made of stone that someone had stored and forgotten, Sanguine sat against the iron wall with her wings spread and her knees tucked under her chin. “You’re back.”

      Sere hated that her guardian angel and mother figure had languished for so long in the interdimensional jail cell. “We have a plan to get you out of here. As a swamp witch, what do you know about the power that’s sustaining you? Can you influence it?”

      “What do you think I’ve been doing from the moment I was trapped in here?”

      Sere slunk down to the floor. “How?”

      “The only direct way I know: the storm. I can’t tell you how that energy manifests, only that the key is the storm. The hurricane is based on my grandmother’s spirit. I can feel her in the bands of energy. She listens to me.”

      Sere didn’t see how Doodlebug was supposed to detect a change in a hurricane. The damn things were notoriously unpredictable. “I’m sending a young doppelgänger girl to find you.” She watched Sanguine’s face for any betrayal of emotion. “Jenna is after me. She’s calling herself the Cormorant. A whole religion has formed around her as some avian goddess.”

      Sanguine’s wings quivered. “How much have the others told you?”

      Sere never could hide anything from her angel. Every thought or suspicion was played out on her face like a flashing billboard. “That you watched over Jenna while you were raising me. I suppose I should thank you for choosing me over her.”

      The angel crossed her arms over her knees. “It wasn’t like that. From the moment I met you, you’ve been the most important being in my life. I hated your father for what he did to you. It’s what drove us apart.”

      Sere had been a child when she was pulled into hell. Her early memories of her father—before she’d committed suicide and landed in the voodoo realm of Guinee—had been like a dream she knew she’d had but didn’t remember. She had been too young to fully understand what was happening as Kendell and her gang had combated her father, hell’s new devil. Sanguine’s role in the struggle had been the most confusing of all. “Who was he to you?”

      “Not the devil—at least not mine—though he kept his humanity in play like a huckster running a shell game. The cups were constantly in motion, and I never knew under which one he’d hidden the ball, but I was certain his heart was there somewhere. Kendell and the others were less sure.”

      “He fooled everyone,” Sere said.

      Sanguine hunched her wings. “No, he did have a soul, but it wasn’t revealed until you showed up.”

      “Are you saying I was the ball?”

      Sanguine’s smile had a way of lightening the darkest corners. “More so than you might expect. I had hoped by loving him I could help him find his way to redemption, but I wasn’t his love. You were. In the end, he offered up his soul in exchange for yours.”

      Sere had heard the story enough times to know that Baron Malveaux had not gone quietly into the deep waters. “Kendell and Myles drug him in chains, kicking and screaming, through Guinee to his ultimate demise. I’d hardly call that a willing sacrifice.”

      Sanguine shrugged her shoulders as if highlighting her humanity over her angelic nature. “Even the devil needs an advocate. I guess I’ve been his.”

      The cold from the walls was sucked deep into Sere’s heart. “And what if the others had listened to you and spared him? Would you have left me to be raised by the devil and devoted your life to protecting Jenna instead of me?”

      Sanguine’s sigh ended in a frown. “After all of the years you and I spent out in the swamp, you have to know me better than that. I bonded to you the moment I met you. All of the good that I thought I saw in your father—and that he tried to hide—was on clear display in you. I sacrificed my life among the living to raise you. I’d do it all over again.”

      Half-truths made Sere’s skin crawl. “Kendell said they tried to rescue you once, and you chose hell even before I came on the scene. She said you missed those wings and magical eyes too much.”

      Sanguine ran her hands over the ivory-white feathers. “I had a mission in hell, but I was also irresistibly drawn to your father. Looking back, I think I always had a sense that you would show up. The conviction was like a woman who knows she’s about to get pregnant even before having sex.”

      “That still doesn’t answer my question about Jenna.”

      Sanguine got off the floor. She had to lower her wings to keep them from hitting the ceiling. As she leaned back against the side of the vault, the wings covered the entire wall. “While you were in hell, you were my primary responsibility. With you safely among the living, where you could find love of your own and learn of your humanity, I had planned to turn my attention to Jenna. Instead of embracing what I had to offer, however, she tricked me into this vault so she could pursue you. What she didn’t anticipate was that my love for you both made me a conduit for your shared energy. That’s why you end up here and not in her hands when you travel down the power cord.”

      Sere felt bad for doubting Sanguine, though the pseudo-sibling rivalry persisted. “What happens when we do finally free you?”

      “I’ll do what I was always meant to do—keep the demons in hell so you can have a life.”

      “There’s a strong possibility that Jenna is teaming up with my enemy to create a new devil. One of the baron’s descendants is trying to make immortals out of her family. If anyone other than a sixteen-year-old girl opens the door, they won’t be from me.”

      “I’ll be ready.”
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        * * *

      

      The tug at Sere’s gut made her want to vomit, but instead of spoiled food, it was her soul trying to come up. Halfway back to the people she knew and loved, however, she was dragged under hell’s surface. Like a fish caught in tangled lines, she felt pulled in confusingly different directions. Where am I?

      The scorching fires of hell made her reach for her shotgun, but along with her body, the trusted weapon was also missing.

      “Damn it to hell, what now?” From the flames, Sere was able to make out Doodlebug’s voice if not the girl herself. “Aloysius, I swear if you’ve pulled me back into this bridge of the damned, I’ll snuff out your fire.”

      “What’s happening?” Sere was less scared than annoyed at not being able to fight.

      “I don’t know,” Doodlebug said. “When Marjory’s bridge gets fired up, my spirit gets called to duty, but no one ever bothers telling me why.”

      “Because you don’t need to know.” The voice of Aloysius Laroque vibrated the flames like a breath against a lit candle.

      Sere couldn’t believe she’d been so foolish. Fisher had told her to watch for the electrical outlet. She should have realized Marjory’s cord was plugged into the same spot. Flames erupted around her like swords clashing.

      “I can’t get you out,” Doodlebug said. “All I can do is protect you from the other demons that make up the bridge.”

      Sere focused on the intense flames that threatened to engulf her. “Fuck that. We can turn this setback to our advantage. Take me into the core of the power cable. It’s time you and I freed the spirits Marjory’s demons stole. Now that I’m here, we’re going to burn this bridge to the ground.”

      The energy that represented Doodlebug wavered. “I’ve seen the ghosts in hell. Simply cutting the cord isn’t such a good idea. You wouldn’t be doing these lost souls any favors if they don’t have somewhere to go.”

      Damn it. Kendell and Myles had made it clear that to give the trapped souls in the alien dimension peace, the voodoo loas of the dead would need to be called in. Only with their guidance could the dead find their way to Guinee, and from there to the everlasting rest of the deep waters. “I need to get a message out of this maelstrom to the professor’s computer.”

      “Even if I could, it would be seen by Marjory Laroque. Of course, she’s probably listening to everything we say right now anyway.” Doodlebug surrounded Sere with her flaming essence, warding off the rest of the conflagration, though Sere couldn’t tell if she was the one being protected or guarded against.

      If she couldn’t get a message through directly, Sere saw only one option. “I can’t stay out here with the demons. My soul is mostly human. You need to take me to the core of this connection then break contact with the bridge. I’m not originally a part of the cord, but I can hold your place while you’re gone. You need to tell Dooly Buell to talk to Kendell. Tell her we need Baron Samedi’s help.” Calling in the loa of the dead, who wanted to return the spirit of Serephine Malveaux to Guinee, could mean the end of Sere. The loas took a dim view of suicide, and she wasn’t in any hurry to return to face their judgment. Baron Samedi, however, had met with her before and agreed to the continuation of her mission. Turning over the lost souls has to buy me a little favor with those assloas. The flames turned white-hot around Sere.

      Doodlebug’s energy grew faint. “I can only take you to the border between demon and human. You’ll be unprotected.”

      Though she had the soul of Serephine Malveaux, Sere also existed on the energy of Jennifer’s doppelgänger. “I understand. Make sure Dooly doesn’t waste any time.”
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        * * *

      

      The isolation of being caught between the counter-rotating tubes of the demons and the damned tore at Sere’s soul. Each demon whose energy held the human souls captive had either been put down by Sere personally or through one of her trusted accomplices. As for the people who were trapped under the demons’ fire, she bore responsibility for every one of their deaths.

      As the first person to succumb to a demon, Larry was the first to greet Sere. “How’s that motorcycle? No new blown head gaskets, I hope.”

      She desperately wished she had a body so she could hug the mechanic. “Purrs like a kitten.” The feeling of tears filling her eyes transcended the lack of a body. “I never meant…”

      “Don’t even say it.” Kelly, who’d protected Sere and introduced her to the magic of coffee and apple pie, was so intertwined with Larry’s energy that Sere had trouble differentiating the two. “Helping is only honest if the consequences are accepted as part of the deal. I thought I was protecting you from a physically abusive relationship. I would have gone toe-to-toe with the brute of a biker I imagined was pursuing you. This hell might be worse than either Larry or I bargained for, but we wouldn’t have done anything differently.”

      Sere wasn’t sure if dead souls could lie, though the two overly caring individuals had never impressed her as the type to hesitate if someone was in need. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

      “We know you will.” The sentiment came so firmly from the two that Sere wasn’t sure which had said it. The feeling echoed along the passageway made of souls.

      A man’s voice resounded up from hell. “You’ll have to fight me first.”

      “No, she won’t.” Larry had the same determined tone he’d had when facing a frozen engine bolt. The cylinder of human souls formed an impenetrable barrier between the souls of Aloysius and Sere.

      The smugness of the nascent devil filled the tube. “Good luck freeing your precious little people. Just know that once they’re gone, you’ll be stuck between me and my minions.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” Sere said. Like an unidentifiable wisp of cold air on a hot day, the flames trapping Sere in place wavered. “Doodlebug?”

      “I’m back with Dooly. Baron Samedi needed a human soul to latch on to in order to access the professor’s computers. But even with her, he can’t descend into hell—only the outer casing of this power cord. As a human-doppelgänger hybrid, you’re the only one who can transcend the layers. With Dooly and Baron Samedi outside, I can hold the outer casing of demons open. If you can guide the souls through the gap, Samedi will be ready to welcome them home.”

      Sere turned to the energy of Larry and Kelly. “We’ve got a plan. I’m going to open a seam between human and demon, then you need to follow me through. Bring the others along with you.” She imagined reaching her hand through the thin veil that separated her from those she cared about. Larry’s oil-stained grip was as firm in death as it had been in life.

      Like water erupting from the split in a weak section of garden hose, Sere shot out of the power cord, followed by all of the souls the demons had incarcerated.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” Marjory’s scream of desperation filled the tube, but even with her force of will, with no structure to the pipeline, the demon flames wafted through the air like a torch that had lost its oxygen supply.

      “I can’t close the breach,” Doodlebug yelled.

      “You don’t have to,” Baron Samedi said. Like having someone stepping on the garden hose to stop the flow of water, the power cord made of demon spirits collapsed on itself, leaving the smoky ghosts to drift away.
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        * * *

      

      Sere looked up into the loa of the dead’s dark eyes. Towering over her and the other disembodied spirits, he sat in a tall-backed wooden throne covered in African carvings. Cigar smoke drifted over his top hat and up to the embossed tin-plate ceiling. Though lit candles of varying usage coated the tables in wax, Sere couldn’t make out the framed images that hung above them on the blackened walls. She struggled to her feet. “Thank you for meeting me.” Behind her stood the nineteen lost souls like mannequins in a clothing store’s back room.

      From the overwhelming smell of rum, it wasn’t difficult to guess what Baron Samedi was drinking. “You have a present for me.”

      She resisted being ushered to Guinee herself, even though the people killed by demons moving through the voodoo version of purgatory would be a step out of hell and toward everlasting peace. “These souls were stolen from life. They deserve their rest.”

      He blew a cloud of blue smoke that encircled the people behind Sere. “My precious lost souls, you’ve endured more than Guinee ever would have demanded. I welcome you into the beyond and will personally escort you to the deep waters.”

      The relief that followed the dissipation of the spirits warmed the room. He nodded over Sere’s head to Doodlebug and Dooly, who remained standing together along the back wall. “One of you is alive, and the other a mirror. I leave you in peace until your time is finished.”

      They too dissipated from the room.

      “I’m not going anywhere.” The defiant tone of Aloysius Laroque made Sere reach for the knife in her boot. Even without her physical form, the blade had become such a constant companion that she could feel the handle.

      Samedi shook his head. “You are in my realm now. As you are neither alive nor dead, you are none of my concern.” He flicked his cigar ash at the man. “I cast you back from whence you came.”

      “We have unfinished business, Sere Mal-Laurette,” Aloysius yelled as he wafted into the ether. “I promise you, we will meet again.”

      I don’t doubt it. She turned back to the dark man on his throne of judgment. “It’s down to just the two of us, old man. Do I get a say in what happens to me, or are you just going to summarily hand out justice as always?”

      “What would you have me do with you?” Smoke from his cigar stub drifted up under his hat and around his face.

      “Hell needs a guardian. You’ve claimed it’s not your domain or responsibility. Fair enough, but if the demons it spawns work their way into life, your cut-and-dried responses to the living and the dead won’t work. As is evident from the nineteen souls you just returned to the reservoir of humanity, you need me.”

      He crushed out the thick stump of stinky tobacco. “Immortality is a condition we cannot abide, but as you’ve crossed that bridge, we can’t force you back to human form.”

      She knew the dangers of comparing her situation to the loas of the dead. They hated any whiff of competition. “My enemies are trying to find a way around death.”

      He leaned back with his tumbler of rum. “I won’t engage in the enemy of my enemy argument with you. From the first Mardi Gras when your father stole my cane and put himself on the path of becoming the devil, I knew your family would be trouble.”

      “I am not my father.” She never could stand being compared to the devil.

      “We shall see. For now, you have earned my favor. We part as allies. I return you to your life and loves, Sere Mal-Laurette.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m guessing this isn’t what you had in mind.” Sanguine said from the side of the vault.

      Sere pounded her fists against the iron wall and stamped her feet. “Can’t that fool of the dead do anything right?”

      “Don’t blame him.”

      She turned in horror toward Jennifer’s spirit. “Don’t tell me he trapped you too?”

      “It wasn’t Samedi,” the homemaker said. “When Fisher took the pellet out of you and you didn’t come to, Bart zoomed out on his Ducati to get me. We all agreed the only way to save you was to establish our connection.”

      Sanguine sat with her arms around her knees. “As you can see, that didn’t go so well. With you stuck under some dimensional rock, Jennifer ended up pulled into the vault. Fortunately, I was able to stop her before she followed you into whatever nightmare you landed in.”

      “I wasn’t gone that long!”

      Sanguine raised her palms to the ceiling. “In this in-between dimension, how would one keep track of time? You’re in limbo. You should understand that better than anyone. After all, you started your doppelgänger existence by zapping from being a dead child in pre-Civil War New Orleans through Guinee to modern-day hell all in the blink of an eye.”

      Though Sere did understand, she didn’t see how that was any help. It certainly didn’t ease her frustration. “And what about you? Are those magic future-seeing eyes of yours on the blink? You couldn’t have warned me that this was going to happen?”

      “Limbo,” Sanguine said as if a one-word answer should suffice. “I can’t see the future if there is no such thing as time. Besides, you know full well that I see multiple possible futures, and the only way for me to explore them is to fly while focusing on the specific time line.”

      “Whatever.” Even after a lifetime together, Sere never really got what use the angel’s crystal eyes were for avoiding problems. She turned back to Jennifer. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      “We were thinking you were in trouble. Which you were.”

      “You two need to stop arguing,” Sanguine said. “Trust me, allowing your emotions to get the better of you drains this vault’s ability to keep you alive.”

      Sere slunk to the floor in front of Sanguine. “So I just made the hurricane worse with my little temper tantrum?”

      “Something like that. With the three of us in this power chamber, anything we do will be magnified out there.”

      Jennifer tapped her fingers against the wall. “But now we can work together to figure a way out. Couldn’t we just slide down the shoot to hell and escape like we did the last time?”

      Sere tried hard not to snap out her response. “It doesn’t work that way. Jenna didn’t yank us into her dimension this time. We’re stuck in this box, and it’s not in either hell or life. The bottom line is that even if we could open the door, we can’t walk straight from this vault into either dimension.”

      Jennifer’s tapping was getting on Sere’s nerves. “But you said because we met over coffee the last time that Jenna was able to haul us into hell.”

      Sere doubted that the woman knew the first thing about hell even after having been hauled through it like a balloon animal on a string, but she did her best not to resort to her earlier perspective of Jennifer being nothing but an airheaded homemaker. “What’s your point?”

      “That if Jenna could drag us into hell before, even if we’re in this vault, maybe she can again. You said she zeroed in on our combined souls. With her as the third point in our messed-up triangular existence, she must sense something even with us in this isolation box.”

      Sere felt the cold chill of the vault’s walls creep up her spine. “Though having her drag us under might solve one problem, it could turn loose another. Marjory is after this vault and would very much like to have me out of the way of her demon invasions. If Jenna pulls us and the vault into hell, there will only be that door’s lock protecting us from turning into ghosts in the wrong dimension.”

      Sanguine’s feathers quivered. “And as the Cormorant, Jenna has made it clear she considers Sere’s body her own. If she has both of your souls locked in this cage, where you can’t fight back, Jenna could pretty much take whatever she wants, including fulfilling her claim of being an immortal power.”

      “Right.” Sere stood up and put her hands on the sides of the vault. “Between the three of us, we should be able to detect which dimension we’re in. If Jenna does manage to drag us under, we need to send as much energy into these walls as we can muster. It may be our only chance at keeping the bird deity out of our business.” She looked at Jennifer, half wishing the woman had been smart enough to stay on her side of the dimensional line, and half grateful she’d accepted Bart’s harebrained scheme of connecting her to hell. “If you were crazy enough to try to rescue me, you can bet Bart will be moving heaven and earth to retrieve this box.” She just hoped he wouldn’t be doing it alone. “We just need to ward off any attempt at opening the door until help arrives.”
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Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      Doodlebug came to, lying on the water-saturated mattress of her dimly lit hotel room. “At least I made it home before getting re-sucked into the bridge. Aloysius must be throwing a hissy fit.”

      “And Baron Samedi let us go,” Dooly said over their headband connection.

      Doodlebug forgot she was still wearing it. “Where did you end up?”

      “I’m in Myles and Kendell’s condo. To contact Baron Samedi, Myles needed his magic loa of the dead cane.”

      Doodlebug rubbed at the headband. “I’m not sensing Sere.”

      Dooly curled her body into a tight ball on the couch. “She’s still comatose in Fisher’s offices. No one knows what to do. Bart brought in Jennifer, but now she’s unresponsive as well. You don’t think Baron Samedi would have claimed both souls, do you?”

      Doodlebug couldn’t imagine not having Sere as her mentor and savior. If the devil’s own daughter could be defeated, what chance did a sixteen-year-old doppelgänger have against the forces of hell? And without her Get Out of Hell card, Doodlebug wondered if any future act against either Marjory or the Cormorant made any sense. She latched on to one of her remaining straws of hope. “What does Myles say? He was the one to call in the loa of the dead.”

      “According to him, Baron Samedi let her go, but Myles only has me as concrete proof that the baron did what he said. If Sere is gone, what do you want to do? The Laroque party is tonight.”

      Doodlebug stared through the blown-out window. “If I’m stuck forever in this hell, I need to know whose side to join. We should continue with the plan.”

      “Marjory sounded seriously pissed that her connection to hell had been destroyed.”

      Doodlebug was still dizzy but able to sit upright. “That’s an understatement. Fortunately, she doesn’t know what we look like. To her, I was just a spark in her electrical line. As far as she knows, I was just another dead doppelgänger whose energy was locked in her malware and now haunts the professor’s offices. She’ll need to keep her desperation in check to negotiate with the Cormorant. Though with Marjory’s human ability to lie and the Cormorant being unfamiliar with deception, the whole event should be quiet entertaining. I’ll need to get my emotions in check or suffer the consequences of being pointed out should things turn ugly.”

      “How do you want to handle our attendance?” Dooly asked. “You said you wanted me to take point, but I’ll only take over to the extent that you want me to.” The girl actually sounded downright concerned.

      Between being a conduit for Aloysius’s soul and getting stuck with Sere in Baron Samedi’s office, Doodlebug hadn’t given the party a great deal of thought. “I guess I’ll want my motorcycle close by so I can get out of there if something goes wrong. That would also give me a place to stash my weapons as I’m sure I won’t be able to walk in armed. My transfer to your actions will have to be after I’ve secured my belongings.”

      “My band landed the gig without any fuss,” Dooly said. “We’re marching with the performers in a second line from the Bywater to the Garden District. I don’t imagine you’d want to make the switch while marching, but it would give us a chance to sync up our movements. The band has been told to come to the mansion’s back entrance.”

      The whole idea of giving up her self-will made Doodlebug even more queasy than she was from being a part of the bridge. “The back door is probably a concession to the mirror party in this dimension. There will have to be a coatroom for the rain slickers. Marjory wouldn’t want the hired help soiling her floors in either dimension. I can use the excuse of changing into my musician outfit to find a place to turn myself over to you.” Even saying the words felt like forfeiting her soul.

      “Don’t worry,” Dooly said. “You’ll only have to be the observer for a few hours.”

      “Just be careful. If you do anything stupid, I won’t be able to contain my reaction. I’ll contact you again during the march to the mansion.” Doodlebug pulled off the headband and rubbed her forehead. The intense connection had lasted longer than she’d bargained for, and she needed time to regain her personal thoughts before handing over her existence to Dooly again.
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug pulled out the weapons she would need from the bathroom and laid them on the seat of the Honda Blackbird parked next to her bed. With her motorcycle, change of clothing, and weapons, she would be set for before and after the party. How she looked and acted during the show would be Dooly’s responsibility. Getting to the second line and marching with the other performers, however, required festive attire that had never been a part of Doodlebug’s wardrobe. “Damn it.” She secured the katana to her back and slipped a sickle under her belt for her foray into the Quarter.

      Shopping wasn’t a concept she embraced. Between collecting weapons off decapitated harvesters, receiving necessities as payments for protecting doppelgängers, and selectively keeping items projected from Dooly, Doodlebug couldn’t remember ever stepping into an actual store. Hiding inside the secure buildings gave the sales people a measure of safety from the harvesters. The trips to and from work, however, required the protection of Doodlebug’s small army of gutter punks and homeless street people, and that indebted the clerks to Doodlebug. She hoped that sense of obligation would be enough to get in the door.

      She snuck out of the hotel and along the shop overhangs that lined Canal until she was north of Bourbon Street. The closest costume shop was only two blocks down Dauphine. Getting there without attracting harvester attention would be a cinch. Figuring out what to wear would be the real challenge. “One thing at a time.” She pulled out both swords and ran through the water that covered Canal Street.

      When she got to the garment shop, she scrunched into the doorway and tapped on the glass with the tip of her sickle. “Let me in.” With both swords drawn, she kept watch of the street while the sales associate worked the lock.

      The girl opened the door only far enough to speak through the crack. “What do you want?”

      Gratitude for keeping the girl out of harm’s way only went so far, and apparently that consideration ended at the front door. “I need a costume.”

      “You have to be fucking kidding me.” The girl pulled away from the opening and started closing the metal-framed door.

      Doodlebug slipped the sickle through the crack and twisted it to trap the woman’s throat against the glass. “I’m deadly serious. Open the door, or you won’t find an escort for your trip home. You can sleep in the shop for all I care and wake up as a harvester or run home and show up in the morning missing limbs.”

      The door opened wide enough for Doodlebug to squeeze in. “It wasn’t personal,” the girl said.

      “Nothing in hell ever is. I need a costume complete with a black bird-beak mask and lots of feathers.”

      The woman forced the door shut and turned the key to lock it. “You’re going to the masquerade ball?”

      Doodlebug held the tip of her sword under the woman’s chin. “Tell anyone, and I’ll gut you. Now what do you have in the way of an upscale busker outfit?” Though she doubted either Marjory or the Cormorant had a clue as to who she was, their spies were sure to identify the Doppel Avenger. “I need to be unrecognizable.”

      “You and everyone else. That’s pretty much the reason for throwing a masquerade ball. If you’ll put the sword down, I think we can get you fixed up.”

      Reluctantly, Doodlebug stashed the two swords back in her belt and followed the sales clerk to the women’s costume section. The peasant blouse the woman pulled from the rack wouldn’t have been Doodlebug’s first choice for dealing with the hurricane, but then wearing something stupid was kind of the point. The short maid’s skirt and torn fishnet stockings looked equally ridiculous. “Is this the best you’ve got?”

      The woman took a leather bird mask off the wall and placed it on Doodlebug’s face. “You wanted to hide your appearance. Trust me—no one is going to see you as the Doppel Avenger in this getup.” She started bagging up the costume. “My boyfriend will be telling fortunes outside the mansion, as if it’s all that difficult to predict a doppelgänger’s future in hell. He’ll be easy to spot. He likes walking on stilts while marching in a second line. I’ll have him pass the word to the other performers that you’re coming. You have lots of friends among the street buskers.”

      Doodlebug curled up the plastic bag until it was water tight. “You’ll continue to have our protection,” she said as her means of payment before heading back out into the storm.
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        * * *

      

      The otherwise empty Crown Astoria had served her well as a place to store her equipment and decompress after a hunt, but sticking to a routine for too long made her predictable. She knew once she was done with the party she’d need to figure out another hiding place since she assumed spies from both Marjory and the Cormorant would be on the lookout for her.

      She pushed the bike past the grand cypress-paneled elevator. Though the lift was large enough to accommodate the motorcycle, it would be too conspicuous for her to jet out of the elegant entrance on the bike. A quick exit was good for engaging harvesters but lousy when it came to sneaking away unseen.

      At an unassuming doorway at the end of the hallway, she pushed the Honda into an area designated for staff. A single bare lightbulb blazed above the service elevator. Having one working lift in a hotel was a luxury—two was unheard of. But being the Doppel Avenger had its perks. She pulled up the metal gate. The dingy metal box could accommodate a fleet of motorcycles. “I’m going to miss this place.”

      Getting the hotel to her liking, however, had required too many workers. So long as they and their families relied on Doodlebug’s contingent of street people for their protection, her secret was relatively safe. But she’d always known the situation, like all conditions in hell, was strictly temporary.

      At the ground floor, she fired up the engine. She had the rear tire spinning before the elevator door fully opened. The dumpsters and laundry carts that lined the loading bay disappeared in a flash as the motorcycle picked up speed. With a launch off the dock, she was back in the storm. Anyone watching for her escape would have to look fast to notice the figure in a black rain slicker on the black bike, zooming into the dark of night.

      Using her secret passages to the freeway and to skirt around the Quarter, she navigated the side streets of the Central Business and Warehouse Districts without being noticed. As she passed under the freeway overpass into the Garden District, her stomach tensed into a knot. This was enemy territory controlled by the Laroque family. From there on, she would have to suspect every doppelgänger she passed as being bound to Madam Laroque.

      By keeping her head down behind the small windshield and her speed slow enough not to call attention to the superbike, she hoped few would notice the passage of the girl on the speed demon. Each ornate mansion she passed had lights on in every window as if to proclaim that even in hell, wealth could overcome hardship. Three blocks into her mission, she finally found a dark, dilapidated estate too far gone for a cost-effective remodel. With a quick check around her to be sure no one was watching, she turned the motorcycle under the rusting wrought-iron gateway.

      When not running, the Blackbird motorcycle wasn’t the easiest thing for a ninety-seven-pound teenage girl to maneuver. Doodlebug leaned all of her weight against the handlebars to get the tires to roll through the soggy grass.

      Harvesters who’d desiccated outside of the Quarter tended to be less aggressive than their brethren out to make a buck off of severed limbs, but a monster still needed to eat. Having her gear nearby wouldn’t be of much use during the event, but knowing it was only a few blocks away gave her a hidden stash advantage for any post-party adventures.

      She kicked in the door of a greenhouse hidden behind the mansion. Though most of the glass panes had been blown out by the storm, the potting shed against the stone wall at the back remained intact. She propped the motorcycle on its kickstand and laid out her weapons like a surgeon preparing for an especially violent operation. “Now comes the hard part.”

      She stepped back out into the storm, feeling as vulnerable as the day she’d been projected on Esplanade’s neutral ground. Without her usual assortment of weapons, the rain slicker felt as lightweight as a harvester’s cape. She pulled the waterproof fabric tight around the peasant blouse and short maid’s dress to keep them from going translucent in the driving rain. With the leather-and-feather mask secured tightly to her face, she pulled the hood over her head. “Time to join the entertainment.”
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        * * *

      

      With flambeaux carriers lighting the way and a brass band blasting out a dirge as if playing for a funeral, the second line of entertainers headed to the Laroque mansion wasn’t hard to find. Doodlebug waited for the line of musicians carrying instrument cases to pass before slipping through the spectators into the procession.

      A stilt walker hopped down from his wooden leg extensions to march beside her. “We’ve been expecting you. How can we help?”

      “It’d be great if none of the guests at the party knew my true identity.”

      The man’s clown outfit was nearly as absurd as the sexy maid costume under her coat. “I’ll pass the word. Should we prepare for a bloodbath?”

      “Not this time. I’m just seeking information.” She opened her trench coat. “I’m not even carrying.”

      The dude shook his head like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “Who’d have guessed the Doppel Avenger was so hot.”

      She balled her hand into a fist. “I may not be armed, but I can still knock you on your ass.”

      “That wouldn’t do much for your cover identity. Once you’re inside the mansion, stick close to the guitarist, and don’t worry about not having your instrument. A number of the musicians are waiting until they get into the mansion before manifesting what they need from the other side.”

      “I’m indebted to you.” She pulled on the headband and checked that her mask was fully covering the upper half of her face.

      “How are we doing from your side?” Dooly asked.

      “Hopefully, right on track. Feel like marching for two?” Doodlebug hoped she’d given the question more of a lighthearted tone than she felt.

      “I guess.”

      She knew for the deception to work, every muscle in her body would have to mirror Dooly’s actions. She focused on her arm movements first. “This is so weird. I’ve never thought about how I walk before.”

      “We don’t have to do this. You can simply turn over your body at the mansion.”

      Doodlebug formed a fist then stretched out her fingers. “Nope. I could freak out and take back control too easily. I have to adjust to being you before we get on stage.” Though she had Dooly’s inherent ability to play the violin, practicing was another matter. If she started screeching the strings, any guest in attendance in both dimensions would notice the divergence.

      “Any good New Orleans party is sure to run past midnight,” Dooly said. “What do you want to do about the nightly opening of the hellmouth?”

      Doodlebug could only juggle so many problems, and her agreement to watch the hellmouth proved to be one too many. “I completely forgot, and I can’t afford to have you running off to warn the others about the swamp being unguarded. Besides, Sere is the only one who could have stopped the invasion. Without her, I guess the living are just going to have to take their chances.” Doodlebug rubbed her stomach. “The good news is I don’t have the usual feeling of impending doom prior to the dimensional opening. We did bust up Marjory’s power bridge. With the freed nineteen souls, the ghosting of their guardian demons, and Aloysius stuck in her vault with his spirit in hell, Marjory should be limited in what more she can handle. Hopefully, she has enough to focus on while hosting the party without trying to cross someone else over from hell.”

      For the first two blocks, each time Doodlebug thought she was mastering being a marionette, a tingling in her limbs made her jump and shake out of the connection.

      “Are you feeling okay?” the stilt walker asked. “You look like someone newly possessed.”

      “You’re more right than you know,” she mumbled.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Doodlebug lagged behind the other musicians. As the last one inside, she sat unnoticed on the wooden bench in the mudroom at the back of the mansion. “Time to do this thing,” she said to Dooly before taking off the headband and stashing it in her rain slicker. As a mirror image of the girl, Doodlebug’s usual form of communication would not only be redundant, it might create a degree of separation. She took off the coat and laid it on the bench. Anything she had on her body would be exchanged for whatever Dooly was carrying.

      Muscle by muscle, she willed her body into synchronization with her projection. Her breathing slowed to the Zen-like state Dooly sought prior to a gig. Her heart beat out of time with the girl in life as if refusing to accept the inevitable. I have to do this. The thought shared by both versions of herself crossed the gap between dimensions.

      She stood without realizing the action. The violin in her hand was both familiar and alien at the same time. I want to see what I’m wearing. At the floor-to-ceiling mirror next to the kitchen door, she saw herself as never before. The flower-print free-flowing short dress did wonders for attracting attention—from both men and women—but it worked best on warm spring days with a light breeze to move the fabric around her diminutive body. The black boots laced up to above her knees added to the sexy street performer look. She fluffed her recently cut short hair. It’s springy. She turned back to her bag on the bench and pulled out the feathered bird mask. It would be challenging to keep the beak off the strings, but she’d played in more challenging conditions.

      A dude wearing an identical mask and carrying his guitar by the neck like he was trying to strangle the poor thing poked his face through the doorway. “I’m Lewis, your protector and chaperone for the evening. You coming, or what?”

      She turned from the mirror to him fast enough to give her dress a seductive twirl. “Sorry. Just getting myself together.”

      Passing through the unassuming side entrance from the kitchen to the opulent grand ballroom made her stand in wonder. A chandelier larger than her whole body hung from the middle of the ceiling. The power needed to light the dozens of bulbs to full intensity could illuminate Doodlebug’s entire hotel. Plaster cherubs being chased by demons decorated the cornice. Like the twinkling light off the cut crystal, her attention wafted down the red-and-black fleur-de-lis wallpaper to the growing crowd of elegantly dressed guests.

      Lewis nodded toward the stage in the corner of the room. “Keep moving. You don’t want to draw attention.”

      She quickly lowered her head and shuffled along behind him. The banquet table loaded down with iced seafood and raw fish tempted her with its smells. The spread must be in honor of the Cormorant.

      “I’d bet anything they’re making us walk beside all this food as a way of tormenting the underprivileged entertainers,” she said out loud without realizing it.

      “It would sure beat the cold pizza I had last night,” he whispered over his shoulder.

      Keep it together, girl. This isn’t the time or place for flirting. She stepped up on stage and scrunched behind the dude to be as inconspicuous as possible. The room was quickly filling with elegant partygoers, but she found it impossible to tell one person from the next. Everyone was wearing outfits either accentuated with black feathers or completely covered in them. Combined with their bird masks, she feared the Cormorant might be standing right in front of her and she wouldn’t notice. It’s like a conspiracy of ravens in here.

      She let her gaze roam around the room. The overlaying images of life and hell blurred her vision like she’d had too many glasses of champagne. Apparently rich doppelgängers don’t find it necessary to follow the actions of their reals. Though if the Cormorant were here, I suspect I’d notice. She doesn’t seem like the type of deity to remain in the shadows.

      The musicians around her began preparing their instruments. Her hand holding the violin swung the instrument under her chin while the other teased the bow over the strings.

      If this reconnaissance is going to work, I need to be able to see hell. I need to keep playing, but my eyes need to focus on one dimension. As she lost herself to her music, another piece of her felt like a damsel imprisoned in a medieval torture device that she could only see out of. Without distracting a single muscle movement—from the delicately precise finger thrusts against the strings to the swaying of her back in rhythm with the playing—she turned her eyes to the room. As providers of background noise to the far more important conversations, the musicians received less attention than the serving staff behind the banquet table. Even if someone in the crowd did know of the Doppel Avenger, none of them would cast a glance in her direction for fear of validating the hired help.

      Women in short black wings and even shorter dresses laughed over their wine glasses at men in feathered tuxedoes with long tails. Seeing them attempting to slip the fluted glassware under the ungainly long bird beaks made her wonder why they didn’t just take the stupid things off. No one wants to be easily identified, but is that out of reverence to the Cormorant, respect for Marjory’s wishes, or fear of being recognized by the hired help? In hell, knowledge of other’s secrets was the only true currency. Being identified as one of the Laroques’ upper echelon would make any of the partygoers prime targets for abduction.

      In the center of the ballroom, Marjory Laroque was impossible to miss. The diamonds that dripped from her earlobes and neck caught the light of the chandelier and passed it to the crowd like a Mardi Gras queen tossing strings of colorful beads to the revelers. Unlike the other guests, her mask—studded with rubies, sapphires, and with a peacock-feather flourish—called attention to the woman, highlighting more than covering her eyes and nose.

      There’s Gerald Laroque. I’d recognize the former chief of police anywhere. I would have thought he could have gone with a better costume. Without the feathered shoulders and leather bird mask, the man could have been going to a night of opera in his well-tailored tux. His lack of illusion is probably deliberate. Even in his eighties, the man served as his sister’s bodyguard in image if not in practice. And since Doodlebug could spot the man standing next to the most fashionably attired woman in the room, the Cormorant would know who to approach as well—as if Marjory needed more of an introduction. With Dooly’s help, Doodlebug made a slow survey of the room. Looks like the guest of honor likes to be fashionably late. She’s probably waiting to make a grand entrance. Individuals who think themselves gods like making a scene. I need to keep my cool when I do see her.

      With fighting not being an option, she was out of her depths. She needed to know if she could trust the Cormorant to be true to Nocturne’s offer. Their meeting at the airport gate seemed like a lifetime ago. If Marjory and the Cormorant were overly chummy, even that offered union could be in peril. Joining forces with the harvesters, however, still made her skin crawl. I’m just here to watch how events play out.

      The twelve-foot tall French doors across the ballroom burst open, causing the musicians to lower their instruments. Two rows of harvesters dressed in capes so black they sucked the light from the room marched through the party, cutting a lane from doorway to hostess.

      She snuck farther behind the guitarist in front of her as she noticed Nocturne leading the processional. I should have expected him. If he spots me, I’m screwed.

      Being seven feet tall, the Cormorant filled the doorway and looked over the heads of the guests as if expecting them to bow down to her. Her long, muscular human legs looked to have come off of a fashion model as she sashayed down the harvester-lined runway. Every one of the fiends obediently lowered his head as she passed. As she approached Marjory, the Cormorant—with all the grace of a ballet dancer—extended her thin arm, which ended in a perfectly manicured hand. Judging by the downward curled fingers, the gesture wasn’t an offered handshake. To Dooly’s amazement, the most powerful businesswoman in New Orleans bent over slightly to kiss the hand. “We meet at last.”

      The Cormorant turned away from the old woman. The glossy-black feathers that covered her body like a one-piece swimsuit displayed not a single feminine curve. She spread her wings, blocking out both Laroques as if to proclaim that they no longer mattered. “When I enter a room, I expect my subjects to show the correct reverence.” Though the birdwoman’s human vocal cords came with the replacement neck and chin, forming the words with the beak resulted in chirping at the end of the sentence.

      Lewis, who had been standing in front of Dooly, was one of the first to fall to his knees. To keep from being spotted, she quickly followed his lead. As the crowd knelt, the birdwoman lowered her wings.

      From Doodlebug’s position at the side of the grand meeting, she saw that both Marjory and her brother had remained standing.

      Madam Laroque’s ridged stance and clenched fists made it clear she was holding in her displeasure. “Now that the niceties are completed, I’ve cleared the adjoining library of furniture for your comfort. We have a lot to discuss.”

      The Cormorant aimed her beak over the crowd. “My loyal disciples will remain guard over this hall.”

      Marjory circled in front of the Cormorant. “Your troops are, of course, welcome to join the festivities. But any security of this mansion passes through my brother.”

      Regardless of who was in charge, one thing was clear: Doodlebug as Dooly wouldn’t be sneaking into the meeting or making a discrete escape. All she could do was keep playing and hope she remained hidden from Nocturne.
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        * * *

      

      As the night wore on, Doodlebug found that by focusing on what she saw while Dooly played allowed her a small section of self-awareness in their shared brain. She’d lost track of how many pieces had been performed on the violin. Her fingers hurt. Fighting involved the use of all of her body’s muscles. Playing focused way too much attention on precise movements while the rest of her was expected to remain at attention. When the grand double doors finally opened and Dooly lowered the instrument, she couldn’t straighten out her fingers. About damn time, Doodlebug thought.

      Waiting is always the hard part, Dooly responded. Provided it’s not in anticipation of a death sentence.

      Marjory and the Cormorant marched beside each other to the head of the room. With a slight bow from the birdwoman, Marjory raised her head to the crowd. “We have formed an alliance.”

      Harvesters and doppelgängers applauded with solemn reverence. Gerald edged close to his sister’s side. “Shouldn’t we remove the hired help?”

      Marjory turned to him and smiled. “No need. What I have to say concerns them as well—word needs to spread among the lower classes.”

      He bowed and resumed his position next to her.

      “I’ll start with the most basic concern we all share: any member of the Laroque family will be spared from the harvesters. Additionally, any doppelgänger can earn favor with the family by bowing down to the Cormorant.” She turned toward the buffet table, with the gull-feathered wait staff behind it, and the neighboring musicians. “But understand that such privilege comes at a price. Those of you with nothing else to offer can present yourselves to a harvester site, where a token body part will suffice as payment. In return, you will be given one of these.” She held up what looked like a golden Mardi Gras doubloon. Turning it in the light, she displayed a silhouette of herself on one side and the Cormorant on the other.

      “Fat lot of good that does,” Lewis said out of the corner of his mouth. “Any doppelgänger who loses a body part is already safe from the monsters.”

      Marjory palmed the coin like a two-bit hustler. “In return, the Cormorant will have the Laroque family’s allegiance in this domain. She is the sovereign spirit of the damned, and we will revere her as such as she aids us in our quest for immortality among the living. My mission remains clear: each of you here, my family, will find unity—doppelgänger and real—into immortality in life. To accomplish this, our first task is to locate Sere Mal-Laurette. She has the information I need to complete my tests. She must not be killed by human, demon, or harvester.”

      That’s quite the bluff considering her bridge of the damned has been destroyed, Doodlebug thought to Dooly. Though with one human soul at the ready in the professor’s hell laboratory, she could still follow through on her testing. If it works, there will be no stopping her in creating another connection.

      A man in a full-feathered tuxedo stepped under the chandelier. “What about Creed and Devlin? We demand retribution for the harm the devil’s daughter has wrought on our kin.”

      Marjory held her ebony cane in front of her. “To achieve our goals, some sacrifices must be made. Creed’s doppelgänger and Devlin—both human and copy—will not be forgotten. But once I have Sere’s knowledge, she will be given over to the Cormorant. No action will be taken by us that harms the devil’s daughter. If our agreement conflicts with your lust for vengeance, you’re free to leave.”

      The tips of the long feathers on the man’s mask quivered. “I meant no disrespect. Does the deity have any clue where to look for our adversary?”

      Squawking and chirping preceded the birdwoman’s words. “The last we saw of her, she was entering the professor’s offices here in hell with the spirit of her real. With his security system preventing me from stepping through the door, and my harvesters unable to cross the streetcar tracks, we’ve been unable to verify if she is still inside. This is why I need your submission. I could prevail on the doppelgänger residents of the Quarter, but they don’t have the resources to discover a means of entry.”

      “And we’re not likely to join forces, with her harvesters hunting us like rabbits,” the guitarist mumbled to Doodlebug.

      “We’ll do what we can to break into the laboratory, but it’s not like Sere to hide,” Marjory said. “She’ll make herself known soon enough, either in hell or life. In either dimension, we need to be ready.”

      Nocturne’s bones rattled as he stepped forward from the line of harvesters. “Getting into the laboratory isn’t just about finding the immortal.”

      Though the Cormorant was unable to make the beak form a smile, Doodlebug could swear she saw the muscles of the birdwoman’s cheeks pull at the appendage. “My lieutenant is correct.” She turned to Marjory. “Madam Laroque has a spy working on the inside.”

      Marjory stood as stiff as her walking stick. “Like finding Sere Mal-Laurette, we share a need to access the computers that run hell. However, I haven’t been able to contact Andy since my attempt at raising Devlin to immortal status. Every doppelgänger that we command is tasked with searching hell to find him. If we can’t locate the little prick, we’ll need to figure out another way around the professor’s security system.”

      Doodlebug marveled at how artfully the woman had concealed her secret weapon. Without anything else to do, Aloysius’s soul stuck in the professor’s hell-based equipment would be busily figuring out how to circumvent the security system. If either of the women knew anything about Sere’s true fate, neither of them let on. The Cormorant strutted out of the room without a clue that she was likely being played if not outright lied to.
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Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      With a nod from Gerald Laroque, the musicians lowered their instruments for the last time. As Dooly let out a long sigh, Doodlebug held her body at attention. The different actions separated the two like a ziplock bag being opened. Thank you, Dooly. Doodlebug’s final thought to the girl was less out of gratitude than relief.

      Like having just gained possession of a new sword, Doodlebug, while still on stage, discretely ran her hands over her updated body to ascertain any new weaknesses or strengths. The hair was shorter than she was used to, but when it came to fighting, that could prove helpful. The dress was even worse than the peasant blouse and maid skirt she’d arrived in, but her motorcycle was close enough that—with the benefit of the rain slicker she’d left in the foyer—she could change into something more hell appropriate before the dress was whisked off her body by the storm. The wide-heeled dominatrix boots, however, weren’t going to be of much use in the mud. “Good thing I threw a set of Keds in my backpack. I just need to get back to the motorcycle without landing in the gutter.”

      As the last of the guests wandered off after the Cormorant into the storm, Doodlebug followed the rest of the hired help as they lined up at the kitchen door for their payment. She stuck close to the guitarist. Though the majority of her worries had passed, she wasn’t yet out of danger. A gold doubloon was pressed into her palm as she exited the ballroom. She turned the coin in her fingers, wondering if it really would protect a doppelgänger if presented to a harvester.

      “Not bad for a night’s work.” Lewis stashed his coin under the frayed top edge of his guitar case.

      She grabbed her slicker and secured it around her body before heading out the back door. Reaching into her pocket, she toyed with the terry-cloth headband. She slipped it on, more to keep the bangs from the new haircut out of her eyes than to contact Dooly. “I wouldn’t put a lot of trust in anything you heard tonight. Doppelgängers might not outright lie, but the version of Marjory Laroque we heard tonight was heavily under the influence of her real. From my experience, people from the other side lie as part of their daily existence.”

      Lewis walked beside her into the storm. “And the Cormorant? It was her teachings that led us to truth. You must believe what she had to say.”

      The religious undertones made Doodlebug shiver even more than the driving rain. “She may be the greatest manipulator of them all.”

      He shrugged and stared into the wind. “Doesn’t matter to me. So long as those in the Quarter think these pieces of gold will finally keep them safe, they’ll offer everything they have to get one. All I have to do is hang on to mine until the rumors grow out of proportion, then I’ll live like a king.”

      “So long as others don’t sacrifice their limbs at harvester bars first.” The image of the parents voluntarily sacrificing body parts still haunted Doodlebug.

      “Do you honestly think those monsters will live up to the agreement the Cormorant made with Marjory? Even if the harvesters do bow down to the bird deity, not many worshipers truly followed the tenets of their spiritual leaders. I doubt anything will really change between harvesters and doppelgängers. There’s too much history and demand for body parts for there to be peace.” He shook his guitar case, rattling the medallion nestled in the top as if making sure it wouldn’t fall out. “Each time someone tries for a coin like a carousel’s brass ring and has it snatched out of their grasp, the more this doubloon will be worth.”

      “Back at the party, you were the one who said agreeing to the Cormorant’s terms didn’t matter. The harvesters need to keep their victims alive.”

      He held the case to his chest. “True, but between your crew guarding the unfortunates and the harvester sites collecting body parts in exchange for freedom, there won’t be as many of us to hunt. Of course, some of the harvesters will volunteer for the Cormorant’s cause, but most of those fiends aren’t exactly joiners. The average street harvester will become desperate, and that’s never good.”

      “If you’re so paranoid about what the harvesters will do, why not keep the coin for yourself?”

      His smile made her feel like a woman who’d just accepted a drink from the wrong guy at a bar. “You’re forgetting that I got you into the party tonight. You’re my ace in the hole, Doppel Avenger. You owe me. Besides, now I know the players. I could tell the Laroques about you, or if a harvester started carving into me, I might tell them where to find you.”

      “You’re just a ray of sunshine, aren’t you?”

      “Like either one of us knows what that is.” He turned toward the river. “Stay safe, my guardian angel.”
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        * * *

      

      She held the violin by the neck and tightened the bow string before heading deeper into the Garden District. Without a sword, the thin wooden ax-shaped fiddle and garrote-like bow would be all she had for defense until she reached her motorcycle’s arsenal.

      Freed from her connection to Dooly and feeling ganged up on as a result of the union of the two powerful women and dejected about the loss of her savior, all Doodlebug wanted was to get back to her simple life of hunting harvesters in the Quarter.

      The feeling of being alone was nothing new to her. Even among the crowd Dooly hung out with, the real girl maintained a healthy mistrust of those around her. As the girl’s mirror in hell, Doodlebug had even less of a reason to put her faith in the human shadows that surrounded her. Experience had taught her that everyone was out for themselves and imagining anything different was a sure way of getting hurt or killed.

      She hadn’t trusted Nocturne when he’d approached her about forming an alliance with the Cormorant, so it wasn’t a huge letdown when the birdwoman had joined forces with Marjory Laroque. At least neither of them had mentioned going after the Doppel Avenger. That might change if Doodlebug kept decapitating harvesters, or worse, if someone discovered that she had access to the professor’s laboratory. “What am I supposed to do now?”

      “You need an ally,” Dooly said.

      Doodlebug yanked off the headband she’d absentmindedly put on with the trench coat. She didn’t need advice from the peanut gallery in life. Her thoughts weren’t meant to be shared, even if she was speaking them out loud. “I’m still a small fry compared to the big fish those two women are after. So long as they’re still focused on finding Sere, I just need to stay out of their sights. The longer I spend trying to figure out what to do, however, the more time Marjory will have to create her immortal. Damn it, Dooly is right.” Other than the street people, however, Doodlebug couldn’t see any options regarding who she could turn to in hell.

      If one of her contingents had been discovered walking the streets alone and unarmed like Doodlebug was doing, they would have earned a firm reprimand, but she found the combination of danger and solitude oddly comforting. She could be killed at any moment, releasing her from the mission of saving the world for the reals. Without Sere, Doodlebug wondered how long she should continue the useless quest. “Like I even care what happens to them. Other than Dooly, there’s no one on that side of the curtain I truly need. Even Sere used me more as her fighting cock in this hell arena than giving me the respect of a fellow warrior.”

      Tossing off the melancholy was as ineffective as shaking the unending rain from her soaking-wet hair. Like the perpetual night, the feeling of despair devoured any attempt at brightening her spirit. But also like the forever darkness, it hid her in its shared cloak of the damned. “These feelings must be some spiritual hangover from mirroring Dooly.”

      She tossed the bird mask into the overflowing storm drain. Sere hadn’t been working alone. So long as Doodlebug remained loyal to the warrior’s cause, she maintained her Get Out of Hell card—if she could just find someone in life to honor it. Selfishness, like despair, was one thing every doppelgänger shared. No one would fault her for wanting something better, even if that salvation was denied every other member of her society.

      “Give me your coin.” From the angle of the knife tip that penetrated too low against the back of her ribs, Doodlebug assessed that her assailant wasn’t a skilled assassin.

      She leaned back slightly to test her theory. A professional would have allowed the knife to cut into her. The guy behind her eased off of his pressure. It would be easy to just give it to him. You don’t need it. In response as much to the unwanted thought as the physical danger, Doodlebug lunged forward, away from the blade, swung to her right, trapped the back of the doppelgänger boy’s neck with the curve of the violin, and set the bow against his throat. She drew the course horsehair across his neck like a sword to emphasis her willingness to cut his head from his neck.

      His knife splashed into the water at their feet. “Please don’t.” His whimpering was music to her ears.

      “Why shouldn’t I? You were about to gut me. You entitled rich brats think you can take whatever you want.” She leaned in and ran the rosin-coated horsehair over his Adam’s apple.

      “I’m begging you for mercy. I never would have stabbed you. I just needed the coin.”

      She kept the bow at his throat. “How did you know about the coin? The party just let out.”

      “Mr. Gerald put out word that the buskers leaving the event had stolen special medallions and he’d pay to get them back.”

      She probably shouldn’t have been surprised. “Lying son of a…” She let up on the tension just enough for the boy to wiggle free. He ran off into the storm so fast she doubted she could have caught him even with her motorcycle.
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Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Back in her own clothes and with her weapons at hand, she pushed the motorcycle back to the street. It wasn’t until she got on and fired up the beast that she realized she didn’t know where to go. “Even if I am done living in the Crown Astoria, I’ll still need someplace close to the river.”

      Her swords dangled against her legs like dogs begging to be taken out to play, and after the upscale party, she was itching for a fight. With just the slightest twist of the throttle, the Honda crept down the tree-covered residential street like a great cat stalking its prey. “Where there’s one arrogant prick out to pick pockets, there’s sure to be more.”

      A block ahead, she heard the procession of performers heading home to the Bywater. In the shadows, a gang of snobby-rich thugs kept pace with the newly affluent buskers. She pulled out her sickle and turned its sharp edge toward the kids as she asked herself, “Dismember them or simply knock them to their knees?” Though the Laroque family may have double-crossed the hired help, turning their children to dust would only worsen relations between the classes—even if the kids did regenerate back in their rooms where they belonged. The Cormorant and Marjory didn’t need an obvious reason to renege on their agreement to save average doppelgängers. Hearing of the Doppel Avenger chopping off heads in the Garden District wouldn’t calm tensions. She flipped the curved sword around and gunned the motorcycle’s engine.

      Though modified for nearly silent running, the angry huffing that sounded like a rabbit in attack mode made the entitled runts turn away from those they hunted. She swung the dull edge at the nearest entitled prick, clocking him on the chin and sending him tumbling into the hedges. The noise was enough to command the attention of the buskers. The street kids from the Bywater never shied away from a good fight. They were on the rich brats like rats on freshly discarded expensive cheese. “Watch your backs,” she yelled. “They’re after your coins.”

      As she passed the melee, she opened up the throttle. If the medallions were lures, the puppets in the Quarter needed to be warned about the hooks hidden inside. Anyone holding one of the coins would be a marked doppelgänger, and if they earned the disk of gold by visiting a harvester collection site, missing a body part would make them easy prey. “I’ll bet anything this whole coin charade was designed to toughen up Marjory’s young heirs by turning loose their killer instincts. Those soft pansies in hell would make lousy demons in life.”
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        * * *

      

      The never-ending lightning from the World Trade Center made her hunch low over the gas tank. Sparks of electricity zapped out of the walls at every moving creature. “If I avoid the streets and keep to the walking path on the levee, I should avoid most of the war zone on Decatur. No point in advertising my presence before entering the heart of the action.”

      At the ferry terminal, she skipped the motorcycle over the streetcar tracks and headed up to the wide, seldom-used promenade. Wind whipped off the river, causing her to lean the motorcycle, but on the high ground, she didn’t have to contend with the city’s usual two feet of water. At a wide break in the storm wall, she eased the superbike into a deserted parking lot. Bordering the other side was Decatur Street. Black capes flapped like sheets hung on a line, blocking the view of the shops and the doppelgänger-harvester battle.

      “It’s a bad one over there.” Arnaud lay against the concrete wall with blood gushing from his elbow. Fortunately, the rest of his arm was still attached, if only barely. In time, he would heal.

      Showing sympathy for the wounded, even one of her contingents, never helped win a war. “Any new gossip on the streets?” She didn’t want to start any rumors by inadvertently hinting at anything that had happened at the high-class soiree.

      “Desperation is the fertilizer that feeds hope in a doppelgänger’s soul.”

      She shook her head in irritation. “Your real must be one horribly drunk poet. What have you heard?”

      “I was just trying to give our doppelbrethren the benefit of insanity.” He tried to stand but failed. “Promises of peace, golden tickets of safety, escapes from hell—you know the drill.”

      “And the harvesters?”

      He held his arm like that was going to do any good. “Same old story. Give in, let them take just a little finger, and all will be golden. The flip side is that anyone seen with a guard contingent will be treated as prime targets.”

      “So join or suffer the consequences.” Doodlebug wondered how much worse her situation could get. “Tell our people to keep an eye on what the harvesters are doing. If the Cormorant is serious about peace—which I strongly doubt—we need to know what her harvesters will be up to if not hunting down victims. My bet is she has plans for them elsewhere. Also, the rumor about golden coins keeping doppelgängers safe from harvesters is exactly as fishy as it sounds. Holding on to one of the doubloons will only attract trouble.”

      “I’ll let everyone know. What about you?” His concern for her was as uncomfortable as stepping into a floating ball of fire ants.

      “I need a new place to hole up. The hotel on Canal is getting a little too well noticed.”

      He nodded toward the lower Quarter. “There’s the old Mint. It’s built like a fortress.”

      Being at the edge of the Quarter had its advantages, but she would be too low to keep an eye on the river. “I’d like something with more of a bird’s-eye view if you get my drift.”

      “There are a couple of old warehouses in the Bywater that are used as artists’ lofts. They can get a bit busy, though.” Clearly, Arnaud didn’t have any more insight that she did.

      “I’ll figure something out.”

      He pointed back the way she’d come. “If you want tall and empty…”

      She looked at the monstrously huge tower. “That wound must be deeper than I thought because you’re clearly out of your mind.”

      “No, not that. I meant the casino. No one ever goes in there, and it has a commanding view of the river.”

      Each time she’d snuck past the World Trade Center, the dangers emitted from the structure had blocked the garish out-of-place casino from her thoughts. “You might have an idea there.”
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug zoomed her motorcycle up the marble ramp toward the grand entrance of the Palladium Casino. Hurricane-proof glass doors parted like the gates to heaven. Without a single doppelgänger in sight, she held the throttle wide open—leaving muddy tire tracks down the wave-patterned carpet. Every neon bulb, from the gaming machines to the wall art, glowed from the energy field put off by the nearby World Trade Center.

      At the wood-framed mirrored doors of the tower’s elegant elevator, she skidded to a stop. “I wonder how much of this casino is functional.” She pressed the up button, not really expecting a response. The door slid open as silently and smoothly as the entrance to the Batcave.

      She wheeled the bike inside and turned it in the overly abundant space to face the door. A double row of lit buttons announced her choices. She played her fingers over the display. “I need something high enough to see what’s going on, but I don’t want to feel like a bird displayed in her cage.” She settled on the glowing number thirteen, feeling like she’d just placed a bet rather than choosing a temporary residence.

      When the elevator opened, she wondered if she’d hit the penthouse button by mistake. Instead of a hallway filled with nondescript hotel doors, she faced a set of double doors wide enough to wheel in a grand piano. She pushed the bike halfway out of the lift and set it on its kickstand to keep the automatic door from closing. “This place is too nice to just be sitting empty, waiting for tourists. If some member of the Laroque clan is using this as their pied-a-terre, I’m going to need a quick exit.”

      She pulled a sickle from her belt and eased it between the two doors. With a firm twist, she silently defeated the lock. As she stepped into the dark suite, a bird flapped off of the balcony railing outside of the sliding glass doors at the far end of the room. “Yeah, go tell your mistress where I am. It’s about time we had a talk.”

      She flipped on the switch to the chandelier hanging from the center of the multilayered ceiling. Unlike her previous accommodations at the Crown Astoria, the carpets didn’t squish under her feet, the air wasn’t so thick with mold that it burned her nose, and there were no dark corners for unseen dangers to lurk. “Not bad digs for a girl from the street. I’m going to have to watch that I don’t get too soft living in luxury.”

      She edged the blade through the bedroom door before easing it open. Reaching out with the sickle, she tapped the wall switch. Discreetly hidden lights came on over the king-sized bed. “I suppose it could be some lothario’s seldom-used secret lair.”

      She snuck into a bathroom bigger than her previous apartment, half-expecting to see a line of cologne bottles on the counter. To both her relief and frustration, the area had only the essentials, neatly organized as if expecting a new guest. Though she doubted that anyone who had gone to all the trouble of setting the trap so artfully would bother hiding in the closet, she leaned her back against the door and turned the knob as gently as she could. Once again, she slipped the sword in and used it for switching on the light before entering, and once again, she found everything inside the walk-in closet exactly as it should be.

      “I’m letting my paranoia get the better of me.” She stashed the weapon back in her belt and headed for the front door to retrieve her motorcycle. “The only two people powerful enough to set a trap this luxurious would be Madam Laroque or the Cormorant. Of the two, my money would be on the big bird, and since I need to see her anyway, there’s no point in hiding.” She wheeled the bike into the grand bathroom away from any windows and removed her weapons. Like gambling, fighting involved acting without considering how many resources remained. Once safe and alone, however, she needed to inventory what she had left and make sure everything was in combat condition.

      Free of the gun and swords that reminded her of her situation, an irrational desire to run and jump on the oversized bed took hold of her legs. At the far corner of the mattress, she leapt into the air and spread out her arms. Landing on the thick cushion, she took one bounce and flipped onto her back.

      A loud flapping from the bedroom balcony had her back on her feet like a scalded cat. Damn it, Dooly, I’ve taken on too much of your girly foolishness.

      Standing outside of the heavy glass doors, the Cormorant looked down her long beak at Doodlebug like a visiting dignitary too important to bother knocking.

      Doodlebug reached for the sword handle that wasn’t there. If she wanted to kill me, it’s not like I could stop her even with a blade in my hand. She marched to the door and opened it to the storm. “I assume your little bird told you where to find me.”

      The Cormorant stood in the enclosed veranda and ruffled her feathers to clear off the raindrops. “I heard through my harvesters that you wanted to meet.” She pushed passed Doodlebug into the bedroom as if she owned the place. “Tell your ragtag street warriors to lay down their weapons and worship me. I promise they won’t be hurt. If you cooperate, I’ll even let them keep their limbs.”

      Not that Doodlebug expected niceties from the self-proclaimed goddess, but busting in and making demands was rude no matter the dimension. “Covering your bases? Word on the street is that you and Marjory Laroque had a productive meeting. I’m not sure I want to be a pawn in your little power play, and I’m certainly not unilaterally laying down my arms, literally or figuratively.”

      The feathers along the birdwoman’s neck and shoulders stood on end. “I’m not used to being questioned.”

      Doodlebug could just imagine how uncomfortable the private meeting had been between the two women. She turned away from the door to the balcony without closing it, hoping the Cormorant would take the hint that this wasn’t going to be a long conversation. “Well, I’m not bowing down to you. I could try to lie about it, but we both know doppelgängers aren’t very good at telling untruths.”

      The birdwoman lifted her wings but then lowered them as if having thought better of her plan of attack. “I don’t trust Madam Laroque any more than you do. Once she gets her hands on the devil’s daughter, I expect she’ll turn her back on hell and our agreement.”

      Though Doodlebug had heard the official version from the woman’s own beak in the mansion, she wondered what the Cormorant actually expected from the détente. Asking the question directly, however, might be seen as an insult. “And what do you hope to gain from my submission?”

      “A united hell,” the birdwoman squawked. “I’ve ruled over a divided society for too long. You understand the harvesters better than most. Each one of them started out as a doppelgänger, only wanting the freedom to do as they choose without mirroring their real—just as you do. Our sides are not that different. You and those you protect have just been luckier at timing their bodies’ updates. Only by consuming doppelgänger energy can my harvesters gain enough freedom to roam the city. Work with me to give the harvesters the same autonomy as the doppelgängers, and we can all live in peace.”

      “If followers who can explore the city is all you want, let me decapitate every member of your horde. They’ll regenerate in their original doppelgänger forms, and I’ll show them how far they can deviate from the projections of their reals without desiccating. With the harvesters gone, I’m certain the doppelgänger population will follow you even more than they do already. Wouldn’t it be better to lead by mercy than threat?”

      The birdwoman clicked her beak like she was grinding her teeth. “I’m not sacrificing my harvesters. I require every sentient life form bow down to me. Were I to turn my back on any group, they could too easily turn into an adversaries. You must see that an impasse between us only serves Madam Laroque.”

      Doodlebug leaned against the dresser, wishing she’d been smart enough to stash a weapon inside the drawer. “Determining who holds the weapons and who’s in charge in hell is merely a matter of politics. All that really matters is your vision for the future.”

      “Fine.” The birdwoman folded her wings behind her. “First, I want to be free of my mirror existence, and I want the same for my followers. It’s not enough to have to check in with our reals like some truant teenager calling his mother to assure her he isn’t creating mischief. Second, living in hell doesn’t have to be a constant curse. Once I have access to the computer controls, I’ll end this storm. With your help, I can turn this dimension into a paradise. And lastly, I want my body back. Sere Mal-Laurette has no right to it. She died long ago, and it’s far past time she accepted her fate.”

      Doodlebug knew enough to realize the birdwoman’s knowledge of hell was deeply flawed, but she had to admire the desire to be set free from an alien dimension’s interpretation of hell. The offer still felt like a trap, but a well-constructed one. “And the Laroque family?”

      “If Marjory wants to remove her people from our world, all the better. Any doppelgänger who wants to be united with their real for a life among the living is welcome to join her cause, but those of us left here don’t need to be forever tied to some long-passed attempt at containing the Malveaux devil.”

      As much as Doodlebug hated admitting it, the big bird’s demands were oddly reasonable.  “And all you want from me is to convince my crew to follow you?”

      “That will do for a start, but to defeat Madam Laroque, I’ll need active participation. My harvesters can’t cross the streetcar tracks. Your people can. Both Madam Laroque and I are in a race to get into the professor’s laboratory. Whichever of us gets in first will have leverage over the other. She may want Sere Mal-Laurette’s knowledge, but I need the woman’s body. It rightly belongs to me. Hopefully, it’s still in the old man’s offices in hell. My fear, however, is that if the devil’s daughter is back among the living, once Marjory has control over her and the lab, she’ll have no need for me. At least if I’m in control of the equipment, she’ll have to acquiesce to my demands.”

      Doodlebug had to carefully watch what she said. Any hint that she could enter the lab or that she knew the fate of Sere could lead to a direct question from the Cormorant—one Doodlebug would be powerless to evade. And if the big bird found out that Marjory already had a soul-spy inside the professor’s computers, Doodlebug would lose one of the few cards she still held. “My crew are the mirrors of gutter punks, homeless drunks, and buskers. What makes you think they’d have a way of entering the professor’s lab?”

      “Incentive. Help me, and your people will live in paradise. Don’t, and I’ll have my harvesters chop them up to make my own airborne force of birdpeople.” She spread her wings. “I should be proof enough of what I can create. My flock would love to walk the streets as superior humans.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Doodlebug said with icy disdain.
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug watched the Cormorant fly off into the storm while she contemplated the clusterfuck of a situation she’d been handed. Lightning bolts lit up the sky around the big bird and the flock that attended her.

      Doodlebug knew she was being played. Birdbrain would have to know her street urchins couldn’t bust into the most secure offices in hell. Even if her crew did find a way into the professor’s lab, the crazy deity would be wildly disappointed to learn there was no lever labeled Make the Sun Rise. Getting into the building would only infuriate the Cormorant. What she wanted was pure fantasy, but the longer she pursued her quest, the better Doodlebug could prepare for the Cormorant’s inevitable disappointment. Gods had a bad way of overreacting to setbacks.

      “She doesn’t even understand the fundamentals of hell. Is she really so uneducated to not know the difference between Agnes Delarosa acting as hell’s Mother Nature and Professor Yates as some sort of god of the doppelgängers? Her birds don’t have doppelgänger spirits, and it’s those spirits that work like electromagnets to hold the bodies together. Without that core spark, the transplanted limbs would just dissipate to dust off of the bird bodies. She can’t glue a doll’s arm onto one of her pets and expect it to function.”

      But the Cormorant was right about Marjory Laroque. With Sere missing, Doodlebug and the Cormorant fighting against each other would leave the powerful woman to do as she pleased. “Each move seems to put that woman one step closer to raising her immortal. With Aloysius, she’s already picked her new attempt. According to Sere, now she needs to sneak the doppelgänger version of him through the hellmouth into life if she expects to use the vault in the bank basement. That’s going to be a challenge without her power cord. At least that gives me a doppelgänger to hunt down.” She walked laps around the living room as she thought. “Unless I’m right, and she is trying to find the devil’s old vault that contains Sanguine to do her dirty business in hell.” Doodlebug shook her head at the improbable notion. “No one’s been able to find the box. Even if the Cormorant does have it, the one thing our meeting proved is that she’s unlikely to turn it over without a fight.”

      Doodlebug stared back out at the storm and the unending bursts of lightning. “My real enemy is Marjory Laroque. And without Sere, all I have on my side is a crazy bird lady who thinks she’s a god.”

      The only real answer was to find the vault before the Cormorant knew Doodlebug was after it and before Marjory found a way of stealing it. “Sanguine Delarosa might be the only one who could talk some sense into that bird deity. Legend has it that hell’s angel might even know how to close the gate between dimensions.” The idea of closing the hellmouth sounded even more ludicrous when spoken out loud, but Doodlebug was down to her last straw of hope. She stretched out on the luxurious couch, wishing that sleep was an option. “I need to clear my head so I can think. I can’t just agree to join forces with the delusional deity out of desperation.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            79

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      As the mirror of a gutter-punk teenager who’d run away from home at an early age and made some pretty questionable choices regarding those she trusted, Doodlebug knew her limitations. Even with the training Sere had provided, planning a strategy to thwart the most powerful woman in New Orleans—in both the earthly version and that in hell—wasn’t part of Doodlebug’s skill set. One thing was clear; she needed advice.

      Talking to Dooly was less than useless, though Doodlebug supposed she ought to make another trip out to the cemetery to record her latest observations. Being unable to trust the doppelgängers she had once protected meant she might not be much longer in this doppelgänger rendition. If she were to start all over again, it would be nice to know at one time she’d been a badass warrior and defender of the unfortunate—a group she would undoubtedly be joining on her next reincarnation.

      She got off the couch and started pacing. “I’m not dead yet. Instead of focusing on my enemy’s advantages, I need to figure out what I have that they don’t. Sere said to find the vault I need to look for some change in hell’s structure. Maybe one of the past versions of me left some mention of hell’s conditions in the journal that I could use as a basis for comparison. It could be a start. Otherwise, I suppose I’ll have to check in with the swamp witch again.” Unfortunately, she only had a bird’s-eye recollection of where the ghost of a woman lived. “Friggin’ dragon.”

      She headed to the bathroom suite, which was more a weapons locker and motorcycle garage than place to freshen up. She took the two curved harvester sickles from the dresser and slid them between her woven belt and army pants. The flintlock pistol required more attention. She dismantled the firearm on the makeup vanity and inspected the parts before giving the gun a good cleaning. Once she’d reassembled it and was satisfied the ancient weapon wouldn’t jam, Doodlebug stashed it in the back of her pants. From the bathroom sink filled with black powder, she replenished the leather bag she kept slung over her neck and shoulder like a purse. As a final preparation, she slipped her arms into the back holster containing the katana sword Sere had given her. With the bomber jacket hiding most of her personal arsenal, she double-checked her armaments in the full-length dressing mirror. “Ghosts and goblins, harvesters and freaks. Time to get back to work.” Being twice as far from the cemetery as she’d been in the Crown Astoria, she wheeled the Honda Blackbird out from its parking space next to the bathtub and onto the run-down Canal Street.

      Outside the hotel, the wind, rain, and lightning demanded attention like a buffet restaurant full of screaming toddlers. She pulled the helmet’s leather flaps over her ears and tightened the strap before firing up the blacked-out motorcycle. She leaned low over the gas tank and shot out onto the main thoroughfare that cut through New Orleans. By moving fast, she hoped to keep her desire for battle in check. Harvesters fluttered into her path like revelers demanding beads from a Mardi Gras float. “I don’t have time to play.” She aimed the bike at the nearest black-caped figure and smacked into him. His dismembered, desiccated bones rattled against the curb like poorly aimed parade throws.

      She made a hard right to put her into the Quarter, followed by a left that aimed the motorcycle at the cemetery a few blocks away. “I’m done sneaking around.” She built up as much speed as the bike and conditions allowed, popped the front tire off the ground, and crashed through the cemetery’s iron gate. She slid the motorcycle to a stop in front of an open mausoleum awaiting the recently deceased then backed it inside the improvised garage.

      As monstrous goblins of every description swarmed through the cemetery’s gates, Doodlebug came out of the crypt with sickles in hand. A pack of mongrel hellhounds, drooling and clawing, shot out from the pack.

      “I guess I need to start bringing doggy treats.” With a firm backhanded swing of her blade, she sent the leader crashing through a flat slab of marble next to her while bleeding from his gut.

      The others hesitated just long enough to allow a three-headed creature nearly as tall as Doodlebug to make his way to the front. His snarling and hissing as much to himself as at her left her wondering which head was in charge. She grabbed a leg bone from the grave the first hellhound had bashed open and heaved it down the street of the dead. One of the beast’s heads remained focused on her, but the other two yipped at the sound of the femur bouncing off the marble-strewn ground. The beast tripped over his own feet chasing after it.

      The hounds gathered around a rougarou. “My dogs are going to tear you to pieces.” The half-human half-dog spoke with the Cajun accent of someone born and raised in the swamp.

      Doodlebug took both swords in one hand and reached for her gun. With only one good shot, she usually held the weapon in reserve, but putting down the swamp werewolf just might dissuade the others from advancing. She aimed the old-fashioned gun at his head and pulled the trigger. As the smoke cleared, he fell backward, lifeless, into his pack before dissipating. “Next. Surely Marjory has developed some goblin worthy of fighting. Don’t tell me you all are the best she has to offer.”

      A long-toothed great cat that prowled between the mausoleums locked her yellow eyes on Doodlebug.

      “Here, kitty, kitty, kitty.” Doodlebug waved her sickles at the animal, but the beast didn’t change pace or focus. “I guess you don’t want to play.”

      The hell-cat lunged at Doodlebug with such speed she barely got the blades back in both hands and in front of her face to ward off the two-inch-long fangs. She closed the curved swords around the feline’s teeth and swung it to the ground.

      “What drug were you on—catnip?”

      The cat sprang to her feet and bounded onto the roof of a crypt. The animal’s growling made it clear she wasn’t fooling around. Within the tight spacing of the marble mausoleums, the sound seemed to come from all directions.

      Doodlebug forced her sickles between the walls of a tomb and its front stone, where they would be easily accessible. “Time to get serious.” She pulled the katana from her back. Slowly turning around the street of the dead, she tried to identify the cat’s position. A dark form in her peripheral vision made her swing hard to her left just as the cat pounced onto her back from the right. With claws the length of steak knives, the creature dug hard into Doodlebug’s flesh. From its open mouth, the breath of death made her choke. In desperation, she tried to force the sword over her back like she was reholstering it in an attempt to stab into the animal’s mouth. The cat’s teeth clamped down on her wrist, wrenching the blade from her hand. “I am not dissipating this way.” She grabbed the creature’s paw and ran backward to slam it into the front of a crypt. In their tumble to the ground, the animal loosened its grip, allowing Doodlebug to crawl forward from the marble wall and reach for her sickles.

      Before she could free the blades, the cat flew out of the crypt, with its front paws aimed at Doodlebug’s neck. I’m really done for this time.

      Flames lit up the cemetery. A webbed claw descended from the sky and closed around the cat’s body. With a firm toss, the animal was thrown clear of the cemetery’s walls.

      Every remaining creature hunched low at the gate before skulking away. “Looked like you could use some help,” Smoke hissed from on top of a tomb.

      She kept watch of the gate to make sure the goblins weren’t reforming for another assault. “Took you long enough. I have a quick errand to do, then if you don’t mind, I could use a lift out to see Chloe.” Asking for the dragon’s help made her throat close up on the words. She was just relieved she’d gotten them out without choking.

      “Be quick about it. There’s bound to be another wave of goblins coming for you.”

      “Right.” She stashed the sickles back in her belt, retrieved her katana, and scampered down the tomb-lined pathways to the orphanage mausoleum. With Smoke standing guard at the gate, she got down on her knees and pulled out the bricks before reaching inside. All she felt, however, was the top of the pine box. “It has to be here.” She feverishly clawed enough of the mortared-in bricks out until she had a clear view of the child’s coffin, but she still didn’t see the diary. “Dooly, if you slid the book so deep into this grave that I can’t reach it, I’ll glue that band to your head.” She wiggled into the marble niche and ran her hands over every inch of the pine coffin’s top and down its sides.

      “We can’t hang around here much longer,” Smoke bellowed. “I’d rather not get into a flame-hissing match with Marjory’s cigarette lighters.”

      “Damn goblins.” She struggled out of the grave. Dragons with bodies ranging in size from large dogs to small horses were flying circles around the cemetery. She jetted through the streets of the dead as the ring of flying monsters constricted with Smoke at its center. Doodlebug ran up one of the crypt’s angled roofs and vaulted onto Smoke’s back. She was still getting her feet under her when he hit the wind.

      “Lay against my neck, hang on tight, and shield your face,” he hissed.

      In spite of his warning, she peeked out from the protection of the wing-like ruffle. A pack of dragons was descending on them like a fighter squadron. Smoke sucked in so much air, his jowls expanded under her grasp as he spread his humongous wings to their full width. With one good flap he brought them even with the half-dozen flying lizards coming at them head-on.

      Fire erupted from the leader’s small snout before he got his mouth open for the real pyrotechnics. He aimed at her exposed face but misjudged the distance. The fire fell short of singeing a single rain-soaked hair.

      Smoke arched his body and took one slowing stroke of his wings.

      “Maybe this will help.” She took the leather pouch filled with gunpowder and sprinkled it like glitter on the pursuing dragons.

      With his head towering over his opponents, Smoke let loose the bellows of his lungs through his snout. The two tightly focused bursts of fire enveloped the pack of dragons, setting the black powder ablaze. Their screeching, tumbling retreat landed them into the next wave of attackers. The whole pack fell with tangled wings to the graves below.
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        * * *

      

      With the enemy in disarray, Smoke stretched out his neck and beat his wings so hard, even the wind from the hurricane at Doodlebug’s back diminished. He bent his head and flew straight up toward the clouds. She checked over her shoulder to see if they were being followed, but the flying lizards were sprawled out in the cemetery like drunks on Bourbon Street. “Looks like Marjory’s latest experiment in raising a flying attack force was nearly as pathetic as her attempts to create an immortal.”

      “Don’t let that failure fool you. Those pesky dragons have nothing to lose. What they lack in skill, they make up for in numbers and determination. Each pack has been fiercer than the last.” He spread his wings and sailed over the streetcar tracks before the little flamers had a chance to recover.

      She kept her focus behind Smoke. Two energetic small dragons finally rose from the slabs of marble and flew after them into the electronic fence. One fell to the ground with his wings sizzling. The other wasn’t so lucky. Only a puff of ash blown to oblivion by the hurricane remained of his attempt.

      “I would have thought those little dragons would have more respect for you.” She pressed her body down against his neck, her face even with his ear flaps.

      “I should have mentioned I’m not liked by my kind. They consider me an outsider for not doing drugs with them in life. And since in hell, I’m not restricted in where I can go like they are, they have something akin to younger sibling envy when it comes to my freedom.”

      She sat up on his back. Chloe had been a good source of information regarding hell, though maybe a little too passionate in her investigations. The swamp ghost had claimed to get her information from checking in on hell and records from the previous witches, but any good researcher would prefer as many direct sources as she could lay her hands on. Doodlebug’s firsthand accounting of dismembering harvesters and goblins might find a prime location on the woman’s reference bookshelf. Though that wouldn’t be the worst place for the journal to end up, Doodlebug wasn’t ready to disclose all of her secrets to some interdimensional busybody just yet. “That was an impressive display of flying—and don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the rescue—but someone stole my journal. How do I know you’re not the one responsible?”

      “How would I have known about it?” he asked.

      Up until her latest foray into the cemetery, she’d done her best to keep the journal a secret. “You could have been spying on me like some creeper.”

      “Do I impress you as the sort who follows little girls?”

      Doodlebug was well-aquatinted with evasive non-answers. “How am I supposed to know what you’re like in real life? I can’t think of anyone in this dimension who knew about the book. If you’re so chummy-chummy with Chloe, she could have sent you to fetch it for her. Or maybe you thought it would be a nice present for your mistress.”

      He spread his wings and glided on the hurricane. “Do I look like I would fit between those tombs?”

      His questions were really starting to bug her. “You could have told someone.”

      “Well, I didn’t. Until now, I didn’t even know you kept a diary. You can either believe me, or I can drop you at your apartment.”

      She twisted his spikes in her hands. “You don’t have to be so surly. A girl has to suspect everyone she meets in hell of trying to get something out of her.”

      He arched his body and turned toward the river. “I’m a dragon. I don’t want anything from you. Your virtue is safe with me.”

      The World Trade Center sent its lightning bolts high overhead. “Why must you constantly fly us toward destruction?”

      Smoke’s body arced from side to side as his head turned from one end of the river to the other. “Do you see any direct route out of the city that isn’t within firing range?”

      She kicked the heels of her tennis shoes against his shoulders. “Okay, but you don’t have to fly so close. I wished you’d stop trying to impress me with your brash disregard for my personal safety. It’s not necessary.”

      He folded in his wings to his body and dove toward the river’s wave crests. “Fine. Maybe you’ll prefer it down here.”

      She had to dig the heels of her shoes into his scales to keep from sliding down his neck to his head. “Stop being an ass. You’re always trying to scare me. By now you should know it won’t work.”

      He leveled out low enough that the spray from the waves hit her face. “I’ve never intentionally tried to frighten you.”

      Even close to the water, lightning bolts passed so close overhead that Doodlebug felt as though the reactor were trying to knock her off her steed. “Really? Can you honestly say abducting me when we first met was strictly necessary?”

      He dragged his toes through the water as if rinsing the smell of cat from his claws. “You and Chloe needed to meet.”

      She wished he would stop horsing around. The Cormorant’s spies didn’t venture far out over the river, but a dragon of Smoke’s size was a bit conspicuous. Bugging him about his flying, however, would likely only make him more reckless, so she stuck with her original line of inquiry. “Then why didn’t she pick someplace more convenient? Hauling me out to the swamp is the kind of thing a molester might do. It wasn’t the best way to make a good first impression.”

      “Though she’s a ghost in hell, Chloe can’t materialize just anywhere. I thought she told you that.” He took two hard swings of his shoulders to get them above the levee.

      Once across the river, the vegetation grew so dense Doodlebug couldn’t make out land, streets, or homes. “You could have told me where she lived. That way, I would have been able to ride my motorcycle out to meet her.”

      He beat his wings so hard and flew so fast, she felt like she was back on her motorcycle. “And risk you being followed by Marjory’s doppelgänger spies? The swamp witch doesn’t want to be identified to Madam Laroque any more than you do. We all have our secrets.”

      “I’m just saying—there were options other than kidnapping me.”

      “You just say a lot.” He sailed low over the open swamp. “No one forced you to come out here the first time, and this time you asked for my help. How can you be such a badass Doppel Avenger one minute and annoying little sister the next?” He turned into the wind, lifted his head, and tilted his wings to stop his flight before setting his feet on the grassy meadow.

      She swung her leg over his neck and let the storm push her down and off his back. “I just don’t like needing anyone for anything.”

      “Noted.” The beast kept his wings folded, allowing the storm to beat down on her.
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Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Doodlebug traipsed through the forest, trying to remember where the swamp witch lived. “Everything looks the same out here.”

      A black panther that was more shadow than substance stepped into her path. With a purr and a blink, he headed into the depth of the dark woods.

      “Well, it’s not like I can get any more lost.” She hurried along to keep close enough not lose sight of the animal.

      At a section of trunks that had grown together, he headbutted open the small door, letting out a patch of light.

      “What have you brought home for me this time, Midnight?” Chloe asked from inside.

      Doodlebug put her hand against the door before it swung shut and stepped inside. “It’s just me.”

      “I wasn’t sure I’d see you again.” The witch put her teapot on a wood-burning stove and took a seat on the couch next to the large cat. “I’d offer you something to drink, but being in different dimensions makes sharing a pot a challenge. Did Smoke fly you out here?”

      She didn’t want to give the big bat any more credit than was strictly necessary. “He did. Maybe you should cut back on the bitters in your drink recipe. He’s being a bit ornerier than normal.”

      Chloe pulled her feet up onto the cushions. “Something tells me he might say the same about you.”

      Doodlebug held her fists at her sides and stamped her foot. “He doesn’t listen. Couldn’t you find someone more reasonable as the basis for my dragon?”

      “I’m not running a pet store, and Smoke isn’t yours. Learn to work together. Now, did you really come all the way out here to discuss dragon temperaments?”

      “No.” Doodlebug struggled to control her emotions. “I’m searching for Sanguine. You told me you two used to talk to each other over different dimensions. Before I lost Sere to Baron Samedi, she said hell’s angel could manipulate her surroundings, but I have no way of knowing if anything has changed. I was hoping to consult my journal to see if a past version of me mentioned something useful, but the book wasn’t where I left it. Did you take it?” Even though Chloe was only a ghost in hell, keeping the book in the crypt meant the original diary was back among the living where the real witch could easily snatch it.

      Chloe eased her feet off the couch and put her elbows on her knees. “Maybe I should have. You and Dooly can’t be so careless as to leave information like that lying around. But no, I don’t have it.”

      Doodlebug couldn’t see any reason why the woman would hide the truth. “Since I can’t consult my memories regarding changes to hell, do you have any idea what Sere was talking about?”

      Chloe got up and headed for the back wall, which served as a kitchen. She opened a cabinet that had been built into the wall. Inside were shelves full of open mason jars, some overflowing with water. “These are my mirror jars. Over time, I’ve collected water from the swamp in your dimension. Each of these containers represents a different situation in hell.”

      Doodlebug had no idea how a bunch of jars filled with water were supposed to help. “I don’t understand.”

      “Which part?”

      “Any of it.”

      Chloe picked up an overflowing jar. Though the water ran over her hand, it didn’t make it to the floor in Doodlebug’s dimension. “This is what you’re currently experiencing. The hurricane outside makes the water rise in the swamp, so this jar is constantly overflowing.”

      Doodlebug looked at the other glass containers in the cabinet. “But what’s with the rest of the jars? There’s always a hurricane outside. Why aren’t they all overflowing?”

      “Now there’s a hurricane. That wasn’t always the case.” She set the turbulent container on the table and pulled out another jar. Though water still streamed down the sides, it wasn’t nearly as active. “You do, however, have a valid point about changes to your version of now. I collected this sample just after Sere faced her first demon in life.”

      The science experiment was nearly as boring as Dooly’s attempted explanation of time. “So the storm got worse. Is that what you’re saying? How is that any help at all?”

      Chloe picked up the two jars. “This is the difference between when Sanguine was first held captive and what’s going on outside. The professor’s projected doppelgänger reality and the Wiccan-based underlying structure of hell work on different principles. Time in your dimension hasn’t changed between these two samples. So even though events progress for you, these samples should be the same.”

      Doodlebug stared at the two jars. “Then what’s happening?”

      “If what Sere told you is true, this might be Sanguine calling out for help in the only way she can.”

      Witchcraft ranked right below science on Doodlebug’s list of pursuits that didn’t make any sense. Still, defending the living against demon invasion meant she’d seen a thing or two in hell. “So Sanguine is calling out to the storm. That would make the middle of the hurricane the most logical place for her to be trapped. Both Agnes and Sanguine performed their spells and potions out in the swamp. I’ve been to their island. It’s nice, right smack in the eye of the storm. But I didn’t see any eight-foot-square iron box out there.”

      “You wouldn’t see it. It’s invisible.” Chloe shook her head. “But it’s not there. That was the first place I checked when Sanguine stopped responding to me. As a fellow witch’s sanctuary, it’s one of the few places in hell that I can manifest. The cabin is where she’s supposed to be. It’s her safe house. No one other than those she allows to can step foot on the island. Did Sere say anything else about the vault?”

      “Since it was last seen in the river, she thinks the Cormorant may have found it. My belief is that Marjory Laroque wants it, but Sere isn’t so sure.”

      Chloe bounced the back of her shoulders against the cabin wall as she bit her lip. “Assuming you’re right, if Madam Laroque knew where it was, there would be an all-out struggle for the box. Since there isn’t, I think it’s safe to assume she’s still searching for it. That would mean it would have to be hidden somewhere her doppelgänger spies couldn’t easily locate it. And if the Cormorant does have it, she wouldn’t want it too far from her reach. She’d stash it close to the river. That narrows down our search area considerably.”

      Doodlebug clenched her hands into fists. “You mean like the professor’s damn laboratory?”

      Chloe shook her head between hits to the tree trunk wall. “We’d have bumped into it. Though there might be a secret unused nook or two, a safe that big would be impossible to hide in any dimensional version of his offices. But the location does fulfill all of the requirements.”

      Doodlebug locked onto Chloe with her laser stare of disapproval. “You didn’t say anything about requirements.”

      “Sanguine isn’t a doppelgänger. She came to hell as a human being. Though this realm bends itself to her desires, she does still suffer the physical demands of a regular living person, which means she’s somehow being fed energy. And that means the vault is hooked up to a power source.” The witch took a cypress herb box from the table and dumped out the contents. Then she fashioned a small human figure out of straw and locked it inside. “Pretend this is Sanguine in the vault. She can’t be detected by any of our senses, but she can access the power that’s being fed to her. How would she influence her surroundings?”

      Doodlebug continued to fume. “I hate riddles. Just tell me the answer.”

      “I don’t have the answer. We’re trying to figure this out together. This is what people do when they have to solve a problem. They think it out by challenging each other.”

      “I don’t work well with others.”

      “Clearly. Now think.” Chloe shook the box. “How could Sanguine get a message to us? And if you say ‘magic,’ I’m going to hit you with this box.”

      “You can’t. You’re not really here.”

      “Now there’s a thought worth pursuing.” Chloe put the box on the table. “I’m not really there just as Sanguine being in the in-between dimensional box isn’t really in hell.”

      “But you said Sanguine couldn’t be seen or heard. I can see and hear you.”

      Chloe nodded. “That’s because my soul is interacting with the energy in hell similar to how a prism separates light. I isolate the green vibrations for my dress and reds for my face. You get the idea.”

      Not really. Doodlebug kept the comment to herself. She didn’t want to sound any stupider than she already felt. “How does this help us figure out where Sanguine is being held?”

      “We know she’s interacting with whatever is around her, and that’s how she’s making the storm worse. She can’t throw levers or cast spells, but she can manipulate energy.”

      “You mean like inside a computer?” Doodlebug asked.

      “Exactly. We don’t need to worry about the how so much as the where. If she’s messing with the storm, she needs to be somewhere fundamental to the inner workings of hell. That’s why the professor’s equipment would have made sense.”

      Doodlebug fell into the chair behind her and bit her lower lip. “Those little magic jars of yours wouldn’t happen to tell you about the storm’s lightning situation, would they?”

      “No. Why? What’s happening with the lightning?”

      “It’s coming from the World Trade Center and discharging into the storm. It damn near lit Smoke on fire as he flew over the waves.”

      Chloe collapsed back onto the couch next to her big cat. “With the runaway paranormal reaction going on in that tower, Sanguine would have a lot of power over the storm even if she doesn’t realize what she’s doing. Between the voodoo totems that the baron hauled up there, the scientific containment field that was supposed to keep all of the magical items safely dormant, and Sanguine’s witch magic, that storm could tear a hole straight through all three dimensions. At the very least, that would explain how the hellmouth became unstable enough to let the demons through.”

      The thought of entering the paranormal reactor made the flames of hell seem like a pleasant little campfire. “I’ve never heard of a single doppelgänger trying to enter that building.”

      “Let’s work this out.” Chloe leaned forward. “First up are the sentient beings of the professor’s projections: ghosts and goblins, harvesters and freaks. A ghost can only go where its energy extended during its existence. Ghosts are like footprints in the sand waiting for the water to wash them away, making it unlikely that a ghost would find its way into the tower. Goblins and harvesters have to rely on dialed-down energy from the World Trade Center to survive, but giving them the power directly—like from the streetcar lines—would zap them to dust. So if a goblin or harvester attempted entry, they would become a fire wraith. Seems like a pretty strong incentive to keep away.”

      “That leaves us freaks who skirt our updates. But first, what happens to a normal doppelgänger that opens the door?” Doodlebug asked.

      “Energy is funneled through the professor’s equipment to the living dolls in hell, so doppelgängers can get around the city without physical restrictions, but I’d guess that much raw power would scramble the signal like a dropped cell phone call.”

      “And me?” Doodlebug hated to ask. No matter Chloe’s answer, it wouldn’t bode well.

      Chloe ran the tips of her long, wavy blond hair through her fingers. “You’re like my friend Smoke—direct connection to your real. If you’ve got your headband on, you’re not completely reliant on the professor’s equipment. It works like a backup system.”

      “So I can enter so long as I’m wearing my headband? What about the part of hell that’s supposed to be under your care?”

      “You mean what Agnes Delarosa created? Animals aren’t smart enough to find the vault on their own, but the Cormorant could get inside where she’d be able to direct her birds. That tower is making more and more sense as the hiding place of the vault.”

      “And Sanguine?” Doodlebug didn’t see much point in searching for the vault only to realize there wasn’t anything she could do with it. “Assuming I can get into the tower, find the vault, and figure out how to open it, I’d just as soon not fry her to a crisp.”

      “Good point. That building was designed to keep magical objects out of the human dimension. Before you go busting into the vault, you’d better check with Kendell and her gang. I know they spent some time in the tower dealing with the devil, though that was before the reactor went critical.”

      Doodlebug wondered how many weapons she could reasonably carry into the building. “Too bad the Cormorant is the only one able to direct hell’s animals. Not only will I be going in there alone, I’ll have to face whatever birds she sends against me along with your sister witch’s lightning bolts.”

      “Don’t forget about Smoke.”
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        * * *

      

      Back on the path from Chloe’s cabin to the clearing, Doodlebug toyed with the headband against her chest. With Chloe and Smoke pleading innocent to pilfering the diary, she saw no other choice than to confront Dooly. There was always the chance that the girl had stashed the book in her backpack and forgotten to tell Doodlebug. “It would be just like that little gutter punk.” She pulled out the band of fabric and adjusted it around her forehead. “Have you been out to the cemetery lately? Our book is missing.”

      “You lost our diary?”

      Anger made Doodlebug stand stone still. “I didn’t lose anything,” she said between clenched teeth. “The book is on your side. All I can do is record information in it. I’m not even sure what would happen if I took it beyond the cemetery’s walls. Maybe someone has been watching you sneak onto the grounds and assumed the book might be worth something. Did you even think of that?”

      From the way the girl’s eyes refused to fully focus, Doodlebug assumed Dooly had been tying one on—not that she blamed the gutter punk after literally staring death in the face and being allowed to walk away. “Don’t get snippy with me. I’m the one lending you my life force in case you get into trouble.” No matter what danger Doodlebug was facing, Dooly always managed to make it about her and her cushy life. “This is bad. You wrote down all kinds of stuff that you’ve done in hell. If the wrong people get their hands on it, you could be in real trouble.”

      “Trust me, there are no right people in hell.” Doodlebug had to face the worst-case scenario. “If Marjory Laroque has it, she would know that I beheaded Andy. That could explain why she sent Aloysius’s soul to hell. If she’s had the book for that long, she’s had plenty of time to figure out what I’ve been up to. She must have known we were at the party. In which case, she’s been playing me like your cheap fiddle. You also went into considerable detail about my meeting with Nocturne, so she’ll know the Cormorant is using me to cover her ass as well.”

      “I only put down what you told me to write.” The girl’s whining was getting on Doodlebug’s nerves.

      “I’m trying to lay out the problems so you can warn the others. Without our book, I need you to take a message directly to the professor. Now shut up and listen. I think the baron’s old vault is inside the World Trade Center.”

      “What does that mean?” With their connection, Doodlebug knew the girl wasn’t asking for the obvious answer regarding the box’s location.

      “First of all, it means Sere was right about Sanguine raising a hurricane-sized hissy fit. But that’s not the worst result of her being locked up there. As hell’s natural guardian, her temper tantrum could be weakening the divide between dimensions.” She needed to be sure Dooly fully understood. “She’s the one that’s been widening the hellmouth.”

      Dooly dropped her bottle as she stood up from the sidewalk. “If Sanguine is the one who’s been letting the demons escape, we have to tell the others.”

      Her impassioned voice made Doodlebug’s head hurt. She leaned against a tree on the path back out to the meadow. “So they can do what—tell me I have to break into the paranormal reactor, find the vault, free the angel, and convince her to close the gate? What part of that don’t I already know?” Doodlebug wondered how Dooly could be so dense at times.

      “Maybe they can help. At least if they know what’s happening, they’ll know where to focus their attention.”

      “Do what you think you have to but tell them not to bother me.” She slid off the headband before Dooly offered more unwanted advice.

      Doodlebug continued on her walk out of the forest, feeling more alone than ever. She stopped short of the clearing. Between the trees, she could see Smoke facing the storm like the wind and pelting rain were nothing more than an invigorating shower massage. Though he had his annoying moments, she had to admit that the big dragon had pulled her out of some dicey predicaments. “But what good are you going to be against the World Trade Center?” Short of landing on the roof—which had to be the most dangerous spot on the tower—he wouldn’t even be able to get close. Actually getting inside, where he might be able to do some good, would be impossible. As she hunted for the vault, all he could do was fly around the building, peeking in windows and pointing his fiery snout at her location. Even the Cormorant wasn’t so stupid as to not notice. “I’m sorry, but I have to face this danger on my own.”

      She turned away from the clearing. If Smoke knew what she was up to, he would just start arguing with her. Faced with the impossible task of entering the structure, she didn’t really need the big, fat flamehead to tell her how foolish she was being for even making the attempt.

      She looked around the swamp for some indication of the way back to town. Lightning bolts lit up the horizon. “He’s flown me out here twice, so I know roughly how far I am from the nearest roads. All I have to do is head for the light. At least the walk will be shorter than the one I used to take out to Kenner to ward off the demons.”
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Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      At the far side of the river, Doodlebug sat on the levee, watching the pyrotechnic display from the World Trade Center with a renewed awareness of her own stupidity. “I should have realized those bolts of electricity meant something.” Arcs of energy erupted from the ends of the gigantic, vertical X-shaped structure and ran along the arms up to the circular roof, which used to be a high-class restaurant. From there, bolts of lightning wider than Doodlebug’s body discharged in all directions. “If Sanguine is in there, she would have to be all the way at the top. Thirty-three floors of unknown terrors. I think I’d prefer dealing with the nursery rhyme’s monsters. Ghosts and goblins, harvesters and freaks are beings I understand.” She steeled herself for the job ahead. “One problem at a time. I haven’t even gotten inside yet, and it’s not like I can just pop the lock with my sword this time.”

      A wave from the river crashed along the levee from the Crescent City Connection bridge. The height of the white mist thrown into the air dipped down at the tower, as if bowing to its power, then shot back up at the ferry terminal. She sat cross-legged, watching the water breach the levee wall. Over and over, each time a wave hit the landing, its energy seemed to be sapped at the World Trade Center. Without taking her eyes off the event, she pulled out her headband to contact Dooly. “Why would a wave diminish in the same spot each time?”

      Dooly took off her fedora and rubbed the headband like she was about to pull it off. “How the hell am I supposed to know?”

      “Look, this is important. Get off whatever milk crate you’re sitting on and go ask the professor. I need to know if it might indicate a way into the building. Do it now, Dooly.”

      Doodlebug could feel the gutter punk struggle to her feet. “I didn’t think you wanted their input.”

      “I don’t need to be told what to do, but neither of us are much good at science. I’m going to need more than magic to get into that building.”

      Dooly looked up into the bright light. “Lucky for you, I’m not too far away. They weren’t crazy about your plan, by the way.”

      Doodlebug could just imagine their criticisms. “Like they ever have a better idea. Sere was the only one who knew anything about hell. Without her, the others are just busybodies huddling in the offices and waiting for the apocalypse.”

      “Maybe if you ever gave them a chance, they might surprise you,” Dooly snapped. “Once you’ve gotten what you want, you rip off the headband before they can offer any suggestions.”

      Doodlebug didn’t really want to fight with her real again. “Sorry.” Though lying wasn’t something she did, being unfamiliar with the apologetic term meant all she was really doing was making the sound without any meaning attached.

      Dooly pushed open the professor’s door without knocking. “She’s got a question about wave physics.”

      “It’s about time she checked in,” the professor said.

      Without Sere in the offices, Doodlebug was even less inclined to listen to the ramblings of the old man. “Tell him I’m not looking for advice or validation. I’m going to break into the World Trade Center and free Sanguine. I’m pretty sure she’s on the roof in that old restaurant. It’ll be hell getting up there, but right now I don’t even know how to get inside.” She told them what she’d seen from the levee.

      As was often the case while talking to Sere’s support staff, Doodlebug had to wait until the message was relayed and an answer formulated. Fortunately, she could hear what Dooly heard so she didn’t need to rely on the message being garbled by the gutter punk.

      “Sounds like a basement wall might have collapsed,” the professor said. “Though the levee should stand between the river and under the tower, a hurricane raging for that long against a weakened section would eventually wash away the ground. Once the void was created, each time a wave hits that spot on the river bank, water would shoot up into the tower instead of crashing into the levee. If you could swim under the dock, you should be able to get into the structure from below.”

      “Got it,” she said to Dooly. “Do those geniuses have any thoughts on how the tower’s energy might affect Sanguine, assuming of course that I can find the vault and open the door?”

      She watched another wave succumb to the tower’s influence as she waited for a response.

      “Don’t open it,” Kendell said. “If you’re right about Sanguine shooting lightning bolts from the vault, opening the door could release a wave of energy that could rip through dimensions. You’d be releasing a paranormal feedback loop similar to what caused the meltdown in the first place.”

      Doodlebug would have been frustrated by the response had it not been something similar to what she had already assumed. “So I have to move the damn thing.” Any action she came up with in hell seemed to invariably lead to another impossible task. “One problem at a time. I’ll probably be smashed to mud just jumping into the river. And if I do somehow get inside, climbing up the thirty-three floors of horrors should accomplish what the river couldn’t.” She stared at the tower, realizing the suicide mission couldn’t be avoided. “Don’t relay that information, Dooly. They might want to call in Chloe, though. According to her, I need to keep the headband on while I’m inside the tower, so don’t be surprised if your thoughts get jumbled from the strange energy.”

      “What’s going to happen to me if Doodlebug wears our headband while in the Trade Center?” Dooly asked the people in the room.

      “You probably won’t be able to talk to each other,” the professor said. “She’ll still be able to draw on your energy, though. Hopefully, the connection will hold her to hell’s dimension, though I wouldn’t count on it.”

      Doodlebug had heard more than enough. “Until I get into the building, I’m giving us both a break.” She ripped off the headband and stood up from the asphalt path.
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        * * *

      

      A four-foot-tall chrome railing separated the raging river from the brick-tiled promenade that stretched along the convention center to the ferry terminal. Halfway along the path, the World Trade Center stood out like a giant dead thumb. Doodlebug stood at the edge of the river and timed the crashing waves. “This is it. Either I end up as fish food, or I’m swimming into the deep fryer.” She pulled on the headband like a diver adjusting her swim cap and took off at a full sprint before her self-doubt had a chance to fully set in. The wave at her back sent up a mist that ruffled her hair. When the force of the crest felt like the hand of death, she jumped the railing.

      The trough between the waves ahead and behind her made the drop farther than she’d anticipated. Hitting the water felt like falling from a window onto a concrete sidewalk. I’m not dead, and I’ve got work to do.

      She rolled toward the overhanging quay that supported the promenade. Creosote-coated posts loomed in the dark water like sentinels, each as unyielding as an anvil that the water was pounding against. She put the soles of her Keds against the nearest wooden trunk and jetted toward the gaping hole under the dock just as the wave caught up with her. Protecting her face with her arms, she shot from the tumult of the river into the enclosed pool of the World Trade Center’s basement.

      She struggled toward the surface but was overwhelmed by the rush of water that carried her. The relief of fresh air seemed to be diminishing with each stroke. Just hang in there.

      A steel beam pointed toward light above. More out of instinct than planning, she grabbed hold just as the river receded back out the hole. She desperately hung on as the water threatened to take her with it. Finally free from a watery grave, she gasped for air, but her reprieve would only last until the next wave struck. She searched the half-filled room for some escape. A red exit sign glowed against the far wall. I have to time this just right. As the water gets to me, I’ll need to push off and swim as hard as I can toward the stairwell.

      As the water returned and pushed her off the beam, she flailed her arms and legs, trying to get across the room. Though she had never had the luxury of learning how to swim, the emotional and physical desperation brought forth early memories from Dooly of a calm pool and lots of children. Doodlebug’s muscles latched on to the early learning. Before the water started to recede again, she made it to the stairs’ railing and hung on tightly. Once the water had left, she scampered up the short flight before the river again tried to claim her.

      She was so relieved to be at the top of the stairs that she opened the door without considering what might be lurking on the other side. A whirlwind of flames sucked her into the stairwell. Though there was no one to fight, she pulled her katana from her back out of habit. The cyclone of fire whipped and tugged at her hair, threating to pull the sword from her hands. Holding the middle of the blade, she turned the weapon sideways, so the flat slat lined up with her palm, and thrust the sword above her head. Like a toy helicopter, the blade spun her around in time with the maelstrom. Within the flames, she made out the individual fire wraiths as they lifted her off the floor. “Ghosts and goblins… As dead goblins, I can’t hurt you, and all you can do is scare me. I’m going up to the top of this building whether you like it or not.”

      The column of flame twisted from the empty shaft between flights to explode against the stair treads. Doodlebug bashed headfirst into the metal steps and fell to the concrete landing. “This is not going well at all.” Encountering whatever ghosts haunted the building’s floors had to be better than dealing with their fiery stairwell cousins. While holding her head, she shouldered her way through the door to the fourteenth floor.
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        * * *

      

      Though she was relieved to be out of the fire and water, Doodlebug had trouble figuring out what her eyes were seeing. Like having stepped into a theater halfway through a movie, nothing about the colonial town square made sense. She looked down at her feet, hoping to start with something familiar, but the black leather shoes with the garish brass buckles didn’t help with her feelings of having landed in an alien dimension. She kicked at the dusty street to make sure it was really her foot she was staring at. The billowy black dress and ludicrous head bonnet that blocked her peripheral vision had her turning back for the door that was no longer there. “What the hell?”

      She let her surroundings come into focus. “It’s like I stepped into another time.”

      The dust she’d kicked up swirled into the shape of a man holding a large journal under his arm. “You’re in the archives. This floor is dedicated to the late 1600s in Salem, Massachusetts.”

      “Are you a ghost?”

      His shrug sent orange-brown dust into the dry air. “More like a caretaker-librarian. When the devil unleashed the vaults that held our collections of magical artifacts, a search was begun to find what was lost.”

      She ran her hand over the circularly laid bricks of a blacksmith’s forge. “It seems so real.”

      “Oh, it is real. We are standing in Salem, Massachusetts in 1694—one year after the last witch trial.” The more he talked, the solider he became. “By walking through the door, you changed dimensions.”

      “I don’t understand. I’m in hell, and though time doesn’t move, I know it’s not the 1600s.”

      “You’re in the World Trade Center’s collection of magical artifacts. Time is far more complex than you think.” He waved around the town square. “Left on their own, these people will become even more puritanical, superstitious, and paranoid than they are now. That path leads to a very ugly future. Violent deaths like those suffered by the men and women convicted of witchcraft leave an energy imprint on the items they held close, so my associates are rounding up all of the magical possessions they can find. If the objects are left out here among these people, magic will become the dominant religion. The now you know depends on our efforts.”

      “I don’t know a now. I’m a doppelgänger in hell.”

      He turned his dusty brown eyes to her. “You’re in the Malveaux dimension? No one from that realm is supposed to be able to enter this building. If you would have stepped directly through the door, you’d be standing in the middle of a paranormal meltdown. Do you understand? Only by changing dimensions are you still in one piece. Doppelgängers can’t change dimensions.”

      “I do not care about your paranormal science fair project.” Explaining her situation seemed pointless, plus she honestly didn’t give a rat’s ass about what had happened in another time and dimension. “I have to get to the roof and free someone locked in one of your vaults. Can you help?”

      “No.” At least he was honest. “I’m not in your dimension, which means we’re in different versions of the World Trade Center. I’m afraid you’re going to have to find your way on your own.”

      “Fine, then just show me the door, and I’ll leave you to your history lesson.”

      “Only someone from your reality can open the door. Once it’s closed, you’re stuck in this in-between realm. Didn’t anyone warn you before you stepped onto this floor?”

      If she’d had her sword, she would have turned the researcher into a ghost. “I was escaping a fire tornado. None of the wraiths I encountered were much into talking.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you.” He opened his journal and started making notes.

      She wondered how similar it was to the diary she shared with Dooly. “What about that ledger? Someone must read it beyond this dimension.”

      He continued scribbling. “It’s for correspondence about preventing the apocalypse, not for sending personal letters to lovers.”

      “So rip me out a piece of paper, and I’ll mail a letter to someone in the future to let them know to come find me.”

      His eyes blazed at her. “Did you not understand that we’re dealing with the witch trials here? Mail isn’t as private as you think it is in the future. We may not be fully in this dimension, but they had one thing right—fire is universal, and it destroys. Even as a doppelgänger, if they tie you to the stake and set you ablaze, you won’t be returning to your dimension.”

      She leaned in close to his ear. “You don’t know everything. I was forged from hell’s fires.” She turned away from the guy and stormed off in the direction she’d come. “The door has to be around here somewhere.” People avoided looking at her as if whatever malady had her talking to herself might be contagious. At a wooden bench, she sat to think. What have I gotten myself into?

      The hand that touched her shoulder kicked her combat training into high gear. She had the guy flipped onto his back with her old-fashioned leather shoe at his throat in one smooth motion.

      “Don’t kill me, Doodlebug. It’s me, Smoke.” He yanked at his cloak to uncover his face.

      She pulled on his arm while pressing harder against his chin with her boot. “Smoke’s a dragon.” Her words were soft enough not to be heard by the superstitious villagers.

      “Look behind my ear.”

      She twisted her foot to bend his head to the side. When she saw the rune, she let go of his hand. “How are you here?”

      He got up and rubbed his neck. “If you’d have talked to me instead of running off halfcocked from the swamp, this would have been a whole lot easier. Chloe knew I wouldn’t be able to fly to the tower, so she held back her dragon’s breath cocktail. That meant I resorted to human form. We both figured I would be more useful to you this way.”

      She looked around, expecting to see an open hatch to the flaming stairwell. “But now we’re both stuck.”

      “You must think I’m really stupid. I didn’t leave the portal out in the open for everyone to see, and I left a sword in the doorframe to hold it open. It’s behind that pile of sackcloth. So long as I’m the one that opened it—and it remains open—I don’t fully transition to the in-between dimension the way you did. Using this cloak Chloe whipped up for me from hell’s plants, I can see both the hell dimension and this in-between world.”

      She didn’t want to admit that she’d let the door close behind her without making sure she had kept the escape route available. “All right, smarty pants, what plan did you come up with once we’re back in that fire tornado?”

      His smarmy smile reminded her of how obnoxious he could be at times. “I’m a dragon. Fire is kind of my thing.”

      “There’s more in that whirlwind than flames.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            82

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Doodlebug stood guard while Smoke pulled the piles of burlap away from the wall. Though the danger of being caught demanded she keep her eyes on the street, she couldn’t resist taking a not-so-quick glance at his muscular bottom. Even from under the cape, she could see his muscles ripple as he worked. Far from being the skinny, nerdy, goth boy she’d imagined, Smoke—or rather Bernie, his real—was a man in his twenties who was far too handsome to be hanging out in the swamp with an antisocial witch. “Why are you working with Chloe?”

      He kept his legs spread wide while stretching out his back from the physical exertion. “You mean why isn’t Bernie doing something important with his life instead of hanging out in the swamp, learning magic?” Even in luscious human form, he could still play the annoying older brother figure.

      “Something like that. I mean, I get why you would want to be a dragon.”

      He turned his baby-blue eyes on her. “I have to admit, being a dragon is fucking cool. As for Bernie, he got tired of living up to others’ expectations for him. Being smart, athletic, and popular isn’t much good if there’s no drive behind it.” He tossed the last of the bundles away from the stack of boards leaning against the wall. “It all just came too easy for him.”

      The sound of villagers made her turn back to the street. “We’d better get moving.”

      He shouldered the boards out of the way. “This way, my lady.” Flames leapt through the open iron door.

      Though the village was far from inviting, she wasn’t in a hurry to face the fire wraiths again. “You’re the dragon. I’ll follow you.” With the villagers quickly approaching, Doodlebug stuck close to Smoke as they rushed through the door and slammed it closed on 1694 Salem.

      The faces of all manner of goblins manifested in the stairwell’s flames, each intent on doing battle with the corporeal intruders. The smell of burning sulfur, irritation of rapidly drying eyes and mouth, and electric tingling of flames dancing on her skin indicated the wraiths were getting closer to figuring out how to combat her. “Would it be too much to hope that Chloe endowed you with some magical dragon firefighting ability?”

      Smoke turned away from the spiral column of flames and spread his cape to the fire. “Just this cloak, but I’m not sure it will protect us for nineteen floors.” He pressed her to the wall. Synchronizing their steps to keep the protective garment over them both, they took one step at a time.

      She put her hands on his waist to keep from falling. “You never answered about how you found me.”

      “It wasn’t all that hard. There’s a flock of birds squawking and flapping just outside this wing of the building.”

      Being crushed between Smoke and the wall while trying not to step on his cape made each step an ordeal. “Great. So the Cormorant knows I’m here. If we’re going to get to the vault before she moves it, we can’t take forever getting up these stairs.”

      “You’re right.” He stepped back, pulled off his cape, and wrapped it around her shoulders. “Get to the restaurant as fast as you can. I’ll try and distract these wraiths. My bet is they’re the ones the birds are focusing on, so if I can keep them occupied, you might be able to sneak past the Cormorant.”

      Leaving him to face the fire demons alone didn’t sound like the safest move, but he had a point about distracting the Cormorant. “Don’t get singed, magic dragon. You’re all I’ve got to move that vault. Without you, this whole mission will go down in flames.” She swung the cloak over her head and scampered up the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      After climbing three flights as fast as she could, Doodlebug lowered the hood of the cape so she could get a look at the in-between dimension. Far below, the screams from the wraiths and the heat from the flames still reached up to her, but she was clear of the conflict. “I need to see if it’s just the guardian ghostly goblins that Smoke is keeping occupied or if the Cormorant is focusing on him as well. If not, I’ll be climbing into a trap.”

      She pressed against the door to the twenty-first floor and pulled a sickle from her belt. “Let’s see if Smoke’s as smart as he thinks he is.” She slipped the blade through the crack and edged the iron hatch open. Whatever strange world the in-between dimension held, it stayed on its side of the entrance. She quickly opened the door wide enough to slip through then positioned the blade to hold it open.

      Stepping away from the landing with the hood lowered put her deep underwater. She held what little breath she had left and struggled toward the surface as the cloak and swords dragged her down. I really need swimming lessons.

      At the surface, she swung her arms toward dry land. She feared her splashing would call forth whatever magical entity the in-between dimension had been designed to contact, but she made it to shore without encountering any mythical mermaids or leviathans of the deep.

      Once out of the water, she noticed the cloak hadn’t even gotten wet. “I have to remember to pull the cloak over my head next time.”

      From the tall trees and lush hillsides, she guessed she hadn’t dropped in on any of New Orleans’s pasts. “I don’t need to get distracted by this damn magical realm. I need to find a window in the World Trade Center.” She pulled the cloak completely over her head and walked toward where the edge of the building should have been. So long as she had the fabric shading her face, the in-between dimension appeared as a translucent hologram projected along the tall, narrow room of the World Trade Center. She rushed to the floor-to-ceiling window and looked down toward the river. Three stories below, the birds were still fixated on what was happening inside. “So far, so good. Keep it up, my faithful dragon.”

      In her haste to be back on the mission, she spun toward the lake so fast that the cape fell open. A man in deerskins blocked her path. “My Lady of the Lake!” He fell to one knee. “I saw you emerge from Dozmary Pool and have followed you hence.”

      You have got to be kidding me. Though she hadn’t spent time studying history, hearing some mythological stories—like how Arthur had come to possess Excalibur—were unavoidable. “I don’t have time for this nonsense. If you’re not already king, you’re about to be.” She pulled the katana from her back. “Here. Take this. Use it in good health.”

      The lad accepted the gleaming blade with both hands. “As you command, I vow to use this sword only for good.”

      Whatever. With him kneeling in adoration, she slipped past him. Holding the cloak tightly around her head, she didn’t stop running, even when she encountered the water. At the bottom of the projected lake, the iron hatch loomed like an abandoned submarine. As she busted through the door, she pulled the sickle from the frame.
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug hated losing the katana that Sere had given her, but a sword was only a sword. Getting attached to possessions was as dangerous as befriending doppelgängers. One day, there would be a parting, and she didn’t need an emotional anchor holding her to the past. “There are a lot more swords in hell. At least that one became a legend.”

      She hoped it was only her imagination that the fighting below was growing louder. “I can only expect Smoke to hold them off for so long—dang that Pendragon kid.” Bolting up the stairs two at a time, she glared at each floor’s door, hoping not to encounter whatever chaotic magic lay behind it.

      At the thirty-third floor, she hunched over, hands on knees, and gasped for air. Sere had taught her how to control her body’s reactions, but nowhere in that training had she run up so many stairs in such a short time. “I have to get it together. Whatever’s past that door isn’t going to give me a pass just because I’m out of breath.” She forced her muscles into a standing position before willing her heart and lungs into a more dignified rhythm. The noise from below seemed to follow her all the way up the tower. “No time for dillydallying.” She busted through the door, remembering to stick a sword in the jam just in case.

      She didn’t know if she should be relieved or concerned that the restaurant on top of the World Trade Center looked exactly like it should in the in-between dimension. Singed walls from a long-ago firefight, overturned voodoo totems and tables, and the smell of melted carpet filled the circular room that once rotated around the tower. But much to Doodlebug’s dismay, she didn’t see an eight-foot square iron vault. “Damn it!” She pulled the hood of the cloak over her head in frustration.

      The room turned noticeably brighter with her head covered. As with the ghosts in the cemetery, the building’s randomly dispersed energy made every nerve ending in her body vibrate. She hit the floor just as bolts of lightning wider than her waist blasted out from the center of the room, through the upturned totems, and out into the storm.

      With the room lit up from the pyrotechnics, she eased the hood off her head. “Nothing. The lightning inside the room only happens in hell’s dimension.” She turned toward the windows. Even though the strikes weren’t inside the room, they did manifest once outside the windows. “So even though I’m not in some mythical realm, this room is an in-between dimension.” She turned back to the center of the room, shielded her eyes, and eased the hood back up. In the center of the electrical discharges stood a glowing orange iron vault.

      She felt a bit like a hellhound who’d chased down a battering-ram vehicle and didn’t know what to do with it. One of the dozens of lightning bolts erupted straight at her, but when it encountered the magical cloak, it arced around her body. “Well, that nixes my next idea of taking the cloak off and throwing it over the vault. Dammit, Smoke. I really need your advice.”

      A screeching from outside made her turn toward the window. Between discharges of lightning, the giant dragon was doing battle with the Cormorant. “I guess you’ve got your hands full. I hope you downed a lot of Chloe’s concoction before leaving the stairwell wraiths. I’m going to need you in full dragon form to drag that iron box out of this room.”

      The flock of birds circled behind their mistress as if ready to dive into the restaurant and take the vault at the first opportunity.

      “What am I supposed to do now?” Instinctively, Doodlebug reached up for the headband under the cape’s hood. “Time to check in with the professor. If he doesn’t have an idea of what to do with this magic box, at least my failure to save Sanguine will be on his shoulders.” To make contact, however, she had to actually be in hell and not some weird in-between world. She looked back at the vault. “I’ll be right back.” Pulling the last sickle from her belt, she headed for the door to the observation deck.
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Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is without a doubt the dumbest thing I have ever done.” Beyond the hurricane, randomly discharged lightning bolts, flying warrior birds, and the dragon-and-Cormorant battle, heading outside to stand unprotected while thirty-three stories off the ground wasn’t Doodlebug’s idea of a good time. “Maybe it’s a result of jumping to my demise too many times, but I really hate heights.”

      She pushed open the double glass doors and stepped into the storm. The wind whipped the hood off her head, forcing her to grab the headband to prevent it from flying off. Don’t drop the damn thing. Setting the sickle under her foot for safe keeping, she used both hands to secure the fabric farther down her head. “Dooly, I need help.”

      “I figured as much when Kendell took away my beer. You know—”

      “Shut up!” While struggling for her life, Doodlebug wasn’t in the mood for Dooly’s ramblings. “I’m upstairs with the vault. What do I do now?”

      “How would I know?”

      Doodlebug really wanted to strangle the girl. “Ask the others.”

      Kendell sat in front of Dooly and stared hard into the girl’s eyes as if she were trying to see right down the connection to Doodlebug. “Have you had any indication that Sanguine knows you’re there?”

      “Only if throwing bolts of lightning at me is her way of saying hello.”

      “You’re going to have to move the vault, and not just physically,” the professor said. “It has to be completely in the hell dimension.”

      “Tell him he’s not helping. It is in hell’s dimension. I can only see it while I’m wearing Chloe’s magical cape. When I take the hood off, the room looks like a firefight just ended. My current problem is approaching it without getting zapped by a bolt of lightning.” Doodlebug wondered if anyone in life had a clue as to what she was facing. Smoke made a banking turn, shielding her from the Cormorant’s sight.

      But the birdwoman’s flock of followers wasn’t as easily distracted. A black bird that looked to be all beak dove at Doodlebug like a lawn dart. As much out of frustration with the living as with the threat of being skewered, she stepped out from her hunched position against the glass wall and swung at the bird with her sickle. With a loud screech and spray of blood, the creature plummeted from sight.

      “Somebody tell me something useful, or I’m heading back into the restaurant. I’ll just start throwing beer bottles at the vault until Sanguine hears me.”

      “You’re going to need to cut the power supply to it,” Kendell said. “It’s the only way to get a message to Sanguine.”

      Doodlebug couldn’t imagine where the control room might be in the tower, or if it was even inside the building. “You have to be kidding me. Isn’t there some way to make contact with those computers?” She was seriously beginning to wonder if the professor’s equipment was good for anything at all.

      Kendell continued to stare into Dooly’s eyes. “Not without tipping Marjory off to what you’re doing. Even talking to you now runs that risk.”

      “Ask her how she got out.” The story of Kendell having her soul abducted by Baron Malveaux had always sounded more like a fable to Doodlebug than history, but at this point, she was willing to latch on to any straw of hope she could find.

      “That was different. It was just my soul. Myles sent our dogs, Cheesecake and Doughnut Hole, down our connection.”

      A group of birds made another pass at the building. Even with her sickle, Doodlebug was going to have a challenge knocking them all out of the sky. As they crossed the far railing, a burst of fire from Smoke turned them into blackbird flambé. Fighting helped Doodlebug think. “What if Sere and Jennifer are locked inside the vault the way you were? Jennifer might be comatose, but Sere hasn’t turned to dust. That means the two women’s souls aren’t lost to Guinee. I’m not talking about freeing anyone, just getting a message into the vault to shut down the pyrotechnics.”

      “She might be onto something,” the professor said. “Bart is over at Fisher’s office right now, watching over Sere. His connection to our girl is just as strong as Myles’s was to Kendell when he sent the dogs in.”

      Kendell was already on her phone before the professor finished his thought. “Bart, you’ll need one of Sere’s paranormal bandages. Tie one of your hands to Sere’s with it. She shares some of your blood. I’m hoping that connection will allow you to get her a message. She needs to shut down the lightning display. Doodlebug is right there. Do it quickly.” She got the message out seemingly without taking a breath.

      A bolt of electricity passed so close over her ear that Doodlebug could smell the singed hair. “The sooner, the better.” Though getting the vault out of the Cormorant’s talons would free them from the World Trade Center, Doodlebug worried they would just be forever on the run without some idea of how to open it. “One problem at a time,” she said to herself before turning her attention back to the headband. “Once we’re out of here, where are we supposed to take the vault?”

      Dooly watched the professor as he gnawed at the stem of his pipe. “If Doodlebug is right about Sere and Jennifer being inside the vault with Sanguine, there’s only one safe place in hell where the dimensions line up such that all three can leave the box safely. We don’t want Sere and Jennifer turning into untethered ghosts in hell.”

      “Right.” Without him naming the place, Doodlebug knew he was doing what he could to keep Agnes’s swamp island a secret from anyone who might be listening in.
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        * * *

      

      As with all the battles Doodlebug had fought, being on top of the World Trade Center took on a time dimension of its own. With her sickle, she cut down birds like she was playing a demented arcade game. No matter how many she sent tumbling over the edge, however, another flock was always on the horizon, ready to take up the fight. She found that as long as she stayed between the two ghastly looking wooden voodoo sculptures that peered out from the restaurant windows, the lightning bolts didn’t hit her.

      Smoke was having a much tougher time of it. Having spent decades in hell, the Cormorant could fly circles around the newly formed dragon. He had fire-breathing skills on his side, but the big bird flew so tightly to the tower that if Smoke used his flame-throwing nostrils, he might incinerate Doodlebug with his fury. He too seemed to have noticed the power emitters and did what he could to avoid the blasts of electricity, though as he made banking turns to protect her, she could smell the burnt reptilian scales, which indicated he hadn’t been entirely successful in avoiding Sanguine’s rage.

      A breakaway contingent of seagulls came at Doodlebug like she was an unwrapped loaf of bread. She cleaved two of them in half, but the third ripped a hole in her shoulder before smashing into the glass wall.

      Smoke made a close pass. “No lightning.”

      She looked around at the storm. He was right. The bolts had stopped. “Cover me.”

      She ran back into the restaurant and searched wildly for anything strong enough to tie to the vault. In the center of the round room, a nautical-themed bar was separated from the restaurant by a thick, ornamental ship rope. “I hope that thing isn’t all show.” She yanked hard to get the nailed-down hemp free of the splintered posts.

      She had to drag the heavy line to the iron vault. Though no longer glowing, the building energy inside the box made her skin tingle. Along the top edge, long runners that looked like drawer slides were left over from the vault’s original placement within the tower. “No good.” She held up the end of the rope as if it would call out to where it belonged. The locking wheel in the center of the door didn’t look sturdy enough to support the weight. She looked around the room, wishing there was someone to offer advice, but all she saw was the glowing fires of wraiths in the stairwell, waiting for her to return. “Screw it.” The heavy line barely fit between the spokes of the wheel, and with the line being as thick as her arm, there was no way to tie it off.

      Outside, Smoke was still battling valiantly, but even he could only last for so long, and she needed him to perform one more heroic act of stamina and bravery. “I’m really sorry about having to handicap you even more.” She pulled hard at the end of the rope and walked backward toward the door. As she reached the wall, she picked up the other end of the rope and yanked the two sides out to the observation deck. “I couldn’t tie it off,” she yelled at his chin as he made another swooping pass.

      Smoke’s two vice-like claws grabbed the two ends. “Get away from the glass and grab on to my tail,” he roared.

      Doodlebug raced away from the wall as fast as she could. The great dragon only slowed slightly as the line went tight. Screeching and crashing, the vault destroyed more than slid along the floor of the restaurant. When it exploded out of the wall in a shower of shattered glass and metal, she jumped from the edge of the observation deck and clamped her arms around Smoke’s tail with all of her might. She hooked her feet onto the spade tip like she was using the foot pegs of her motorcycle, but she didn’t dare open her eyes.

      You’re seriously not this much of a wuss. Though she hoped it was her thought and not Dooly’s, it came as Smoke’s voice in her mind. Even so, she pulled off the headband and stashed it back inside her shirt. “I certainly don’t need Dooly’s drunk ramblings at a time like this.”

      The wind in her face increased even as the rain stopped pelting her. From her lightheadedness, she knew Smoke was performing another of his swan dives. She clamped her legs hard around his tail, pressed her cheek to his scaly flesh, and willed her eyes to open. Dangling under them, the vault hung over the water on the two twisting lines like a giant fish refusing to be reeled in.

      The dragon leveled out and whipped his tail so fast she squealed in fear. A flock of pursuing blackbirds dove past where her body had been. “This is going to be a long flight.”

      The vault bounced hard off the tiled promenade before Smoke was able to flap his wings and get them back over the water. “Any thoughts on where we’re going?” he roared.

      She didn’t want to broadcast their destination for every bird to hear. “Head for home.”

      “Got it.” He arched his head back toward the top of the building and the circling birds then let out a burst of fire sufficient to clear their path.

      The hard thrusts of his wings, which sent his tail arcing up then down, made her dizzy, but the hard banking turns that indicated they were in the heart of the battle had ended. Between his flapping, flailing, and flaming, Doodlebug wondered how she was managing to hang on. When she finally pried her eyes open again, it was to look into the fury of the hurricane. She peered over her shoulder.

      Far behind, but still keeping up her pursuit of the vault, the Cormorant beat her wings so hard and fast it was clear she was pissed. Her flocks of smaller birds were no more than dots along the city skyline.

      Doodlebug patted Smoke’s tail. “Once you get clear of the Cormorant, we need to head to Sanguine’s island. Just fly north along the river that runs near Chloe’s cabin. And if you can manage it, you might try to avoid bashing the vault into the trees.”

      “I just need a navigator, not a back-of-the-tail driver.”
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Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      When Smoke finally landed, the hurricane no longer beat on Doodlebug’s face. The light of a full moon illuminated the tall grass around her.

      “You can let go now,” Smoke said.

      Her arms, legs, and body were so firmly planted against his tail, she wondered if he was losing feeling in the tip from lack of circulation. “I don’t think I can.”

      He swished the end so fast, she ended up tumbling into the field. “You need to stay focused. We’re not finished. The Cormorant might not know the way out here, but with her aerial spies, she’s sure to home in eventually. She’s also not our only problem. Any thoughts on how to open that treasure chest?”

      At the opposite side of the meadow, the iron box lay on its side. She stiffly got to her feet, walked over to it, and ran her hands over the cold metal. “At least it’s fully here. That’s a start.” She tugged at the locking wheel, but it refused to give. “It was worth a try.”

      Smoke lay flat on the grass, facing the box. “What do we know about the vault?”

      She walked around it, searching for some clue about how it worked. “Originally, it was part of the World Trade Center, meant to hold the devil’s personal possessions. When Baron Malveaux removed it from the building, he started the chain reaction that resulted in the runaway energy field.”

      Smoke’s sky-blue eyes were as big as the locking wheel. “That old baron must have figured out how to open it.”

      “Yep, and Marjory has his journals. I’ll bet anything that’s how Andy learned how to spring the trap locking Sanguine inside for the Cormorant.”

      Flame drifted out of his snout. “Andy sounds like quite the turncoat. First he worked for the professor. Then he joined forces with Madam Laroque. And if we’re to believe that the Cormorant is responsible for tricking Sanguine inside that box, he must have been in cahoots with her too.” Smoke’s pronunciation of cahoots sent flames clear to the tree line.

      Moral judgments weren’t something Doodlebug worried much about. “Andy was trying to survive the best way he knew how. But his part of the story is only the most recent chapter in the vault’s history. After the baron stole the box and figured out how to open it, he captured a doppelgänger girl, Jenna, and stashed her inside.”

      “And then he pulled Sere’s soul from Guinee and put her in there as well. I’m familiar with the story.”

      She frowned at the arrogant dragon. “I’m just trying to talk out the history in the hope of finding some clue. Once the baron had finished his little soul-exchange science experiment, the vault sat idle until Kendell and her gang came along. She got stuck in it once. I’ll bet you didn’t know that. It would seem a spirit is able to enter or leave—bypassing the door—via their connected energy to another spirit.”

      “Why don’t you just say love?”

      She kicked at the box, knowing love was an emotion that, as a marionette, she would likely never experience. “Love is only one form of connection.” As much as she didn’t want to, Doodlebug pulled out the headband. “Maybe someone on that side has come up with an idea. It’s not like they’ve had anything else to do.” She slipped it over her wind-and-rain-matted hair.

      Sitting in the professor’s lounge chair, Dooly beat on the arm with two pencils while the others talked. “What’s up, buttercup?”

      Doodlebug wondered how the girl couldn’t see what an annoyance she was to others. “I can’t figure out how to open the vault.”

      “Did you try saying open sesame?”

      Things got a bit hazy in Doodlebug’s sight. “Have you been drinking?”

      “There’s not much else for me to do. It’s not like anyone listens to my suggestions anyway. Bart left a bottle of Jack Daniels in his leather jacket—sure beats beer.” She laughed at what only she thought was a joke.

      Doodlebug wished Sere could be linked in to the conversation so she wouldn’t have to deal with the gutter punk’s snarky attitude on her own. She rubbed at the headband, trying to get some sense of the warrior. “Is Sere wearing our connection?”

      “How would I know?”

      Doodlebug put her hand on the door of the iron vault. “Tell Kendell to call Bart again. I’m assuming that once Sere and Jennifer joined their life forces and got trapped in the vault, the Cormorant pulled them into hell, similar to what she did when those two met over coffee. He needs to put the headband on her. Since this form or communication is more a melding of energies than talking over a cellular connection, if the vault detects that she’s both inside and outside the box, maybe it will short-circuit and open.”

      “Since when did you get all thinkie?” Dooly asked.

      “Since my existence depends on it. Now please do what I asked.”

      Dooly conveyed the message to the others. “The professor says that’s kind of brilliant, but we both know he’s not the smartest of scientists.” As much as Doodlebug hated to do it, she had to agree with Dooly’s assessment, even if she didn’t say so.

      With the girl being half sloshed and Sere only a distant phantom, Doodlebug had to lean against the door of the vault to keep from slumping to the ground as the connection split into thirds. Like shadows cast by different light sources on the same body, Doodlebug couldn’t be sure which phantom image represented Sere. Though she couldn’t communicate with the woman, she sensed that Sere mentally had her hand on the other side of the iron wall.

      A solid click resounded from deep within the metal structure. As if they were being unlocked from the box, Sere and Jennifer’s spirits returned to their bodies among the living, leaving only one shadow behind.

      “Good job, Doodlebug,” Sere said over their connection. “That was some quick thinking, hooking me up to Bart. His love was strong enough to see both me and Jennifer back to our bodies.”

      Doodlebug wasn’t so sure that everything was hunky-dory. Now that Sere was fully in her body and she could identify the secondary presence as being that of Jennifer, the third member of the interconnected beings came into focus. The Cormorant was using Sere’s headband connection to home in on the vault’s location like a fisherman cautiously reeling in the line. “You’d better prepare yourself. Things are about to get ugly.” The soft grass of the meadow cushioned Doodlebug’s fall.
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug regained consciousness, opened her eyes, and marveled at the moonlight as it glowed through the diaphanous white feathers of the angel that stood over her. The woman held out the headband in her elegant hand. “I took this off of you.”

      Doodlebug struggled to sit up against the vault. “You must be Sanguine.”

      The wash of air from Smoke’s wings as he took flight ruffled Doodlebug’s hair. The angel looked to the horizon in the direction Smoke was headed. Images in the facets of the strange woman’s cut-crystal eyes displayed moments in the past and future. “Hopefully, we’ll have time for introductions later. The Cormorant is coming for you and the vault, and I’m not sure that dragon of yours is up for another round.” She took to the air and followed Smoke over the trees.

      “Just like an angel not to stick around. Not even a thanks or anything.” Doodlebug grabbed the vault’s wheel to help steady her as she stood. The sound of wings flapping diminished as the angel and dragon headed out to do battle with the birdwoman.

      When the two magical winged creatures were lost back in the storm, the peaceful sounds of insects playing in the dark were cut by a man’s voice. “I’ll have you step away from the vault and hand over that sickle if you don’t mind.”

      She fell back to her knee as she turned toward the voice from the dark cypress forest. “You!”

      The doppelgänger of Aloysius Laroque stepped out of the trees holding a hideous wooden totem under his arm. A horde of doppelgänger demons loomed in the shadows behind him. Doodlebug looked up at the flock of Marjory’s dragons as they took to the air from the branches, flapping and hissing. With only one sickle, drained from the psychic connection, and battered from the fight and flight, she was in no condition to deal with a potential devil backed up by demons and dragons. “What do you want with me?”

      “I told you that you hadn’t seen the last of me. Now toss me your blade. I don’t want you getting injured this time.”

      His concern for her welfare couldn’t be a good thing, but she pulled out the sickle anyway. Other than disseminating and reincarnating back on Esplanade, there wasn’t much point in doing battle against overwhelming odds. So long as I’m here, hopefully, I can be of some use in stopping this fool. She tossed the weapon halfway to him and moved away from the vault. “That box won’t do you any good. You need your real’s soul first, and we both know he’s stuck in the professor’s laboratory. Even with all of those scaly little bats you’ve got up there, you aren’t going to be able to budge this box let alone drag it back to New Orleans.”

      He sauntered up to her with a smile that made her sick inside. “You really are behind, little girl. I’ve got everything I need right here in this field.”

      She glanced down at the totem, which looked frighteningly familiar. “Nice purse, but did you really have your spies follow me up to the World Trade Center just so you could steal a souvenir?”

      He held the wooden face with its sewn-shut leather eyes, nose, and mouth toward her. In its chest was a blue-glass spirit jar filled with black fluid. “With all of the Cormorant’s birds flapping their brains out at the tower—not to mention your dragon—you weren’t exactly hard to find. My real worry was how I was going to get into the building, but then you took care of that when you busted out of the restaurant. You’re right about one thing: my dragons are too small to fly with the vault, and I never would have been able to use it inside the World Trade Center—and of course there was the angel locked inside to deal with. Fortunately, because of you, I only needed my dragons to fly me up to the roof so I could retrieve one of the baron’s old spirit totems. As you must have guessed, my real—being inside the professor’s computer—was able to deactivate the security system.” He turned the sculpture toward his face. “I just had to grab this wooden head and fly back to the professor’s lab. Marjory’s transference of his essence into this container was one of the simpler instructions the baron left in his journal.”

      The pieces of the impending devil’s puzzle were coming together all too fast. Doodlebug was down to grasping at straws. “Moving a soul from one inanimate object to another is one thing, but the incantation that binds you two together is more than just having a magic box and reading some words out of an old book. Marjory would still need a power cord from life to hell in order to perform the ritual, and all those souls she stole have been returned to Baron Samedi. You may have the pieces, but you don’t have the power source to make them work.”

      He ran a finger along her cheek like a rapist about to take advantage of her. “There’s still one thread left of the connection. You.” With the totem in hand, he turned and walked into the vault. When the door closed, the field around Doodlebug transitioned to a hologram of the bank president’s office.

      “We meet at last.” Marjory Laroque closed her laptop and laced her fingers together on top of it like a school teacher about to hand out a failing grade.

      The different realities were coming on too fast for Doodlebug to process. One thing is for sure—I’m never coming to this haunted island again. For a supposedly secret and secure hideaway, it seems like every one of Sere’s enemies knows how to get here. She ran through the recent events, desperate to find any weakness in the woman’s position. “I get how Aloysius found me at the World Trade Center. The Cormorant isn’t exactly known for keeping a low profile. But those fiery bats of his aren’t any better fliers than birdwoman’s flock of followers. So how did you know to find me out here on Sanguine’s island?”

      Marjory performed her reappearing golden medallion trick and held the coin between her fingers. “I’ll bet you thought this was just a token to protect your doppelfools from the harvesters. If we consider the professor as relying on old-fashioned phone-line technology for his computer communications, you could think of these as my modern-day cell towers. I’d planned on a fully covered network, but thanks to your warning, only a handful of doppelgängers have acquired my enhanced technology—not that it matters. So long as you held on to that coin in your pocket, I always knew where you were.”

      But it was your brother who sent the rich punks out to steal the coins, which is what made me spread the warning. Interesting. Doodlebug pulled the coin out of her pants, where she’d absentmindedly stashed it after the party. Her knees wobbled from the weight of failure on her shoulders. “So you’ve been spying on me this whole time? And I’d guess that’s how you figured out where to find my diary.”

      “Oh, I didn’t rely just on your coin. Every doppelgänger who agreed to be saved from the harvesters and accepted a coin has been spying for me, whether they knew it or not. Fortunately, I never really trusted the Cormorant, so your precious little book only confirmed what I already suspected.”

      The realization of complete failure forced Doodlebug to face the inevitable. “So what happens now?”

      Marjory’s sickly, sinister smile was even more ghastly than Aloysius’s had been. “I’m going to drain every last spark of fake spirit from that collection of dust particles you inhabit to jump-start my devil. Once you’re nothing more than a dark stain on the ground, he’ll march his squadron right over your remains, through the gate, and out of hell. And there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”

      Doodlebug curled into the fetal position as she suffered the familiar sapping of energy that bound her spirit to her body. Though having every one of her molecules used as a conduit for transferring a foreign spirit between dimensions had never been pleasant, at least in the past, she hadn’t endured the torture alone. Through the shared agony, the demons and human souls had been able to maintain their senses of identity. This time, however, there was no one to lean on.

      As Marjory rubbed the gold coin and read from the leather-bound book, Doodlebug lost control of her thoughts. Each word the woman in life spoke seemed to be an original thought inside Doodlebug’s mind that came out through her mouth. Like a wire forced to endure too much electricity, she vibrated red hot as the incantation bound her to both the professor’s computer and the vault via the golden coin.

      Inside the box, the two versions of Aloysius whipped and blended together like the ingredients of a smoothie that had been tossed into a food processor, and Doodlebug was the lump of frozen berries that was banging around the sides. I have to keep it together. If I break up, it won’t just be back to Esplanade’s neutral ground for me. I’ll end up a part of the devil.

      You’re already a part of me. Aloysius’s thought confirmed that she still had a remnant of self-identity.

      She latched on to what remained of her existence: learning from Sere, her existence in hell protecting the less fortunate, seeing life through the eyes of Dooly, and having a mission worthy of the suffering. Each time she focused on one of the memories, however, it got knocked off of her and blended into the evil concoction.

      The human and doppelgänger versions of Aloysius Laroque locked onto each other like spinning magnets that finally lined up correctly. He took the controls of his doppelgänger body, hauling Doodlebug along as his guide. “How do I regenerate?”

      “Go fuck yourself.” Though she’d viewed swearing as a release of emotional energy that was better directed toward battle, she hoped he would view the expletive as being more literal than figurative.

      He squeezed his fists as a manifestation of pulling energy from his surroundings. Doodlebug lost the last remnant of her identity as exabytes of data that had been gathered from the human version of Aloysius to generate his doppelgänger body flowed from the professor’s computers into the iron box. All he would ever need for eternal life was downloaded into his human-occupied computer brain.

      Aloysius spread his arms, feeling like a new god. “Nothing can harm this body that I can’t fix. Healing a broken bone is as simple as reloading a faulty program. And with this enhanced brain, I’ll be able to create new programs that will make me more than just immortal. That angel’s wings or that dragon’s body are nothing more than enhanced software that they have no control over. I, however, will be the one directing my own abilities. Nothing can stop me.”

      Marjory appeared on the side of the vault as if a view screen had been activated. “I’m glad you’re enjoying your new body, but don’t forget who gave it to you. After we’ve run enough tests to prove your viability, I’ll be joining you as a fellow immortal. Eventually, all of our family will share the gift, so don’t get cocky.”

      But for now, I’m the only true devil. That gives me one hell of a head start. He hoped the old bat couldn’t hear his thoughts. “Then let’s get on with it. Open this door so we can remake the world.”

      As the door swung open, Doodlebug dimly sensed that what was left of her was being devoured as if razor-sharp teeth were biting into her flesh. The familiar sensation of gasping for air but only sucking in death sparked memories of drowning. This is it. This is dying. Not just being beheaded and reincarnated but actual death. The fully lit moon that had seemed so welcoming when she’d landed on the island just a short time ago diminished to a speck played with by the waves far overhead. So this is the deep waters everyone talks about. Funny, I didn’t think I’d qualify.

      Just when she was ready to give into the oblivion, the teeth withdrew from her body.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ve looked better.” Doodlebug thought the voice sounded like her own, but then having been a part of Marjory’s game and Aloysius’s essence, she couldn’t be sure what she honestly sounded like. Similar to how she’d felt as part of the bridge of the damned, nothing made sense in the whirlwind of stimulations.

      Hands wrapped cloth around her sides. “She can’t respond yet. Lie down. This is going to take a lot out of you.” The voices swirled around her as if she were still in the vault-blender.

      A snort of hot, swamp-smelling air made her gasp and open her eyes. Lefty’s three-inch-long fangs were half covered in blood. “What did you do?” The pain from the words leaving her throat confirmed she had been the one speaking.

      “He fulfilled my end of our agreement.” Sere sat next to the giant alligator and patted his head. “Since you saved my immortal soul, I couldn’t just leave you in hell.”

      Only Doodlebug’s neck attempted to obey her command to sit up. “Did we win?”

      “No,” Sere said. “The devil flew out of the hellmouth with his squad of demons on dragon back just before Lefty swam you through the gate. There wasn’t anything either of us could have done to stop them. But you saved Sanguine.”

      “Where were you?” Doodlebug couldn’t believe Sere had left the fate of all humanity in only her teenaged hands.

      “It took more than a minute to get out here. I couldn’t leave Fisher’s offices until the vault was opened and I was returned to my body. Good job figuring out my predicament, by the way.”

      A hand gripped hers. She turned to see Dooly lying next to her. “I never would have guessed there was a part of me capable of such heroism.”

      “I thought we weren’t supposed to meet.”

      “You’re not,” Sere said. “I had to break a few rules to save you. As far as I’m concerned, the two of you have fulfilled your agreements.”

      Doodlebug rolled to her back. “Fat lot of good it did.”
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Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere sat on the rune-carved rock on her island in the swamp while Dooly helped Doodlebug rediscover how to function. Bart put his powerful hand on her shoulder. “What happens next?”

      She put hers on his. “I need to talk to Sanguine alone.”

      “You’re worried about the Cormorant?”

      “Among other things.” Sere wished her angelic mother figure would hurry up with whatever she was doing in hell. There was a devil and his horde to find, a freed doppelgirl to figure out what to do with, and an evil woman whose ambitions needed containing.

      Bart nodded toward the jon boat. “I’ve got resources lined up to take Doodlebug clear of the city and make sure she stays there.”

      With the hellmouth open and Marjory’s devil and his contingent among the living, Sere wondered how much worse it could actually get with Doodlebug and Dooly in the same space. “Take them both to your bar. Then send Dooly back to New Orleans but keep Doodlebug with you. Somewhere out there in those sleepy little bayou towns, things are about to get very paranormal, and I might need someone who knows what she’s doing.”

      “So you trust her now?”

      Sere wished it were that easy. “She just stepped out of hell. How long was I here before you trusted me?”

      Bart pointed at the handle sticking out of the top of her alligator boot. “As soon as you stopped pulling that knife on me. There are still a few gator hunters rounding up the last of the hell-sized crawfish. I can have one of them swing by and give you a ride back to shore when you’re ready.”

      Sere scratched Lefty between the eyes. Keeping the thirty-foot alligator out of the clutches of the greedy hunters had been a challenge, but turning the bastards loose on hell’s escaped critters had earned her a begrudging measure of respect from the chauvinist assholes. “Not this time. With Aloysius on the loose, it’s time the good people of the Northshore get used to seeing the unusual. I’m going to need all the help I can get.” She got up from the rock then walked with Bart and the girls to the boat.
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        * * *

      

      Sere stood on the shore, watching Bart putter the little boat into the main tributary that fed the swamp. The Doodle girls were already sniping at each other like twins who had their own language and secret history. “I swear, it’s like we just inherited two teenage girls.”

      “You weren’t much better at that age.” Sanguine’s angelic voice warmed Sere right down to her doppelgänger heart.

      She turned to the rune boulder. “You’re really free?”

      “I’m out of the vault. I’m not sure that’s what I’d call free—more like back in the battle.”

      Sere didn’t have all day, but she also wasn’t in any hurry to face off against the new devil. “Speaking of which…” She left the thought for Sanguine to follow. As the guardian angel to both Sere and her demented double, it was far past time for Sanguine to do some explaining.

      “I assume you want to know about Jenna. Smoke and I chased her away from the island to protect Doodlebug and keep her from acquiring the vault, not that it mattered in the end. When I got back to the island, the box was gone. Marjory must have had a second wave of doppelgängers hiding in the swamp to take the thing once Aloysius was complete. They can’t have gotten far with it. We lost Jenna on the outskirts of New Orleans. Smoke is still on the hunt, but I thought I’d better return and check in with you. Is the girl safe?”

      Though Sanguine had helped Sere escape hell, the gate wasn’t meant to be used as a revolving door. “I had Lefty bring her across. I know that wasn’t our agreement, but things have gotten complicated while you were boxed up.”

      Sanguine’s feathers quivered the same way they had when Sere had done something wrong as a girl. “And you think turning a demon loose among the living is going to make things simpler?”

      Though Sere’s soul meant she wasn’t completely a demon, some prejudices rankled. “If you had been standing guard like we’d agreed, I wouldn’t have had to make other arrangements. Besides, she’s not our biggest problem. Marjory Laroque has fashioned herself an immortal devil. Together with his army of demons and dragons, they’ve invaded life.”

      “Shit.” Hearing the expletive from the angel’s mouth made Sere reach for her knife. Nothing good happened when the guardian angel got pissed, and that usually meant Sere had to be ready for battle. “How can I help?”

      Sere wasn’t sure how to respond. Typically, those who had raised her saw themselves as the ones to make the decisions, leaving Sere to carry them out. All she could come up with was the one answer she most dreaded. “Professor Yates once said you were like the button in the buttonhole. With you missing, the demons were able to escape through the fabric that separated these two realities. I need you to close the hellmouth.”

      Sanguine’s magical eyes displayed wildly different futures on their facets. “You know what that means?”

      “It means we won’t be able to talk to each other. I, and everyone else, will be cut off from hell. But it also means Marjory won’t be able to send any more doppelgängers through. With Doodlebug on this side, Marjory has lost her last connection to hell, so she can’t send any human souls to hell either. Those two vaults will be like tin cans without the connecting string. Even with those golden coins she passed out, without the hellmouth, she won’t be able to make contact with her network.”

      Sanguine nodded. “And you’ll be stuck facing her horde on your own. Our human family won’t be any match against Aloysius. You’re the only other being in that dimension that could stand against him.”

      Sere knew so long as Marjory had her devil, she would never stop seeking immortality. Closing the gate while she didn’t have a single ally in hell, however, would make her quest as close to impossible as Sere could manage. “You and Kendell were able to corral my father with fewer resources.”

      “He didn’t have an army backing him up.”

      “And Aloysius doesn’t have my support team.” Knowing this might be their last chance to talk, Sere didn’t want to let Sanguine go. “What about you?”

      “I have that dragon to protect me. I still believe Jenna can be saved, but getting her past this crazy idea that she’s some kind of goddess is going to take some work. If I can get her to see reason, we’ll have one more protector on this side of the divide in case Marjory figures out something clever. And now that I’m out of the vault, I should be able to calm the hurricane and return this realm to some sense of order. It doesn’t have to be a hell here, but it will take work to make it livable for all of the divergent sentient beings.” She looked around as if making sure they truly were alone. “If you ever need me after the hellmouth is closed, contact Chloe Aberrant. Our connection isn’t reliant on the professor’s equipment. No matter what Kendell might tell you, do not use her voodoo gates or Myles’s magic cane. That’s how this whole mess got started.”

      Sere nodded. Though Baron Samedi had been helpful, she would never be able to bring herself to trust the loa of the dead. She reached out toward the shimmering angel. “I will miss you, but as immortals—even in different dimensions—I know we’ll meet again.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere climbed on Lefty’s back. She didn’t see any point in playing nice with the gator hunters or their Northshore compatriots. Either they were going to accept her help, or she would leave them to the devil. “If they lay a single hand on you, it will be war. I have no problem leaving them to the devil and his minions.”

      While Lefty swam through the swamp, she tried to figure out what to do. Marjory had made an aggressive move in turning loose her devil—possibility too aggressive. Aloysius might have achieved immortality, but the horde accompanying him had just had their lifelines severed. Sere needed to get down to the professor to find out what might have happened to his demons and dragons. If the new devil and his benefactor had a contingency plan to power up the monsters, the specifics eluded her. She wants what he has, but without a connection to hell, she’ll be stuck. Either she’ll try to reestablish contact, or she’ll steal the man’s doppelgänger body for her own the way my father did her son.

      Then there was Doodlebug to consider. Left in hell, the girl would have played right into Marjory’s hands. Too long in that dimension, and Jenna would have sought her out also as a way to get at Sere. But Bart had a strong point; leaving the doppelgirl in life meant Sere needed to either accept her or kill her once and for all. I could use the help, assuming I can honestly trust her.

      And when it came to trust, in spite of what she’d told Sanguine, Sere felt like all of the puzzle pieces of her life had been overturned. She’d agreed to Gerald’s request to watch over his grandson, but now that Aloysius was a devil, she couldn’t be sure of the former chief of police’s allegiances. I can’t just let the little shit fly around on his dragon causing havoc, but I’ll have to tread lightly around Gerald. Without him, I’m stuck when it comes to finding out what Marjory is up to.

      Not that she was any surer of her personal contingent. The professor was going to be pissed that he’d lost his insight into his little dungeons-and-dragons program. Without access through the hellmouth, he would be back to being nothing more than the magician behind the curtain. On his own, that wouldn’t pose a problem, but Kendell and the others had created an elaborate system of gates. Though they’d assured Sere that the portals had been disabled, no one was able to fully explain how. People and their friggin’ back-door accesses.

      If people weren’t reliable, she had to wonder about Sanguine as well. The swamp witch angel had been more of a mother figure than Sere had ever known, but trusting her word that Chloe was reliable pushed Sere to the edge of her not-quite-human emotions. The line of witches that stretched back to hell’s designer, Agnes Delarosa, weren’t necessarily concerned about what happened to the devil’s daughter. Though with the baron little more than folklore, why they would care what happened to hell was a mystery. No matter what Sanguine said, Jenna was as much her surrogate daughter as I was. Chloe’s allegiance has to be to Sanguine, not me. Other than making contact with hell, I’ll have to watch what I say and do around the swamp witch.

      As Lefty rounded a corner, Sere made out the soft puttering of the swamp boat up ahead. Having Doodlebug watching over hell had given her and Bart the first true break to explore their relationship. Every moment, meal, and sexual mauling had increased her desire for the hulky bartender. No matter what harebrained idea she came up with, he was always the first to sign on. In all of my messed-up life, you’re the only person I honestly trust.

      She pulled out her four-barreled sawed-off shotgun and checked the cartridges. Though designed to send doppeldemons back to hell, the weapon could deliver enough of a punch to land the fattest of gator hunters on his ass. She patted Lefty on the head. “And I’ve got you back with me, my old friend. I have missed you. Now it’s time for us to get to work.”
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      Time is quickly running out for Sere to save the world. Marjory Laroque has all that she needs to create her immortal army. Even worse, Aloysius is now in full devil form and ready for Marjory to possess.

      Sere’s plan to thwart the powerful woman goes horribly off course when Marjory takes possession of Sere’s body instead of that of the hapless devil she created. With Sere’s soul forced back into the computer that spawned her, the devil’s daughter finds no other option but to follow the link back to hell. If she can cut Marjory’s army off at the source of its power, she might still have a chance of saving the world.

      Marjory’s army of goblins and half-baked dragons do their best to intercept Sere in hell, but the badass doppelgänger girl has a few tricks up her sleeve for battling them. Getting back out of hell, however, proves far more complex than Sere imagined, requiring the help of not only those she loves but also those she mistrusts. The price for their help will test the limits of Sere’s humanity.
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Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Bubba’s bar reeked of stale beer, man sweat, and the blood of countless brawls. Sere breathed in the rich aromas of life as she pushed open the swinging doors meant to keep the precious cool air inside the establishment.

      From behind the bar, Eddie nodded toward the back room. “They’re waiting for you.”

      Sere had been around the bar enough times to know the regulars. “Anything strange happen out in the swamp?” She aimed the question down the counter at anyone who might choose to listen.

      One of the bikers leaned in closer to his drink. “You mean other than the six-foot-long crawfish and turtles the size of compact cars?”

      “Old news,” his companion said. “I haven’t seen a good barbeque from Riley’s bar in weeks.”

      The gang traveled the rural highways, which gave them insight into the goings-on in the small towns. Because few of them made their living out on the water, however, their information regarding the hellmouth was usually incomplete and out of date.

      “Keep your eyes open.” Sere passed the row of lazy drunks and pushed open the beer-stained wooden door to Bart’s office.

      The former Navy SEAL sat behind his desk with a glass of Jack and Coke so heavily favoring the alcohol portion that the concoction had only a light tint of color. “We are genuinely fucked, aren’t we?”

      Though technically not old enough to drink, Doodlebug held an Abita Amber. She stared at the half-empty beer bottle. “All I know is hell, so you tell me.”

      Sere took a seat at the end of the desk, where a bottle of Jameson whiskey sat next to a half-filled glass. “It’s not all gloom and doom. Sanguine is free. She agreed to shut the hellmouth. With the baron’s vault closed, that damn iron cage is back in the in-between dimension where it belongs. Since neither Jennifer nor I is inside of it, the Cormorant doesn’t have our souls to latch onto in order to haul the vault back into hell’s dimension. Only Sanguine knows how to retrieve it.”

      Bart aimed his glass at her. “But the baron’s journals are still out there somewhere.”

      “That’s not even the problem.” Doodlebug gave a teenage sneer that made the hairs on the back of Sere’s neck stand on end. “What good is sealing the hellmouth after the devil has already escaped? We can’t just sit around crying in our glasses.”

      Sere well remembered the doppelgänger-based frustration of longing to fight when all the people around her wanted to talk. “Before we go flying into battle, we need to know what we’re up against. You were the last to see Aloysius and his dragon-flying demons. How many were there?”

      Doodlebug slammed the bottle down on the desk. “How would I know? As soon as I saw them, Marjory sucked my soul into her computer program.”

      “Guess.”

      Bart’s controlled tone impressed Sere. He sounded completely unfazed. She, on the other hand, wanted to wring the information out of the doppelgänger girl’s throat.

      “They filled the sky,” Doodlebug said. “I’d say twenty at least. The dragons are still little flamers, not much bigger than ponies. The demons looked a little ridiculous on them, but that doesn’t mean they won’t be far more impressive on this side of reality.”

      Sere took a shot of the whiskey. “What about Aloysius? You were part of him becoming the new devil. You must remember something.”

      Doodlebug drank more of the beer than Sere thought possible for a sixteen-year-old girl. “Not much.” She burped out the answer.

      Though the girl could annoy goodness out of a saint, Sere had to cut her a break for managing to remember anything at all after being reconstituted in the swamp. “We had to override your system pretty deep with Dooly Buell to bring you back around. Just take it slow and give us what scraps of memory you can scavenge out of the fire pit of your hell-based existence.”

      Doodlebug chucked the empty bottle into the trash can. “The last thing I remember—other than Lefty carrying my body through the hellmouth—was Aloysius using my spirit to unite the two sides of his being. Unlike what your friend Mr. Fisher experienced, Aloysius’s situation isn’t a matter of possession.” She laced her fingers together. “His human soul and doppelgänger spirit are now one and the same. The really bad part is that Marjory used my connection to the professor’s equipment to download all of Aloysius’s data into his doppelgänger-computer brain.”

      “Shit.” Sere took another long slug of the whiskey. “Now he truly is an immortal devil. I need to find out from Professor Yates what Aloysius would be using to power his body. With the two sides of himself fused together and all the information he’ll ever need stored inside his brain, he can regenerate at will. Is any part of you still associated with him?”

      Bart reached behind him to the ancient fridge, pulled out a beer, then handed it to Doodlebug, who popped open the bottle by whacking it against the side of the desk. “Not that I can feel.”

      “There has to be some connection.” Bart topped up his drink with more Jack Daniels and a splash of Coke from the can sitting on his desk. “Emotions seem to play a role. My guess is that when Aloysius gets amped up, you might still get a sense of what he’s up to.”

      “We can’t rely on that,” Sere said. “Doodlebug’s role was to be part of the power cord Marjory used to access hell. Since that bridge is destroyed and the gate shut, whatever connection she had to Aloysius was probably severed as well. Did you get any indication of what happened to the demon horde after they escaped through the hellmouth?”

      Bart nodded toward the door. “No one out there has heard anything. I’ve sent a message down to Riley, but if dragons had flown over her bar, she’d have smoked the tires on her Jeep getting up here. Maybe we got lucky.”

      Of all the explanations for why demon-horde sightings might have been sparse, luck seemed the most improbable. “Demons and dragons didn’t have direct connections to life, so Marjory couldn’t have used the gate even when it was open,” Sere said. “She must have used the vaults in the two dimensions—and the last thin wire of her power cord connecting them.”

      “If I could have stopped her, I would have.” Doodlebug finished off her beer and reached for another, making Sere wonder if her goal was to finish off the whole six-pack.

      “No one is blaming you. Marjory outfoxed all of us. The point I was trying to make was she could have used the two vaults as a transporter between dimensions.”

      Bart kicked his boots up onto his desk. “So down in that bank’s basement, there’s a devil and his demons and dragons? Sounds like something she’d come up with.”

      Doodlebug shook her head. “That doesn’t feel right. Aloysius didn’t trust his great-aunt. He wouldn’t have voluntarily stepped back into the vault.”

      “And with good reason,” Bart said. “That woman had no qualms about sacrificing one heir to her dream of immortality, and she certainly wouldn’t let another of her clan keep what she thought rightfully belonged to her. Since he is fused together, could he have snuck through the gate before Sanguine closed it?”

      “That’s possible.” Sere looked hard into his eyes. “Speaking of trust, we need to figure out who we can rely on. I had Sanguine slam the door to hell without giving anyone notice. That’s not going to sit well with the professor and the others in New Orleans.”

      Doodlebug turned the bottle in her hand. “Before you go so far as to question your friends’ loyalty, maybe you should start a little closer to home. I know you don’t trust me.”

      “Never have, never will,” Sere admitted.

      “Look, I’m sorry I killed Joe. I know he was your friend.”

      Sere set her drink down on the desk so hard that whiskey splashed onto the polished wood. “Sorry and friend are two concepts you don’t have any chance of understanding. I’m surprised those words even made it out of your mouth.”

      Doodlebug’s hand moved to the neck of the bottle like she was going to use it as a weapon. “Yet I do understand the terms. Maybe you gave me a little too much of Dooly, or maybe it was because the partial regeneration happened in life instead of in hell, but believe me or not, I meant what I said. That’s not to imply that I’m asking for forgiveness. You’d never grant it, and I honestly don’t care. I did what I did to get your attention. We need each other.”

      Sere looked at Bart, surprised that he hadn’t attempted to quash the argument. “I suppose you’re on her side?”

      He left his glass on the desk and took a hit straight from the bottle of Jack. “I will always be on your side in all matters, but she does have a point. You don’t have to like her to trust her. Hell, you don’t even really have to trust her to do anything other than what’s in her best interest. Isn’t that the way hell works?”

      “Maybe so.” Sere stared Doodlebug in the eye. “Are you still uncomfortable telling lies?”

      The girl didn’t break eye contact. “I can tell an untruth if the situation requires it, but I’ll never be as smooth as humans. The Cormorant’s conditioning runs deep, even for those of us who were never true believers.”

      In spite of her frustration with the girl, Sere snickered while refilling her glass. “The Cormorant is every bit as conditioned as you think you are—more so actually. You want to know the source of that religious doctrine that rules all doppelgängers? I once saw Jennifer reprimand her son, Bobby. He’d told a fib about some meaningless event that happened at school. She yelled at him, ‘We don’t tell lies in this house, mister.’ Though I don’t share her soul the way the Cormorant does, I could feel the waves of firm intention ripple along our connection.”

      Doodlebug set her bottle down and leaned her elbows on the desk. “You mean to tell me that our doppelgänger dogma about always telling the truth stems from a mother telling her son not to lie?”

      Sere shared the doppelgirl’s sense of disbelief. “Pretty much. I’ve often thought that if I hadn’t listened to Professor Yates about steering clear of Jennifer, I might have had more influence in her life. If something so simple as a repeated reprimand could influence a self-proclaimed deity, imagine what a little intentional direction could have accomplished.”

      “Fascinating,” Bart said unconvincingly. “But off topic. We still have a devil on the loose, and I doubt the Cormorant is going to be of much help at this stage of the game. She’s Sanguine’s problem now.”

      “Right.” Sere put her feet up on the desk next to Bart’s. “So, Doodlebug has earned conditional trust. What about the professor?”

      “He’s an old fool.” Bart rested his glass on his belt buckle. “But I doubt that man would act against us. It’s just not in his nature. I do worry he could be manipulated. Scientists have a bad way of being so enamored with their creations that they don’t see the dangers. Were Marjory to send someone in whom he didn’t know, he’d probably spill every secret in his enthusiasm for the project.”

      Doodlebug kept her eyes on her bottle as if the beer’s warning label told of some upcoming apocalypse. “So trust his answers, but watch what new information we give him. Is that what you’re saying?” Her tone hinted at a suppressed anger.

      Sere could tell she was hiding some mistrust, but asking directly would only spin the conversation in another meaningless direction. “It sounds reasonable. You can’t possibly expect us to trust you more than we do him.”

      Doodlebug stared silently at the bottle in the passive-aggressive way only a teenager could achieve—not that Sere cared about the girl’s input anyway.

      “Polly always impressed me as being a worthy intermediary,” Bart said.

      Sere sloshed the remaining whiskey in her glass. “She’ll make a great inheritor of his creation when the time comes. I guess the bigger question is how far we trust the equipment. Andy messed things up but good when he had control in hell, and Marjory did have her claws in the software.” She turned to Doodlebug, hoping to rouse her from her unspoken irritation. “Anything you’d like to share? You were a part of that malware.”

      “Other than that she’ll try again? You already know that.” Doodlebug finally leaned back from the desk. “With the gate closed, how much information does the professor have on what’s going on with his little puppets?”

      “An excellent question,” Bart said. “We’re still not clear about how Monty first escaped hell. My money is on Andy planting the idea as a way of testing his malware. In any case, that computer system is about as secure as my aunt Sally’s garage, and the professor’s understandable desire to get a peek at what’s happening in hell isn’t going to help.”

      Sere took a drink to calm her nerves. “The computer is a problem, and therefore, working with the people connected to it would only open them up to further attacks from Marjory. What about our voodoo connections?”

      Bart stared at her for an unnervingly long time. “Are you opening the door to Baron Samedi?”

      She nearly spit out her drink. “Hardly. He has his uses, but I’m actually referring to Kendell, Myles, and their gang. Though they’ve done heroic work, the more I know, the less I like the seven gates they developed.”

      “Exactly,” Doodlebug said. “I still can’t believe one of the portals was inside the bank. How could the people around you be so foolish?”

      Sere shrugged. “I wouldn’t be so tough on them. It’s a long story, and I’m at the center of it. For what it’s worth, Sanguine agrees with you. She worries any attempt at opening one of the gates, no matter how well intentioned, will only weaken her ability to keep the hellmouth closed.”

      Bart leaned so far back in his chair that Sere thought he was searching for an answer on the wood-paneled ceiling. “So if paranormal science and voodoo aren’t to be trusted, I guess that brings us to the Wiccan swamp witches. Where did you leave things with Sanguine?”

      Seeing her mother figure finally free gave Sere a sense of hope. No one knew more about hell and the tear between dimensions than Sanguine, the creator’s granddaughter. “She said she could close the hellmouth, though I don’t know how. That access was Wiccan in origin. The gate was how her grandmother, Agnes, transported what she created in life to the other dimension. It was never meant to be used by residents of hell to leave that dimension. My guess is when Sanguine held it open so I could leave, it got stuck, turning what was designed as a one-way gate into the wide-open hellmouth. That’s why Lefty has such an easy time swimming through the portal.” Sere looked at Doodlebug and Bart, wondering how much to divulge. “Sanguine said if I ever needed to make contact with her now that the hellmouth is closed, I should go through Chloe Aberrant.”

      “I met her,” Doodlebug blurted like a little kid who suddenly had something useful to share. “She created a forty-foot-tall dragon to help me.”

      “Right,” Bart said skeptically.

      “No, it’s true. She said that by affecting a real person’s mental state in life, she could change what the professor’s equipment created in hell. Depending on the potion, all manner of ghoulish creatures popped up.”

      “Wait.” Bart lifted his feet off the desk and repositioned them on the floor. He leaned in close to the girl. “So all of those little dragons that Marjory called forth out of hell have human reals?”

      “That’s what Chloe said.” Doodlebug sounded excited, maybe because the new information made her the center of attention. “She said the Laroque mansion is basically a drug den of stoners on her special dragon concoction.”

      Sere nodded. “Fisher confirmed that Marjory funded a research project that spanned a couple of colleges. We didn’t realize she was so far along, though. Having doppelgängers walk through the hellmouth in search of their reals in order to become human-looking demons here in life is one thing. Having them become dragons that fly around in our skies isn’t nearly as straightforward.”

      Bart leaned his head back as if his brain worked best bent over his shoulders. “So far, though, no one’s seen any of these dragons.”

      “Couldn’t we just bust in and free the stoners?” Doodlebug asked.

      Bart swiveled his chair. “That would be a whole lot easier than breaking into the bank and stealing the vault.”

      Sere feared they were getting off track. “The dragons are the least of our problems. So long as Marjory is trying to make them real in this dimension, she’ll be too preoccupied to continue her immortality endeavor. Our focus has to be on Aloysius Laroque. If we can take him out, Marjory won’t have a play. She might be the all-powerful queen on the chessboard, but he’s the vulnerable king. After he’s dealt with, we can sweep up the other pieces she’s been playing with.”

      “Right.” Doodlebug tossed her latest empty bottle into the trash. “Find Aloysius and his demon horde and stop whatever move they intend to make to command the living. Make sure Marjory can’t become immortal. Do what we can on this side to ensure that the hellmouth remains closed. Where do we start?”

      Bart reached into the top drawer of his desk and pulled out a key with a tiny metal skull fob. “First step is to locate Aloysius. Sere and I will head down to New Orleans and start searching Marjory’s strongholds.” He tossed Doodlebug the key. “There’s a Harley Davidson sportster out back. The dude left it as payment for an especially ugly bar brawl. You won’t be setting any speed records with it, but it’ll get you from bar to bar. Even though my patrons haven’t heard anything, that doesn’t mean no one has. Aloysius could be in our midst and somehow keeping the locals quiet. He is, after all, a devil. You’re one of the few people who could recognize him. Sit at the counter. Order a soda pop. Do not order anything alcoholic. Tell whoever asks that you’re searching for your long-lost daddy. Come up with some cover story about him owing your mama ten years’ worth of child support. You might ask a question or two with the guys who don’t immediately hit on you, but don’t push it past casual. Most importantly, listen to the conversations around you.”

      Doodlebug weighed the key in her palm. “Won’t a sixteen-year-old girl stand out in a bar?”

      “Not around these parts.” Sere nodded over her shoulder. “If you’re afraid of the locals, I’m sure we can find you a chaperone from Bart’s customers.”

      Doodlebug clenched the key and stared squint-eyed at Sere. “I’m a demon. Anyone you sent with me would be the one in danger.”

      Bart got up from behind his desk. “Based on Sere’s history, you won’t be able to use a cell phone. Work your way south until you get to Joe’s cabin. You know where it is. There’s a phone inside you can use to call the professor’s office if you get into trouble. If you don’t find anything, wait there for us to contact you. If you don’t hear from us by midnight, head down to the professor’s lab, but don’t let anyone see you.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere stood beside Bart as they watched Doodlebug putter the old Harley out of the parking lot. “I don’t know if I’m more worried about her safety or that of the people she encounters.”

      He put his arm around her waist. “Do you think it was a mistake sending her out on her own?”

      She relaxed her body against his, grateful to be alone with him. “No. Taking her down to New Orleans would only get the attention of the Laroque clan. She’s messed around enough with that family to no longer be our secret weapon. It’s taken all we’ve got to keep Dooly Buell out of their sights. And teeming Doodlebug up with someone here would only result in a bar brawl. She doesn’t yet know how to work with others. Hell, I still don’t really have that skill down. At times, I barely know how to work with you.”

      He laughed—a sound that could reawaken her soul from the depths of hell. “You do better than you think. At least she has experience going up against the demons and dragons if she does run into them.”

      Sere couldn’t ignore the dark anguish in the pit of her stomach. “I don’t like letting her stay at Joe’s cabin.”

      “I know, but it seemed like the only logical location for stashing her. Hopefully, she’ll learn a little humility by camping out in the dead man’s bungalow, surrounded by his possessions.”

      Sere watched the lingering dust kicked up by the motorcycle. “Assuming she makes it that far. Now that the hellmouth is closed, she’s adrift when it comes to regeneration. If we hadn’t made direct contact between her and Dooly, I don’t think she would have recovered.”

      “I wondered about that.” He pulled out the key to his Ducati. “How would the closed gate affect Marjory’s little monsters?”

      Sere tried to corral the different pieces of information into some coherent idea. “According to Doodlebug, Marjory has the real people who are the basis for the dragons. There would still have to be a connection between real and dragon doppelgänger, and without her bridge of the damned, she can’t download the information to make them immortal. With the reals, however, she can create a direct connection to keep them functional the way we did between Dooly and Doodlebug. That is, assuming the druggies don’t overdose or escape. Her demons might be more of a challenge if she doesn’t have control of the real people who they’re based on. She couldn’t have anticipated our closing of the gate, so she might not have chosen the demons with all of the care that she should have. We can’t even be sure how many made it out before Sanguine performed her magic.”

      “Do you think Gerald might be of some use in getting the police force to watch for abductions?” Bart asked.

      “I don’t know,” Sere said. Gerald Laroque, the former chief of police—and grandfather of Aloysius—wasn’t someone she was in a hurry to confront in spite of all of his past help.

      Bart kneed the four-barrel shotgun holstered at Sere’s thigh. “What’s your take on those paranormal shells?”

      She pulled the key to her Triton from the pocket of her leather pants. “Another very good question. The pellets were meant to sever the connection to hell. Much as I hate to say it, I think our first stop has to be to see the professor. I don’t want to confront Aloysius until I know what weapons will work against the devil.”

      “Do you think Marjory is going to keep her catch under lock and key? If dragons start showing up in the Quarter, things are going to get complicated.” He put his hands in his back pockets. The masculine stance made her want to rip his clothes off.

      Reluctantly, Sere pulled away from his rock-hard body. “I thought about that too. It’s not like Marjory to summon a demon army and leave them languishing in a basement, but turning them loose in the heart of the French Quarter doesn’t make much sense either.”

      “What about the tunnel?”

      She tried to visualize the place so she could judge whether it was impregnable. “She must have secured every basement access by now. It would be too out of character for her to leave such vulnerabilities unguarded.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “Fisher said Baron Malveaux built it so he could sneak into his brothels unseen. That would mean the access must end in the old Storyville district. Didn’t Doodlebug say that area is where she ran into the dragons in hell?”

      “Yeah, she said they showed up in the abandoned tenement houses in the Tremé—like that area around the cemetery isn’t creepy enough already.”

      “Better that the demons show up there than appear flying out the bank’s front doors. I wonder if the Laroques have any financial interests in the area that might give us a clue about where to look.”

      Sere began to feel that they were wasting time, but she didn’t want to let go of Bart’s attention a second sooner than she had to. “I’ll have Fisher do some investigating.”

      Bart finally hopped onto his Ducati. “So first stop, Professor Yates’s office. We’re just going for a quiet ride along the swamp, okay?”

      She pulled on her helmet as she straddled the Triton. “Right. Like that ever happens. Last one to the door buys the next round of drinks.”
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      Sere fired up her Triton motorcycle but waited until Bart made the first move. As thorough as her knowledge of the swamp and New Orleans was, when it came to the hidden highways and secluded back roads, he’d beaten her on too many occasions for her to get cocky. Not this time, my friend. I’m following you until I know I have the advantage.

      When the trail of parking-lot dust kicked up by his back tire reached the toes of her gator-skin boots, she hit the gearshift and laid into the throttle. A hissing from inside her saddlebags accompanied the screech of tires against the gravel. Her two canebrake rattlesnakes stuck their heads out of the flaps like lazy puppies peeking out of their blankets. As the wind picked up over their scales, their tongues emerged to lick at the chase.

      “We’re going to hang back this time and let him think he’s got the advantage, so don’t freak out that I’m not taking the lead,” Sere told the squirmy reptiles, who never liked it when she didn’t give her all to a motorcycle ride. But after Bart made a gentle turn, she heard his engine rev higher, indicating that he was trying to break away, and Sere changed her tune. “Laying back is one thing—giving up is something else.” She leaned low over the gas tank of the homemade motorcycle, shifted up a gear, and gave it full throttle. As she crested the curve, she caught the glow of his taillight disappearing around the next bend.

      Blasting past Kelly’s Diner and Larry’s Machine Shop, she felt a familiar lump in her throat. She reminded herself that with Doodlebug’s help, the couple had entered the deep waters. If there was any justice in the afterlife, the essences of the two would find each other again.

      For the run down to Riley’s bar, Bart led her along familiar routes—there weren’t many side roads that Sere hadn’t already explored in her attempts at secrecy, so she was hard to surprise. During the long run along the bayou, he attempted to shed her from his tail more than once, but each time, she maintained her distance.

      A long gentle incline had her downshifting to keep him ahead. “Nice try. I’m not letting my eager-demon side take the bait.” Learning self-control hadn’t come easily, and Bart knew exactly how to draw out her unbridled aggression.

      At the outskirts of New Orleans, she held back long enough to be certain he’d lost sight of her. Then instead of sticking to the busy freeway that led into the city, she swung her motorcycle onto an off-ramp that led over the river.

      The old Huey P. Long Bridge wasn’t for the faint of heart, especially for people on motorcycles. The narrow lanes shook and bounced from the trucks that surrounded her. She had to remain loose to stay in control of the motorcycle on the crowded roadway squeezed between the train trestle and the low railing. Only a hip-high metal bar prevented a dizzying drop to the river below. Sere held onto the handlebars for dear life and focused only on what was in front of her. “I just have to get across the river.”

      On the downward slope, she opened up the motorcycle like she was on a roller coaster. Darting between trucks and cars, she took the first off-ramp onto the seldom-used road that ran along the winding river. “So long as we don’t get stopped by a local cop, we should make it to the Crescent City Connection and back over the river before Bart even makes it through the interchange.”

      The snakes rattled their tails in approval and admiration of her brilliance.
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        * * *

      

      In the empty parking lot of the professor’s wharf-side office and laboratory, Sere peeled the helmet off of her sweat- and dust-coated hair just as Bart slid his Ducati to a stop beside her. “That was cheating, you know,” he said from under the face shield.

      She set her skullcap helmet on the end of her bike’s handlebars. “You always say that when you lose.”

      “Whatever.” He pulled off his helmet as he swung his leg from the seat. “How do you want to play this?”

      She’d hoped that knowing the root cause of why she felt compelled to always tell the truth would make it easier to overcome the conditioning. It hadn’t. She never wanted to lie to Bart, anyway, but when it came to dealing with others, she needed a go-between to prevent her from saying something she shouldn’t.

      “He’s going to have a ton of questions. If I didn’t think it would be overly suspicious, I’d wait out here while you found our answers.”

      “I don’t mind taking the lead,” he said.

      Sere felt unnatural letting other men take the lead, but when it came to Bart, she didn’t mind the show of masculine strength. “We need to understand more about the dragons and demons now that the hellmouth is closed—specifically, how to kill them. Hopefully, my scattergun isn’t completely useless. If you focus on Aloysius, we might get what we need without divulging too much about what Marjory turned loose. I really don’t need those busybodies trying to take charge.”

      He gave an aggravating smile that made her want to hit him. “Demonsplaining? Really?” He headed off in front of her, giving her ample opportunity to ogle his ass.

      “Don’t call me a demon,” she muttered as she followed him into the offices. She consoled herself with the thought that anyone but Bart would have ended up with a knife in the back for the insult.

      Polly threw a large power-supply switch at the back of the hallway. “How about now?”

      “Still nothing.” Professor Yates was completely focused on his computer screen and didn’t acknowledge the visitors.

      Bart cleared his throat with entirely too much drama. “I don’t mean to interrupt.”

      The professor finally looked up from the display. “I assume we have you two to thank for this chaos?”

      Bart gripped Sere’s hand to prevent the buildup of facts from erupting from her mouth. “Sanguine is free, and the hellmouth is closed.”

      Polly let go of the lever and came out from the shadows. “Well, that must have been some adventure.”

      Again, Bart squeezed Sere’s hand in warning. The good cop-bad cop routine between the professor and Polly was one she’d fallen for too many times. “I’d like to say hell’s dangers are behind us, but this might be a matter of closing the barn door after the horse has escaped. Marjory managed to turn her great-nephew, Aloysius, into a full-fledged immortal devil, and he’s not alone. We need some answers, and we need them fast, so explanations on our part will have to wait.”

      Polly sat next to the professor. “Tell us what you need.”

      Bart finally let go of his iron grip and turned to Sere as if expecting that she’d have everything clearly thought out. She pulled her four-barrel shotgun from her thigh holster and dropped it on the desk. “Is this thing going to do a damn bit of good now that the gate’s closed?”

      The professor popped one of the shells out of the chamber. He turned the orange plastic sleeve in the sunlight. “Well, the pellets didn’t vanish. That’s something at least.”

      “Did you think they would?” Sere couldn’t imagine any scenario in which something from hell that had passed through the gate would cease to exist just because the portal had closed.

      “I was just spitballing ideas.” Polly glared at the professor.

      Sere picked up the shotgun, snapped it back together, and reholstered it. “We don’t have time for speculative ramblings. Will those pellets work or not?”

      The professor lit his pipe, which was never a good sign when Sere was seeking brevity. “So long as the connection between an escaped doppelgänger and their real in life goes through hell, the pellets should work. With the hellmouth closed, however, we have no way of knowing if that’s the case, especially with my equipment no longer getting feedback from the dimension. As for a possessed human, between Thomas and Fisher, you’ve already proven that the pellets can focus and empower the dominant spirit.”

      “We don’t have a case of possession this time,” Sere interrupted, not wanting the old man to drone on indefinitely. “Aloysius is bonded into one spirit, and there are monsters with their reals in physical proximity with no access back to hell.” She tapped the butt of the gun. “What happens when I shoot them?”

      He held his pipe in both hands. “Honestly? I don’t know. When it comes to the modified doppelgängers, you could end up killing them by connecting them back to hell with a pellet that originated with Agnes Delarosa’s hell, or you could end up empowering them instead.”

      “Sounds like we need to capture one of the buggers,” Bart muttered to Sere.

      She nodded but didn’t want to pursue the idea around the professor just yet. Since he didn’t have a definitive answer regarding the weapon, she chose to move on to her next possible means of combating Marjory. “Which brings up the second question, Professor. Without a tether to hell’s computer, how would Marjory power up her little toys?”

      The professor aimed his pipe at Polly. “You’d better show them.”

      Polly pursed her lips while staring at the professor. “A similar problem came up while I was teaching Dooly in life and Doodlebug in hell. The two of them speculated that eventually Doodlebug would join us in life. When that happened, Doodlebug didn’t want to be tied to our computer. If I remember correctly, her words were something along the lines of not wanting to be a bitch on a leash.”

      “What did you do?” Sere asked, suspecting that she wasn’t going to like the answer.

      Polly pulled a cell phone from the desk. “They each have one of these. Basically, they work like your healing bandage connection to Jennifer, except these can be better regulated and the energy doesn’t have to pass through hell. We used the carrier frequency Joe and Bart worked up for your phone—just amped up so it can transfer human energy to a doppelgänger.”

      The professor aimed his pipe at his bank of computers. “Dooly’s is just a normal phone, but because Doodlebug’s works on doppelgänger frequency, the signal does pass through my equipment, though I have even less control over what’s sent than I have with what transpires between you and Jennifer.”

      “And does Marjory know about this upgrade?” Sere tried to keep her frustration in check.

      “It would be a pretty safe bet,” Polly said. “Had we known about Doodlebug’s connection to Marjory’s bridge of the damned at the time, we might have added in more safeguards.”

      Bart put his hands in the back pockets of his jeans. “But what Sere does is just a quick infusion of human energy to heal her wounds. We’re talking about what a doppelgänger would need for daily living.”

      Polly nodded. “Dooly already felt like a caged Guinea pig waiting to have more blood drained anytime Doodlebug got hurt. Marjory’s marionettes are just as dependent on their reals as Doodlebug is on Dooly. For them to function freely, she would need to have those reals locked away where they could be easily tapped if a doppelgänger got hurt.”

      Bart’s breathing took on a slow, deliberate rhythm as though he was bracing himself for impending danger. “And like a vampire sucking on his victim, a doppelgänger might not know when to stop drinking from its counterpart. Daily blood draws might weaken the real too much for when an actual problem arises.”

      Sere tried controlling her anger. “That phone doesn’t look any different from the one in Bart’s pocket.”

      Polly set the phone down. “As Bart said, we’re not talking about the direct real-to-doppelgänger healing energy, just what’s needed to survive. Think of it like a plasma transfusion verses needing actual blood. This is just a regular cell phone. Doodlebug doesn’t need to call Dooly for a quick pick-me-up. Anyone would do. She just needs the app running when someone answers. The conversation doesn’t even have to last all that long.”

      Bart pulled out his phone and stared at it like it was about to sprout fangs. “So a call about my vehicle’s expired warranty could actually be a soul-sucking doppelgänger on the other end, looking for a quick fix of human energy? No wonder those calls always leave me on edge.”

      “That’s what we came up with, and we’re not all that devious compared to Marjory Laroque.”

      Sere wondered why they’d even bothered visiting the professor, but then, if she’d wanted something to make her feel better about her life, she’d have stayed in bed with Bart. “Do you have any good news at all?”

      The professor nodded toward his equipment. “If we can’t check on hell, neither can Marjory. That means Sanguine will be dealing with the residents of hell without human interference, which has to help. Can you give me any information on what’s happening on the other side of the gate?”

      Sere wished she had better news. “Nothing you don’t probably already know. Sanguine plans on rehabilitating Jenna, but convincing the birdwoman to lay down the god title sounds all but hopeless to me. Is Jenna still powered by Jennifer?”

      The professor got out of his chair and flipped on the virtual diorama of hell’s New Orleans. The translucent images looked like ghosts. “The projection is stable, so the people being modeled in life still have their information sent to the doppelgängers in hell. This hologram only shows where the mirror images should be, though, not where they actually are. As we know from Monty, that makes this little marionette stage all but useless. All I can tell you is that the information, including Jenna’s, is still being transmitted.”

      Polly pointed at the virtual representation of the thirty-three-story tower by the river. “So long as the World Trade Center continues pumping out energy, we need to continue using the power to prevent another runaway reaction.”

      “I’m more than familiar with the problem,” Sere said. “What you’re saying is that the realm is stable, at least as near as you can tell, and the Cormorant is unaffected by the closed gate.”

      “That’s it in hell’s nutshell,” the professor said.
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        * * *

      

      Sere held Bart’s hand as they walked back to the bikes. “I’ve been thinking about what you said. You’re right. We need to capture one of Marjory’s demons, though a dragon might be even better.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      She grabbed her helmet off the bike’s handlebars. “I keep circling back to our idea about the tunnel that leads into the bank’s basement. Even if Marjory has all of the side entrances sealed or guarded, that shaft has to go somewhere. I think I’ll head over to Fisher’s office.”

      Bart straddled his Ducati before grabbing his helmet. “That will give me time to swing by Joe’s old cache and grab some weapons. Even if Marjory doesn’t have a militia hanging out in the tunnel, if we’re right about her demon army being sequestered in the basement, we’ll need all the firepower we can get. At least we’ll have the benefit of constrained access. Those dragons won’t be able to fill the tunnel with fire if only one can stick his head in at a time. Now that we have a little more information, what do you think about making contact with Gerald?”

      She knew she’d have to approach the old man at some point, but without even a clue as to the demon army’s location, she wasn’t ready to cross that bridge just yet. Sere fired up her Triton. “We’ve got enough to deal with at the moment. If he makes contact, I won’t avoid him, but we need to figure out what we’re up against before dragging him into it.”

      Bart gave her a curt nod before revving his engine then headed down the road. She had the urge to follow him, but it didn’t last. Though Joe’s old haunts still calmed her soul, melancholy would inevitably take over. She turned the motorcycle toward the French Quarter and left the professor’s lab in the dust.
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        * * *

      

      The run from the professor’s lab to Fisher’s CPA office had become so well traveled that even the homeless population had stopped harassing Sere with their usual banter. She parked in the back alley next to a dude who’d created a bed from milk crates. “What’s the word on the street, Lester?”

      “Strange sounds from under the bank late last night, but who ya gonna believe?”

      She dropped him a dollar. “Watch my motorcycle.”

      “I always do.” He stashed the bill in his tattered shirt.

      As Sere pushed open the door, Linda barely looked up from her computer. “I’m not even going to ask.” She buzzed Fisher as Sere headed for his door.

      As usual, the desk in the office was covered in receipts, but that had never stopped Fisher from pushing everything aside the moment she walked in. “What eruption from hell are you dealing with today, superhero?”

      She angled her shotgun away from the chair as she collapsed into it. “What do you know about that tunnel that led into the bank’s basement?”

      He pulled a key from his waistcoat and used it to unlock the bottom drawer of his desk. “I figured eventually you’d be looking for a way back into that shaft, so I did a little digging in the New Orleans Historic Collection. When the city had Storyville razed, they annexed part of the property to expand the cemetery. Your father wasn’t in any position to buck the puritanical tide, but he did manage to secure a couple of the new grave sites.” He pulled a copy of a bill of sale from the file folder and slid it across the desk to Sere.

      “So this is the back door to the bank’s basement?” The map of the cemetery grounds listed each of the plots by number. A handwritten scrawl at the bottom indicated the ones the baron had purchased.

      “I’m not sure I’d go that far.” Fisher thumbed through the file before pulling out a couple of photocopied newspaper obituaries. “The baron might have intended to create an escape route, but he didn’t bother telling any of his heirs. Over the last hundred and fifty years, a number of your kin have found their final resting places on those plots.” He handed over a dozen pictures that looked to have been recently taken. “After compiling the data, I took a tour of the grounds. From the engravings on the headstones, it’s clear that each of the crypts has been well used.”

      Sere leaned back in the chair and examined the photos. “If there’s a secret passage, Marjory would have had a challenge creating an entrance with all of her ancestors clogging up the crypt.”

      “It’s not impossible. She certainly would have had someone walk to the end of the tunnel, but any aboveground work would have been recorded. There is a piece of good news—even with her considerable financial power, she hasn’t been able to buy every building that lines Conti Street, though at present, I haven’t found any construction sites that might provide access to the tunnel.”

      Sere continued to look at the aboveground crypts. “Even without owning the buildings, Bart and I figured Marjory would have bricked up the tunnel from inside.”

      In his seersucker suit, Fisher looked far too respectable for the work she kept assigning to him. “That would make sense. The receipts for the basement remodel after your run-in with her last devil seemed suspiciously high. Still, so long as contractors look for basement drainage, they’ll be punching holes to access that tunnel. What are you planning to do?”

      Unlike the professor, Sere never minded Fisher’s questions. More often than not, giving him information had ultimately resulted in her being rescued. “It’s less about what I have in mind than about trying to anticipate Marjory’s next move. If I’m right about her having a basement full of demons and dragons, she wouldn’t want to let them out through the teller windows. Having visible demons in the institution wouldn’t do much for business. She’s going to need a way to get them out without connecting them to her bank. It might be time to see if there have been any recent burials in the cemetery. She wouldn’t necessarily need one of the family plots, just a tomb with a deep enough ancestor pit to reach the tunnel.”

      He closed the drawer, locked it, and returned the key to his pocket. “What do you think she’ll use her new pets for? She already controls most of the city. You make it sound like she’s preparing for an attack.”

      “Maybe she is. So far, she seems to think one step ahead of us. According to Doodlebug, there was a war brewing in hell.”

      Fisher leaned forward over his desk. “I know that everyone thinks with the hellmouth closed that communication has been cut, but do you believe that when it comes to Marjory?”

      “I think if Marjory and Madam Laroque were standing in front of us, it would be impossible to tell the difference. Every real that I’ve met has shared a mutual mistrust with the corresponding marionette. The instinctual assumption is that hell’s puppets want to take command of the real people who inspire them. That’s usually enough to keep the two sides apart. However, I don’t believe that’s the case with Marjory and her double. I think they work in tandem. Even if they can’t talk to each other, they would still stick with the plan.”

      “Sanguine is going to have her hands full.”

      She smiled at Fisher, but she was worried about exactly that—eventually, Sanguine was going to need help. Sere pocketed the map and pictures. “I’ll need to talk to Bart, but I think the most logical play is for us to sneak into the cemetery tonight. If we can find an access, we’ll work our way down the tunnel. You’ve performed some impressive financial magic in the past, so anything you can do to help keep us out of Marjory’s clutches would be a big help.”

      He swiped the receipts off the table and into a box. “I’m on it.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            88

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere checked her analog army watch. “With the hellmouth closed, midnight should just be another tick of the clock, but my guess is those demons would feel right at home at that hour. If we’re going to snag one outside of Marjory’s cave, this would be the time.”

      Next to her, Bart pressed against the cemetery’s brick wall with knives and guns stashed around his body. “So, what’s your plan?”

      She peeked through the wrought-iron gate. Only shadows played between the crypts. “Though I’d like to see what’s going on in that bank’s basement, what we really need to do is to entice one of the monsters out of its hiding spot. I’d rather not kick over the whole hornets’ nest until we have some idea of what we’re dealing with.”

      He looked at her, eyebrows raised in surprise. “That’s a remarkably reasonable approach. I half expected you to say we were going to conduct a full-out assault on the bank stronghold.” He made a quick scan of the grounds then ducked his head back into the shadows. “If I had a squad in hiding, I’d post a sentry somewhere they couldn’t be seen.”

      She pressed harder to the wall to avoid a set of passing headlights. Even in their black riding leathers, she and Bart could still be visible to every eye in the neighborhood. She rested her hand on the butt of her shotgun for reassurance. “You’re the expert. Where do we look for the demon bastard?”

      He knelt down and picked up a stick. Drawing a series of boxes in the dirt, he quickly rendered a map of the grounds. “A skilled commando wouldn’t want to hang around the entrance to the camp. He’d want to be far enough away that an invading force wouldn’t immediately know where to attack but close enough that he could skedaddle back to base if he saw trouble. He’d act as sentry, not engaging with the enemy but also not alerting his forces until he was sure there was a threat.”

      She pointed at the cemetery entrance on the drawing. “We know the baron’s crypts are toward the back of the grounds. Our prey would want to be close enough to the gate to see it but remain hidden from anyone passing by. That means he probably wouldn’t have a perfect lookout. Do you think he’d be on top of one of the tombs? As a demon, he might try to pass as a carved gargoyle.”

      Bart shook his head. “He would need to maintain an easy access to his forces. My bet is he’d be behind one of these two mausoleums along the second street of the dead. That would keep him in the shadows from the front gate, give him a running start back to his buddies, and involve minimal wandering around for him to keep an eye on things.”

      Sere made a mark where Bart had indicated. “So we’ll need to get behind him if we want to capture him before he calls out his demon friends. I’ve gotta say, Marjory couldn’t have done a better job of picking an access point for her monsters if she’d designed it herself. No one goes poking around cemeteries at night.”

      Bart got up and returned to the shadows of the wall’s irregularities. “And even if someone does go there, who’s going to go blabbing about seeing a monster among the tombs?”

      Sere studied the map. “If we knew which structure he was behind, we could sneak past him. His line of sight on the gate has to be restricted.”

      Bart scanned the top of the crumbling brick-and-plaster wall. “There might be a less obvious way around him. With one good hoist, I’ll bet I could throw you up to the top of this wall. You could wait there until I approach the front gate. While his eyes were on me, you could hop down and make your move.”

      The reckless part of Sere savored the plan. With the iron gate between them, the demon wouldn’t be a threat to Bart. But her more cautious side made her ambivalent. When she worked with other people, however, they tended to get hurt. “You would honestly just stand there and let me take him down?”

      He gave a sly smile. “I wouldn’t say that. I’ve been known to scale iron bars before. Either our prey turns on you and I get him, or he comes after me, leaving you to attack.”

      “Or he does what you explained and heads hell-for-leather back to his buddies. But I suppose that’s where I intercept him. Okay. I don’t see a better plan. Just, please don’t twist your ankle or do anything stupid.”

      “Look who’s talking. Give me your foot, and I’ll hoist you up.”

      She put her hands on his broad shoulders and lifted her gator-skin boot to his waiting hands. Her hop off the ground felt like it had been spring-loaded. She landed on hands and knees like a cat on top of the brick wall. If the demon had spotted her, he didn’t make a fuss about it. Must be plenty of owls, rats, and other night creatures to ignore on a night like this.

      A patch of clouds moved off, allowing the moonlight to bathe the grounds. She lay flat on the top of the wall and let her eyes respond to any movement below. If there was a demon down there, he wasn’t the run-of-the-mill idiot she’d dealt with in the past.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Bart’s hulky figure looming around the front gate like a tourist who didn’t know better than to poke his nose where it didn’t belong. She did her best to remain focused on the cemetery grounds. Come on, you asshole, show yourself. I’ve never known Bart to be wrong about military tactics, and Marjory isn’t stupid. She wouldn’t bring a platoon of demons and dragons across from hell then leave them unprotected.

      Bart scaled the gate by grabbing the iron bars and pressing his feet to the brick wall. If Sere hadn’t known he was trying to attract the attention of a demon, she would have thought he was making a covert incursion. His jump to the ground, however, was loud enough to call forth any sentry. She remained hidden on top of the wall while he darted behind the nearest tomb.

      Even though I can’t see the bastard, I can’t stay up here all night. If Bart’s right, which he almost always is, our demon prey could be running through the shadows to raise the alarm while I lie here like an idiot. Sere eased her legs off the ledge and held onto the lip to avoid a noisy entrance like the one Bart had made. She let go and landed with bent knees to cushion the impact.

      Darkness was a friend to Sere, but any demon accustomed to the forever night of hell would be equally at home in the shadows. She pulled the knife from her boot. Her prey would either be holding his vigil, creeping up on Bart to investigate, or slinking back toward the tunnel opening. If the idiot was too dense not to have heard Bart’s landing, the former Navy SEAL would flush him out soon enough. Bart could take care of himself, which meant circling around to help would only result in a firm chastisement. The bigger threat was that the demon might already be working his way toward the rear of the cemetery.

      Sere crept past the first crypt then gazed down the long pathway. Not even a rat could be seen moving in the shadows, so she hurried to the next road in the city of the dead—again, nothing. This is stupid. He could be running full speed toward the far end of the grounds. She hustled to the next passage but took a more cursory glance to be sure she wasn’t seen.

      As she crossed from the old section of cemetery to the relatively newer area, she stopped pretending to search for the demon. If he was this far back, he’d already detected the invaders. She turned down the marble-strewn path toward the closest of Baron Malveaux’s crypts listed on Fisher’s map. As she passed the polished marble door with its carved cherubs and demons, she gave it a firm pat to ensure that it was sealed. Darting back toward the end of the cemetery, she focused on the tombs. Four down and two over.

      She overshot her mental map. As she turned back, a blanket covered her face as if she’d run into the dense fabric drying on a line. She swung at it with her knife, hoping to skewer whatever attacker had lain in wait. Instead, a hand grabbed her wrist and twisted it behind her. A foot kicked her behind the knee, forcing her to the ground. She fought against the wool as if it were the one doing the attacking, but ropes wound around her torso and limbs then tightened like nooses before a hanging. The ground rasped under her until the jagged rocks were left behind. Smooth marble indicated that she was no longer out in the open. A low rock rumble announced the closing of the crypt.
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      As Sere felt the regular, thumping splat of each wet brick in the tunnel against her bound body, her primary worry was that Bart would do something stupid like try to rescue her. Of course, he would have to do something, but Bart going in alone and emotional would only land both of them in Marjory’s hands. After what felt like hours, the ground under the soggy blanket wrapped around her transitioned from moldy bricks to the familiar concrete of the bank’s basement. The brute hauling her by her feet dropped his load.

      The blanket was pulled from her face, revealing Marjory Laroque, who looked at her smugly. “I really expected catching you to be considerably harder.”

      Sere spit the taste of wool, dust, and corpses from her mouth. “There had to be easier ways to arrange a meeting.”

      “Oh, I think the time for talking is over. Look around you. You’ve lost.”

      Sere stared up at the two hulking brutes who’d abducted her. Based on their girth and strength, they were clearly of Gerald’s linage. The lack of redness in the eyes and their tanned skin made it clear they weren’t demons from hell.

      “I would have thought you’d rely on your new militia.”

      Marjory backed up and waved at the cages behind her. Dragons huffed and paced around the floor-to-ceiling metal prison cells like dogs in a shelter. In front of each enclosure sat a demon wearing a collar and a leash. “You mean my prize possessions? I wouldn’t dare risk losing even one.”

      “I don’t get it,” Sere said. “Why bring forth an army of the damned just to imprison them?”

      Marjory leaned on her cane and shook her head. “You really are full of yourself, aren’t you? You think I did all of this just to do battle with you and your friends? These are my test subjects.”

      Sere rolled back against the floor to glare at the woman. “You can’t possibly still be trying to create an immortal. The hellmouth is closed and your bridge of the damned destroyed. All you’ve got left is that iron box, but without a way to power it, you might as well use it to store your antiques. Like it or not, Aloysius was the closest you came to success. Where is that devil, anyway?”

      “Safely away from you and your little marble pellets. You think I didn’t figure out how you destroyed my sweet Devlin? That stupid little rock was all that was left when he turned to dust.”

      Sere smiled. “You played your hand, and I played mine.”

      “You may have won that battle, but this room will be the scene of your ultimate defeat. I have everything I need from your foolish dimension right here.”

      Sere tried putting together the puzzle pieces Marjory clearly believed she’d collected. “What makes you think that just because you have some of hell’s creations you can make yourself immortal? From what I can see, you don’t even have your personal doppelgänger. If I were more versed in the subtleties of deceit, I’d say you were bluffing.”

      Marjory held her cane to her side. “Why would I want to spend all of eternity in this old body when you’re proof that I don’t have to?”

      “So you’re planning on taking my body?” Sere wondered why the powerful seemed drawn to Jennifer’s homemaker image.

      “I’ll use you if I have to, but you’re not my first choice. I don’t relish being a squeaky little redheaded girl. Your soul, however, is as powerful as that of anyone I’ve ever met, with the possible exception of your father.” She towered over Sere. “Our family connection should make it easier for me to tap into your spiritual energy the way Aloysius did with Doodlebug. You’re my power source.”

      “So you believe I’m the connection to hell that you need for making your immortals?”

      “Not just you.” She turned to the cages. “Those beasts weren’t meant simply to fly my family’s doppelgängers out to the vaults. My immortal heirs will have the hearts of dragons as those beasts are crushed in my vault to release their power.”

      “You can knock on hell’s door all you want, but the gate is still closed. Even the professor can’t tell what’s happening in that dimension. You may have that stupid vault, but you still lose.”

      Marjory walked back to the table then picked up the baron’s old journal. “Then you and I will have to find a way of opening it. Your father had some interesting ideas on possessing another’s body. I know firsthand how successful he was with Myles Garrison.”

      Sere wished she could sit up so she could spit on the woman. “Do you honestly believe you could fool those around me into helping you?”

      “No. The baron was an expert manipulator, and even he didn’t bother trying to convince others he was still the foolish bartender. I’ve seen the lengths those around you will go to rescue you or help you with your cause. When the fools see that you’ve been possessed, I expect superhero antics from them in their attempt to save you.” She leaned down over Sere. “And we both know where you belong. To get me out of you, your spirit will have to make the journey back to hell. The door may be locked, but with you, I have the key.”
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        * * *

      

      Of all of Sere’s fears, being driven from her body ranked the highest. From day one, the nascent spirit of Jenna had wanted the return of her doppelgänger form. As the Cormorant, Jenna had found a more impressive presentation—one that inspired religious awe in her followers. With Jennifer’s mirror ruling hell, Sere had even less incentive to return to the cursed dimension. So long as Sere remained among the living, Jenna couldn’t reach her.

      Baron Samedi and the other loas of the dead had made it clear that her soul belonged to them and living in the reproduction form was an abomination in their eyes. The spectral spirits of death had haunted her from the shadows throughout her existence, though she’d won a reprieve from them by rescuing the souls Marjory had stolen. How long that consideration would last was a question that plagued her.

      Hunched in the corner of the vault, still bound, Sere wondered what would really happen when Marjory closed the door. Though there wasn’t anything she could do to defend herself physically, she did still have options spiritually. “You do realize any sane scientist wouldn’t experiment on herself.”

      Marjory consulted the journal then set it back on the table. “I think we can both assume that sanity doesn’t really play a part in anything the baron devised.” She entered the vault and pulled the locking wheel behind her.

      The smells of old iron, singed electronics, and ancient curses teased at Sere’s doppelgänger nose. Her body responded to the sensations by making her vomit. The last time she’d been in one of the iron boxes, Sere wasn’t the one processing the physical inputs to her senses—Jenna had done that, and Sere had been just about to steal the doppelganger girl’s body.

      “Fuck you, Father.”

      Marjory kicked Sere onto her stomach. “There’s not much point in keeping you tied up. I’d hate to have to wait for others to free me before making my grand debut. The energy should start flowing between us any moment now.”

      “Unless you fucked up. Tell me, what exactly makes you think you’re going to be the dominant force in this unwanted union?”

      Marjory yanked at the knots with her arthritic fingers. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m used to getting what I want.”

      Every hair on Sere’s arms and legs stood on end. Her eyes stung. A loud buzzing that felt like it was coming from inside her head made her wish she could jab a knife in her ears. Her hands were free, but all she could use them for was to cover her face. The acrid smell of voodoo potions not only penetrated her nose but oozed down the back of her throat as well. Sere could just make out Marjory’s screaming past the growing clamor in her head. She recognized it as a reaction to the transfer.

      The soul of Marjory Laroque loomed over Sere’s consciousness, attempting to invade her against her will. “I’ll take what’s mine.”

      “The hell you will!” Sere screamed. She sought her memories for Joe’s teachings. Her fighting mentor, father figure, and friend had taught her all manner of combat preparedness, both physical and mental.

      “That’s right, retreat into your memories,” Marjory said.

      The view shifted as Sere’s eyes swept the vault, but she wasn’t the one moving the muscles. If you can’t win, retreat to a place you can defend, and regroup. Just because you’ve ceded the ground to your enemy, that doesn’t mean they won’t still have to work to command it. Just don’t take forever in your counterattack. The memory of Joe’s lecture after an especially humiliating defeat by him made her feel like a child sitting in front of her teacher.

      Though Sere’s body still belonged to her, Marjory’s understanding of the baron’s writings threatened that tenuous control. Sere felt destined to lose the battle with the woman. Marjory, however, wouldn’t know there was a trap door Sere could escape through.
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        * * *

      

      The inside of the computer was as hard, cold, and calculating as the professor himself. Sere’s primary consolation was that if Marjory chose to chase her into the software, she’d be trapped like a rat in a cage, where escape was only possible if the mechanism could be deciphered. Fuck, I’m even starting to think like a computer. As always, swearing provided a good way for Sere to hang onto her humanity.

      She took a moment to orient her perceptions. Every computer connected to the professor’s equipment had its own camera, so seeing was disorienting but simple enough to understand. Similarly, hearing could be deciphered so long as she focused on only one input at a time. Her senses of smell, touch, and taste remained grounded in the vault. At least I still have those connections to my body.

      She focused on the screen displaying Polly Urethane hard at work. The computation regarding a search for lost doppelgängers would take weeks at the speed the woman was going, but Sere guessed that having anything to do beat sitting idle. “Um, excuse me.”

      Polly jumped out of her chair and stared at the screen like it was possessed. “What’s going on?”

      “Sorry, Polly. It’s me, Sere. We’ve got a problem. Marjory has infiltrated my body. My only escape was into the computer software. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Polly hurried back to her seat. “Shit. What do you need me to do?”

      “Get everyone rounded up—Bart, Kendell, Doodlebug, anyone you can haul in on short notice. Call Bart first. He was with me on our adventure. I don’t need him trying to do something heroic and making things worse. I know it’s early.” One advantage of being mostly computer was that Sere didn’t need to consult her watch to know the time. At least those working at the Scratchy Dog wouldn’t mind the early hour. While early morning might mean the start of the day for most, Myles and Kendell would still be cleaning up after a long night.

      “Are you okay?”

      Sere had known that would be the first question everyone would ask. “I’m in contact with my body. It’s still in the vault under the bank, but I don’t expect Marjory to be hiding out forever. Once she feels she has control over the limbs and realizes I’m not sitting in wait for a counterattack, she’ll open the box.”

      “So we don’t have much time.” Polly pulled out her sugar skull-covered cell phone. “Bart, it’s Polly. Sere’s soul is here with me in the computers. She’s mostly okay. She says get that hot ass moving. We’ve got trouble.”

      Sere tried to laugh, but the computer had trouble processing the reaction. While Polly made contact with the others, Sere investigated her digital surroundings. The computers continued gathering data from all points of the map surrounding New Orleans, but only those people who’d been residents for six months had the information uploaded to the professor’s hell cloud. From there, the basis of every doppelgänger disappeared like rain emanating from hell’s hurricane. An entire bank of computers sat idle, waiting for some hint of what was happening in the foreign dimension. The whole process still mystified her.

      “Hey, kiddo.” The professor sat in his old Barcalounger, wearing pajamas and an old robe. He hadn’t called her that in years.

      “Do you even go home anymore?” she asked.

      “And miss out on the latest impending apocalypse? Not on your immortal life. So, what does our dear Marjory Laroque think she’s up to this time?” He pulled out his pipe and started the ritual of cleaning it.

      Sere checked to be sure Polly had finished her calls for help. “Marjory believes that if she takes a real and their doppelgänger then crushes another doppelgänger with a direct link to the computer—like Doodlebug—she’ll be able to access your stored data and download it to the doppelgänger brain.”

      Polly drew out the idea in stick figures the way the professor often did. “But Doodlebug was unique. She was part of Marjory’s malware demonic bridge of the damned. Now that she’s on this side, Marjory couldn’t use her again.”

      “She doesn’t need to,” the professor said. “Those dragons of hers aren’t the direct creation of our equipment.”

      “So the dragons are a result of the malware?” Polly asked as Doodlebug snuck into the office. The computer’s silent alarm went off at the doppelgänger intrusion.

      “Yes. They create a back door into my equipment.”

      Doodlebug stood behind Polly. “Chloe said they were the result of a drug concoction fed to their reals.”

      “But how are the dragons continuing to exist with the hellmouth closed?” Sere asked.

      “The same way you do.” The professor pulled out a button from his shirt. “Sanguine might be the blockage to the gate, but Jennifer, Jenna, and you are the thread that runs through the hole in the center of the button. It would appear that Marjory has found a way to punch more threads through the hole.”

      “Then there are other mirrors in hell like Jenna?” Sere asked.

      Professor Yates refastened the top button of his cotton pajama shirt. “It would be worth investigating, assuming we had the resources in hell.”

      Bart burst through the door so hard that Sere was surprised it hadn’t shattered. He looked around the room in confusion. “Where is she?”

      Polly got out of her chair then put her hand against his chest. “Calm down. She’s okay, but Marjory has control of her body.”

      Kendell and Myles came in just as Polly finished her sentence. “I don’t see how that’s okay, Polly,” Kendell said in a tone that matched Bart’s.

      “I’m right here,” Sere said, using every speaker in the office. “I need you all to take a breath while we figure out our next move.”

      “Our next move is obvious,” Bart said. “We have to get you out of that computer and back into your body. The longer Marjory has control of it, the harder the exorcism.”

      “Before we go off half-cocked,” Doodlebug said, “why does she even want Sere’s body?”

      Sere really wished she could form a fist and hit something. “She is using me as bait in a trap. Ultimately, she wants the hellmouth reopened. She figures if I can’t or won’t do it, you all will to do it to save me. So far, I’ve played right into her hands by occupying the computer, but I didn’t see any other choice.”

      Bart leaned over the closest monitor. “This isn’t what we planned. I’ve spent the last hour pulling apart tombs, searching for you.”

      Sere tried to snicker, and again, the computer had trouble figuring it out. “I’m sorry. The whole thing was a setup. She didn’t even have any of the demons outside of the basement, just her henchmen waiting for me to spring the trap. I’m glad they didn’t snag you as well. Now, can we focus on what we need to do?”

      “If I said no, would it make a difference?” Bart glared into the screen.

      She couldn’t blame him for his display of emotion. If their roles had been reversed, she’d be far less understanding. “We have to go through this problem to get me back to being whole. From Marjory’s description of using doppelgängers and reals to create immortals, I believed her when she said she had everything she needed. But now that I’m in this computer, I’m beginning to wonder if there’s something missing.”

      The professor finally looked up from his computer. “To begin with, she doesn’t have her doppelgänger body.”

      Sere blinked the computers on either side of the room as her way of shaking her head. “She said she doesn’t want to be an old lady for all of eternity.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” The professor turned to his ever-present pad of paper. “Unlike you, Marjory is starting off with a physical body. She can’t just abandon it. The only two possessions the baron accomplished both started out with an unencumbered soul—both his spirit and yours having come from Guinee. We have plenty of examples of doppelgänger spirits trying to take over their humans’ bodies, but when it comes to a foreign human spirit occupying a doppelgänger body, there’s only Sere.”

      “And now Marjory,” Sere said.

      The professor shook his pen at the computer screen. “Not really. Marjory’s body must be kept safe. She is still tethered to it, as you must still be connected to yours.”

      “How do you figure?” Bart asked.

      Kendell crossed her arms. “To start with, we haven’t been visited by Baron Samedi. If Marjory’s body had died, he’d be poking around, searching for the lost soul. Ever since the demons collected the spirits for that woman’s interdimensional bridge, that loa of the dead has been keeping a more watchful eye on events.”

      “You’re all making my head hurt.” Doodlebug took the pen from the professor and jabbed it onto the page. “Marjory has an actual body.” She jabbed the pen on the hell side of the professor’s drawing. “She needs her doppelgänger, either as a mirror in hell or the actual body in life—which one, we don’t know. But either way, she needs to make contact with her hell self.” She drew a big question mark back to reality. “So either the damned version of her spirit acts as a mirror—which would only work if it were encapsulated in these fucking computers—and she hauls her bony puppet’s ass back here for her eternal use, or she leaves her doppelgänger where it is and occupies another marionette. Even the baron’s journals can’t explain that trick, as he never had to deal with his original form. Have I got that about right?”

      The professor took his pen back and inspected the crushed tip. Then he threw it away and grabbed another from the coffee cup on his desk. “No one said the calculation was simple.”

      Polly hadn’t stopped pacing since the others had arrived. “Aloysius’s soul traveled down the cord from life to hell. Presumably, his body is rotting in some swamp. Using Doodlebug’s connection to our equipment, Marjory united human soul to doppelgänger spirit, thus allowing the united being to exist in the puppet body. Doodlebug’s connection was the key. Without that, she wouldn’t have been able to access our data on the doppelgänger body and thereby allow him to regenerate at will.”

      “I’m with you so far,” Bart said.

      Polly pointed her chewed fingernail at the screen. “She thinks she can use Sere’s soul in the same manner. Doodlebug was right. Why does she want Sere’s body? Marjory knows her process only works if she uses her own double.”

      Sere’s scream of frustration blew out a section of computer monitors. “And now I’m inside the computer—one step closer to giving her exactly what she wants.”

      “But the step is out of order.” Bart pushed off of his position against the wall. “Without making contact with her doppelgänger self, she has no play. What is she expecting?”

      Sere knew he wasn’t going to like her answer. “For me to go to hell. That’s where the battle will be. With Sanguine distracted by the Cormorant, Madam Laroque will think she has control. It will be a race to see who can open the gate first. Marjory said I was the key, but Sanguine is the lock.”

      “Then don’t go to hell.” Bart glared at the screen.

      “Then Sere abandons her body to Marjory.” Polly kept pacing while chewing another fingernail. “Even tethered to her real body, Marjory could live indefinitely inside of Sere. She’d just need to leave her real body in the interdimensional vault, where it wouldn’t age. And Bart’s right. The longer Sere hides out in these computers, the harder it will be to drive Marjory out of her body.”

      “But what good would it do Sere to go to hell?” Bart asked.

      “Marjory doesn’t really want to live in my body,” Sere said. “This was just her opening gambit. She wants all of her heirs to become immortal along with her, which means she’s ultimately going to need to get her body out of the vault so she can use it again. She needs not merely to unite real and doppelgänger but to do it by passing the mirror through hell. In hell, I can stop that from happening.”

      “How?” he asked. “You’re nothing more than a ghost in a machine.”

      “By uniting Sanguine and Jenna in our cause. Hell needs someone to rule over it, and we can’t let that be Madam Laroque. Without my help, Sanguine is about to be blindsided and challenged for control.”

      Doodlebug bit her lip. “Living Marjory wouldn’t even need to make contact for that to happen. The two Madams Laroque don’t have the usual doppelgänger-real mistrust—they practically think with one mind. Certainly, when it comes to ruling hell, either version would love to be at the controls.”

      Sere leaned back into the constantly running computations. “So I sit here, and Marjory takes control of hell, abducts Sanguine, and breaks open the hellmouth. Or I go to hell to join the battle and risk being used as the key that opens the gate.”

      Bart fell into the chair. “Like that’s even a choice for you. Okay. So Sere goes to hell. How do we help?”

      “First, it’s not that easy.” The professor waved at his equipment. “I’m not the one who sealed the gate shut. For Sere to change dimensions, we’re going to need some non-paranormal-science magic to clear the way. The original gate was Wiccan in origin. Anyone know how to find Chloe Aberrant?”
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Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Doodlebug had been out to the swamp enough times to know more or less where Chloe lived. Flying on the back of a dragon or creeping through the vegetation at midnight during a hurricane, however, were radically different from riding on a Harley in broad daylight. The old engine made a poke-poke sound, mirroring the vibration that shook her from feet to fingers. She missed the high-performance Honda Blackbird. The sun made her squint under the full-face helmet Bart insisted she wear.

      “Like I would really get hurt falling off this slow-moving motor scooter.” She pushed the visor up for better visibility. The lack of rain and incessantly bright light made her feel like she was on display to any adversary that might be lurking among the trees.

      As she entered a small town, she knew she’d made a wrong turn somewhere. During Smoke’s flights, she’d never seen any habitations. “Shit.” She couldn’t even pull over and ask directions. Even if any of the townsfolk did know about the swamp witch, they’d probably refrain from handing out directions, for fear of being cursed.

      Doodlebug took the first left that she came to that veered away from the Mississippi River. “I know she’s inland, and I know she’s still farther away from New Orleans.”

      For the next hour, she took turns at random, relying more on instinct than memory. When the Harley finally ran out of gas, she coasted it to the side of the dirt road. She’d have been happy to toss the useless motorcycle into the river, but she still needed a way to get home.

      “Who ever heard of a motorcycle running out of gas? Jeez!” She got off the bike and threw the helmet on the ground next to the front tire. “Hopefully, Chloe knows how to brew up something that will make you run.”

      Doodlebug headed into the cypress forest without a clue as to where she was or how to find the swamp witch. “Why does life have to be so damn confusing?” A low growl made her spin around and search the tree limbs. “Midnight? Is that you? I could really use your help if you’re around.”

      The black panther lumbered down from his perch in the tree, but he only stared at her without leading the way.

      “It’s me, Doodlebug. You led me to your mistress in hell. Do you remember?”

      He blinked at her and turned toward the forest. Even in the light of day, his dark coat so easily meshed with the shadows that she dared not take her eyes off him as she followed. The trees, vines, and streams were every bit as confusing in life as they’d been in hell. At a large river, he stopped and lapped at the water while she remained in the shadows.

      “Hey, boy.” The man’s voice made her heart flutter.

      “Bernie?”

      The strapping twentysomething dude who played the real for the dragon named Smoke rose from the river’s edge. He had a handful of plant stalks. “I’m Bernie. Do we know each other?”

      “I’m Doodlebug.”

      He walked around her. His inspection made her intensely self-conscious. “So you’re the one who’s caused me so many hungover mornings. I thought you were consigned to hell.”

      “Clearly, I’m out. You must be seriously out of touch. I need to find your owner.”

      “You mean Chloe? She’s hardly my owner.”

      Doodlebug wasn’t in the mood to debate semantics. “Whatever. I need to find her. Are we far from her cabin?”

      He nodded toward the other side of the river. “A couple of miles as the dragon flies. A couple of hours by foot.”

      “Too bad you can’t transform in life the way you can in hell. Lead on.”

      He rested his fists, filled with stalks, against his hips. “I’ve still got work to do. If you want to help, we can get it done sooner. Otherwise, you can start hiking.”

      “Look. I’m not out here for the fun of it. Sere’s in trouble, and I need to find Chloe right now. Why do you have to be such a putz in both dimensions?”

      “Why do you have to be such a doppelbitch?”

      She stuck her tongue at him. “I’m on a mission.”

      He wrapped a length of twine around his collection and stuffed them into a canvas bag at his feet. “I’m only doing this because Chloe said Sere was a priority.”

      She wondered if this was what Dooly meant by flirting. “Don’t worry, I won’t let your help go to my head.”

      He slung his bag over his shoulder. “I’ve just got one question. Since you would just regenerate anyway, why was it that my dragon double didn’t incinerate you when you first met? It seems like it would have been the obvious move.”

      “Maybe because he was nicer than you. Now, can we get going? Sere has already spent half a day in the computer. Every minute we waste is one more that Marjory Laroque has control of her body.”

      He let out a low growl that reminded her of his dragon double. “Come on, Midnight.”

      The great cat emerged from the forest and rubbed along Doodlebug’s side. Bernie waited until the panther took the lead before following him into the shadows.
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        * * *

      

      The sun blazed down like a demon’s fiery stare. Covered in sweat, Doodlebug wondered if the hurricane-driven rains of hell were really that much of a curse compared to what the living endured. Adding to her suffering, Bernie’s masculine aroma wafted behind him like the smell of a dead animal.

      “You stink.”

      “Sorry. I might be able to duplicate the smell of sulfur from hell’s brimstone if that would make you feel more at home.”

      She looked up at him in disgust. “Please don’t.”

      He pointed to the dark section of trees marking Midnight’s latest disappearance. “We’re here.”

      Doodlebug pushed past Bernie and barged into the hovel. “We’ve got a problem.”

      Chloe looked up through the steam rising from her concoction brewing on the wood-burning stove. “Nice to see you too.”

      Doodlebug wondered why everyone in life thought they had all day for salutations and small talk. “Marjory Laroque has taken Sere’s body. Sere has retreated to the professor’s equipment. She believes the woman is going to abduct Sanguine in order to force her to open the hellmouth. Sere intends to go to hell, but she needs your help. Oh, and Bernie is a dick.”

      “I see.” The swamp witch tasted her broth then set the ladle aside. “So I’m just supposed to magically let Sere’s soul into hell?”

      Doodlebug couldn’t tell if the woman was annoyed or amused. “Something like that. I’ve seen you manifest your spirit in hell. Since Sere is just spirit, this can’t be much different.”

      Chloe shook her head. “I will never understand why people think all I have to do is snap my fingers to use my magic. I can appear in hell because, as a swamp witch, I’m a part of that dimension. With the hellmouth closed, Sere would need a connection to hell that I could use to anchor her.”

      Doodlebug hated any explanation, be it science based or Wiccan. “Sere is a part of hell. Stop making my head hurt.”

      “Sere was a part of hell. Her connection was severed when Sanguine closed the door.”

      Midnight nudged Doodlebug in the side, nearly knocking her over in his demand for attention. She patted his massive head, wondering if all great cats were secretly little kittens inside. “I didn’t think she could exist without bouncing Jennifer’s image off the Cormorant in order to derive the life-sustaining power.”

      Chloe shrugged. “Apparently, she can—you’d have to ask the professor as to how. My point is, she’s no longer tethered to hell, so there’s no line for her to slide down. Even if Sanguine and I did open the gate, Sere would be just as stuck in life as she is now. To make the transition, she would need a body in hell to latch onto.”

      “Can we jump from your explanation of how it’s impossible to where you tell me my mission?”

      Chloe frowned as if Doodlebug had denied her the long-winded story that ended with the swamp witch looking brilliant for having come up with a solution. “The most obvious answer would be to enlist the Cormorant’s help. She’s the most direct link Sere has with hell and the only one powerful enough to pull her to the other side. Even if Sere doesn’t need her energy, there should still be a connection.”

      Doodlebug sat on the worn afghan-covered chair. “Maybe I should have gone with the longer buildup.”

      Chloe poured two cups of sun tea from the large glass jar on the window shelf then handed one to Doodlebug. “The first challenge will be making contact with the deity. As you noticed, I don’t have access to all of hell. I can talk to Sanguine. She may be our best opportunity to gain the Cormorant’s trust, but it will still be a long shot.”

      “Sere isn’t going to like the idea of involving the Cormorant. That birdbrain still wants Sere’s body, not her soul. Even if the Cormorant did pull her into hell, it would just be in an attempt to get what she wants. Hell’s self-appointed goddess couldn’t give a seagull’s fart about the real Marjory creating more immortals in life.”

      Chloe cradled the teacup in her hands and sat on the couch. “How were relations between the Cormorant and Madam Laroque when you left? Maybe we could play the enemy-of-my-enemy card.”

      Events had proceeded so fast in hell that Doodlebug wasn’t sure who held the most chips at the end of the game. “When Smoke and I stole the vault from out of the World Trade Center, Marjory had been spying on us. After we freed Sanguine, Marjory’s goons swept into the vault. Things get awfully hazy after that. Aloysius used me to complete his transformation. Sere said Sanguine got to the vault before the Cormorant could steal it back, but she lies sometimes.”

      Chloe sipped her tea. “Which one?”

      “Which one lies?” Doodlebug frowned. “I’ve caught both Sere and Sanguine in stories that proved to be untrue. I can’t say that’s ever happened with the Cormorant.”

      Chloe stared into her dark brew. “And we know Marjory can lie as easily as her bank racks up interest charges. Even with the doppelgänger edict prohibiting such acts, we have to believe Madam Laroque could spin a fib with the best of them.”

      Doodlebug tried the tea. The flavors of tree bark, wild herbs, and honey filled her sinuses. “What’s your point?”

      “The Cormorant has been lied to by everyone she’s dealt with lately, and as hell’s deity, she’s not used to that. If I can get Sanguine to convince the Cormorant to meet me, I could gain her trust by sticking to the truth.”

      Again, the idea sounded incredibly bad to Doodlebug. “What would you say? Something like, ‘We need you to side with us against Madam Laroque so Sere can have her body back’? That just sounds like a way of giving the Cormorant the upper hand.”

      Chloe grabbed some chicken bones from a bowl on a shelf then set two next to each other and a third coming in like a ship conducting a head-on attack. “Right now, Sanguine is trying to win over the Cormorant while Madam Laroque is sneaking up on them.” She set a fourth bone in her empty teacup. “Sere is on the sidelines, but you can bet if the real Marjory has her way, she’ll have her dimensional mirror drag Sere’s soul to hell in chains.”

      “All while we sit drinking tea and playing with sticks.” Doodlebug hated the human need to overexplain. It made things take way too long.

      “Watch it, girl. I give you a lot of leeway, but we’re talking about saving the world here.” She pulled out the imprisoned bone and added it to the ones representing Sanguine and the Cormorant then turned them to face Madam Laroque. “If Sere agreed to aid the Cormorant against Madam Laroque for domination of that dimension, it would be three powerful women against one. Those are far better odds than the alternative of Madam Laroque acquiring Sere’s soul and holding it hostage. Our warrior will have to watch her back, but so long as there was a conflict brewing, the Cormorant wouldn’t make a direct attack on Sere’s soul. That would get Sere into hell to confront that version of Marjory, and it would gain us a conditional ally.”

      Doodlebug shrugged. As far as the fools back in the lab were concerned, she was just the messenger, not the decision maker. “What do you need from me?”

      “Since Sere is stuck in the professor’s computer, I can’t simply manifest her to the other side. I need a direct connection to his equipment.” Chloe took the two bones representing Sere and the Cormorant then added another from the bowl. “That would be the only member of the triad who’s wholly in life. Even if the tether from the Cormorant to Sere is weakened, the one from Jennifer to Jenna would be as strong as ever. Hopefully, Jennifer isn’t busy attending a PTA meeting, planning a dinner party, or performing some other conservative womanly duty.”

      “Looks like I’ve got another ride ahead of me.” Doodlebug glared at Bernie. “Think you could find a more direct path from the cabin to the road and wait for my return somewhere I can find you?”

      From his twisted face, she knew he was about to make another wildly annoying comment, but when he made eye contact with Chloe, his expression softened. “Just try to be back before dark. I’ll walk you back to your motorcycle.”

      Chloe rounded up the bones. “While you’re convincing Jennifer to risk her soul again, I’ll contact Sanguine.”

      Doodlebug felt like a teenager asking for money. “One other thing. The motorcycle ran out of gas.”

      “For the love of hell.” Bernie pushed open the cabin door. “I’ve got a truck out by the main road. We’ll have to siphon off the gas.”
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      Sere didn’t remember being a disembodied nine-year-old girl in Guinee, but even though the experience didn’t leave an imprint on her mind, it did on her soul. The loas of the dead disapproved of suicide. Serephine Malveaux’s death, however, hadn’t simply been a matter of slitting her wrists. Dark forces were at play, and that had made death’s guardians sympathetic to her plight. Because of their concern, her stint in purgatory was a little like time spent in the care of her grandparents—she’d felt uncomfortable but not unwelcome.

      Though the professor’s computers carried none of that emotional warmth, her feeling of being in purgatory endured. The files labeled Jennifer Ellen Williams Cranston enticed Sere like a forbidden photo album of family secrets. She focused on the first entry. Young Jenny had only been eight when the professor’s equipment was first powered up. If Sere had been in a body, a lump would have formed in her throat at the image of the laughing redheaded child. Flaming locks of hair floated on the breeze as she twirled around the Moonwalk next to the river. From the metal bench, her parents kept a watchful eye on their only child but gave the girl more freedom than Sere felt appropriate. Jenny spread her arms, feeling the centrifugal force pulling at her hands. Her yellow dress spread from her hips, dipping and lifting like a merry-go-round. River birds sounded like they were laughing along with the child. If Jenny had only known how one of those blasted animals was about to be possessed by her doppelgänger spirit so Sere could take the projected body, she would not have been so carefree.

      Sere closed her eyes to the memory. The projection of the happy child in hell wouldn’t have had any self-awareness at the time. At least, that was the hope Sere clung to. She wondered if the Cormorant carried the same memories.

      She fast-forwarded to Jenny as a preteen—tall, lanky, and uncoordinated. These were Jenny’s awkward years. She’d dyed her hair blood-red in an attempt to fit in with the goth crowd. The light skin, freckles, and crystal-blue eyes, however, prevented Jenny from being accepted by anyone other than the geeky kids who sat at the back of every class.

      “Who can solve this equation?” The plump woman at the front of the room had chalk dust on her forehead. Jenny had focused so much on the cosmetic faux pas that she’d missed that the woman’s wandering eyes had settled on the back corner of the class.

      The nerd behind Jenny intercepted the teacher’s zeroing-in stare. “I can do it, Miss Arnold.”

      Jenny bent her head over her shoulder. “Thanks,” she whispered as the boy got out of his chair.

      Shit. That’s Henry. Sere’s shared memories of the high school nerd wouldn’t fully form for another few years. Apparently, he’d been watching out for Jenny longer than she’d realized.

      Curiosity got the better of Sere. She sped forward to the fateful high school football game. Jenny—now Jennifer, who’d changed her name to command the respect of the cheerleading squad—had filled out enough to attract the eye of any red-blooded high school jock. Not that it was all that difficult. She relished having broken out of her awkward phase. The budding woman’s memories of boyfriends were like a dropped collection of trading cards. Faces and cocks outweighed dates and deeds. Only by turning the card over could Sere get some hint regarding how the testosterone-driven apes had treated Jennifer.

      As if Sere’s curiosity had somehow traveled back in time and out of the computer, Jennifer messed up her midair routine and came crashing down on her ankle. The snap seemed to fill the stadium. The rest of the squad stood, dumbstruck, fearful that the broken bone might be contagious. Even the jocks remained in their huddle. Though Sere doubted the memory was completely accurate, she couldn’t help getting caught up in it.

      Jennifer looked up at the stands, hoping for some authority figure to save the day. Instead, it was the nerdy kid with slicked-back hair, dorky glasses, and a bow tie who vaulted over the student body sitting in the bleachers. “Try not to move. I’ve got you. I’m not leaving your side.”

      And he never did. From that moment, Jennifer gave up jocks like an alcoholic who’d found religion—only in her case, it was lust being overwritten by love. Though no one else noticed it that day, or really any day after that, Jennifer saw the superhero under Henry’s nerdy persona.

      The next memory came on so fast it was like their entire courtship had happened in the blink of an eye. “Till death do us part.” Jennifer held Henry’s hands and gazed with tear-filled eyes into his. In his wedding tuxedo, the boy who was now a man looked as close to his superhero secret identity as Jennifer could imagine. Though still the biggest nerd she knew, he’d spent enough evenings in the gym after classes in corporate law to fill out the tux the way the designer must have intended.

      Sere pulled back on the professor’s projection to get a look at wedding-day Jennifer. Good lord, woman, how long did it take to get your hair to behave? Part of Sere’s desire to keep her hair short stemmed from the never-ending need to be prepared for battle, but what she didn’t want others to see was what a rats nest it would become if allowed to grow past her shoulders. Jennifer’s wedding coif cascaded in waves and ringlets all the way down to her waist like a waterfall of fire. Her body displayed more curves than Sere remembered.

      She backtracked to the professor’s archive of projections. A solid nine months, including the wedding date, had been kept from hell’s projection.

      Though the calendar might have forced the decision, nothing in Jennifer’s emotions betrayed anything but complete love. Jennifer hugged her new husband so tightly that the bridal gown crinkled. “I’m pregnant,” she whispered in his ear.

      His return hug intensified, making it hard for her to breathe. “You just had to go and make the most wonderful day of my life even better.” His voice quivered so hard that Jennifer wondered if he’d be able to hold it together through the reception.

      Sere felt bad for intruding on the tender moment. Though she inhabited the body double, she wasn’t sure the real Jennifer would appreciate having all of her secrets divulged. Fuck it. If it comes up, I’ll just explain that when I was part of the computer, her history was automatically downloaded into my brain.

      The memory reel spun to nearly nine months later. Jennifer lay in the unbelievably undignified position of feet in the air, gown raised above her waist in the small hospital room. Far too many people were staring at her. She was screaming like a banshee. “Get this fucking parasite out of me! You’re never depositing another drop of that demon sperm into my happy place again, mister.” The woman gripped her husband’s hand so hard his fingers crossed over each other.

      Sere had no problem with swearing, but she’d always believed her rich vocabulary stemmed from her time in hell. Jennifer’s motherly love must have started sometime after delivery. At least the professor had spared Sere that experience. As she thought about it, she realized that Bobby, Jennifer’s impending son, didn’t have a double in hell.

      The next few years unwound smoothly from the memory reel. Bobby grew into a mischievous boy who owned his mother’s heart nearly as fully as her husband did. Jennifer settled into a life she had originally feared—that of suburban wife and mother. Though she still had fantasies of slaying dragons, commanding a pirate ship, and ruling over an army of devoted male warriors available for her sexual pleasure, her days of making a comfortable home for her family outweighed her lust for adventure. That was, until she learned that she had a badass devil-killing double who had inherited hell.

      What surprised Sere most about the sight of Jennifer standing in the shadows outside the Scratchy Dog was how frightened she was. Fear had always been a constant companion for Sere, kind of like heartburn. So long as it was managed, it could be a useful indicator of how much trouble she’d gotten into. For Jennifer, however, the paralyzing emotion had only really made itself known when Bobby went missing. That night of absolute terror had led to the woman standing resolutely off Frenchmen Street, waiting for the apparition she didn’t fully believe existed.

      “Sere.” The voice sounded like Jennifer.

      Sere turned away from the bank of memories. “I hope someone out there has made some progress.”

      “I suppose that depends on your definition of progress,” Doodlebug said.

      Sere switched on every camera in the office but didn’t see Jennifer on any of them. “Please tell me you aren’t in hell.”

      “Not yet. I’m in the swamp with Chloe.”

      Sere checked every piece of the computer she could lock her spirit onto. “How are we communicating? That swamp witch hasn’t turned you into a ghost, has she? Because one of us disconnected from her body is more than enough.”

      “It’s called a cell phone. You should be familiar with it as it’s yours,” Jennifer said. As they shared the same voice, it was all too easy for Sere to make out the woman’s snarky attitude. “Bart brought it out to the swamp. You weren’t supposed to leave it in your saddlebags.”

      Sere worked at calming her nerves. “I didn’t think there’d be anyone I wanted to call in Marjory’s stronghold. This time spent in the professor’s computer isn’t doing much for my technophobia. What plan have the witches devised this time?”

      “I could bore you with the specifics, but I’m not sure you’d listen. The bottom line is Chloe believes she can connect our souls over the professor’s souped-up cell phone. That should get the Cormorant’s attention. Once she starts pulling, Sanguine will quickly open and close the hellmouth so you can cross over. With a witch at each side of the gate, they can make sure nothing moves between dimensions that shouldn’t.”

      Not this again. Sere had already struggled to get Jennifer out of hell once. “I’m going to stop you right there. I need to go alone.”

      “And do what?” Bart’s husky voice blared over the connection. “You’ll still be stuck in the computer. You don’t have a body, and I don’t see your father around to steal you another one. You and Jennifer have already proved that one of you can act as bodily anchor while the other tags along as a ghost.”

      She suspected he was intentionally drawing her anger so Jennifer wouldn’t receive her demon glare. “That’s a low blow, mister.”

      “I’m just saying, even if Sanguine could get you out of the hardware, you’d just be a ghost in hell, destined to evaporate into nothingness.”

      Even if Sere hadn’t just witnessed a lifetime of memories that bonded her to her real more than she thought possible, she still wouldn’t have allowed Jennifer to risk her soul a second time. Jennifer didn’t always see it, but Henry and Bobby relied on her completely. “Tell Chloe she and Sanguine need to figure out something else, because if it comes down to my immortal existence or Jennifer’s soul, I’m out.”

      “You can be the most pigheaded doppelidiot ever released from hell,” Jennifer yelled. “I have a say in my own life, you know. It’s not just your precious existence either. You may not have that much invested in the living, but I do. If you think I’m going to sit by while hell takes over the world that Bobby is going to have to live in, you’ve lost your fucking doppelbrain.”

      From the cameras in the professor’s office, Sere could see that not a single person moved toward the microphone. They remained as silent as the people on the other end of the cell connection. “Good thing you never chastised Bobby about using such language. Hell wouldn’t be much fun devoid of curse words.” Sere hadn’t meant to express the thought, but the computer wasn’t much good at understanding when she wanted to keep her words to herself.

      Doodlebug gave a girlish laugh that failed to cut the tension. “Now that you’ve all shut your faces for a moment, maybe I can offer some advice. After all, I am the only one who’s been a ghost in the professor’s hell hardware, and I’ve seen Aloysius’s soul get yanked out of the equipment.”

      “That was different,” Sere said. “You still had your doppelgänger body. As for your time in the hardware, it was as part of Marjory’s bridge of the damned. You weren’t stuck there like I would be. Not that it matters. Following Chloe’s recommendation would mean dropping Jennifer in hell without either of us physically there to protect her. You’ve seen her. She’s no warrior.”

      “Hey, I’m on your side on this one,” the girl said. “I was there. Neither one of you would have gotten out without my help. I’m just saying, when it comes to figuring something out, I do have some experience in these things.”

      “How about this,” Jennifer said. “So long as you and I aren’t physically and psychically bonded, the Cormorant can’t pull me into hell unless I agree to go. She’ll sense that we’re together, but with you in the computer, when she pulls on the line, you’ll just slip right across. This way, I’ll be here to reel you back in when the time comes.”

      Sere finally found the phone’s connection to the lab and activated the camera. Chloe sat in her chair with Midnight at her side—Doodlebug on the floor, petting the great cat at Chloe’s feet—while Bart paced the half dozen steps from one side of the hovel to the other. Only Jennifer remained focused on the phone.

      “I can see you’ve thought this through. Have you all been planning this attack?” Sere asked.

      Bart stopped his pacing. “Like it or not, you need our help. Simply having Sanguine open the portal won’t allow you to slip into hell, and once you’re there, you’re going to need to do more than just haunt our enemies.”

      Sere eased back into the computer software. “Okay. So the first job—which I do not like but have to agree with—is Jennifer connects to me while Sanguine opens the gate.”

      Bart took his hand from his chin. “What do you need? What’s the plan for when you’re in hell?”

      “I need to get to Madam Laroque. She’s the only one our Marjory in life can rely on.”

      He nodded as he put his hands in his back pockets. “The Cormorant is the only power in hell that can rival Madam Laroque. With any luck, Sanguine can play middle angel in that negotiation. But you still won’t have a body. That’s the real issue, isn’t it?”

      “Doesn’t Sanguine have the baron’s old vault?” Doodlebug asked.

      Bart aimed his finger at the girl. “True. She might be able to put Sere into another body the way the baron did so many years ago, but we don’t have his journals, and with the doppelgängers achieving consciousness, we can’t see them as vacant vessels.”

      “Even if it was only temporary?” Polly sat next to the professor in the lab, doodling her thoughts on the ever-present pad of paper.

      “Too many complications,” the professor said. “We’d need the doppelgänger’s acceptance, and even then, we don’t know how to make the transfer—unless someone wants to break into the bank and steal the baron’s old journals.”

      “We don’t have to.” Sere turned her attention away from the computers. “Marjory is inside my body. I can’t force her to do anything, but I can put the seeds of doubt in my brain. That might be enough for her to rummage through the journals again just for peace of mind.”

      “One problem down,” Bart said. “Now, about that body.”

      Doodlebug bit her lip as she turned to Chloe. “Where’s Bernie?”

      “Now you’re talking.” The swamp witch kicked the great cat off her feet. “Go find Bernie, Midnight, and be quick about it.” Chloe headed to the door. The moment she opened it, the panther darted outside and was lost to the moonlight shadows.

      Doodlebug seemed to have trouble looking into the phone. “I’d offer to go with you—”

      Sere didn’t need the half-hearted offer. “You’re out of hell. That was our agreement. I may have a human soul, but I’ve lived the doppelgänger life for too long to play games with the truth. If you were to return to hell, I couldn’t guarantee that you could leave again. I’m not asking anyone to risk their existence on my behalf—not again.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m coming with you.” Bart’s cold analytical tone as he held the cell phone to his face didn’t leave room for argument.

      Sere had anticipated his demand, though she feared her argument might sound more emotional than logical. “Even if I agreed, which I do not, I need you here in life as my lifeline. You know that.”

      “Nice try.” He kept his voice down as if unsure he wanted the others to hear. “Jennifer just offered to risk everything she is to help you, and you just protected her like a mother lion. She said she can act as your connection to this reality, and if for some reason that doesn’t work, I can come back through the hellmouth first then pull your soul across.”

      “How do you expect this is going to work? I barely understand how I’m making it to hell and back.”

      “I’m going to send a message to Sanguine via Chloe. Once the hellmouth is open, I’m riding Lefty through the gate. If it worked for doppelgängers escaping hell, I don’t see why it wouldn’t work for a human entering that dimension. After all, Agnes originally designed the portal to get her plants and animals across.”

      Fuck, Sere thought. The sight of his magnificently buff body sometimes made her forget that he had an equally impressive brain. “They won’t go along with it.”

      “I can be pretty convincing when I get my charm on. The way I see it, Sanguine is going to have her hands full. She needs to find a voodoo totem then transfer you into it from the professor’s hell-based computer. After that, she’ll need to snag the doppelgänger Smoke in his human shape. He’s not going to fit in the vault in his dragon form, so Sanguine will have to fly both of you out to the swamp island. Assuming all goes well, which it almost never does, she’ll then be in charge of making the transfer.”

      Though he did a fine job of laying out the plan, Sere didn’t see why he felt the need to risk his life and soul to hell’s dimension. “And where do you see yourself being needed?”

      “Security. If Madam Laroque gets even one whiff that the gate is open, she’ll be sending every available demon she can round up out to the swamp. Then there’s the Cormorant to consider.”

      Sere was happy to be disembodied at the moment. She wouldn’t have wanted him to see her defeat. “You don’t trust her?”

      “Do you?” His question cut her to the circuit board.

      “No. Though she wants my body and can’t have it while Marjory is in possession of it, that doesn’t mean she won’t try—especially with me already out of it.” Attempting to take back command of the expedition while still conceding that Bart had a point, Sere said, “Fine. I need your help. Ask Doodlebug who she trusted in hell. Though I don’t want to risk the living, we’re going to need every doppelgänger we can rely on.”

      “I’m on it. It’s going to be strange seeing you as a dude, or worse, a dragon.”

      Though she’d never admit it out loud, the thought of having him at her side brought a flutter to whatever passed for her heart in the computer. “Just don’t go getting any ideas that because I’m not in a human form, you can order me around. And thanks.”

      “I did warn you that I wouldn’t let you rot in hell without me.”
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Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere regained consciousness inside the all-too-familiar iron vault. “I swear, this place still smells like my father.”

      “Pipe smoker, was he?”

      She put her hand to the stubbled chin. Both comments had come from the masculine voice, like two people walking through a revolving door. She wasn’t alone. “Thanks for the use of your body. I know how big a deal this is.”

      “Hey, I get to live my life as a dragon. I always knew that shifter ability came with unspecified obligations. A word of advice on becoming the dragon: I find it’s easiest not to focus too much on the transformation. It can be pretty disorienting. Speaking of which, you’d better get moving. Feels like Bernie just took a shot of dragon’s breath. I’ll be hanging here out in the totem when you’re done.”

      Sere pushed against the door, momentarily surprised that the heavier masculine body could move the heavy iron hatch so easily. The hinges screeched as it opened far enough for her to fall out and land on the ground. Her head pounded like railroad tracks under a freight train. She squeezed her eyes closed against the sensation of hot daggers being plunged into them.

      “We need to get her away from the vault.” Bart’s words rang out through the din in her mind.

      Hands grabbed her around the arms, legs, and torso. She couldn’t tell how many, but there were more than just the two that belonged to Bart. The ground rasped against her back as if she were too heavy to be lifted completely. They dropped her on her belly.

      The barrage of sensations finally overloaded the doppelgänger brain. Everything went silent and dark. Even her arms and legs seemed like distant memories. A breeze that should have ruffled her hair played around her head and neck.

      She opened her eyes. Treetops spread out like the pile of a thick carpet all the way to the surrounding hurricane. Sere shook her head in an attempt to make sense of the inputs that didn’t match up.

      In front of one of her eyes, Sanguine hovered like Tinker Bell. “Keep your eye on me.” She flew forward.

      Sere focused on the swamp fairy until she disappeared directly in front of her nose then reappeared before Sere’s other eye. Sanguine spread her hands wide and returned to a spot directly in front of Sere, who could see one hand with each eye but not the woman herself.

      “There’s a blind spot directly in front of you. When you spit fire, this is where you’ll be hitting.”

      Sere nodded. “Okay.”

      “Feel like joining the conversation?”

      Sere looked down. Forty feet below her, Bart stood next to Lefty, looking like a little boy with his overly large dog. She eased her limbs into bent positions until she felt the grass-covered ground sink under her as if she was lying down on a mattress. Then she put her head on the ground. For the first time in her life, Lefty looked like a little lizard. “This is all so strange.”

      Sanguine lighted next to Bart. “We’ve got work to do. I set up a meeting with the Cormorant. I should warn you that I did have to disclose that it’s you in the dragon body.”

      Back in life, Sere would have considered the betrayal unforgivable. In hell, brutal honesty was the only approach that would make the Cormorant agree to the meeting. “Did she offer any assurances that she wouldn’t try to abduct my soul in exchange for my body?”

      Sanguine folded her arms over her stomach. “She agreed to the meeting. All things considered, I took that as a victory. She doesn’t trust me very much. For what it’s worth, Smoke made quick work of the Cormorant’s flying contingent, so you’ve got that power on your side if things turn ugly.”

      Sere looked past Lefty to where the vault had been, feeling bad about asking so much from that side of Chloe’s apprentice. “I guess with Smoke inside the totem and vault and back between dimensions, he’s about as safe as we can make him.” She turned her giant dragon eye to Bart. “And what’s your plan?”

      “I thought I might bum a ride from you into the city. Doodlebug left me a list of her street-warrior contacts. No matter how your chat goes with your weird-ass Jennifer-mirror deity, we’re eventually going to have to confront whatever army Madam Laroque has drummed up.”

      Sere looked back toward her gator lounging in the weeds. “You’d better stay here, boy. Even with the vault being invisible, I can’t risk either of those hell powers trying to do an end run on me.”

      His snort leveled the grass for ten feet in front of him.
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        * * *

      

      Sere found flying to be remarkably easy. Even with Bart on her back, a couple of swings of the giant dragon wings lifted her clear of the trees.

      Sanguine flew beside her like a pilot boat directing a cargo ship upriver. “Stretch your wings out a little farther, and you won’t have to beat them so often.”

      Yes, Mom. Other than from Joe Cazenave, Sere never had been able to take instruction without it setting off her snarky attitude, and the only reason she accepted guidance from the former Army Ranger was because he’d drop her on her ass if she gave him any back talk. She figured that trying another of the body’s special powers—one that Sanguine didn’t share—might get the angel off her back. “I’m dropping down to treetop level. I want to test out the flame-throwing ability.”

      Sanguine flapped her gossamer-white wings a little harder. “I think I’ll stay up here.”

      Sere spread her wings as far as they would go and angled her head down like the fiery flying serpent from hell that she’d heard about in stories. “Hang on, Bart.” She puffed up her chest then blew the air out of her nostrils. All that came out was snot, which covered the tops of the cypress and oak trees. “That didn’t work.”

      Bart lay against the back of her neck. His head rested so close behind her ear that she flapped it in irritation. “Maybe you have to be mad, the way you get when you go all demonic.”

      “That would make sense. Say something that you know will make me angry.”

      “Why do I have to do everything? It’s like every problem you encounter, you just figure I’ll come sailing in to your rescue. For a badass demon-hunting daughter of the devil, you can be a real prima donna at times.”

      She gritted her teeth and blew out her lungs so she could fully refill them for an irate response. The puff of air she let out, however, set the oak below her ablaze. “You did that intentionally.”

      His laugh further fueled her irritation. “You told me to make you mad.”

      She focused her anger through her nose. As Sanguine had explained, she didn’t see the main body of fire, only the way it lit up the sky in front of her and created a bonfire below. “At least we figured out how to activate the flames.”

      She felt him squirming around on her back. Even without seeing what he was doing, she could feel his tensed-muscle call to action that accompanied the drawing of weapons. “If you’re done playing,” he said, “it looks like someone sent us a welcome party. Straight ahead and a tick above us.”

      She angled her head to see the flock of oversized bat-like baby dragons. “Must be from Marjory. It would appear that back in life, she’s still abducting druggies for her little experiment, or these were leftovers from her invasion force. You don’t suppose they followed Sanguine and Smoke out here, do you?”

      “That, or they’re the remnants from the group that attacked Doodlebug. They could have just been hanging out, waiting to see what emerged from the hellmouth. Still, I would have thought they’d hightail it back to their mistress with their report rather than engage in combat.”

      “Let’s make sure they don’t get the chance.” Sere beat her wings to get above the squadron.

      Sanguine had her gleaming silver sword drawn. “They may be small, stoned, and stupid, but even children with matches can set things on fire.”

      Sere didn’t like the flammable look of Sanguine’s feathered wings. “Let me take first crack at them.” She folded in her wings before the angel had time to argue.

      The little flaming fuckers came up at her from the treetops like mosquitoes out of the grass. Without being able to see straight ahead, Sere let out a blast of fire, hoping some were stupid enough to be directly ahead.

      A loud explosion from her back made her swing wildly away from the flock. “What the hell was that?”

      Bart was busy doing something between her shoulders. “I exchanged weapons with Doodlebug. She left me her flintlock. She thought it might be useful here. I’ve gotta say, this thing packs a punch. Did you see that little flamehead tumble out of the sky?”

      “I can’t see anything other than what’s coming up alongside of me, like that breakaway contingent overhead.”

      “Swing your head side-to-side while you’re discharging the fire. Slash your flame like it’s a sword. That’s the way they do it in the movies.” He settled back into place. “I’ve got a shot ready and my knives within easy reach.”

      She had no intention of letting the little flintheads get near enough for Bart to need his blades. A little dragon missing half a wing tumbled beside her. Looking up, Sere noticed that Sanguine’s sword was dripping with blood. “Those little fuckers are everywhere.”

      “They’re gathering above us,” Bart said. “Sanguine’s doing what she can, but we need to take a more commanding vantage point.”

      Sere could imagine Joe telling her the same thing in a tone of controlled irritation. Any time she’d truly been in trouble, he’d resorted to curt commands rather than yelling. With half a dozen good strokes of her wings, she was well above the action. A dozen little dragons were rotating their attack on Sanguine. Each came away with more damage than victory, but the angel was seriously outnumbered.

      “Dive for the riverbank, Sanguine,” Sere said. The angel needed the extra protection of the woods, and even if the little monsters could sail after her between the trees, they couldn’t outfly the big dragon.

      As the angel folded her wings and made her escape, Sere dove snout first through the cloud of black dragons. With flames erupting from her nostrils like bug spray discharged into a swarm of cockroaches, Sere disbanded Marjory’s latest contingent of flying lizards. The ones that didn’t fall to the trees with wings on fire screeched in fear as they headed in every direction away from the great swamp dragon.

      “We can’t let them escape,” Bart yelled.

      They were already at the edge of the hurricane. “Well, I can’t go flying off in every direction!”

      Sanguine glided down beside Sere. “It won’t matter. It’s not like Smoke hasn’t been seen before. Even if her little spies didn’t see us playing around with the vault, the fact that you’re back in hell isn’t a secret we’ll be able to keep for long. Our best bet now is to meet with the Cormorant.”

      “And the sooner the better,” Sere said. “If Marjory intends on plopping out dragons, we’ll be inundated with the little bastards.”
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      Though Sere had been out of hell—and the eternally midnight hurricane—for over a year, some experiences came back as easily as putting on a moldy old coat. The hurricane wasn’t as daunting as it had been in the past. In the dragon body, she finally had the means of combating the storm. “Flying this thing isn’t half-bad.”

      Bart remained safely behind the flap of her ear. “Speak for yourself.” He pointed toward the freeway just beyond the airport. “Set me down just past the Kenner exit. Doodlebug said she has spies staked out there just in case Marjory got any bright ideas about sending demons on foot back to the hellmouth.”

      Sere nodded, undulating the reptilian neck more than she’d intended and causing Bart to hang on tighter. “Any thoughts on how we’ll stay in contact?” She set her clawed feet on the off-ramp and arched her back so he could slide off.

      He worked around in front of her, her body shielding him from the wind. “Well, we don’t dare use any connections involving the professor’s lab. We can’t risk either Marjory or the Cormorant getting their hands on the tether to your soul.”

      A shudder went along her back all the way down her tail. “And Chloe is too far away to be a useful intermediary.”

      “Doodlebug said she used to leave a journal in the cemetery so she could communicate with Dooly.”

      Sere spread her wings in frustration. “Do I look like I could operate a pen?”

      “No, but my point was that the cemetery is as close to neutral ground as we’re going to find in hell.”

      Sere snorted out a small flame that she angled away from him. “I can get there without any problem, but you’re going to be a little limited in getting around on those flooded streets.”

      He jingled a set of keys in front of her. “Doodlebug also told me where to find Joe’s souped-up motorcycle. Do what you’ve gotta do with the Cormorant. I’ll round up as many doppelgängers as I can. Then we’ll regroup at the cemetery. I doubt anyone is going to expect us to return to the scene of your bodily abduction.”

      Though she admired his ability to adjust to any environment, his inherent inclination to command could be his undoing in a dimension where he didn’t know the rules and players. A region filled with harvesters on the hunt was no place for a human. “Just remember, you’re in hell, and these demons you’ll be dealing with aren’t the same as humans.”

      He gave her the half-snarky, half-charming smile that cut through her emotional defenses. “I do have some experience dealing with a resident of hell.”

      She felt a little stupid blushing as a dragon. “Just because you won me over doesn’t mean Doodlebug’s warriors are going to follow you.”

      “I understand mercenaries even better than women. If I don’t show up with a dozen skilled soldiers, feel free to say, ‘I told you so.’”

      “Don’t think I won’t.” It was as close to a plan as Sere could hope for. She looked out at the storm circling the city. “I should be done first, so I’ll be able to clear the grounds of any stray goblins. I can’t tell you to be careful. This is hell, and you’ll have to put it all on the line to survive.”

      His eyes still held the love she remembered. “I’ll meet you at the cemetery.”
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        * * *

      

      The half-destroyed warehouse on the river gave Sere the chills. The last time she was in the open-sided beam structure, she’d been hauling Jennifer’s soul toward the professor’s lab while avoiding the very being she was now trying to meet. “Did we have to have our talk here?” She kept her neck bent to avoid hitting her scaly head against the corrugated metal roof.

      Sanguine ruffled the rain out of her feathers. “It was the only place big enough to accommodate you as a dragon. With the open sides, the three of us could fly in from any direction—or out if things go wrong.”

      A flock of birds glided in along the riverside then set up a perimeter. The Cormorant landed within it. The birdwoman stood straight as if trying to command the stage, but at seven feet tall, she looked like a little stuffed mama bird behind her flock of chicks from Sere’s vantage point. “So we finally meet.” The Cormorant flexed her fist, rippling a small scar on her arm.

      Sere got a flash of memory from when the Cormorant had swooped in and cut Jennifer’s arm with her beak. “We can discuss our issues another time. Our mutual enemy is about to make a move on the living.”

      “Why should I care?” Her squawking voice hurt Sere’s reptilian ears.

      She tried to control her breath to avoid filling the cavernous space with fire. “I’m not stupid. I know you’re fighting her doppelgänger for control over hell. Let me help you.” She spread her wings, nearly touching the side support beams. “Her dragons are no match for me.”

      The Cormorant folded her arms behind her wings. “And in exchange, I suppose you want me to abandon my quest for my original body?”

      Sere never could figure out why Jenna was so fixated on being a human-shaped doppelgänger. “If all I cared about was staying out of your talons, I’d have remained in life.”

      The birdwoman turned her blazing black eyes on Sere. “I’m not stupid either. You wouldn’t be in that dragon if you still had control of your body. Maybe I should side with Marjory Laroque. I’ll bet she’d be more than happy to give me that scrawny-ass female form in exchange for freeing her from your meddling.”

      Sere wondered if that had been Marjory’s long game. “I’m sure she would, but then you’d be under her command. Think about it, Jenna. As a birdwoman, you’re a deity in hell. As a normal doppelgänger, you’d have no claim.”

      Not a feather moved on the Cormorant. “Never use that name again.”

      Sanguine moved between the two and spread her wings as if signaling the end of round one. “This isn’t getting us anywhere. Sere isn’t turning loose of her body, but her help isn’t contingent on you giving up your quest. For now, put your differences aside so we can focus on our shared enemy. Where are you at with establishing peace between the harvesters and doppelgängers?”

      The Cormorant shrugged her wings and pointed her beak at Sere. “About as well as you’re doing with me and my body snatcher over there.”

      Sanguine put her hands on her hips while keeping her wings spread wide. It was a stance Sere remembered well. “Are you finished?”

      The Cormorant lowered her wings. “The harvesters obey my commands, but many of the doppelgängers still believe they can have safety by taking one of Madam Laroque’s coins.”

      Sere had gotten enough of a rundown from Doodlebug to realize how misguided the attempted union had been between the powerful women. “Isn’t it your face on the other side of the doubloon?”

      Sanguine looked over her shoulder and glared at Sere. “This squabbling isn’t helping.”

      Sere lowered her head. “I was just pointing out that as the Cormorant, she does bear some responsibility for so many doppelgängers missing limbs.”

      Sanguine lowered her wings so far that the tips touched the wet concrete floor. “This is pointless. You two are never going to agree to anything.”

      “We both hate Marjory Laroque.” The Cormorant aimed the comment up at Sere. “That’s something at least. I’m not working with you. That would involve a level of trust we’ll never achieve, but I also won’t stand against you. Though Madam Laroque might be able to work with her real to get me my body, she has an annoying way of dangling the carrot without ever delivering the prize. I’d rather take my chances on my own. Just don’t cross me or go after my harvesters the way your minion did.”

      “So you’d leave me to do your dirty work?” Sere asked.

      “Girls!” Sanguine’s wings shook, quivering every single feather.

      Sere’s snicker was quickly followed by the Cormorant’s chirping. One of them was a dragon and the other a seven-foot-tall birdwoman—girl didn’t really fit either of them.

      Sanguine said, “I swear to my grandmother, if one of you makes one more snarky comment, I’m out of here.”

      Sere knew she’d pushed her angel farther than she should have. She lowered her head to the Cormorant’s level. “Can you tell me what I’ll be up against? With you commanding the harvesters and the doppelgänger loyalty in disarray, who is Marjory using for her army?”

      She could practically see the irritating response forming on the Cormorant’s face. With a glance at the irate angel, however, the Cormorant’s expression softened. “You already know about her idiot dragons. No offense.”

      “None taken. Chloe used a different brand of magic—as well as source material—in creating this form.”

      The Cormorant nodded. “Well, since her dragons were something of a disappointment, she moved on to other goblins. There’s a pack of wild half-sentient dogmen that patrol the cemetery walls.”

      Shit. Sere hoped Bart was taking his time finding doppelgänger allies and not doing something foolish like trying to beat her to the cemetery. “I think our business is finished here. If we never see each other again, that would be just fine by me.” She turned and took flight before Sanguine could throw another glare of pseudo-parental disdain at her.
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        * * *

      

      Much as Sere enjoyed riding motorcycles, she had to admit that flying as a dragon was pretty fucking cool. She just wished she could have a moment to enjoy the ride without it being a mad rush into battle. She sailed low over the French Quarter. If the doppelidiots were easily swayed by the promises of someone adept at lying, perhaps their loyalty to Madam Laroque did not run very deep. The sight of a dragon who dwarfed Madam Laroque’s little windup toys just might make them switch to Sere’s side. As she flew toward Rampart Street, she could feel the flames boiling in her stomach. Before she let her anger loose, however, she needed to make sure Bart wasn’t in the line of fire.

      At the old brick wall that surrounded the cemetery, she spread her wings and made a quick circle of the grounds. Though she didn’t see the motorcycle, that didn’t mean he hadn’t stashed it somewhere out of sight. She glided as low as she dared to peek into every open door and hidden alley. Convinced that he wasn’t within firing range, she got ready to flap her wings to a commanding position.

      The ravenous pack of doppeldogs launched out of the tenement windows and onto Sere’s back. Individually, they wouldn’t have been able to drag her down, but as paws pounded against her wings and ravenous teeth tried to penetrate her scales, she lost her command of the air. Before she could land into the sharp claws and razor fangs, she grabbed the cemetery wall and propelled her body away from the buildings filled with Marjory’s goblin hounds. She tumbled against the tombs, knocking the demon dogs from her back and delivering a scorching reminder of her dragon ability to their tails. From out of the crypts, dark figures in black hoods emerged all around her. She took in a deep breath to deliver another fiery response to the harvesters.

      “We’re on your side,” the leader yelled. “Bart sent us. We’re part of Doodlebug’s army.” The doppelgänger shed the stolen black cape.

      “Get these mongrels off my back!” Sere yelled.

      The doppelgängers lunged off the tops of the tombs like ninjas, tumbled along the streets of the dead, and swung swords at the hairy beasts. Other than swatting the bad dogs with her talons, there wasn’t much Sere could do to help.

      From above, Marjory’s second wave descended. The small dragons dove and banked among the marble structures with the skills of swallows. With Bart’s warriors so close, Sere didn’t dare bust loose and fill the cemetery with flames. The little bastards, on the other hand, had figured out how to use their hand-torch-sized fires with pinpoint accuracy. Trapped between the goblin hounds and the dragons, the doppelgänger army was forced to retreat toward the back of the cemetery.

      “Oh, hell, no.” Sere sent an arching blast of fire overhead then took to the sky. She wasn’t about to let Bart’s hard work of rounding up recruits get pissed away by a mangy pack of dogs and amped-up fireflies. She made a quick dragon-swatting bank turn that tossed the little flamers toward the front gate.

      “Keep watch overhead, Sere. Help has arrived.”

      She swung her head around. Bart stood in front of a contingent easily twice the size of the advanced force that had come to her aid. They seemed to have manifested right out of the tombs. If she was going to maintain the advantage, she couldn’t take time to question the source of the reinforcements. With two hard flaps of her wings, she sailed over the enemy force while sending a blistering fire down on them. As she passed, Bart’s second wave moved in. The demonic dogs scrambled for the front gate. Faced with failure, the once-organized pack deteriorated into every mutt for himself. The small dragons attempted an escape by flying over the advancing mercenaries. Sere waited until they were a good twenty feet above the ground before filling the sky with her fiery rage.
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        * * *

      

      With Marjory’s creatures skulking away—their scaly and fluffy tails between their legs—Sere landed on top of a mausoleum. She peered into the open tombs. “How many friggin’ doppelgängers did you cram into those crypts? You guys were like clowns coming out of a tiny car.”

      Bart wiped the blood from his blades on the pelt of a downed hound. “It occurred to me that though the living Marjory Laroque has unlimited funds for purchasing property, the hell version of the woman has to live by the laws of this dimension.”

      Sere shook her head. Bart could get a little full of himself after a victory. “What are you talking about?”

      He waved his swords around the cemetery. “Doppelgängers are based on the professor’s equipment, but the structure of hell comes from Agnes Delarosa. The basic elements of the properties don’t change.”

      Sere was beginning to follow his reasoning. “So the tunnel under the French Quarter couldn’t be sealed off from the other buildings.”

      “Exactly. Back in life, we busted into the bank’s basement by using the tunnel. That’s what alerted our Marjory to the weakness in her defenses. Since neither of us has a duplicate in hell, and Madam Laroque is nearly as independent as her real, there was no reason why she would have known about the tunnel. And even if she had, all she could do was position guards. Since she seemed to be going through soldiers at an alarming rate, I assumed she didn’t have any spare ones to sit around a dark hole, waiting for intruders. I used the same basement we crawled through in life to access the tunnel. From there, it was just a matter of racing down it to the first rotting casket we came to. The ancestor pits under the Laroque mausoleums run deep.”

      Bart’s smarts never failed to impress her. “Since we’d agreed to meet at the cemetery, you figured there might be an ambush. That’s why you sent the advanced force.”

      “We knew Marjory was using the druggies around the cemetery for her experiments. I wasn’t sure she’d have a force waiting for us, but since some of the dragons escaped us out in the swamp, it was a good bet she knew something was up.” A good two dozen doppelwarriors stood at attention behind Bart.

      “Forgive me for ever doubting your abilities.”

      He sheathed his swords. “This isn’t the first strange place I’ve landed in without support. Being dropped off in an enemy’s home turf with nothing but my wits and rounding up a paramilitary force with little resources was my specialty.”

      “You sound like Joe.”

      He ignored the compliment. “How did it go with the Cormorant?”

      “Horrible. She says she’ll stay out of our way while we deal with her enemy, but that’s all I got out of her.”

      “That’s big of her. Where do you want to start?”

      Sere struggled to keep the pieces of the puzzle in front of her. “I need Marjory out of my body—or as Jenna would say, her body—but that’s kind of the final step before we return to the living. Those demons and dragons she hauled into life are the ones that worry me. But even if we can’t end her new devil, if we cut her pets’ cords that pass through hell, the creatures should dissipate.”

      Bart paced in front of his band of doppelmercenaries. “Each of them has both the real and double in life, so what’s left in hell to cut?”

      “Dammit, how could I be so stupid?” Sere dug her talons into the marble roof, crumbling the stone to dust.

      He stopped pacing. “What are you thinking?”

      “She doesn’t have a computer, but she does have access to the voodoo totems that were left in the restaurant on top of the World Trade Center.”

      Bart rubbed his chin. “There were only eight of them.”

      “That’s still a lot of dragons in life. I have to talk to Sanguine. She must have found a spare to transport my soul out to the swamp. Where there’s one, there may be more. I’ve been so focused on the professor’s equipment and the Wiccan realm that I completely ignored the voodoo component of hell. I guess I assumed with Baron Samedi on our side, maybe I’d get a pass. That was stupid.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up over it. Kendell and Myles bear more than a little responsibility for that side of hell. Would those totems be able to act as mirrors?”

      “I don’t see why not. If a soul can get locked in one the way Sanguine did to transfer me from the computer to the swamp, it shouldn’t be that hard to cast a spell into the spirit jar. Dammit, I’ve even seen Chloe do something similar with her fucking mirror jars.”

      “Okay. At least now we know what we’re looking for. Do you think Madam Laroque would hide them in the bank basement?”

      Sere flapped her wings to remove the self-recrimination. “No. According to Doodlebug, Marjory has the real models for her monsters locked in her mansion in life. It would make sense to have the mirrors stashed in the same basement in hell.”

      He looked up and down her reptilian body without saying a word.

      She spread her wings. “Not very stealthy, am I?” Fitting into a basement, even if it wasn’t underground, would be impossible.

      “I’m always looking for the advantages. I’ve got a pretty decent mercenary force. Since it seems unlikely that there will be another grand ball in the mansion like the one Doodlebug attended, our incursion will need a distraction.”

      “That’s a relief. For a second, I thought you were going to suggest I transform into Bernie’s body.”

      “Our situation is dicey enough without you experimenting with Chloe’s cocktails. Once we’re inside and have the totems, what do we do with them?”

      Sere’s first instinct was to chop the wooden heads into kindling, but messing with voodoo without knowing what she was doing had a bad way of biting her in the ass. “I’ll need to check with Kendell. Hopefully, it’s just a matter of smashing the blue-glass jars, but I wouldn’t want you turning curses and spells loose while you and your mercenaries were trapped in the room.”

      “So we need Sanguine. Any idea where she ended up after your meeting?”

      Sere wasn’t in a hurry to confront her angel again. The woman was pretty pissed after the failed negotiations. “She’s probably working on calming the Cormorant.” She hated to admit it, but a distraction would be a whole lot easier if they had the big bird’s help.

      “So long as you’re making contact with the other side, if Fisher can work his magic, I could use the blueprints to the Laroque mansion. While you’re having your chat, I’ll take my army and scout things out.”

      She was grateful for the change of topic. “He probably already has them in his desk. At some point, he stopped waiting for me to ask for information and started compiling as much data on our adversaries as he could find.”

      “Does every superhero have a sidekick with a magical desk drawer where all of the answers reside?”

      “Well, this one does.” Laughing made fire spurt out of her snout. “It would probably be best if we didn’t rendezvous here again.”

      “That hidden cache of Joe’s in the Ninth Ward seems pretty secluded.”

      The memory of their first time having sex made her wish she didn’t have to deal with the dragon body. “I remember it well.” The purring that emanated from deep in her chest sent a tendril of smoke up from her nostrils.

      “Yeah, you were smoking hot that day too.”

      She sighed out a wavering candle-sized flame. “I only wish it were in the same way. I’ll carry the memory of that first night together until the day I die. Which may mean your sexual prowess will be immortalized forever.”

      “I’ll take a rain check on trying to equal the performance. When we get back to our lives, we may need a week in bed.”

      She feared that if the conversation continued, she’d be setting the cemetery alight with more than a dim glow. Being in the dragon body, with an army of mercenary doppelgängers standing at attention, probably wasn’t the most romantic of settings. “I’ll meet you at the shack as soon as I’m done with Kendell.”

      Though Sere didn’t believe in goodbyes, she desperately wanted to kiss him. Probably just as well that I can’t.
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Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere glided over the river, keeping an eye out for the white angel riding the wind. Though Sanguine would have her hands full dealing with Jenna, Sere doubted the pair had remained together for long after her departure. The angel was slow to anger, but once aroused, she often needed time and space to cool down. Though Sanguine never admitted to it, Sere suspected she used the flights to peek on future events. If that were the case, the woman would know Sere was searching for her.

      Out over the swamp, Sere glimpsed a flash of white wings. She banked away from the city, grateful to not have to face the Cormorant or her squadron of squawking gulls. The dragon body easily curved through the wind like it was being called home.

      Sanguine landed on a grassy field. The large water-filled dragon prints suggested that the area was well known to Smoke. Sere glided to a raised hump of ground and set her feet on relatively dry land.

      Chloe emerged from the trees, flanked by Doodlebug and Jennifer. “How can we help?” the swamp witch asked Sanguine.

      The white angel turned to Sere. “Ask her. I’m just the guide this time.”

      Sere wanted to probe Sanguine on what she saw in the future, but the angel would just give her the standard line that telling someone about what was to come invariably changed what was meant to be. She guessed that was also how the swamp witch found an additional voodoo totem just lying around unused. Chloe’s dimensional projection of the trio in life made them look like ghosts in the storm. “Bart needs Fisher to dig up the drawings for the Laroque mansion. I’m pretty sure there are voodoo totems in this dimension’s basement that mirror Marjory’s druggies through hell to their dragon doubles. I need Kendell to figure out how to destroy the wooden heads to break the connection.”

      “Sounds like you’ve been a busy girl.” Chloe pulled a phone from her dress. “Anyone else I should conference in?”

      “That depends. How are things going in life?” Though Sere remained focused on her hell adventure, that didn’t mean Marjory was just sitting on Sere’s ass. The woman had to be up to something.

      “According to Kendell’s spies among the homeless population, more than a few members of the Laroque family failed to show up to work.”

      Sere wondered where the woman was stashing her relatives. She doubted they were hanging out in either basement with the other monsters or druggies. “If Marjory thinks she has all the pieces, she’s going to start experimenting with building her toys.”

      Sanguine held her wings over her head to keep the rain off of her. “She still doesn’t have access to the professor’s computer. Even if she does manage to combine human and doppelgänger, they won’t be immortal without the data needed to regenerate. The doppelenergy from those dragons of hers will be sucked dry with the demons’ first skirmish.”

      Sere had forgotten how helpful Sanguine could be in seeing the bigger picture. “That would explain why she’s been staying out of sight. She doesn’t want to start a war until she’s ready.”

      Chloe started punching the phone’s screen. “I’ve texted your questions to those involved. I’m also calling in Polly and the professor. They’ve got some questions about what Marjory is up to with your body.”

      Sere wanted to tell her to stop, but the truth was that she was a little curious herself. “I doubt I know much more than they do, but our talks do occasionally kick things loose that I hadn’t considered.” While Chloe dabbled with her screen, Sere turned to Doodlebug. “What did you find out on your tour of the Northshore?”

      With arms crossed and feet spread, the girl looked ready for a fight. “No one’s seen Aloysius, though I still believe he didn’t go through the vault system.”

      “Trust your feelings. I know that’s not natural coming from hell,” Sere said. If she and Bart were going to conduct their operation, someone would need to distract Marjory, and only Doodlebug had experience facing down demons. “How are you set for doing battle?”

      “Even if I could get at the demons, I can’t go up against a horde of hell’s creatures on my own.”

      The girl was going to need help, and Sere was running short of allies she could trust in either dimension. “Get on your motorcycle and ride north. About ten miles before you hit Bart’s bar, you’ll run into a dirt parking lot and a shack called Riley’s. The woman has tried to kill me more than once.”

      “I like her already,” Doodlebug grumbled.

      “My point being, she’s not afraid of going up against doppelgängers, and her customers can be a rough bunch. They don’t like me, but they do owe me a favor. If you can’t find enough help among the gator hunters, continue up to Bart’s. The bikers up there are more talk than fight, but not a one of them would let their favorite bartender rot in hell. Your first priority is still to find Aloysius. He’s the only confirmed devil at this point.” Sere wished she could point the girl toward Gerald, but as he was the devil’s grandfather, she didn’t dare test his loyalties until she could do so in person. “Just locate Aloysius—don’t go up against him.”

      The girl lowered her head and clenched her fists. “I’m not stupid. I have no intention of confronting that bastard until you’re back here and we’re at full force. He’s already ripped my spirit to pieces once.”

      Sere nodded. “Knowing where he is and what he’s up to will help when it’s finally time to confront him. Marjory’s other creations, however, are fair game should you run across them. That will at least give you an outlet for your aggression.”

      “I’m on it.” The girl turned away and walked out of the projection just as the professor’s lab materialized along with Kendell and Myles’s living room.

      Sere shook her head. “You’ve just gotta love that doppelgänger directness. No waiting around to listen in on pointless ramblings.”

      Kendell set a book on a table. “The jars should be filled with liquid. Simply breaking them might disrupt the mirror signal, but I can’t answer for what would happen in hell.”

      Fat lot of good that does me, Sere thought. I figured that out for myself. Saying the caustic response out loud, however, wasn’t going to bring the answer any closer. “Is there something we could pour the jars into? Or maybe burn the totems? There has to be some way to break the voodoo spell without risking Bart and his mercenaries.”

      Kendell turned the page. “The totems are interdimensional—basically, the voodoo version of the World Trade Center’s vaults. If you tried to destroy them, you’d only lose access to them in hell’s dimension.”

      Sere wished she had the freedom to turn and walk away like Doodlebug. “Come up with something usable.”

      In his office, Fisher waved a file folder as if trying to distract Sere from her frustration with Kendell. “I’ve got the blueprints. I’ve texted them to Chloe so she can have Bernie study them. Once he has them memorized, they should download into the dragon’s computerized brain.”

      She could already see the blue page with white lines. “Perfect. Too bad we can’t do the same with Bart.”

      “Here we go.” Kendell leaned over the leather-bound journal. “Mmm.”

      Flames erupted from Sere’s snout. “You do realize that this human habit of delaying when you have bad news just pisses me off, don’t you?”

      Kendell put her hand on the page and looked into Sere’s eyes from the monitor. “There’s only one way to turn those jars into spirit mirrors while retaining the doppelgänger essences in the dragon bodies. Marjory removed the souls of the stoners and sent them to hell while the gate was open, then Madam Laroque instilled those spirits into her totems. It’s similar to what your father did to you and Jenna, but in your case, Jenna was instilled into the soulless cormorant body instead of a totem. The spell is basically the same. Those unfortunates in the Laroque basement aren’t just high—they’re zombies.”

      The fire that had been wafting up from Sere’s nose shot clear across the meadow. “So we can’t dump the jars without killing the eight street kids, consigning their ghosts to hell, and pissing off Baron Samedi. Somehow, we need to return the souls to the living. This is impossible!”

      Kendell’s forced-calm tone was one Sere had heard repeatedly during her emotional teenage years. “While you and Bart are gathering the jars, I’ll figure out a solution. Just focus on the job ahead of you.”

      “Yes, Mom,” Sere said, knowing the familiar words would have an odd impact coming out of the mouth of a dragon. On cue, Kendell snickered.

      Polly rapped on the desk, demanding Sere’s attention. “Now, what exactly does Marjory want with your body? We’ve been wracking our brains but can’t come up with a logical explanation. You’re immortal, but that’s based as much on your soul as on that doppelgänger body. With her inside it, the body will decay like that of any other doppelgänger. And since she’s not pretending to be you, what does she gain?”

      Sere stretched out her wings. Being in one spot for so long made her back hurt all the way down her tail. “It’s never just about one thing with Marjory. Having my body gives her a bargaining chip with the Cormorant and potential access to the professor’s computer.”

      Polly stood next to the professor, who sat in his chair. “But she could have achieved those things by abducting you. Why go to the work of a full-on possession?”

      Sanguine’s wings fluttered. “Jenna isn’t the only one who’s been after you, body and soul.”

      A cold chill ran from the claws of Sere’s feet to the fangs that jutted out over her jaw. “I have an arrangement with Baron Samedi. He wouldn’t dare try to claim my soul.”

      Kendell closed the leather journal. “I doubt Marjory cares about your deal with the dead. As the most powerful businesswoman in New Orleans, she’s hijacked more than a few ironclad agreements. Exchanging access to your soul with the ruler of the afterlife might gain her serious voodoo points.”

      Flames curled up from Sere’s mouth. “You think she’d offer to exchange one immortal for another—my soul returns to the deep waters, so hers gets to remain among the living forever?” Much as she hated to admit it, the plan had a certain evil logic to it.

      “We’re just trying to see all of the options,” Kendell said. “It wouldn’t be the first time one soul was bargained for another.”

      “That was different.” Myles sat down on the couch next to Kendell. “We gave Baron Malveaux’s soul to Samedi in exchange for an innocent.”

      Sere was well acquainted with the story of how her father had been added to the deep waters in place of her. “I’m hardly an innocent now.”

      “A deal is a deal,” Myles said. “I’ll reinforce our position with Baron Samedi. He’s not going to be happy that Marjory is planning multiple immortals.”

      Sere didn’t need another contestant in the battle for life. “Go easy on him. If he thinks she’s making a move on the afterlife, he might come tearing into life with an army of the dead. I’ve got enough to contend with as it is.”

      Myles’s expression eased from harsh determination to fatherly compassion. “He’ll listen to me. You need to stay focused on stopping Marjory.”
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      Doodlebug repeatedly turned the throttle of the old Harley as far as it would go in a futile attempt at making the motorcycle go faster. “If people can build a vehicle that can do two hundred miles an hour, why would anyone bother with something that can’t even get out of its own way?” An eighteen-wheel logging truck zoomed past her in the opposite direction, nearly knocking the bike off the road in its wake.

      Being little more than a messenger girl pissed Doodlebug off. “At least in hell, I had a say in my missions.” She zoomed past the small ramshackle bars. Stopping at them on the way down to Joe’s cabin had proven excruciatingly boring. More than once, she wanted to scream out that she was the Doppel Avenger, out to rid the world of demons, but the drunks would have just laughed in her face. Being hit on by the fat tubs was even worse. They all wanted to be her “daddy,” as if that was somehow supposed to be a turn-on. Not one of them had mentioned running across a devil out in the swamp.

      “This is ridiculous.” She leaned low over the gas tank and clamped her legs over the throbbing engine. If she was going to find Aloysius, she’d have to take charge of the hunt. Sere’s father might have been hell’s original devil, but that didn’t give her any insight into how the monsters thought. Though a worthy mentor and inspiration, Sere didn’t have half of the fighting experience that Doodlebug had. People had always been watching out for Sere in hell then laid out life’s red carpet for her escape. “Hell’s little princess.”

      By contrast, Doodlebug saw herself as an exact representation of her real: a street kid who had to use her wits and skills to survive. As she rounded a bend in the road, she spotted the sign for Riley’s bar. She had to take charge of her situation, but that didn’t mean she had to refuse help. She swung the glorified motor scooter into the dirt parking lot and killed the twin pistons that created more vibration than speed.

      Pushing her way through the swinging doors, she felt like a gunfighter ready for action. She sidled up to the end of the bar, hoping not to draw too much attention to herself from the drunks.

      The bartender’s tank top and cutoff jeans were so tight she could have borrowed them from her daughter. “Sweetie, you look a little young to be in a bar. I’m going to need to see some ID.”

      Doodlebug reached under her shirt, pulled the Navy SEAL evasion knife from her belt, and set it on the bar.

      The woman inspected the handle. “This is Bart’s blade.”

      “I was told you could help me. I hear you know how to plug a demon.”

      The woman’s hard eyes seemed to cut straight through Doodlebug. “Bart didn’t send you, did he?”

      Doodlebug doubted she would have lied to the woman even if such a deception was in her nature. “Sere did. Bart’s working with her. We exchanged weapons as a sign of mutual trust and validation. Now, are you going to help me or not?”

      Riley used the hand tap to dispense Coke into an ice-filled glass. “That depends. What do you need?”

      Doodlebug wanted to ask her to add rum to the soda, but she thought better of it, not wanting to drink while asking for help. “There’s a devil on the loose, and I’m pretty sure he’s up here somewhere.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Call it a hunch.” The queasiness in Doodlebug’s gut had been getting more intense the closer she got to the swamp. Bart might have been right. If Aloysius was stressed, she might be feeling the effects.

      Riley picked the knife back up and aimed it at Doodlebug. “You do realize that Bart’s navy training doesn’t come along with the weapon, right? I know a little bit about hell’s hierarchy of doppelgänger to demon to devil. Even Bart wouldn’t be so bold as to go up against an immortal with only this knife.”

      Doodlebug wanted to reach for the weapon. “Don’t talk to me like I’m a child. I’m not going to kill the asshole, just see what he’s up to. Though if it’s killing that lights your fire, once I figure out what Aloysius is doing, I’m headed back to New Orleans to deal with his brothers and sisters.”

      “Sounds like your plan requires more than just one bartender.”

      Doodlebug looked down the counter at the overfed, drunk gator hunters. “I can use all of the help I can get, assuming it is help. I don’t need a bunch of lard-ass bumbling swamp toads announcing my presence.”

      “You’re a snarky little bitch,” the closest tub said, his slurred speech indicating that he’d been on the stool for longer than the half-empty beer in front of him. “You remind me of that other snarky bitch. You two related?”

      Riley slowly turned from her customer to Doodlebug. “Cody has a point. You’re not from around these parts, are you? I’d guess somewhere closer to where that bitch Sere called home.”

      With Riley still fondling Bart’s knife like it was the big man’s dick, Doodlebug kept her hands on the edge of the bar. “It’s my understanding that you all owe her a debt of gratitude. I saw a number of new trucks and boat trailers in the parking lot. They wouldn’t have anything to do with the crawfish extravaganza she led you to, now, would they?”

      Lard Ass’s stool sounded like it was bending in half as he turned toward her. “That’s between us and her, and you haven’t answered the question, little missy.”

      Doodlebug snatched the knife from Riley and aimed it at the talking flesh pot. “I’m from hell, if that’s what you want to know, and I’ll happily take on the whole lot of you.”

      Riley put her hands on the bar. “This doesn’t have to turn violent. Tell us about this devil you’re hunting.”

      Doodlebug didn’t break eye contact with the overweight gator hunter, nor did she lower her weapon. “He’s a city boy but knows his way around the swamp.”

      The big man took a swig of his beer as if having a knife pointed at him was a common occurrence. “So he’ll be hiding out in a building, not roughing it in the weeds. That’s a starting point.”

      The feeling of being sick to her stomach ratcheted up by a factor of ten. The most logical place to start looking was where she’d last seen Aloysius. Since no one had bothered searching the island, there was a possibility he was still there. “There is a cabin deep in the swamp that he would know is empty.”

      “I know the one.” Cody set the empty glass mug on the bar. “What do I get if I boat you out there?”

      Riley snatched the glass and tossed it in the sink. “How about a break on your bar tab?”

      “Thanks.” Doodlebug finally stashed her knife back in her pants. Riley’s offer to give one of her obviously valued customers a break on his tab was likely as close to an agreement as she was going to get from the sexy bartender. She just hoped the woman’s help extended beyond the cash register.
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        * * *

      

      After hours stuck in the metal-hulled swamp boat, tooling along the rivers under the blazing sun, Doodlebug was the first to hop out and onto the island that had been the scene of so much activity in hell. “Wait for me in the field. If this goes badly, I’ll need you to get word to Sere’s friends.” Though Sere had told her simply to find the devil and not make contact, she wasn’t the boss in all things, living and damned, that she thought she was. “I’m gonna go talk to the asshole.”

      Riley pulled the cell phone out from the hip of her cutoffs. “Bart gave me the emergency number.”

      Doodlebug eyed the rifle in the boat hull, wondering if Riley would part with it, but if the conversation resulted in battle, the weapon would be better used to cover their escape than in combat. “Keep that thing handy. You won’t be able to kill him, but you might slow him down.”

      “What about you? I hope you’re not relying on some supernatural ability imprinted on Bart’s knife,” Riley said.

      “I can take care of myself.” She headed off through the tall grass. Though the queasy feeling made Doodlebug certain Aloysius was up in the tree, she didn’t sense any hostility from him.

      “We’ll be waiting,” Riley called out.

      Doodlebug climbed the boards nailed to the tree trunk. The funky cabin that hung in the branches looked more like pieces of a house than an actual dwelling. “If you’re in there, don’t shoot me. I just want to talk.” She slowly pushed on the trap door leading up to the front porch.

      Aloysius looked like a giant as he towered over her. “So you found me.”

      She climbed out of the hole to face him. “It wasn’t all that hard. I couldn’t imagine you blindly doing what Marjory told you to like the other little monsters.”

      He led her back into the peculiarly angled cabin. “Those flying flameheads were answering Marjory’s siren call like dogs to a whistle. They went through the connected vaults. Since I’d already achieved real-doppelgänger union, I chose the swamp hellmouth instead.”

      “I figured as much.” Doodlebug wondered how the others had been so stupid as to not check the island, but then, they had been a little preoccupied at the time. “So you’ve just been squatting out in the swamp?”

      Aloysius had a sulking shadow-hugging countenance that was more like a homeless person than a devil. “The best place to hide is somewhere that’s already been searched.”

      “But why hide at all? You’re the devil.”

      His sneer had all of the menace of a sick rabbit. “What does that even mean? If I get hurt, I can heal the wound. I can also manifest this body into any age I want, but those aren’t exactly superpowers.”

      Doodlebug sat on the couch pressed at a precarious angle against the wall. “Doesn’t your great-aunt have big plans for you?”

      “Why do you think I’m hiding? I’m a pawn pretending to be a king.” He leaned against the wall with his arms folded. “How much do you know about my family?”

      “More than I’d like to,” Doodlebug said, hoping to cut that line of conversation short. She hadn’t enlisted the swamp assholes and spent the day on the water just to listen to a family history.

      “Those people that surround Sere are real idiots. Have you noticed that?”

      At least he hadn’t started off at some point in the distant past. “While I agree with you, why would you say that?”

      “They gave my ancestor exactly what he wanted.”

      Though any form of education that didn’t involve staying alive bored her, she couldn’t help wondering where he was going with his story. “I assume you mean Baron Malveaux. From what I’ve been told, they dragged his sorry ass to the deep waters.”

      Aloysius scrunched up his face and shook his head “That was his own damn fault. After having gone through this transformation, I’ve had some time to consider my ancestor. He was the most powerful man in New Orleans—impressive but hardly a world leader. Then he stole a magic cane and took over Guinee. Again, that’s nothing to sneer at, but ruling purgatory doesn’t qualify as being a god, and gaining the position through theft doesn’t equal being qualified for handling the responsibilities. Even so, he was just a gatekeeper for the halfway house between the living and the dead.”

      Doodlebug fell back against the cushions. “You’re starting to bore me.”

      He either didn’t notice her irritation or didn’t care. “Those busybodies gave him what he wanted most. They built a whole damn dimension then dumped his soul into it. He didn’t work to become hell’s devil. The title practically fell in his lap.”

      She hadn’t thought of it that way, but then, she’d never worried too much about what hell had been like before she manifested into it. “I still don’t see how that has anything to do with you hiding out in the swamp.”

      “My great-aunt doesn’t want to just copy what our ancestor did—she wants to surpass him.”

      “Boring.” Doodlebug drew out the vowels to express her annoyance.

      “Baron Malveaux returned to life from hell with the expectation of ruling over it—achieving the ruling trifecta. To one-up him, Marjory wants to rule all three dimensions simultaneously.”

      Though the story still didn’t explain anything, Doodlebug could see how the pieces fit together. “So that’s why she left her doppelgänger in hell?”

      “Now we’re getting somewhere.” He uncrossed his arms and started waving his hands as he talked. “She can’t bond with her mirror and leave her in hell at the same time. And she can’t become an immortal in that body without her puppet.”

      Doodlebug bit her lip while thinking, which was not an activity she enjoyed. “You think she wanted your body? That’s rich. She already stole Sere’s.”

      “You think she wants to spend eternity in the form of that skinny, skanky slut? Our family has spent generations of breeding to achieve the perfect body.”

      Puke, Doodlebug thought. “A little full of yourself, aren’t you?”

      He pushed off from the wall and spread his arms as if displaying his magnificence. “Actually, no. I didn’t have anything to do with this body. That’s partially my point. I don’t matter. My soul-spirit-body combination is complete. When she’s ready, Marjory will inject her soul into me as a parasite intent on taking over my host body. I’m not delusional. She’s a far more powerful spirit than I am. I’ll end up spending eternity in some dark corner of this brain as nothing more than the mechanic holding things together. With her banking connections and no time restrictions, she’ll take over a lot more than just New Orleans.”

      Doodlebug could see where Aloysius was headed. “As an eighty-year-old woman, she’d never command the kind of political power she would as an attractive thirtysomething man.”

      “So now you see the first two legs of her plan—control of hell and control of life.”

      Of the three interconnected dimensions, the voodoo realm had never interested Doodlebug in the slightest. It wasn’t as if her spirit was ever going to be cast into the hands of the loas of the dead. “That leaves Guinee. I don’t see how she could expect to take on those loa holes.”

      “That’s what you need to figure out. I can’t be expected to have all of the answers, but if she has taken over Sere’s body, that would be a powerful bargaining chip. At the very least, it should be enough to get Baron Samedi’s attention.”

      Doodlebug looked around the dingy dwelling. “And what about you? You must want something, or you would never have agreed to becoming immortal.”

      “That wasn’t my idea. I’m just trying to survive. I suppose I’ve got too much of my grandfather’s ethics in me, or maybe it was my connection to you. Either way, I’ve got no stomach for what Marjory has in mind. Immortality was like a carnival prize, or maybe I was the stuffed animal. I don’t even know anymore, but now that I have it, all I can see are the drawbacks. I don’t want to live forever.”

      “So you’re saying you are not a devil?” Doodlebug’s views were becoming muddled. She’d believed in a clear delineation between a doppelgänger demon and a devil out to take over the world of the living. The former would have acquired self-will but succumbed to hell’s influence, and the latter would be determined to spend all eternity achieving dominance. But this conversation with Aloysius made the two categories swirl together in her mind.

      He looked around the room. “Clearly, right now I’m not a threat to anyone. Given time—which I have an unlimited amount of—I could acquire the knowledge, money, and power to take control. The ambitious quickly discover that they have a very short lifetime relative to their desires. But let me ask you: what if someone wasn’t out to rule the living? Would you still consider that immortal a devil?”

      “You’re referring to Sere?”

      “Or me.”

      As a doppelgänger, all she knew were the driving forces of surviving hell. “I don’t know if focusing on the good would be sustainable. I can only define a devil by his deeds. While you were burning my spirit in the fires of hell to achieve immortality, I considered you a devil. Now I’m not so sure.”

      He lowered his head and nodded. “I’m sorry for what I put you through.”

      Apologies weren’t something Doodlebug understood. They required empathy, and in hell, it was every doppelgänger for herself. She took hold of the tattered armrest of the couch and pulled her body off it. “You did what you thought you had to do to survive. I was there when Marjory cast your soul into hell. You might be an aggressive asswipe, but I’m not sure I’d have done anything differently. And since you’re not a threat, I need to move on to those who are.”

      “I just want to go back to my life. Can you do that for me?”

      Doodlebug had enough trouble guiding her own existence. “I’ll let Sere and the others know of your situation. That’s the best I can do for you. I’ll also keep your location a secret for as long as I can.”

      He walked with her out to the porch. “I won’t ask what you’re going to do, but if you run across my grandfather, let him know I turned away from Marjory’s evil plan.”

      “If our paths cross, I’ll let him know.” With Aloysius standing at the railing, Doodlebug scaled back down the tree to join up with Riley and Cody. “He’s promised to stay in the cabin.”

      Cody turned his overweight body toward her. “And you believe him?”

      “He’s hiding, not plotting. It would appear that Sere guessed wrong again. Just the same, if he shows up in town, you’d better let me know.”

      Riley slung her rifle over her shoulder as they headed back to the boat. “What should we tell Sere or Bart?”

      Unable to keep a secret, Doodlebug said, “At the moment, they’re too busy to worry about that immortal little pissant.”

      Cody nearly toppled his johnboat getting into the back. His tonnage lifted the bow off the shore. “If you’re finished, I’d like to get back to work.”

      She wondered if that involved gator hunting or drinking, but as he was the provider of her transportation, she didn’t want to offend him and end up swimming back to civilization. She followed Riley into the boat. “I appreciate your help.”

      He fired up the motor and backed it away from shore. “I just hope I’m not paying for that crawfish bounty for too much longer.”

      Riley swatted him on his bare knee. “Just remember Sere’s warning. No hunting out here.”

      “You don’t have to remind me.” He threw the throttle to the limit.
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug walked with Riley away from the dock while Cody secured his boat. “That takes care of my first chore.”

      Riley grabbed the upper roll bar of her doorless Jeep and swung her butt onto the driver’s seat. “Is that your way of asking for my help?”

      “Well, you swing that rifle around like a teenage boy playing with his cock. I’d hate to deprive you of the opportunity to discharge it.”

      Riley pulled the weapon from around her shoulder and secured it in the rack mounted to the roll bar. “For a recent immigrant from hell, you understand me a lot better than Sere ever did. It’s been a decade since I wandered down to New Orleans, but I’ll take you down there if we’ll be doing some hunting.”

      Doodlebug climbed into the passenger seat. “I don’t know what we’ll find, but Marjory has to be concerned that Aloysius didn’t show up with the others. She’ll either be anxious to create a new immortal for her experiments or desperate to find the one that got away.”

      Riley pulled the seat belt between her breasts, making them stand out even more prominently. “From what I understand of Marjory Laroque, her bank must be the most secure building in New Orleans. What if she’s got all of her little playthings locked inside? There must be a more vulnerable spot to hit her.”

      Doodlebug admired how fast Riley was able to cut to the heart of the problem. “You’re right. We’ll never be able to break into the institution. But she’d never put all of her rotten eggs in one basket. I’ve already been to the Laroque mansion once in hell. It’s more of an opulent showcase than a guarded fortress.”

      Riley fired up the engine. “Two sexy country hicks might stand out in the Garden District, but I doubt they’ll consider us a threat. Think up a way in while I drive.”
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Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere glided on the hurricane winds that whipped up the river. She wasn’t crazy about leaving Bart to handle the incursion. Though he was clearly skilled in all manner of mercenary operations, hell played by its own rules—though even in human form, she wouldn’t have been any better equipped to sneak into the Laroque mansion. The truth was that flying, flaming, and fighting were much more her style. I’ll make for one hell of a distraction.

      She swung her wings in a couple of firm flaps to get clear of the circling birds below her. If Sanguine could keep the Cormorant busy, at least one powerful force would be out of her scales. Though having the Cormorant harassing her could be useful in drawing Marjory out of her lair, Sere preferred not to deal with the two women intent on keeping her out of her body. Preventing them from joining forces could be a full-time job for someone with a lot less to lose.

      She shook her head, letting the pounding wind howl in her ears. Worrying about how others were going to handle their ends of the operation only served to occupy brain power that was best used for figuring out her own part in the attack. She needed to get Madam Laroque as far from home as possible, bringing her personal guard force along for the ride.

      First Sere needed to get the woman’s attention, and she knew exactly how to exploit her weak point. Being second best at creating dragons had to be pissing Madam Laroque off. Seeing a forty-foot dragon when all she’d managed to create were a couple dozen fire-breathing seagulls would mean she’d be anxious to learn the secret of how Smoke managed to be so impressive.

      Sere had to find Madam Laroque’s scaly flock of miniature flameheads. She circled the cemetery, expecting to find the baby dragons playing among the tombs. All she saw was the carnage of goblins that Bart had left in his wake. She didn’t for a minute believe that the old bat would give up after having her latest patch of carrier pigeons singed. There must be another flock around here somewhere. I hope she hasn’t yet learned from her mistakes. I’m already in hell. I don’t need to walk into yet another of her traps.

      With Bart getting ready to make a move on the mansion, she chose to avoid the most logical spot for Marjory’s horde to be taking flight lessons. “Here, little dragons,” she sang. “Come meet your demise.”

      She considered the possibilities as she made a pass over the bank. A doppelgänger freed from the life of its real usually gravitated back to where the shadow was originally cast. A goblin with far less mental capacity would likely be even more drawn to the siren’s call. Sere couldn’t imagine that Marjory would hold the new drug addicts in the same basement as her latest batch. That confirms that I can avoid the mansion. Where else would she hide kidnap victims? With Marjory wielding all of the money and power of the Laroque dynasty, the options seemed limitless.

      As Sere glided along the river, Sanguine’s white wings caught her attention. When she focused in on the scene, she realized it wasn’t the purity of their color that called out to her. Flames were scorching the tips of her feathers.

      The sight of her angel in danger turned everything around Sere into the true flames of hell. She dove so fast toward the battle that the billowing fire from her nostrils covered her head. At the river’s wave crests, she pulled out of the dive and shot straight at the battle between the Cormorant’s birds and Marjory’s dragons. Like the idealistic fool she’d always been, Sanguine flapped her wings between the two forces, trying to mediate the conflict.

      Get out of my fucking way! I’ll burn the lot of them to ashes with one breath. Though she was successfully able to control her verbal outrage, her nose and mouth formed a flamethrower that she was powerless to direct.

      Like a meteor, she shot above the aerial combat. Stretching out with her talons, she plucked the first two creatures she could reach and tossed them to the ground. When the birds screeched their protest, she realized she’d failed to snatch a dragon. She beat her wings to get back into the heat of the battle. Though the handful of dragons had fire on their side, the birds outnumbered them five to one. If Sere was going to side against Madam Laroque’s force, she was going to have to be more careful in what she grabbed.

      “They’re coming in from the convention center.” With sword drawn, Sanguine dove between Sere and a flock of black birds. “You need to stop them at the source. I can deal with these baby flamers.”

      Sere would have been just as happy to destroy both Marjory and the Cormorant’s forces, but then, diplomacy had never been her burden. “Watch your wings.”

      Sanguine spread them to the driving rain. “For once, the hurricane is working in my favor.”

      Sere headbutted a small dragon so hard it crashed through a brick wall on her way out of the melee. She made a quick scan for the Cormorant, but like Marjory, the head of the military-like force had chosen not to participate in the battle.

      She shot down incoming dragons like she was playing hell’s video game as she flew toward the long buildings that nestled under the dreaded World Trade Center. Though they tried shooting fire at her, not one of them had a third of her flame-throwing ability. Madam Laroque must have Mickeyed a whole aviation convention, she thought as the dragons kept on coming. When they started showing up already on fire, Sere knew the woman had taken her regenerations too far. The professor’s equipment needed time to reset after a doppelgänger’s demise. To force them back too soon risked also calling forth whatever had originally destroyed them.

      Sere settled on Convention Boulevard and walked along the long glassed-wall building. As she blasted the area, glass burst into molten shards that set the nylon carpet on fire, creating a malodorous smoke that billowed out both sides of the building and hid the roof.

      “You’ve made your point,” a voice said.

      Sere extinguished her latest burst then turned toward a black limousine with an irate old woman standing at its grill. Sere rose to her full forty feet. “Your attempts at copying me are just pathetic. I expected better.”

      Madam Laroque leaned on her cane. “You’re not fooling me, Sere Mal-Laurette. I know your soul is inside that animated toy.”

      Though Sere hadn’t made any attempt at hiding, she did wonder how the woman had figured out her true identity so fast. “What gave me away?”

      “I’m the queen of double meanings. Your comment about being copied could either be about that dragon form or your immortality. Plus, a true dragon lost to its demon urges wouldn’t have stopped blowing flames. Now that you have my attention, what do you want? Obviously, I’m interested in learning the secret to creating full-sized dragons.” The woman sure knew how to cut through the bullshit.

      “You and your real need to stop trying to make immortals.” Sere didn’t see any point in drawing out what were sure to be failed negotiations. Just start lying so we can argue our positions long enough for Bart to grab the totems.

      “My living counterpart has one already. Technically, that’s all she needs. Aloysius is a sniveling little cunt, but that works in her favor if she chooses to inhabit his body. If I can convince her to end her quest at that one brother to your achievement, will you give her the secret to developing true goblins for my army?”

      Sere wouldn’t have trusted the real Marjory, no matter what she’d said. This hell version, however, was built with the same restrictions that came with every other doppelgänger, including the edict to always tell the truth. Sere had to ask herself whether she’d misunderstood what forced her kind to be unable to lie. If the dogma really was directly from Jennifer to the Cormorant, and hence to all who followed the birdbrain, then Madam Laroque could be as slippery as her real.

      “First tell me why you sent your dragons against the Cormorant’s birds. I need to know what you intend to do with the full-sized combat version.”

      “There can only be one ruler in hell.”

      Sere didn’t really care who was in charge so long as the women kept their game in their own court. But with Sanguine standing in the middle, trying to moderate the conflict—as always—Sere couldn’t just turn her back on the situation. “So you two are just going to have it out in the air like rival drug gangs?”

      “Hell is hell. Why do you care what we do? I want the secret potion, and you don’t want any more devils among the living. So do we have a deal?”

      The woman had a point about hell no longer being any of Sere’s business. “If you and your real aren’t working together, how can I believe you could deliver on anything that you might offer? As you said, hell is hell, and you’re stuck here without a lifeline.”

      “My other can’t bake her cookies if she can’t use the oven.”

      Sere doubted the two women even knew where the kitchens were located in their respective mansions, but the message was as clear as it was surprising. “You’d turn over the voodoo totem mirrors voluntarily?”

      The woman’s smirk made Sere realize she might have just given away Bart’s operation. “She has her realm to deal with, and I have mine. We rely on each other to a point, but when it comes to taking over our worlds, it’s every goddess for herself.”

      She wondered how far the woman took the term goddess. For Madam Laroque to be able to regenerate after the real woman took over the body of Aloysius, the original old woman would need to be kept functioning. The mechanisms at play were more than Sere could handle in the reptilian brain, but presumably, Marjory had made arrangements for the immortality of her double. Sere had the itchy feeling in her scales that she was the one being played. She needed to get out of there and check on Bart. She’d given him all the time he should have needed. Either he had the totems, or he was in trouble.

      “I don’t trust you, but the deal is reasonable. I’ll talk to the swamp witch. If she can add something to her potion that would prevent a dragon like me from escaping this realm, we have a deal.”

      Madam Laroque leaned against the side of the limo. “I’ll be waiting, but don’t test my patience.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere took flight before Madam Laroque stepped back into the limo. She needed to find Bart before the woman could alert her guards. If things had gone well, Sere wouldn’t have to worry about her end of the bargain, and if he’d failed, she could still hold onto the hope that the woman doppelgänger would hold up her end of the agreement. The worst case would be if Bart were in trouble. The threat of that made her swing her wings so fast the raindrops left an aerial wake behind her.

      The speeding black shadow on the road below would have escaped her attention if it hadn’t been for the flames that trailed her, lighting up the whole neighborhood. Sere struggled to contain her excitement and fear, extinguishing not only the emotions but also the fire. With a quick banking turn around the Crescent City Connection’s support tower, she dove low enough over the river to be out of sight of the speeding limo. She set down on the cruise ship dock just as Bart sped up on the Honda Blackbird motorcycle.

      She looked behind him to make sure he wasn’t followed. “Where’s your crew?”

      He pulled a burlap sack off the back of the bike. From the size of it, she wondered if he’d taken someone hostage. “They’re running a distraction maneuver. I figured you might want to conduct the handoff away from prying eyes.”

      “Those are the totems?” Her reptilian heart beat so fast the cold blood warmed in her veins.

      “All eight of them. I won’t bore you with the details, but she had quite the demon-and-goblin army.” He checked behind him while revving the engine. “They’re probably not far behind.”

      She took the bag in her claw. “We need to get you out of here. Marjory Laroque, either in life or hell, isn’t the type to take a setback sitting down. I can fly you out to the hellmouth.”

      He nodded at the bag. “It’s best if we split up. You need to get those somewhere our enemies can’t find them then find out from Kendell what to do with them. I doubt I can just bring the sack through the hellmouth as checked luggage. I’ll yank Sanguine out of the war between the women then ride out to Joe’s old cabin in the swamp. From there, she can fly me the rest of the way out to the gate. When I know I’ve got control of the area without any Laroque or Cormorant interference, I’ll head home through the hellmouth. Now that we have Marjory by the totems, she can’t raise a new immortal, which means there’s no point in you staying in hell either. I’ll tell Sanguine to wait for you out on her island. We need to confront your body abductor on her own turf.”

      She marveled at his command of the problem. “You’ve been giving this some thought.”

      “Combat helps me focus. I’m done pussyfooting around with this woman. We’ve seen what we need to see in hell. The next conflict is going to be back among the living, and we’ll need to be at full force. I’m certainly not leaving the retrieval of your body in Doodlebug’s hands.”

      The plan was too well-thought-out for her to argue, though she hated leaving him again. “Just be careful.”

      He gunned the engine and spun the back tire toward her. “Weren’t you the one who always said careful and hell were mutually exclusive?” He smoked the tire on the wet concrete before she had time to respond.

      Bart swung the bike back toward the Quarter. Though he was speeding straight into a fight between hell’s most powerful forces, once he pulled Sanguine from the trenches, Sere would see that he was safely back where he belonged. He was right. Nothing they were doing in hell was helping her get her body back.

      She lifted the sack. The rumbling of the wooden heads as they banged against each other sounded like thundering voices from the trapped souls. “Why can’t this ever be simple?”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            97

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere hated retracing her flight, but as long as she was hauling the totems, there was only one place where she could talk to Kendell without alerting either version of Marjory Laroque.

      As she flew over the swamp, the bag grew heavier and heavier. I’m human in origin, this body is part science and part Wiccan magic, and these friggin’ totems are voodoo. The weight must have to do with the conflicting systems. She cleared the final line of trees before swooping down toward the meadow. Her eyes, ears, and lungs burned. She dropped the bag before her landing knoll, grateful to be back where Chloe could help.

      Putting her legs down for the landing, she ended up face-first in the waterlogged ground then did a somersault onto her back. “Fuck me.” Everything hurt.

      Chloe ran out from the tree line. “Just lie there for a minute. You’ll be okay.”

      “The hell I will.” Instead of a raspy reptilian voice, Sere heard the uncomfortable tones of a human man. “What’s happening to me?”

      The swamp witch leaned down next to her. After having seen the woman as a small human, having her loom over her felt like staring at a giant. “You burned out Smoke’s battery. With all of the flying and fighting, you’ve exhausted the magic that made him a dragon. We’re down to Bernie’s physical projection, which—due to being equal in size to the real man—is much easier to manifest.”

      “Please stop talking.” Sere’s ears felt like a freight train was using them as a tunnel through her brain. She pointed out toward the field. “Voodoo totems.”

      “Right.” Chloe looked up and over Sere. “I’ll raise Kendell.”

      Sere struggled to sit up in the rain. Though she’d only been a dragon for a short time, being back in a human body with all of its sensitivities, aches, and limitations was nearly as bad as being in hell. With Chloe nothing more than a ghost, Sere forced herself to her feet. She had to check on the totems. They ran the risk of leaking ghosts after their race with Bart through the city streets and their rough landing with Sere.

      She carefully opened the bag and lifted each rough-hewn voodoo sculpture. With their nail-head hair bent in all directions, the old wooden heads looked like they’d had a difficult flight, but each of the precious blue jars that nestled in the chest cavities was undamaged. “Well, the good news is the totems are safe.”

      “And I guess we can all see the bad news,” Kendell said.

      Sere swung around toward were Chloe stood and saw Kendell standing along with a holographic office full of people. “So long as you’ve got an answer for what to do with these trapped spirits, my physical form shouldn’t be an issue.” Sere really didn’t want to hear about how she’d flubbed up being a dragon, especially not from the people who’d started this whole hellish nightmare.

      Myles put his hand on Kendell’s back. The gesture of support was one Sere had seen throughout her life. Kendell looked at him and smiled before turning back to Sere. “The only answer I could come up with was to directly undo what Marjory did. If Sanguine reopens the hellmouth, their souls can return to their bodies. First, though, we’re going to have to round up the zombies. The totems need to be loaded one by one into your vault while the zombies step into the one in the bank basement.”

      Is that all? Sere thought but kept the question to herself. Getting snarky at this point would only degrade the conversation into an argument. “Well, I have the totems, and Sanguine should still have control of the vault in this dimension. Bart figured the next big battles would be on your side of the hellmouth. Hopefully, he’s on his way. Have you heard anything from Doodlebug?”

      Polly hit the desk with her pencil. “She’s not exactly what you’d call forthcoming with her plans.”

      “And this surprises you?” Sere couldn’t hold back her frustration. “Get ahold of her and tell her to mount a rescue of the eight zombies in Marjory’s basement. She’s going to need to figure out how to transport them. I don’t think that old VW is going to do it. When Bart shows up, he can work out a way into the bank basement. He’s probably already got something in mind.”

      Polly tossed the pencil aside and leaned on the desk. “And what about you?”

      The battle with Marjory Laroque loomed like a category-five hurricane blowing in from the gulf. “Bart won’t stop until he’s got me back in my body. Once we’ve got control of the two vaults, we can get me back where I belong, then Smoke can take this body and return to his dragon form.”

      “I meant, how are you going to get out to the hellmouth?” Polly said.

      Sere looked around like an idiot. “I’ll figure something out.”

      “Make it fast. Once we get the zombies out of the basement, we’ll have a lot of brain-dead druggies to deal with. We can’t wait around for those totems for long without attracting Marjory’s goons.”

      Sere waited until everyone had faded from sight before reloading the eight heavy sculptures back in the burlap bag. “How the fuck am I going to haul all of you souls out to the swamp? I no longer have wings. Bart has the motorcycle. And Sanguine is waiting out in the swamp. The only other being large enough to carry me on the wind would be the Cormorant, and I’ll be damned if I’m turning to her for help.” She got up and looked around the swamp again. Even if she could hike all the way back into town while carrying the bag, stealing a vehicle wouldn’t really be an option. As she slowly turned and looked around the meadow, she realized she didn’t even know which direction New Orleans was. “Fuck.”

      A loud snort preceded the downing of a swath of grass four feet wide.

      She dropped the sack and started running much faster than she was used to with the man legs. “Lefty! Please tell me that’s you, boy!”

      The giant alligator’s head lifted over the grass. His tail wag sent green stalks flying into the rain. She stopped ten feet in front of him. Though he appeared happy to see her, she couldn’t be certain that his enthusiasm at seeing a man run toward him wasn’t based on the idea of a free meal. “It’s me, boy. Sere.” She reached out her hand, hoping he wouldn’t bite it off.

      Lefty put his chin down to the ground with such force that the earth shook. His big swamp-green eyes looked her over while his tail continued to swing from one side of the meadow to the other. With a long yawn that separated his jaws so far that she could have walked upright between his teeth, he turned to present his side to her.

      “I don’t know what magic lets you know that it’s me, but I’m not asking questions. Wait here. I need to grab my bag.”
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Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Riley’s Jeep hit every pothole like it was launch ramp. Doodlebug’s head still hurt from banging it on the roll bar as they left the parking lot. Riley hadn’t mentioned anything about the safety belt, apparently finding it far more entertaining for Doodlebug to learn of its advantages through firsthand experience. Though time had no meaning in hell, she felt like she’d been rattling around in the doorless tin can for hours.

      “How much longer?”

      “Maybe another half hour. I’ve got one last bar stop.”

      A line of half a dozen trucks and two motorcycles followed the Jeep like fat drunk dudes pursuing the one hot chick. Doodlebug nodded back at the noisy beasts. “Do you really think those guys will be able to help?”

      Riley turned the wheel hard to avoid an axle-busting rut. “I’d rather have Bart. That dude can wiggle his tight ass into the worst of situations, fight through it like a black bear, and come out smelling like a rose. There’s not a man trailing us that has his skills, but together, they’ll at least provide some backup.”

      Doodlebug feared Riley was better at rounding up help than at devising a game plan. She looked behind the annoyingly bouncy Jeep. “We should have enough seats and truck beds back there for the zombies, but I suppose the more help you can round up, the better.”

      Riley bent her naked leg, stepped on the clutch, and shifted the grumpy vehicle into a higher gear. “Cool. That just leaves breaking into the home of the most powerful family in New Orleans, rescuing eight prisoners, and delivering them to the bank. Remind me why I agreed to this?”

      “Bart will help,” Doodlebug said, trying to think of someone else they could rely on. Turning to the idiots in the professor’s offices would only alert Marjory to what they were doing. The damn woman really had her fingers in every financial pie. “Wait! I’ve got an idea!”

      Riley started shaking her head before she even turned toward Doodlebug. “You’re like an annoying little sister. Yelling at me while I’m driving is a sure way of landing us in a ditch.”

      Doodlebug had been called far worse. “I need to get to the French Quarter. There’s a CPA who Sere always turns to when she’s stumped.”

      Riley turned the wheel so sharply that Doodlebug wondered if she were trying to dump her out of the Jeep. “Seriously? I don’t think financial planning is going to help at this point.”

      Doodlebug put her hand on Riley’s extended arm, as much to make a point as to stay in the car. “Trust me. This guy is a wiz at figuring stuff out, and he’s been possessed by a demon, so he knows how we think.”

      Riley pulled into a bar parking lot. At least this one was paved. “I don’t see how that’s going to help in the least, but I’ll have my guys round up who they can here. Then you and I will head down to the big city.”
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug pushed open the CPA’s door on the dingy side street of the Quarter. “I need to see Montgomery Fisher.”

      The ancient woman behind the desk glared over her reading glasses. “Do you have an appointment?”

      Based on the blank calendar on the desk, Doodlebug assumed the woman was intentionally being difficult. “Nope. It’s important that I see him.”

      “Mr. Fisher is very busy. Leave me your name, and I’ll try to fit you in next week.” The woman turned to the old computer monitor like she was getting back to her soap opera.

      “I work with Sere Mal-Laurette.”

      The woman’s glare turned into an icy stare. “Of course you do. Mr. Fisher is very busy. Next week.”

      “I need to see him now!” Doodlebug yelled. She didn’t like raising her voice, but some messages required more than a polite tone.

      The door behind the disagreeable secretary sprang open. “Is there a problem?” Montgomery Fisher stood there in a rumpled seersucker suit, looking like he’d just gotten up from a nap. “I know you, don’t I? We met at the professor’s lab.”

      “That must have been my twin sister.” Doodlebug emphasized the last two words, hoping he would understand what she really meant.

      “Come on in.”

      The old woman behind the desk slammed her fist onto the calendar. “You have appointments. Why do I even bother?”

      “Because I couldn’t get by without you. Hold my calls.”

      Doodlebug followed the man into his office with Riley at her heels. “I have a problem. Sere says you can perform magic with numbers.”

      He sat behind an old wooden desk. “What trouble is she in this time?”

      She took a seat while Riley remained at the door like a henchman expecting an unwanted intruder. “I don’t know what she’s up to. My task is freeing the drug addicts from Marjory Laroque’s basement.”

      “Have you been talking to Polly?”

      Doodlebug clenched her fist under the desk where the man wouldn’t be able to see. She’d really hoped to avoid talking about the group of busybodies. “Why?”

      “I thought she was coordinating the efforts on this side of the divide.” The man pulled some rolled-up blueprints from the bottom drawer of his desk. “I already sent this information to hell. Supposedly, Bart made the same move to rescue the totems that hold the stoners’ souls.”

      “Good to know we had the same thought. It would have been nice if they’d told me.” Though the interdimensional meeting with Sere as a dragon had still been going on when Doodlebug left, if there was an important new development, they should have told her. She reached over and unrolled the pages, which ended up covering the desk. “What is all of this crap?”

      “The Laroque mansion.” He pulled out an extendable metal pointer and aimed it at the drawing like a doctor looking at an x-ray. “This is where Bart was going to make his attack. The Laroques make a big deal of security out front, but they prefer their privacy when it comes to the backyard gardens.”

      “I’m familiar with the layout.”

      He looked up from his explanation. “I’m sorry. Of course you are. I forgot you played a gig there in hell. The door down to the cellar is right off the back entrance.”

      “I remember seeing it. So that’s where the zombies are being held. Anything else you can tell me?”

      He pulled a small black book from the same drawer. “Marjory relies on her brother’s connections with the police force for securing the grounds. After my online financial manipulations last time, she started paying those off-duty cops in cash. You’re going to need another way of calling off the dogs.”

      Doodlebug got up. Time was slipping away. “I’ll figure something out.”

      Fisher leaned back in his leather executive chair. “I can see it’s pointless to tell you to talk with the others. You remind me of Sere the first time I met her. Bart’s on his way from hell. He’ll take over once he gets here. He’ll probably need all the help you can provide.”

      “Bart’s coming?” Riley had managed to keep her tits out of the conversation, but her excited reaction to the former Navy SEAL’s arrival told Doodlebug more about their past relationship than she really wanted to know.
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        * * *

      

      Riley had been right about the Jeep. It stood out like a high school kid’s jalopy among the BMWs and Mercedes that lined the street in the Garden District. Had it been in hell, Doodlebug would have known what to do. Life, however, was a constant confusion for her. She leaned over the gearshift. “What do we do now?”

      Riley sat hunched over the steering wheel like she was stalking an ex-lover. “If this were up north, I’d simply get out and wiggle my ass. That never fails to call out any hidden security guard, but then, gender roles are a lot simpler up there.”

      Doodlebug stared at the woman in the dark. “So we need a diversion?”

      Riley tapped the gun in the rack over their heads. “Darlin’, I sling drinks for a living. If there’s a problem, I pull out my tits or my shotgun. Either one usually gets the attention of the combatants. Down here, if you’re relying on me for answers, we’re all in serious trouble.” Between the beer, the blaster, and the breasts, Riley was a walking distraction all on her own but, unfortunately, not the type that would call out a covert guard.

      The police car that rolled up behind them let out half of a siren blast but didn’t flash its lights. Doodlebug hadn’t heard or seen the bastard approach.

      “Fuck.” Riley kept her hands on the steering wheel.

      The cop got out of his cruiser, checked his weapon, and approached the Jeep. “License and registration.”

      “We’re not moving, officer. You can’t ask for paperwork if we’re just sitting in the car.” Riley’s downcast look and clenched jaw perfectly matched her tone of controlled defiance.

      “Can I ask what you two are doing here?” The guy held his thumbs under the gleaming belt buckle like some pervert.

      “Is it a crime to sit in a car?” Doodlebug said. Since their secrecy was blown, she didn’t see any point in being hospitable.

      “Are you Dooly Buell?” The dude moved his hand to his sidearm.

      She didn’t know how to answer. To say no, though technically the truth, would require some alternate relationship like twin sister, which would be a lie. To say yes, though mostly accurate, would still be a lie. A snarky response seemed the best course of action.

      “What’s it to you?”

      “She hasn’t done anything wrong.” Riley kept her hands on the wheel, but from her half glance over her shoulder, Doodlebug knew she wanted to reach for the shotgun.

      “Are you her mother?” the guy asked.

      Riley gripped the wheel so hard her knuckles turned white. “Do I look like her mother?”

      He took a half step back from the passenger-side door and unlatched his holster. “I’m going to have to ask you both to come with me.”

      Lights were coming on in mansion windows. People were beginning to peek through the shades. No one’s cause would be furthered by the two of them getting into a full-on battle in the street with a cop. Riley put her hand on Doodlebug’s arm. “We’ll come peacefully.”
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug turned away from the cop-car window as they sped through the Garden District. “Why, for the love of God, did you let him load us into this cruiser?”

      “We didn’t have a plan, and sitting out there was only going to call attention to us.” Riley gave Doodlebug a long glare that conveyed what she dared not say—that they still had resources and if they’d taken things any further, those rural hotheads might have come swooping in for an ill-considered rescue attempt. The woman had to protect the barflies, and with her and Doodlebug in police custody, all she could do was hope the gator hunters and random drunks had stuck to the backup plan—though leaving them at a bar awaiting orders didn’t seem like the best idea to Doodlebug.

      She went back to staring out the window. “Unless things are radically different from what I remember, this isn’t the way to the police station.”

      The cop turned into the parking lot of an abandoned building then continued on until the car was undercover and out of sight from the street. “Someone wants to have a talk with you. Just cool your jets.” He got out, left the door open, and walked to the garage entrance like he was about to stand guard.

      A large man appeared, filling the door opening, and plopped down on the driver’s seat. “Just tell me this. What exactly was your plan? I mean, even if you had gotten past the security detail, broken into my sister’s home, and managed to get the dead walking, what were you going to do with them?”

      Doodlebug wasn’t sure if she should be afraid or relieved. “You’re Gerald Laroque. Bart said I should find you if things turned ugly.”

      The former chief of police’s face in the rearview mirror didn’t look happy to see her. “I’m only useful if no one knows I’m helping you people. Start talking, or I’ll have my friend out there haul you into the station just to keep you from causing real trouble.”

      “Sere told me to watch out for Aloysius and stop his demons.”

      The big man turned in the seat to face her. “You’ve seen my grandson?”

      She’d made a promise to keep his location a secret. “He’s safe for now.”

      “How did you find us?” Riley asked.

      “Though my sister lives in the mansion, it belongs to both of us. That means I have complete control of its security. I’m not stupid, unlike some people. Both Sere and Bart told me to keep an eye out for you, so when I spotted you on the neighborhood police cams, I sent someone to fetch you. Now, tell me about my grandson. Where is he?”

      “I promised I wouldn’t. He did tell me that if I saw you to say he didn’t turn evil.”

      The big man’s nod was heavy with emotion. “Then let me tell you what I know, and if our stories mesh, maybe you’ll be a little more forthcoming with your information. Bart made it out of hell. The first thing he did was check in with his drinking biker buddies. They saw an overweight alligator hunter taking Sere out on his boat. Since we know Sere’s soul is in hell, and my sister has control of her body, I have to assume that Aloysius is somewhere out in the swamp, and she’s gone after him. How am I doing so far?”

      “Fucking Cody!” Riley hit the car door.

      Doodlebug was beginning to understand how manipulative humans could be. “To be fair, he didn’t impress me as the smartest gator hunter in the swamp.”

      Riley took a calming breath. “True. And he’s gone up against the real Sere enough times and had his pride handed to him that he’s not likely to cross her again. Marjory wouldn’t have had to work very hard to convince him to do whatever Sere said.”

      Doodlebug honestly didn’t care what the fat oaf thought. “At this point, it doesn’t matter. We have to accept that Marjory has Aloysius. This is bad. When I talked to Aloysius, he was pretty sure his great-aunt wanted to possess his immortal body.”

      Riley squeezed her eyes shut. “So while we were barhopping our way down to New Orleans and playing zombie stakeout, Marjory—in the form of Sere—conned her way out to the island and abducted the new immortal.”

      Gerald started the police cruiser. “There’s only one place she’d take him. But we’re going to need some magic first.” Before putting the car in gear, he pulled out a cell phone, punched the screen, and put it to his ear. “We need to meet. I’m coming to you this time.” He gave the horn a light blast then turned to the policeman standing guard and yelled, “Get in.”
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Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      “This is Kendell and Myles’s place.” Though Doodlebug had never been there personally, Dooly’s memories of the hot bath and warm couch after years of sleeping on the street were pretty specific.

      “We have a long history.” Gerald parked the police car right up front in a tow-away zone as if marking the building as one involved in something nefarious. “One that I suspect all of us would rather forget.”

      “What do you want me to do, boss?” the cop in the passenger seat asked.

      “Drive Miss O’Leary back to her Jeep. I’m sure there are some people wondering what happened to her.” Gerald looked at the sexy bartender through the safety glass. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      Riley shook her head. “Based on my time with these people, you might want to start being a little more specific on that point.”

      He stepped out of the car and opened the back door for Doodlebug. “Things were a lot simpler when Joe was around.”

      She got out but didn’t respond. At this point in their acquaintance, if Chief Laroque heard that she was the one who pulled the trigger on Joe, he could too easily turn from an ally into an enemy. She followed him down the carriageway of the converted Creole townhouse, past the black motorcycle, and up the back stairs.

      Two dogs were barking their fool heads off behind the door. Even from outside, Doodlebug knew one of them wasn’t of this world. The other had the spooky, hair-raising howl of a creature who’d seen too much. She reached for the missing katana sword that she’d given up in hell.

      Myles opened the door, holding the small black hellhound like it was an annoying but harmless puppy, while Kendell held the larger animal that had participated in more than her fair share of mysteries. “Come in.” He checked behind them before closing the door.

      Spotting Bart, Doodlebug had a momentary irrational desire to hug the big man. She fought back the confusing emotion. “Looks like you made it.”

      “It’s good to be back.” Like every warrior she’d known, he didn’t unload the events like some whiny little bitch.

      As Myles set his dog down, she really wished she had a weapon to defend herself. “What’s with the monsters?” She tried not to make the question come out as an accusation.

      Kendell set her overweight dog down next to the black hellion. “These are Cheesecake and her pup Doughnut Hole. I’d guess they might seem a little strange to you. Doughnut Hole comes from your dimension. Both dogs have been gifted with long life from the loas of the dead for our help in dealing with Baron Malveaux. But I’m sure that’s not why you’re here.”

      Chief Laroque remained close to the door. “Events are in motion that I can’t control. Thanks to Sere and her hell-based assistant here, my grandson hasn’t been destroyed. However, now that he’s immortal, my sister has her sights on him. We have a shared problem.”

      Kendell led the way into the living room and took a seat on the couch. “You’re not telling us anything new or what you want us to do about the situation.”

      Gerald picked up a chess set from the bookcase, dumped the contents on the coffee table, and lined up the opposing pieces. “Here’s how I see the problem. Each of these represents a body and their spirit—be it human, doppelgänger, or immortal.” He stood the rectangular box on its end. “And this is the vault. It can only handle one transfer of soul to body at a time.” He wrapped a rubber band around the two kings and another around the black knight and white queen. He then placed the two sets in the vault. “Marjory’s first act will be to leave Sere’s body and take over my immortal grandson.” He removed the rubber band from the queen and added it to the kings then took them out of the box. “That will leave Sere’s body in the vault.”

      Bart rubbed his jaw while staring at the game pieces. “Sanguine had to open the hellmouth for Lefty to ferry me across. She’s standing on her island in hell with the other vault, waiting for Sere to return with the totems. To stop Marjory from crushing up the dragons—both doppelgänger spirits and human souls—in order to create her immortals, the mirrors have to be taken out of hell and returned to their living bodies.”

      Myles set all of the pawns representing the dragons and demons to the side. “Since Sere’s body will still be inside the vault, she needs to transfer over first. That’s going to be a little complicated.”

      “When isn’t it complicated with Sere?” Bart asked.

      Doodlebug hated the complexity of the problem. “She can give Smoke his body back easily enough. All she has to do is step into the vault. Since the dragon spirit is in the totem, it should be an easy transfer.” She set the other side of the box back-to-back with the one Gerald had set up then put a knight in each one.

      “This is where things get messy.” Myles set up the game board then took the white knight and put it on the edge. “Sere’s soul entered our game from the vault in life, but she escaped Marjory by jumping into the professor’s computer. From there, she was hooked to Jennifer so that the Cormorant would drag her across dimensions.” With each explanation he moved the piece farther onto the board. “Simply relying on Sere’s body—which is actually Jennifer’s mirror and not Sere’s original body—to call her soul from hell won’t be enough. Voodoo won’t do—we need the science as well to get her off the board.”

      Bart pulled out his phone and tossed it onto the table. “That’s why I left Sere’s interdimensional phone with Sanguine. After Jennifer used it out in the swamp to connect to Sere in the computer, I brought it with me to hell. When our girl enters hell’s vault, she won’t be alone. Jennifer can call her from the professor’s equipment to establish their connection across dimensions—basically the reverse of how she ended up in hell in the first place.”

      “Wait.” Doodlebug threw the game’s rule book on top. “We could be springing Marjory’s trap. Since Sere wouldn’t technically be immortal outside of her body, Baron Samedi could finally claim possession of her once she’s out of hell. We don’t dare try to put her together again without knowing she can set foot out of the vault into life and not into Guinee. We need to know which side the loa of the dead is on before we do anything.”

      The dog at Myles’s feet started whimpering at the mention of the voodoo lords. “I’ll get my cane,” Myles said while patting the hell mutt’s head.

      “Don’t call Baron Samedi just yet.” Gerald sat on the couch and looked over the mess on the coffee table. He took the black queen and hid it under a magazine. “The only reason I’m joining in this game of magic is to save my grandson, and to do that, we need to keep my sister out of him. How do we accomplish that if we don’t yet have her body? Since she’s the one making the first move, I need an answer before I’ll agree to all of these other shenanigans.”

      Kendell sat with her elbows on her knees and her hands at her mouth. “I might have a solution. We need another voodoo totem.”

      “Aren’t they all in hell, holding the stoners’ souls?” Doodlebug asked.

      Kendell and Myles stared at each other for an uncomfortably long time. Doodlebug could practically see the conversation take place in their eyes. “She hasn’t been seen in decades,” Myles finally said. “Not since we deposited Baron Malveaux’s soul in the deep waters.”

      Kendell kept her body tightly wound as she looked up at him. “And with good reason. She betrayed not only her voodoo lords but also the Laroque family.”

      Doodlebug hated it when people left important information out of their story. “Who are you talking about?”

      Kendell let out a deep sigh. “I only knew her as Madam de Galpion. She was a voodoo priestess living in the Quarter—a direct descendent of Marie Laveau. We never would have been able to trap Baron Malveaux without her. The baron stole the original eight totems from her shop. Before she went into hiding, she gave me her voodoo journals.”

      Myles stared out the French doors at the balcony trimmed in an elegant wrought-iron railing. “We could try her old shop.”

      Kendell scratched the head of her ever-present Lhasa apso. “I walk Cheesecake and Doughnut Hole past it every day. It’s nothing more than a tourist trap at this point. When she disappeared, I went through every hidden door and secret curio cabinet I could find. Unless she built an in-between portal, she’s not there.”

      Doodlebug hated history lessons. “Couldn’t we just get Baron Samedi to give us another one?”

      “Weren’t you the one who just said we need to figure out which side he’s on?” Kendell said. The big older dog growled, causing her to switch from a head scratch to a firm pat. “We’re trying to make sure he stays out of our problems, not give him an invitation to steal Sere’s soul. Up until now, I’ve respected the madam’s desire for seclusion. She’s not the type to be blind to what’s going on, though. If I start looking for her, she’ll know it.”

      The couch springs groaned as Gerald leaned back against the cushion. “Once you get the totem, you’ll have a means of drawing Marjory’s soul out of Aloysius by using the vault. I can live with that, but until you have the magic sculpture, I’m not agreeing to help you break into either our mansion or the bank. That’s the only real leverage I’ve got to protect my grandson.”

      Bart crossed his arms and stared at the big man. “And what exactly are you offering?”

      “As soon as I hear that you have the totem, I’ll pull the security detail, though I can’t tell you what you’ll find in terms of personal security. After your last little adventure at Marjory’s expense, she hired her own team. Once we’re all in the bank basement, I’ll use the baron’s journals to conduct the crossings. Marjory isn’t the only one who’s thumbed through those pages.”

      Bart didn’t let up on his aggressive body language. “And the mansion? I can’t believe that old woman rattles around the gigantic home all by herself. Even if you do pull the guards, who else can we expect?”

      “The eight prospective immortal family members have been camped out there. She couldn’t take their souls the way she did the dragons’ reals. With the stoners acting as power transformers in hell, our young relatives have had to stay close to home until they’re bonded to their doppelgängers. It’s been something of a kegger for the last couple of days. Every twentysomething in the Garden District has been partying at the mansion.”

      Doodlebug wasn’t sure of the wisdom of sharing their plan with the former police chief, but no one knew the layout of the building better than the man who’d grown up there. “Our idea is to sneak in the back way. There’s a door to the basement off the mudroom.”

      The big man smiled like a little kid. “I remember it well. Not many houses in New Orleans have actual basements. The one in the mansion is more of a root cellar than an actual living space. It has a pump connected to the street’s storm-runoff system for when it rains. When I was growing up, the below-grade room was something of an oddity to my friends, but that was a simpler time. No one from the current generation would be caught dead in the servants’ work areas, and they’d have to pass through the kitchen to get to the cellar. If you’re sneaking in late at night, most of the staff should be gone. That area of the house should be empty except for anyone doing a random munchie run. As for the risk of one of the rich kids heading out the back door, well, it is still referred to as the servant’s entrance. If they want to head out for a smoke, they’re more likely to use the front porch. Don’t make too much of a racket, and you should pass unnoticed. Getting the stoners out might be more of a challenge.” He stared back at Bart with equal intensity. “You won’t have all night. After her last failure, my sister is playing her cards closer to her chest. She’ll transfer out of Sere first. That slip of a woman would never command the respect Marjory feels is her due from our family. She needs to show that she’s in charge before she calls in the everyone else. In the body of Aloysius, she’ll send the family limos to pick up our kin and vans for the druggies. If my heirs are still in the mansion when you get there, that means she hasn’t finished the first part of her plan. These things take time.”

      The muscles of Bart’s arms rippled like he was about to do battle. He turned his arm to check his wristwatch. “The moment I saw Sere and Cody heading out to the swamp, I hightailed it down here. It’s a long haul out to that island and back. We might still be able to stop Marjory from taking over Aloysius.”

      Gerald scooped the game pieces back into the box. “Though that would be ideal, it would still only switch the problem from my grandson to your girlfriend. Without somewhere to put Marjory’s soul, you don’t have a play on the board. You need either her body or a magic totem.”

      “There’s one more thing,” Kendell said. “We’ll never get the vault out of the bank’s basement, but I want the baron’s old journals. We need to do what we can to make sure no one tries to reproduce Marjory’s experiments.”

      Gerald stared at her with his penetratingly blue eyes. “Separating the instructions from the magical item makes sense.”

      Kendell lifted her dog as she got off the couch. “Then we’d better get moving. If anyone can sniff out the voodoo queen, it’s my girl. Madam de Galpion never could resist offering her a doggie treat. With Cheesecake on the scent, I’ll have the totem by midnight.”

      Doodlebug didn’t want to know how the ancient mutt was going to find a magical woman in hiding.
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Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      While Myles used his magic stick to call his ghostly friend and Kendell followed her overfed dog like a hunter tracking big game, Doodlebug walked with Bart to his bike. She’d left the Northshore contingent to fend for themselves for too long. “We need to team up with Riley. She’s got a posse ready to invade the Laroque mansion. Even if Kendell gets the totem to hold Marjory’s soul, there are still the zombies to deal with. If we go busting into the bank basement without control of them, that woman will sic her demon horde on us. If we’ve got the dragons’ reals, we should be able to divide and conquer her monsters.”

      He stopped dead in his tracks. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about that. What were you and Riley doing that attracted Gerald Laroque?” His voice reminded her of Dooly’s dad when he was annoyed.

      “Trying to stop an outbreak of dragon-flying demons. Sere said once I found the devil, I should put an end to his minions. Since there wasn’t much I could do about the demons in the bank, I thought I’d go after the dragons’ reals.”

      “So let me get this straight. You were just going to waltz right into the mansion and free the dragons’ drugged-out soulless reals? Then what—kill them?”

      She glared at him. Humans just didn’t understand how hell worked. As a former resident of that dimension, she knew that some actions made a lot more sense for doppelgängers than they would for humans. “The thought crossed my mind. But no, smart-ass, I wasn’t going to kill them. Riley has an army of gator hunters hanging out at a dive bar, waiting for her signal. We’ve got enough trucks lined up to transport those zombies.”

      Bart shook his head so hard his dark-black hair fell over his forehead. “So you were just going to drive them around like a tour group? What exactly was your plan?”

      Doodlebug had had just about enough of being second-guessed. “Why does everyone keep asking me that? Where I come from, things just happen. I figured once I had the bodies, someone would have figured out how to reunite them with their souls. That part wasn’t my end of the operation. What have you people been doing?”

      He threw his leg over the seat of the Ducati. “Saving souls in hell. Hop on. I’ll ride you out to Riley and her gang. Once we hear that Kendell has the totem to hold Marjory, we’ll need to move fast. Hopefully, between Gerald pulling the security off the bank and Fisher working his financial magic, we’ll be able to get into the cemetery tunnel.”

      Doodlebug got on but would have preferred to be at the motorcycle’s controls. “Do you know where she was headed?”

      “I know every bar from here to the Mississippi border.” He cranked over the Ducati then swung the bike through the arched passageway and onto the city street like it was a part of his body.

      Doodlebug hung onto the former Navy SEAL and watched the passing people and buildings of the Quarter. As Bart picked up speed, the street scene looked more and more like a moving impressionist painting with colors bleeding into each other. People were walking, talking, laughing, and holding hands. Not a single one of them pulled a knife to slit a throat. She peered down every rapidly passing side street for gangs of harvesters. “I’m never going to get used to not seeing those fiends around every corner.”

      “Did you say something?” Bart yelled over his shoulder.

      She patted him on the side. “It was nothing.” Talking out every thought was going to be a hard habit to break.

      When he hit the gas to squirt the motorcycle past a van full of gawking tourists, she felt a little more at home. Again, she wished she had the throttle in hand. With a good twist of the grip, she could get the motorcycle ahead of any potential adversary. His slow pace only made them easy prey. As she checked behind the bike, however, she didn’t see a single harvester on their tail. The lack of an enemy made her long for battle. Without the fight, she was just a sixteen-year-old girl with no future.

      “I fucking hate self-contemplation.” She kept the comment quiet enough to be lost on the wind.

      Doodlebug hung on tightly as he swung the Ducati Monster into the first Irish Channel bar he came to. Other than the paved parking area and uniform paint job, the dive would have fit in along the highway that connected his establishment with Riley’s. He snuck the bike along the side of the building and turned it into a back lot filled with dusty pickup trucks, including Riley’s Jeep parked right up front.

      Doodlebug swung her leg off the bike. “That was a remarkably good guess.”

      He pulled off his helmet and pointed it at the sign above the back door. “O’Leary’s. That’s Riley’s last name. This joint belongs to her brother—a mean cuss. You’ll probably get along fine.” Doodlebug followed Bart through the back door and down the narrow dark hallway. “I just hope they aren’t all too drunk to be of any use.” He pushed open the swinging door to the dimly lit bar.

      “Riley had to keep them down here somehow. It’s not like those guys could be kept entertained at the zoo.”

      Riley was yelling and waving her hands at a tall redheaded drink of water. “I told you to cut them off at three beers each. What were you thinking?”

      The dude didn’t seem impressed by her antics. “That I could make a little money. I don’t open my doors so fat asses can warm the cushions. If you wanted a babysitter, maybe you should have stuck around.”

      “Apparently, absence hasn’t made their hearts grow fonder.” Bart nudged Doodlebug on the shoulder. “Have a seat at the end of the bar. If anyone official comes in, sneak out the back. Being underage may be overlooked up north, but down here, it can mean a bartender losing his liquor license. I’m going to get a couple of pots of coffee brewing.”

      While brother and sister fought over the nuances of running a bar, most of Riley’s posse kept their noses in their beer steins. Doodlebug leaned toward the closest sloshed gator hunter. “Any news?”

      “Yeah. The beer down here sucks.”

      She was already inclined to take Riley’s side in the fight. “I meant about our mission. Has anyone wandered in from the street with a story of something strange happening or gossip on the Laroques?”

      His bloodshot eyes made her believe he was well past the three-drink limit. “Baby sister, you’re asking the wrong guy. Nothing down here makes any sense.”

      She leaned over the bar and dispensed a Coke from the hand nozzle. “I know the feeling.”

      One of Riley’s team slammed his beer glass on the bar. “I don’t know why you’re getting so high and mighty, Rile. We can take care of ourselves. You’ve seen me stumble home in worse condition from your bar.”

      “That’s different.” The woman turned her anger from her brother to the half-drunk patron. “You only have to drive a mile to get home. Annie would tan your ass like a cheap alligator hide if you didn’t make it in one piece. This is the big city.”

      Bart pushed his way in from the kitchen with two glass pots of coffee. He nodded at Doodlebug then gestured toward the row of white porcelain cups behind the counter. “Start setting them up. If I know anything about Kendell, we won’t have more than an hour or two to get these idiots sober. I just hope Riley and Red don’t start a fight so bad we need to call the cops.”
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug stuck close to Bart as they followed hurricane Riley out the back door. The call from Kendell hadn’t come a moment too soon. The count of busted beer bottles between brother and sister stood at three each, and Doodlebug was pretty sure the tiebreaker would end up attracting the attention of someone outside of the building. The fight did, however, give Bart enough time to make sure the gator hunters downed an amount of coffee equal to the beer they’d consumed. “I just hope they know how to hold their bladders.”

      Bart snickered and leaned against the side of his Ducati to address the contingent. “Here’s the plan. Doodlebug and I will go in first in case there’s any lingering security our contact neglected to mention. When I see the red in the stoners’ bloodshot eyes, I’ll call Riley to come in and take charge. Those of you in trucks will drive up and collect your riders.” He nodded toward the back of the pack. “The two of you on motorcycles will be our lookouts. Anything strange happens, bug out and reconvene here then call me.”

      “What about the bank?” Riley leaned against the front of her Jeep.

      “As soon as I give you the signal, Doodlebug and I will head out. From then on, you’ll be in charge of the rescue. We’ve been assured that so long as you don’t make too much noise, it should just be a matter of getting the stumbling fools out to the vehicles. Once you get them to the cemetery, we may need to stash the druggies in the crypts until we’ve got control of the bank basement. From what Fisher found during his financial search, the cameras down there are part of an infrared direct-link security system, which corresponds to Polly’s inability to find a carrier signal she can intercept. That’s why Doodlebug and I will lead the assault. Being a doppelgänger, she’ll hopefully remain undetected by those infrared cameras. I only need to get to the first one to upload Polly’s computer virus. From then on, it should just be a matter of dealing with any personal guards Marjory might have with her.”
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug was getting a little tired of feeling like the kid sister on the back of her big brother’s motorcycle. She leaned forward as they made the run back into the high-class neighborhood. “Do you think when this is over I could get another one of those badass motorcycles like the one I had in hell?”

      “Not a fan of the Harley? Most people love them,” he said over his shoulder.

      She knew she should be appreciative of the gift, and lord knew the bikers at his bar were loyal to the brand. “I just think something with a little more pep might be more my style. I don’t see you driving one of the behemoths.”

      He hunched low over the gas tank. “Once we’ve saved the world from Laroque immortals, we’ll talk about it. I haven’t even started inventorying what Joe left behind.”

      Mention of Sere’s dead mentor shut Doodlebug up. She settled in behind Bart’s muscular back as he maneuvered the bike the short distance from the Irish Channel to the Garden District.

      He pulled up right under the police cam that had caught Riley’s Jeep, took off his helmet, and smiled at the black half orb. “Okay. Let’s hope he’s right about those partiers.”

      Doodlebug was less interested in having her picture taken. Somewhere out there on the city streets, Dooly Buell was probably already getting side-eye from every cop who passed her. “At the party in hell, the performers were directed down the dark side of the mansion. Of course, that was for a grand soirée and not a drunken free-for-all. Too bad we can’t use the same excuse to sneak in.”

      “That’s not a bad idea.”

      She looked at him, wondering if he’d lost his mind. “Even if I could gather the buskers, those people don’t want music.”

      He pulled out his phone. “No, but they do want kegs. If I can catch Riley before those guys pull out, they can grab a few each. That would give the trucks an excuse to pull out back near the kitchen. And as Gerald said, no one in his family would stoop so low as to bother checking on a delivery. Then our people can sneak the stoners out like they’ve been overindulging. This just might work.” Bart began texting Riley.

      Doodlebug grabbed his arm before he’d finished relaying the message. “There’s a coat rack in the mudroom. If our guys grab some on the way downstairs, the coverings might help camouflage the street kids.”

      “You know, you’re not so bad to have around on these adventures.”

      While he finished up with his message, Doodlebug struggled with how to take the compliment. She’d never received one that she could remember, and it felt a little like a lie—a form of manipulation.

      He stashed the phone back in his pants. “Even with a plan for the guys, we still need to sneak in to make sure the stoners can be taken out the way we hope.”

      She followed him along the wrought-iron fence covered in night jasmine. This version of New Orleans had no driving rain or sloshing street-river to navigate, so people peeking out through windows were the primary danger. By rounding a hedge, running down a dark driveway, climbing a handful of steps, and opening an unlocked back door, they were inside the Laroque mansion.

      “That was remarkably easy,” Doodlebug said.

      He peeked into the kitchen. “Most people in this neighborhood don’t confront suspicious characters. They prefer to call the police. Fortunately, we have someone covering that angle.” He backed away from the elegant kitchen door with its cut-glass oval and turned toward the plain-looking three-panel hatch. It took a good hard tug on the small latch to get it unstuck from the casing.

      The humidity-laden smells of mold, rotting wood, damp earth, and body odor laced with drugs made Doodlebug grab her nose. “Holy crap, that stinks.”

      Bart squeezed through the opening and tested the first stair. “I’d guess with the amount of rain hell receives, most of what you’re smelling would be covered in water where you come from.” He grabbed the two-by-four railing and gingerly descended below the half wall and into the ground.

      Though she’d just as soon have remained out of what looked way too much like a grave, she eased down the closet-like entrance and into the root cellar. Sitting along the sides were the eight drugged-out street kids. IV bottles hung from the rafters with tubes trailing down, ending in the comatose arms. “Well, each one of them is smaller than the average gator, but the hunters will still have to haul them up those stairs.”

      Bart bent down next to the closest body. “They’re chained to the wall. The locks are straightforward enough.” He pulled a leather pouch from his jeans pocket and selected a long thin piece of metal.

      “You sure pack a lot into those skintight pockets.”

      From his half smile, she suspected he wanted to give a less-than-appropriate response, but he just said, “You never know what you’re gonna need.” A metallic click preceded the sound of chains falling to the ground. “Take the needles out of their arms. We’ve already moved the totems in hell, so whatever Marjory has locked in the bank basement must already be showing signs of change. Once these dudes are free of the drugs and restraints, we’ll turn the rescue over to Riley.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            101

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Riley was already parked next to the Ducati when Doodlebug and Bart snuck out of the shadows. “You owe me for those kegs.”

      Bart threw his leg over the bike’s seat. “And I’m sure Red charged you full price.”

      “Extra, actually. He doubted the empties would be returned, so he dinged me for the hassle of dealing with his distributer.”

      Bart fired up the bike as Doodlebug hopped on. “Bill my bar.” He hit the gas before the woman could reply.

      Based on the tightness of Bart’s muscles under her grasp, Doodlebug suspected the next adventure might not run as smoothly as the last. “What will we be up against?”

      His shrug made the bike tilt. “The ex-cop security detail shouldn’t be a problem, and I’ve got a plan for the camera system in the tunnel. It’s what we find in the bank basement that has me on edge. For an old woman used to high-stakes business deals, Marjory’s a smart cookie when it comes to physical attacks.”

      “Tell me about it.” Doodlebug’s run-ins with both versions of the woman had been dangerous enough. She held on tightly as Bart swung the motorcycle through the city streets.

      The run from the Garden District to the cemetery in the Tremé took only slightly longer than going from the bar to the mansion. He parked next to the church that in hell had always acted as witness to Doodlebug’s antics in the cemetery. “I’m so used to seeing goblins among the crypts that I feel like I should be pulling out a sword.”

      He reached in the back of his leather riding boot and pulled out a long knife. “It’s not as impressive as chopping off a head with a katana, but it’ll do the job of slitting a throat.”

      She patted the knife tucked under her belt. “I’ve still got the other one you lent me.”

      “I’d hand you back your pistol, but I’m afraid you might use it. Take the second knife. Two are always better than one. I’ve got plenty of others.” He reached into the front cowling of the Ducati and pulled out a serrated assassin’s blade to replace the one he’d handed her.

      The handle felt good. “I’m honored you trust me with it.”

      He watched the street from beside the masonry wall. “Just don’t get any demonic ideas about laying into me the way you did Joe.”

      She set the two knives under her woven belt next to her hips. “How many times am I going to have to apologize for doing what I had to do?”

      “For the rest of your life.” He sprinted out toward a gap in the traffic, and like a runner who’d missed the starting gun, Doodlebug struggled to keep up. When Bart got to the brick-and-stucco wall, he turned to face her, holding his hands together at belt height. “Give me your foot.”

      With an extended stride, she landed the toe of her shoe against his waist. As she bent her leg, she was instantly catapulted toward the top of the wall. It took hooking all four limbs around the crumbling bricks to prevent her from going over.

      She wiggled around to face him, but instead of standing motionless next to the wall, he was running the back toward the street. Once there, he took off back toward her at full blast, and she realized her part in the maneuver. Doodlebug stretched her hand down the side of the wall. With a vertical run followed by a firm grasp and tug of her wrist, he ended up towering over her.

      “You go down first.” He lifted her off the bricks and had her dangling over the inside wall of the cemetery before she could reply. Then he lay prone on the narrow ledge and lowered her as far his arm would stretch before letting go of her wrist. She hit the ground only seconds before he made a tumbling landing next to her. “The crypt we need is at the back of the cemetery.”

      “What about the zombies? They aren’t going to be able to make those acrobatic moves over the wall, especially not if their partners are overweight gator hunters.”

      He pulled out his lock-pick kit. “I’m sure you know how to use these. Don’t open the gate until Riley shows up. Tell her to get the idiots as far into the grounds as she can manage. Whatever they do, they cannot be seen.”

      “Got it. I’ll join you as soon as they get here.”

      “That should give me enough time to get the caskets out of the tomb.”
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        * * *

      

      With gator hunters and zombies in position, Doodlebug snuck back to Bart. The man was covered in what she hoped was dirt, but from the smell, it was probably someone’s long-dead relative. “You know, I think that’s really creepy. And that’s from someone used to living in hell.”

      He brushed the dust from his leather pants. “I’ve been down worse pits.”

      She gawked at the impossibly small hole in the bottom of the crypt. “You have to be kidding me.”

      As his way of answering, he squeezed into the marble structure, held his hands against the walls, then lowered his feet into the opening. “Never been down an ancestors’ pit before?” He kept shifting downward until only his head stuck out of the ground. “I think I feel Great-Great-Granny licking at my toes.”

      A shiver went from Doodlebug’s feet to her scalp. “You’re not going to frighten me with ghost stories. I just happen to be a little claustrophobic, if you must know. Entering a tight space in hell is an invitation for decapitation.”

      His head disappeared like a whack-a-mole. “There’s more room down here in the tunnel. Whistle to Riley before you come down. She’s gonna have her hands full getting those gator hunters to do their jobs. You might not have a problem with the dead, but those burly drunks spook easily.”

      Fortunately, the woman was only a mausoleum away. Doodlebug gave a quick nightingale call, and Riley was instantly beside her. “What the hell is he thinking? My guys will never fit down there.”

      “Your boys don’t have to,” Bart said from underground. “Just lower the stoners down. I think that’s about all you can do. Either we’ll win and be able to haul the limp bodies ourselves, or we’ll lose and it won’t matter.”

      Riley stood upright and shook her head. “Fine by me. I can’t get out of this city fast enough.” She eyed Doodlebug. “Looks like it’s just you and Bart, little girl. Good luck.”

      Doodlebug stared at the hole, envisioning the tunnel being much larger. “Take my hands and lower me down.” She dropped down, Riley hovering above and Bart waiting below like two different dimensions separated by a hole. Illuminated by Bart’s flashlight, the newly brick-lined tube dripping with ground water looked way too much like a sewer. “Why must every place you take me smell like death?”

      “Kind of an occupational hazard. Hand me your phone.”

      She pulled it out of her army pants and handed it to him. “Why?”

      “Because as a doppelgänger, if you try to use mine, it won’t work.” He pulled his phone and did some technological magic with the two rectangular blocks of plastic. “Hold the screen up to the first camera you come to and press Play. Do not look at the screen. It will broadcast a burst virus that will disable the security system. Since you’re also computer based, if you’re not careful, it could disable you as well.”

      She took the phone back, feeling like she’d just been handed a live grenade and told to approach the enemy’s line. Holding the screen away from her, she crept along the curved brick wall. Outside the glow of Bart’s flashlight, the tube was as cold and dark as a harvester’s heart. At a bend, she spotted the dual gun-like cameras pointing down both sides of the tunnel. Had Bart ventured another ten feet, he’d have been picked up by the security system—if he hadn’t already earlier in their incursion.

      She crouched low and tried to blend her movements in with the stream of water that ran down the center of the shaft. Directly below the two cameras, she popped up, aimed the screen at the one facing in Bart’s direction, and tapped Play. The flash of light made her turn away and cover her eyes with her forearm. When the glow faded, she took the phone away and shut it off before stashing it back in her pocket.

      “Okay. It either worked, or it didn’t,” she called out to Bart.

      He peered around the tunnel with his flashlight. “Good job. I don’t see any signs of life. If they’d spotted us, there would be a flood of goons coming at us.”

      She stepped out of the trickling stream. “There’s something I don’t get. With all of the flooding, what’s with all of these underground rooms and passageways the Laroques fancy so much?”

      Bart crept forward with the flashlight, looking like some cheesy model on an old-time book cover. “I asked Fisher about that once. According to him, Baron Malveaux funded the city's drainage system. As part of the agreement, he was able to connect his hiding places to the pumps. This tunnel, for example, was listed in the historical documents as a connecting tube that went off course instead of in terms of its actual purpose of connecting bank to brothel. That CPA really knows his stuff.”

      “So it’s clear sailing from here to the basement?” she asked, doubting it was going to be that easy.

      His snarky half laugh of derision told her all she needed to know. “I’ll go first. Lag behind me a dozen paces and keep to the sides of the tunnel. Since Gerald promised to pull his crew, I think it’s safe to assume anyone you see is out to get us. If some dark figure emerges from a hole in the wall, don’t hesitate to use the knives.”

      She pulled them both out so they’d be at the ready. “Where do the holes lead?”

      “Basements mostly. Just because the city lists this tube as nonfunctional drainage, that doesn’t mean contractors don’t hook up to it anyway. Since Sere and I broke in last time, the Laroque family has bought up most of the businesses and rebricked the accesses. However, contractors in New Orleans can dig a hole faster than termites moving through rotting timber. Now, keep your eyes open and your mouth shut. Sound carries down this shaft like a megaphone.”

      Though a big man, Bart bounded from brick to brick like a kid trying to keep his tennis shoes dry. Doodlebug struggled to keep up without splashing in the stream of muck, meanwhile keeping an eye on him and anything that might materialize between them.

      A dark figure tumbled so close in front of her that she nearly plowed into him. Her first instinct was to call out to Bart, but then she remembered about the megaphone effect. The brute rolled across the stream to the other side of the tunnel before springing upright and giving chase to Bart. Rather than following him across the water, Doodlebug built up as much running speed as she could manage against the rounded floor, sprinted up the side of the tunnel, then sprang her legs out straight and catapulted onto the intruder’s back. With both knives already in her hands, she sliced through the bastard’s hard sinewy neck.

      The goon reached for his throat. Instead of words, only blood and gurgling erupted from his mouth. As he headed toward the brick-covered ground and a noisy splash, she wrapped her legs around his torso, leaned hard toward the wall, and rolled his massive body over hers. The resulting thud was enough to attract Bart’s flashlight a couple dozen paces ahead, but she hoped any potential threat farther down the tunnel would remain oblivious.

      Bart heaved the brute off of Doodlebug and plunged his knife into the bastard’s carotid artery. “Nice takedown. We need to keep moving. Somebody’s sure to miss this mass of flesh eventually.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time they reached the bricked-up wall at the end of the tunnel, with its newly installed iron hatch, Doodlebug’s blades were dripping with blood from the half dozen hidden assassins they’d run into. “Now what?”

      Bart knelt on the bricks and put his ear to the door. “I don’t imagine you know how to crack a safe?”

      “Sorry, there wasn’t much call for bank robbers in hell.”

      He pulled out his phone. “Fisher, we’ve got a problem. There’s a security door to the basement. It’s new. Think you can find me the combination?” After a moment, he pulled the phone forward, aimed it at the hatch, and took a picture. He put the device back to his ear. “Right.”

      “Well?” Doodlebug asked in exasperation.

      “In spite of what you might think, Fisher doesn’t have every piece of information at his fingertips. He’s going to contact the safe company that installed it, and if that doesn’t pan out, he’ll contact Gerald. If Marjory’s brother is going to be any use, he’ll have to find his own way into the basement. It’s going to take a minute.”

      “We don’t have a minute.” She wondered how many times she’d have to randomly twist the dial to get the damn thing to open.

      “You know, for someone who not that long ago didn’t even understand the concept of time, you sure are antsy when things don’t happen on your schedule.”

      She turned the knife handle in her hand. “Tell me you wouldn’t rather put your manly shoulder to the door and shove it open.”

      “Of course I would. But all I’d end up with is a busted shoulder. Sometimes you have to wait for others to do their jobs.”
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Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere had had about enough of being in forms that weren’t her body. Flying around breathing fire as a dragon had been cool, but transitioning into a man had given her the shivers. Fortunately, going through the revolving door of the vault to hand the body back to Smoke had been easier than turning into the dragon. The totem’s glass jar smelled of tar and death, but at least she had the phone connected to the professor’s equipment. Twiddling her electrons back into the computer, she noticed every microsecond that passed.

      “How are you doing, sister?” Jennifer said, rousing Sere from her depression.

      “I’ve been better.” She used the phone app to light up the camera in the professor’s office and see the woman she knew so well. “Thanks for being there to haul my virtual ass out of hell.”

      Jennifer ran her hand along the edge of the monitor like she was caressing Sere’s cheek. “Happy to help. I’ll confess, I kind of missed being a part of the action.”

      She’d seen enough of the woman’s past to know that opening the door to that conversation might end up with Sere making promises of future adventures—ones that would put the happy homemaker in far too much peril. “I have a confession too. I’ve been jonesing for one of your chocolate chip cookies.”

      Jennifer kicked her snakeskin boots up on the desk. “I’ll make sure I have a batch ready for you.”

      The boots reminded Sere that she hadn’t seen her slithery companions in far too long. “Nice boots.”

      The blush that hit the redhead’s face extended down to her neck. “I’m not intentionally trying to copy you, but when I saw them at the mall, I had to have them. Henry says he doesn’t know what’s come over me.”

      Sere worried about how the conservative corporate lawyer was taking the change in his normally stable wife. “I hope you knowing me isn’t causing you any problems.”

      Her half smile and head tilt spoke volumes. “He always knew I had a wild side. Our sex life is better than it’s been in ages.”

      Sere needed to get the woman off that topic. It had been too long since she’d held Bart in her arms. “Would you mind doing me a favor? Between getting sucker punched in the cemetery, losing my body to Marjory, turning into a dragon, fighting all of hell, and ending up as little more than an electronic ghost, I seem to have misplaced my motorcycle. There are a couple of snakes in the saddlebags who are probably losing their rattles over where I’ve been.”

      Jennifer dropped her feet off the desk with the slow deliberation of a girl who’d just been told she was being taken to Disneyland and didn’t fully believe it. “I get to ride your Triton?”

      Nowhere in Sere’s search of the professor’s files had she found anything about Jennifer knowing how to ride. “I just need you to find it. My slithery companions can take care of themselves, but I’d feel better knowing there wasn’t a pile of snake-bitten thieves around the motorcycle. My pets can be rather protective when I’m not around.”

      Jennifer’s face fell. She looked down and bit her lip. “Should I change my boots?”

      “They’re reptiles. They don’t have the emotional connections we do regarding those of our species.” As the words came out, Sere realized she’d included herself in the category of human. “Find my ride, and when I get out of this voodoo jail, I’ll take you for spin.”

      The woman gave a smoky look from under her eyelashes that Sere had seen before when spying on Jennifer and Henry’s courtship. “And teach me how to drive it? You do owe me for saving your soul.”

      “One thing at a time. I need to get out of here first.”

      Polly flipped on the monitor next to Jennifer. “We’ve got a plan.”

      “I hope it’s a good one,” Sere said, glad for the change of topic. Though she enjoyed her conversations with Jennifer, the woman had far too much emotional leverage.

      Polly stared at the floor with her shoulders hunched. “I wouldn’t call it good, but it’s something.”

      “It’ll work.” Kendell walked up behind Polly like a prison guard forcing an inmate to confess.

      Sere hated that the computer registered time to the microsecond. It made the silences last interminably long. “Out with it.” She fired up the remaining cameras around the office.

      Myles twirled a cane in front of him, sending a shiver down Sere’s software. “Our biggest worry was that Marjory was bargaining your soul for hers with Baron Samedi.”

      The only thing worse than silence was an explanation of something she already knew. “Get on with it.” Sere’s words echoed from every speaker in the lab.

      Myles gripped the cane like he wanted to strangle it. “Baron Samedi is going to be there. According to him, a soul is going to Guinee. Whether it’s yours, Marjory’s, or Aloysius’s doesn’t seem to matter to him. He claims the decision is out of his hands. He is, after all, only one loa of the dead. The other six guardians aren’t as easily pacified with promises that you’ll keep the living and the damned separated.”

      Sere wished she could take a cleansing breath. “I suppose I can’t blame them. It’s not like I’ve done a great job of keeping the demons and devils in their own realm. So does Samedi plan on doing anything or just standing on the sidelines until someone dies?”

      Myles tapped the cane on the wooden floor. “He owes me, and that’s not a debt he’ll ignore. But when it comes to dealing with Marjory, I wouldn’t count on him intervening.”

      “Peachy. So I’m on my own.”

      “Not quite.” Kendell leaned back against Myles. Whatever she was about to say required her husband’s support. “I did manage to get a totem from Madam de Galpion. Keeping Aloysius safe from Marjory was our end of the agreement with Gerald. Now that we have a means to do that, he’ll pull the security systems from the bank and mansion.”

      The pause left Sere wondering if she was supposed to respond. “Well, that’s good news.”

      “Yes, but he’s going to be more involved than we’d planned,” Kendell said.

      Sere could practically see the scheme laying itself out in front of her. “Don’t tell me. He’s going to be in the basement, isn’t he? So now I’ll have both Baron Samedi and Gerald Laroque to keep an eye on. This is going to be like playing Russian roulette. One of those assholes is sure to go off.”

      Kendell remained against Myles. “Gerald is the only one who knows how to read Baron Malveaux’s journals. We have a shot at freeing you from Marjory before she transfers into her nephew. That’s why Gerald agreed to help. It will be a whole lot easier dealing with her if she hasn’t taken possession of her grandnephew.”

      “How, exactly, is he going to help?”

      “We gave him the totem,” Kendell said. “He’ll tell Marjory a half truth that Baron Samedi can’t take your soul if it’s inside an immortal body, and she can’t open the vault if you and your body are still separate but inside. She’ll either need to reunite you and face off against you or have someplace handy to put your soul.”

      “My head’s beginning to hurt. Please tell me this isn’t another of your long-winded plans.”

      Kendell stared at the screen. “As I was saying, he’ll tell Marjory she needs to put you in the totem. This isn’t actually a lie. Baron Samedi can’t take you in that replacement body. Since your real body died long ago, if your soul is outside of the doppelgänger body but not a ghost, it’s fair game for Samedi.”

      “So if I put Marjory in the totem, Samedi can claim it when we leave the vault?”

      Myles started twisting the cane again between his fingers. “Unfortunately, no. Unlike yours, her real body is still alive. First we need to put her soul back inside of it, then she must die. Only after that can Samedi claim her soul.”

      “Since we don’t know where it is, how do we know she didn’t dispose of it?” Sere asked.

      Myles shook his head. “She’s only borrowing your body. If hers wasn’t somewhere convenient, her soul would be losing energy. Besides, Baron Samedi has a pretty good handle on dead bodies in this realm, and he says she’s still alive.”

      She had trouble imagining so many things happening at once. “You’re talking about a paranormal vault using voodoo magic, not a high-capacity computer. How many spells does Gerald think that thing can handle at the same time? Having Marjory leave my body for Aloysius’s doppelgänger form—which is already inhabited with both sides of his being—while I return to my body from hell’s totem is sure to burn out whatever magic is in that iron box. Attempting to redirect her soul into a voodoo totem seems crazy. No wonder Baron Samedi plans on just watching from the sidelines. When that vault zaps out, he’ll swoop in and collect all three of us. How do you expect me to redirect Marjory’s soul?”

      “Chloe put one of her mirror spells inside the totem’s spirit jar—”

      “Wait!” Sere couldn’t believe the people she’d trusted for so long could be so reckless. “You can’t mix up all three magic worlds like you’re making a pot of gumbo. This isn’t the paranormal version of the Cajun holy trinity.”

      Kendell loomed over the computer’s camera. “We know what we’re doing, Sere. With Marjory in your body, the mirror will reflect Aloysius’s soul. You just need to direct her to the image instead of to the real body.”

      “And how am I supposed to know the difference if she can’t?”

      Kendell stood erect as if expecting to be hit. “I put one of the shotgun pellets inside the jar. As a former resident of hell, you’ll sense it, but she won’t.”

      “You guys really are going for the double trifecta with this one. Voodoo, Wicca, and paranormal science all in one totem? Why not just shoot me?”

      “We thought about it,” Polly said. “But we weren’t sure we’d be able to get anyone close enough in time.”

      Sere knew Bart wouldn’t be far from the bank. One way or another, the big man would come roaring to her rescue, whether she wanted him to or not. She had to make sure he wasn’t planning something equally foolish to the exchange of souls. “Where is Bart during this whole magical nightmare?”

      Polly flicked the pencil rapidly between her fingers. “He and Doodlebug are in the tunnel with the zombies right now. They made it as far as the hole you and he knocked out of the basement wall, but apparently, Marjory had an iron door put in. Together with Fisher, they’re working on the combination. If all goes well, he should be in the basement when you need him. Once you’re free, Sanguine can put the totems in the vault in hell, all of you in the bank basement will put their bodies in that vault, and the dragons will be no more.”

      “It’s probably for the best that Bart’s locked out of the basement during my transfer,” Sere said. “If he’s standing nearby while all your plans come to fruition, he’ll probably do something foolish and get us all sent back to hell.”

      “Or rescue you from it,” Kendell said.
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        * * *

      

      Sere sat at the old round wooden table, thoroughly confused. She held a hand of cards, but that wasn’t what most attracted her attention. Sitting at the game with her were Marjory Laroque, Aloysius Laroque, and Baron Samedi. “What’s going on here?”

      The voodoo man in the black overcoat, top hat, and painted face held up his cane. “This is a game for your soul. The rules are simple. First, you play your cards.”

      She looked at the seven cards in her hand—one representing each of their souls and one for each of their bodies with a seventh displaying the image of a totem. When she raised her head to see what her two competitors were doing, she noticed the markings on the green-velvet tablecloth. A curved line that marked Guinee was closest to Baron Samedi, then outside that one another marked Life, and finally—closest to the players—Hell.

      Marjory leaned over the table. “Seems straightforward enough. I play my soul, Aloysius’s soul, and his body all as one in life. Sere’s soul I consign to the totem in Guinee, where you can claim her, and her body I consign to hell, where my double can bargain it to the Cormorant.”

      “And your body?” the baron asked in his deep smoky voice.

      Marjory flicked the remaining card over her shoulder. “Once I’m immortal inside Aloysius, I don’t give a rat’s ass what you do with it.”

      “Noted.” The loa of the dead turned to Aloysius, who was staring at his cards like a schoolboy.

      Aloysius tentatively held a card toward Guinee then returned it to his hand. He glanced at his great-aunt then at Sere. “I’m sorry.” He set Sere’s body and soul in hell. “There can only be one immortal in life.” He likewise reunited his great-aunt with her body but hovered the two cards over all three dimensions before finally choosing Guinee. “There can also only be one person in charge of our dynasty.” Finally, he set his two cards back in life and tossed the totem card toward the baron. “I don’t know anything about voodoo.”

      “You chose the most logical play.” The baron bowed his top hat toward Aloysius.

      Like lying, playing cards gave Sere a feeling of deception that ran like a shiver from her bones to her nerve endings. “What’s the point in telling you what you already know?” She threw her cards on the table to land wherever they fell.

      The loa out for her soul pulled a masonry jar from his coat. “And now we move to the second part of the game.”

      Sere clenched her fists. “That’s one of Chloe Aberrant’s mirror jars.”

      “Not all magical forces are in conflict.” He pulled out a flask and filled the jar. “This is a sample of the deep waters. It’s one I collected many years ago.” As he turned the jar, Baron Malveaux’s face appeared, floating inside.

      “That’s not possible.” Sere leaned back so far against the chair that her butt came off of the seat. Her body turned cold as if the hand of death had her by the throat.

      “Many years ago, Kendell and Myles used my saloon in Guinee—my gate to the deep waters—as the access to rid the living once and for all of Baron Archibald Baptiste Malveaux. They thought I didn’t notice. I see everything. Their lie that it was your soul they delivered wouldn’t hold up with my brothers if Baron Malveaux contaminated our waters.” He turned the jar again. “This is all that is left of your father. He carries no memories and has no identity, and no part of him will ever again be used as the basis for another living being. This jug of water will never again find human form.”

      Sere couldn’t stop staring at the face of the man who had created such havoc in her life. “Then why show it to me?”

      “I am merely the dealer of this game. You’ve all played your cards, but you have yet to bet.”

      “This is absurd.” Marjory pushed back from the table, scraping the feet of her chair against the wooden floor. “I’ve offered you Sere’s soul. Is that not enough for you? Your fellow loas of the dead have been after it for over a hundred years. Maybe I should talk to them. Clearly, you’ve got a thing for Sere. You betrayed your fellow guardians to save her. The proof is right there in that jar. I’m sure the other loas would love to hear your defense. The whole story of how you let her soul slip through your fingers when she was just a child should prove interesting as well. You’ve got a lot to answer for, buster.”

      “So, you offer blackmail as your bet?”

      “Sure, why not.” Her scoff at the all-powerful ruler of death suggested she usually achieved what she wanted through threats.

      The face in the jar turned toward Marjory. “Bet placed.”

      Baron Samedi aimed the skull head of his cane toward Aloysius. “And you?”

      Aloysius tapped on the table with his fingers. “I can be your eyes and ears among the living. You need somebody, and clearly Sere has failed you. I don’t have the ambition of my ancestor in that jar or even my great-aunt. I know my place. There’s no deity in hell out to get me, unlike Sere. Once you send her back, hell won’t have a reason for breaking out.” His voice gained confidence the longer he spoke. “I really am your best play.”

      “An agent, then?” the baron asked.

      “You need a better one than you have now.”

      The face of Baron Malveaux nodded. “Another bet accepted.”

      Like Marjory, Sere wanted to confront Baron Samedi. Ever since she was nine years old Samedi had believed he had jurisdiction over her soul, but it wasn’t just because of her strange existence. The loas of the dead stood in the way of all humanity becoming immortals.

      What gives you the right? She might just as well ask why she was the one to become immortal. Some questions were without answers.

      In actuality, she was closer to Aloysius in how she’d bargained with Samedi. So long as she was the good little immortal, kept the demons in hell, and prevented the creation of another immortal—something that she wasn’t successful at, based on those around the table—Baron Samedi would refrain from collecting her soul. Like harvesters in hell, he was only as good as his word so long as snatching her remained an impossibility. Given the opportunity, he’d break the agreement, and there really wasn’t anyone to stop him.

      If it had been only her, she would have considered giving up. It had been a long fight and one she had completely failed to face alone. Only with the help of those around her had she kept the world from being overrun by all manner of demons. “I’m not going to beg for my soul, and I’m not going to argue with you.” She looked beyond her father’s dead eyes to the crystal-clear water he inhabited. “I may be an aberration, but I am connected to those around me.”

      “So, your argument is that there are those who rely on you?” Baron Samedi asked.

      She turned to the dark loa. “No, I rely on them. Aloysius may be right. Stopping demons and devils is beyond my abilities. As a long-time resident of hell, I’ve found that asking for help and trusting those around me hasn’t come naturally. From what I’ve learned, the living created this hell as a means of dealing with the mistakes you made. My father’s greed and ambition proved more powerful than even death. But in both his case and yours, the problems stemmed from going it alone. That’s the lesson I’ve learned in the time I’ve spent among the living.”

      The face in the jar opened its eyes and smiled. “The bet is understood.”

      “Now what?” Marjory asked. “Do we up the bets? You really should explain the rules before beginning the competition.”

      The baron carefully poured the water back into the flask. “No one said anything about a competition. I brought you here to divine your motivations and intentions.”

      Aloysius squirmed in his chair. “But you’re the one who claims souls. What are we supposed to do if you don’t choose a winner?”

      “Life is for the living. We only claim a soul after death. In spite of what people believe, however, the deep waters that are the shared source of all humanity do take sides.” He stashed the flask and jar back into his coat.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Marjory asked.

      Baron Samedi turned his cane between his fingers. “Now that the loas understand your motivations, each of you must choose a champion among the living. I will consult with them regarding what life wants for the three of you.”

      Sere didn’t even have to think about her answer. “Rampart Thibodaux.”

      “Gerald Laroque.” Marjory was nearly as quick as Sere.

      Aloysius sat straight in his chair. “I also choose Gerald Laroque. If anyone knows me, it’s my grandfather. I’ll gladly accept whatever fate he chooses for me.”

      Marjory’s half-opened eyes and smile made it clear she thought the young man was a fool.
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Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere slumped out of the vault and into Bart’s arms. “I’ve got you.” His voice was as soft, warm, and welcoming as Jameson whiskey.

      “Just tell me I’m me again.” Though the sound of her own voice should have been enough indication that she’d returned to her body, she’d had too harsh an adventure to trust her senses.

      “You’re you. There’s no way I was letting that loa of the dead off the hook until he made you whole again.”

      She snuggled into his embrace. “I hope you didn’t end up ripping the basement door down with your bare arms.”

      He held her tighter. “You can thank Fisher for another act of numbers magic.”

      She rolled her back to him so she could see what had happened to the others. Gerald had his large, muscular arms wrapped around his grandson while the totem sat at their feet. “You’re safe now.”

      She nodded at the pair with the wooden voodoo head. “What happened?”

      Bart helped her up. “Baron Samedi met with Gerald and me in that gaming parlor of his. The three of us shared our cards on what we wanted, and Samedi factored in the vote of the loas. Surprisingly, we were all in agreement, with a couple of stipulations.”

      After having a computer for a brain, restarting the biological equivalent left her with holes in her memory, but she knew she’d entered her existing form voluntarily. She stared with both anger and satisfaction at the totem. “So, Marjory’s in that spirit jar?”

      “According to Samedi, between the modifications Chloe and Kendell made, Marjory’s soul entered it without complaint. She must have believed she was entering Aloysius.”

      “That would be the most logical explanation.” Her words still sounded computer generated.

      “Since she did end up where we all intended, this is where the loas had a condition for their assistance. Baron Samedi doesn’t want another situation like they had with Baron Malveaux. Some future member of the Laroque clan drinking Marjory’s essence could release a whole new level of hell. We have to find Marjory’s body and return her spirit to it. They won’t take her until she’s killed. I’m afraid that one is going to be on us.”

      “They asked us to kill her?” Sere asked, surprised. In her experience, the loas weren’t that involved in human affairs. Her hand slipped down to the knife in her boot. Even though the old woman wouldn’t have anything physical to offer in a fight, they would never catch her without first dealing with her guards.

      “They claimed it was the decision of the deep waters.” Bart turned her away from Aloysius and Gerald. “They also demanded that something be done about his immortality. They said only one of you can retain the power to regenerate in this world. They sided with you but claimed the ultimate solution lay with the living.”

      “Sounds like something the loas would say. And if we do nothing?” Sere asked—not that she wanted to have another immortal hanging around, especially one from the Laroque dynasty. Knowing what Samedi had told Bart and Gerald, she hoped to identify the old man’s intentions now that his grandson was free of Marjory.

      “I got the impression it wasn’t an option, but from Gerald’s downcast look, I think he’d be satisfied to have his grandson be just another human. But I really don’t want to exchange one Laroque enemy for another if we can avoid it.”

      The sight and sound of Doodlebug dragging a soulless zombie through the iron doorway reminded Sere that they weren’t yet done with the vault. “One problem at a time.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere, Bart, and Doodlebug—with the help of Gerald and Aloysius—managed to transfer the eight zombies from under the cemetery to the bank basement. In spite of her training, Sere was breathing hard as the last one was leaned against the vault. “That’s the lot of them, but how are we going to match up the right body with the right totem? We need to contact Sanguine.”

      Bart pointed at the open vault door. “Can’t we just yell?”

      Doodlebug pulled out her phone. “Next best thing. So long as the hellmouth is open, if I dial Sere’s number and put this one in the vault then close the door, we should have a connection, shouldn’t we?”

      “Hang on,” Sere said. “You need that to survive. We can’t risk your number being known in hell.”

      “You really need to hang onto that better.” Bart pulled out his phone and handed it to her. “Mine has been modified so we can talk without the professor eavesdropping on our conversation.”

      Sere punched her name on the screen then added Doodlebug to the conference call. Once the annoying buzzing started, Sere ran the contraption to the metal box, tossed it onto the floor, and closed the hatch. “Hopefully, Sanguine won’t think I turned into a cell phone.”

      “Hello?” Sanguine’s voice echoed in the bank basement from the speaker on Doodlebug’s phone.

      “It’s me,” Sere yelled. “I made it out. We need to reunite the dragons with their souls, but we’re not sure how.”

      Bart stood next to Doodlebug and poked the phone’s screen. “I’m calling Kendell into this meeting.”

      “Yeah, I’m here,” Kendell said.

      “It’s good to hear your voice.” Sanguine’s words cut through the chatter.

      “Voodoo and Wicca, united again.” Kendell’s voice held the same barely controlled emotions as Sanguine’s.

      “We don’t have time for playing catch-up.” Sere knew the two hadn’t seen each other in two decades, but there had been other forms of communication. “We need each spirit in the totem to line up with its corresponding zombie in the basement. How do we make that happen?”

      “Are the zombies mobile?”

      Sere couldn’t imagine where Kendell was going with her question. “We were able to carry them here, but they haven’t shown any signs of awareness.”

      “Sanguine, pick up a totem and put it in the vault,” Kendell said, “then close the door. Sere, leave the door open in the bank basement. If my theory is correct, the body should be called by the soul. If one of them walks into the vault, close it and have Gerald cast the spell from the baron’s journal.”

      Sere was surprised the answer was so simple. “Let’s give it a try.”

      The five of them cleared a path from the vault to the slumped-over zombies. A minute passed without anything happening, then one of them grunted, crumpled the remaining way to the floor, and tried moving forward using only his arms.

      “I think we have a winner.” Bart motioned toward Aloysius. The two men put their shoulders to the struggling body and lifted him to a standing position. “Before we dump him in the vault, someone might want to check the remaining seven to make sure this one isn’t just suffering dragon-potion withdrawal.”

      Sere sprang to the nearest zombie with her knife in hand. If the soulless wretch was coming out of Marjory’s chemically induced influence, she didn’t want the monster biting her. “This one is as dormant as when he got dumped down the hole.”

      “So is this one,” Doodlebug announced from the other side of the near-corpse-like mob.

      Gerald kicked the feet of the remaining five. “I’m not seeing any of these creatures responding to much of anything.”

      The one in Bart’s grasp groaned louder and tried to stand, his face aimed at the vault. “That’s proof enough for me,” Bart said. They dragged the body to the vault, dumped it onto the iron floor, then closed the door.

      “How will we know when the reunion is complete?” Sere asked.

      “I suspect he’ll let us know.” Gerald turned the yellowed pages in the old journal. “Here it is.” He read the incantation out loud.

      A rhythmic knocking came from the door. “Somebody let me out of here.”

      “Seems to have worked.” Bart pulled the handle.

      When the stoner fell out and onto the floor, Sere wondered if they’d let him out too soon. She bent down next to him. “Are you okay?”

      He rubbed his head. “That was the worst trip ever.” He stared around the room. “Where am I?”

      “I’m putting the next totem in the vault,” Sanguine yelled from the other side.

      Doodlebug and Aloysius helped the revived kid to his feet and guided him toward the door to the tunnel. “Wait here,” Doodlebug said. “Once we have your partners fixed up, we’ll get you back where you belong. In the future, don’t take drugs from strangers.”
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        * * *

      

      With the eight druggies back to their lives on the streets, the caged and chained demons and dragons lost any pretense of humanity. Growling, snarling, and lunging against their bonds, the monsters, with their demonic red eyes, reminded Sere of her time under hell’s influence.

      “What do we do with them?” Bart walked along the row of cages.

      Sere knew what had to be done but couldn’t face the inevitable. “I’ve never had a problem fighting demons, but just shooting them seems heartless.” As she spoke, the shotgun holstered at her thigh disappeared as if pilfered by a ghost. She had her knife out of her boot and at Doodlebug’s throat before she’d fully made the turn. “What are you doing?”

      The doppelgänger girl held the weapon by the barrel. “What you can’t. We just cut their ties to hell. Eventually, they’ll start transforming into harvesters or whatever version of the ghouls exist here. There’s only one option, and we both know what it is.” She backed away from Sere’s knife while cocking the first chamber. “You may understand our connection to people better than I do, but you haven’t truly seen the depths to which our kind can descend. You’ve got about two seconds to stop me, but if you do, you’d better have a fucking good alternate plan.”

      Sere stashed her knife back in her boot. The girl was right. Marjory’s goblins and demons had no place in life, and they would become even worse monsters without their power connections to hell. “Do it.”

      Doodlebug approached the first cage with its winged hissing lizard. With one blast, she turned the creature into reddish-gray dust. With the second blast, she slew the demon chained next to the cage. “I’m going to need more shells.” She cocked the third chamber and moved to the next cage.

      Sere pulled the bullet belt from around her waist and popped out four cartridges. She was used to doing the work herself but had to admit that watching Doodlebug’s cold dispatch relieved her of the budding emotions of regret.

      The girl split open the shotgun and dumped the spent cartridges on the ground. She took a quick glance at the others in the room. “We’re doing these outcasts from hell a favor. They can’t return to where they came from, can’t live here, and will become more tortured with each passing minute.”

      Sere handed over the plastic-and-brass shells. “I know, and in hell I wouldn’t have given it a second thought. I guess life is making me soft.”

      Doodlebug reloaded the weapon and got back to work.

      Bart put his hand on Sere’s back. “It’s like putting down rabid dogs. No one finds it easy, but in the end, everyone knows it has to be done.”
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Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere kept her hand on the butt of her shotgun as she stood next to Bart and Doodlebug in front of the totem containing the soul of Marjory Laroque. Opposite them were Gerald and Aloysius. “So now what?” In spite of Gerald’s help up to that point, she still wasn’t sure how far to trust him. Marjory was the man’s sister, and handing over her soul without some supervision seemed naïve.

      “We need to find Marjory’s body,” Gerald said. “I doubt she left it lying on her luxurious bed in the mansion. It’ll be somewhere safe, unexpected, and probably under guard.”

      Bart’s hand hovered close to the knife concealed in his belt, which was only a quick move from the gun stashed against his back. “You understand that Baron Samedi wants her dead? When we find her, we’ll need to put that evil soul back in her decrepit body then slay her without mercy. Can you do that? If not, tell us now. We don’t need your help, only for you to stay out of our way.”

      Gerald couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the voodoo totem. “It’s like you said earlier. When you have to put a rabid dog down, you’re ultimately doing it a favor. What you left out, however, is that someone who loved the creature should still be present. If there’s any humanity left in my sister, I should be there.”

      Sere had asked a lot of the big man over the course of her fight with Marjory. “She’ll hold you responsible.”

      Gerald sighed as he nodded. “I am responsible. I stabbed her in the back, but it was for her own good. No one ever remembers the good Baron Malveaux did for this city, only what he became. I don’t want the same fate for my sister.” He finally looked up from the hideous sculpture. “So I’ll help in any way I can and be there at the end when you kill her.”

      “And then?” Bart asked.

      Gerald glanced at his grandson. “Let’s call it a truce until Marjory’s been dealt with. Where should we start? I’m guessing just opening the totem and letting the soul seek out the body isn’t an option.”

      Sere stared down at the wooden head. “According to my paranormal crew, her soul was still connected to her body while she was inside me. The body can’t be just anywhere. There has to be a magical component to where she’s resting.” She turned to Gerald. “I’d ask about your family’s properties, but that would probably only narrow our options down to half of the city.”

      He didn’t laugh. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin. Marjory used the bank to hide all sorts of transactions.”

      At the mention of transactions, Sere caught a glimpse of the next step on their path, but it wasn’t one she wanted to share with members of the Laroque family. “I might have a lead, but I’d rather go alone.”

      Gerald nodded. Keeping secrets and contacts safe was something he would understand well. “I’ll have my hands full cleaning up around here, and I don’t mean just the demon dust. The bank needs to keep functioning, and without Marjory, there’s going to be an impending power struggle upstairs. To avoid raising suspicion about what we’re doing, it would be better if we didn’t meet here again.”

      “Then we can’t leave her sitting down here.” Sere nudged the totem with her toe. “I doubt any of us are going to trust the other side with our captive, but we can’t all travel in a pack like a bunch of idiots.”

      Doodlebug took a step forward. “I never seem to be needed, so I can stay with the totem.”

      Aloysius joined her. “I know the feeling. But if we’re not going to hang around the basement, where should the two of us hide out?”

      Though Doodlebug could handle herself, leaving her with Aloysius unescorted sounded like a really bad idea. They would either end up fighting to the death or fucking. Initially, the only solution Sere could only come up with was to have the pair stay with people she knew, and that might throw off the delicate balance of power.

      She nudged Bart, hoping he had a better idea of how much time had passed since they’d started on their mission. “How far do you think Riley’s gotten?”

      He pulled out his phone. “I would guess she returned to her brother’s bar. Neither of the O’Leary siblings ever could let go of a good family squabble. The totem will look right at home on the counter. Hell, those drunks will probably buy it drinks.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning light was just touching the wrought-iron balconies on the third floor as Sere snuggled behind Bart on the tiny seat of his Ducati. She turned her head to his back and pulled her legs under his until she was in contact with the big man from toe to temple. With her arms wrapped around his waist, she fought the urge to play her fingers under the belt of his pants. “I missed this.”

      He fired up the engine like he was revving his desire. “We’re not finished yet, but it is wonderful having you back in your own body.” He grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze. The way his fingers aimed downward let her know he shared her desire to be headed someplace more private.

      “You’d better get moving before I end up risking all hell just to have an hour or two alone with you.”

      He hit the gas, forcing her to hang on tightly to his muscular abdomen. “I hope Fisher’s in this early.”

      “I don’t,” she whispered softly enough so he wouldn’t hear.

      The short run from the cemetery to the CPA offices only managed to heighten her desire. Bart shut off the motor and removed his helmet before tapping her hands to let go of his waist. “You’re not helping. I’d just as soon not have to face Fisher’s geriatric secretary with an erection.”

      She reluctantly let go. “You’d probably give her a heart attack, but at least she’d be more likely to let me into his office if she got to ogle you.”

      He swung his leg off the seat. “Yeah, yeah, everyone just sees me as man candy.”

      Once off the motorcycle, she couldn’t resist pulling him back into her arms. “Not in my case—not for a minute.”

      He kept his arm around her waist as he pushed open the door, revealing Linda at her desk. The secretary pointed at the back office with her pencil. “He’s been waiting for you. I don’t think he even went home last night.”

      “Good to see you too.” Sere smiled down at the old woman as she and Bart moved as one toward the CPA’s office.

      Fisher was on his feet as soon as Sere opened the door. He crossed the room and had his arms wrapped around her before she’d made it halfway to the chair. “I’m so glad you’re safe.”

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him face-to-face. “At least we’ve been able to keep you out of the direct line of fire this time. The information you’ve gathered has been invaluable.”

      He finally let her go. “If Bart hadn’t been keeping an eye on you, you wouldn’t have been able to keep me locked in this office. Maybe it’s not appropriate for a sidekick to say to his superheroine, but I see you as one of my daughters—the one who’s always getting into mischief.”

      Bart let out a husky laugh. “She does have a way of keeping us on our toes.”

      Sere took her usual chair, with Bart at her side, as Fisher settled back in behind the desk. “One day soon, when this is all behind me, I’m going to work hard at being a good little assistant CPA.”

      Fisher laughed. “Right. What problem have you gotten into this time?”

      “We need to find Marjory’s body. It would be somewhere secure, comfortable, and probably not too far away. Though she trusts Gerald, I suspect the site she’s using would be a location he wouldn’t know about. It would also need to be connected to her soul in some fashion.”

      “So, a recent acquisition and probably not under the Laroque name?” Fisher started doing some magic on his computer.

      “I’m afraid that’s about all we’ve got,” Sere said, aware that she was handing him yet another impossible task.

      He raised one hand while banging away with the other. “No, no. That’s more than enough. I’ve been keeping my eye on a couple of strange financial events. One, in particular, has had me on edge. Now that I know the other end of the line, I might be able to connect the dots.”

      She didn’t have all day for him to play his financial-bloodhound game. “Maybe if you tell me about the end that worries you, I might be able to help.”

      He stopped typing and stared at the screen like he’d just seen a ghost. “No need. I won’t bore you with the roundabout details of how she hid the transaction, but an architect and a construction firm were recently given the job of rebuilding the World Trade Center.”

      Sere felt the blood drain from her body as if she were being sucked dry by hell’s dimension. She clenched Bart’s hand. “Just when I think I’m finally making headway, that woman finds a way of pulling the rug out from under me.”

      Fisher tapped the screen with his pen. “No one’s done anything with it yet. It will be years before anyone swings a hammer in there. The same people who provide for Marjory’s personal security—the firm not associated with Gerald—are also in charge of keeping people out of the building.”

      By the impossible nature of the task, Sere knew they were on the right track. “Any idea who she’s hired?”

      “I’m still working on who they are and where she found them. Mostly, I’ve been looking at paramilitary units,” Fisher said. From the look in his eyes, Sere guessed he, too, was thinking that even with Bart’s skills available to them, Joe’s death left a hole in the team’s knowledge and resources.

      “There can’t be that many around New Orleans,” Bart said. “Is she bringing them in from out of state?”

      He slowly shook his head. “If she had, I’d have noticed a lot sooner.”

      Sere got up and stretched out her free hand. When Fisher extended his for a handshake, she lifted it to her lips and kissed it. “I honestly couldn’t do this without you.”

      He took his hand back and smiled. “Where are you crazy kids off to next?”

      She blushed, realizing she and Bart hadn’t let go of each other’s hands since they’d sat down. “To snoop around in an old friend’s secrets.”
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        * * *

      

      Back outside again, near the Ducati, Sere paced alongside the crumbling brick wall. “If Marjory is using local mercenaries, those are people Joe would have known. They might even be from his squad.”

      Bart pulled out the key to the motorcycle. “His closest cache isn’t far.”

      The prospect of heading to the bungalow in the Ninth Ward aroused her lust but not her intellect. “Joe wouldn’t have written down their names. You remember how hard it was to reach Gerald the first time?”

      Bart leaned against the seat and crossed his arms. “So, where do we start looking?”

      She mentally raced through every hidden location her old mentor had divulged. Only one of them had involved someone else. “Do you remember the name of that lady up in Myers—the one whose garage Joe rented?”

      Bart bit his lip. “Madeline, wasn’t it?”

      “Use your military sixth sense. Did she ever seem to be more than she appeared? I never could wrap my head around why Joe would trust someone so obviously civilian.”

      He nodded slowly. “Unless she wasn’t a civilian. Every operation needs a central contract to disseminate information, and any good warrior needs someone to keep their secrets. Using her garage to pick up the superbikes might have been as much about you two meeting as having a secret parking space.” He stood up and grabbed his helmet. “If we leave now, we can get up there before the morning commute gets into full swing.”

      As she got on behind Bart, she reconsidered aiming him toward the much closer quiet retreat with its large bare mattress. “The moment we get this nightmare over with, I’m ripping these leathers to shreds with my teeth.”
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Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Once again, the high-vibration rumbling between Sere’s legs as she pressed fully and firmly against Bart’s luscious body distracted her from thoughts of Marjory Laroque. With miles to go instead of blocks, she had too much time and not enough restraint. As they zoomed past the freeway interchange, she lifted the bottom of his muscle-stretched T-shirt with one hand and ran the other under the fabric. His rippling abs flexed like the undulations of a snake.

      She didn’t mean to slip her hand under the belt buckle of his leather pants, but once it was there, she couldn’t deny her fingers the joy of playing about the elastic band of his shorts. He didn’t make any attempt to stop her. With her middle finger she drew tight circles on his skin, inciting the familiar male reaction only fractions of an inch from her touch.

      “You’re going to get us into a wreck,” he said matter-of-factly without suggesting that she stop.

      “You just focus on driving and let me do the rest.”

      “I’m just trying to make sure you’re not toying with me like you did on our race down from the swamp.”

      She slipped her hand fully under his shorts. His length, girth, and rigidity had her wondering if she’d grabbed the handle of his knife by mistake. Then it started throbbing. “I’m not interested in competing this time.” She ground her feet against the foot pegs, edging her hips up the seat and harder against his butt and forcing his crotch onto the hard metal of the gas tank. With the solid vibration from the 150-horsepower sex toy torturing his testicles, she cradled his shaft against her palm. Her fingertips just reached his clenching balls as the head of his erection projected beyond her hand to the sensitive center of her wrist.

      “If you keep that up, I’m going to have to take a different route.”

      Sere had been so fixated on what her hand was up to that she’d barely noticed the pickup truck that was keeping pace with them in the next lane. When she finally made eye contact with the driver, instead of speeding off, the woman dropped one of her hands from the steering wheel and maintained her position only three feet away.

      “I swear I can feel her lust for you. How strange is that?” The zipper above her hand seemed to be dropping all on its own.

      He squirmed his leg up to keep the pants from flapping open. “It’s a human reaction but one I’d really rather not explore while I’m trying not to get us killed.”

      She wasn’t about to let go of her prize. “You mean like how I get even more turned on when you get excited… It’s like a feedback loop.” The wind that whipped around his body made her breathe more heavily. Though she already commanded more than half of the motorcycle seat, she danced her hips over his, making her miniature version of his rock-hard cock nearly as demanding of attention.

      The motorcycle shuddered as his shaft took on the sudden stillness indicating impending release. With her hand still in command of the man, she let go of his abdomen then reached under her leg to his saddlebag. She whipped out a worn T-shirt without unlatching the cover. While the woman in the truck continued to play voyeur, Sere pressed the white cotton under Bart’s pants and over the head of his erection. With both hands on his cock she practically climbed his back in desire.

      Though Bart maintained control of the motorcycle, he wasn’t as successful at keeping his cock pointed straight ahead. With a couple of quick sliding motions over the rough fabric, Sere convinced his quivering balls to discharge their load. Every muscle in the big man’s body flexed so hard she feared he’d lose the subtlety needed to keep the motorcycle upright. But as always, his ability to multitask in impossible situations astounded her. With the section of shirt under her palm saturated with his desire, she settled her butt back against the seat—this time leaving him enough room to relax his ass back onto cushioned leather instead of vibrating metal. She gave the woman in the truck a quick show of the soiled cloth before stashing it back into the saddlebag.

      “Exit is coming up.” He shot in front of their voyeur nearly as quickly as he’d ejaculated, then he swung the motorcycle away from traffic and down to the city streets.
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        * * *

      

      With the motorcycle parked on the suburban driveway, Bart remained seated while Sere climbed off. “That was quite the ride, big boy.” She let her hand linger on his shoulder.

      “Next time, I’ll let you drive—the motorcycle, that is.” Stiff legged, he finally got off of the Ducati. “Do I look presentable?”

      She gave him a quick once-over to make sure she’d rezipped his pants and hadn’t left any sign of their adventure. “No messier than normal. How do we convince Madeline to divulge her secrets?”

      “Carefully. If she thinks we’re trying to trick her into betraying her boys, she’ll shut down tighter than the baron’s vault.”

      She held his hand, not wanting to be out of physical contact. “I’ll let you take the lead.”

      He stopped well before the door. “No, you need to be the one to talk to her. Joe’s connection was with you. Madeline saw the two of you together. If she’ll trust anyone, it will be you.”

      Sere nodded and stepped toward the door. It opened before she had a chance to knock.

      “Oh, hello, sweetie. I didn’t expect to see you. I’m afraid Mr. Gerald isn’t here, and most of Joseph’s stuff was sent to storage.”

      Sere tried to imagine the woman as some badass mercenary matron devoted to keeping her militia boys safe. She failed. The gray-haired woman with the flour-covered apron and twinkling blue eyes looked like everyone’s ideal grandmother. “Actually, I came to talk to you.”

      The woman’s eyes darted from one end of the street to the other so fast that Sere nearly missed it. “I’ve got some tea brewing and some freshly made biscuits if you’re hungry.”

      “That sounds delightful.” Bart headed in first as if Sere wouldn’t be able to take the hint that front porches were no place for sharing dark secrets.

      She wanted to start pumping the old woman for information the moment the door closed, but with Bart’s grip on her hand and at-the-ready body language, she knew better than to press too soon. “You have a beautiful house.” With the single comment, Sere exhausted her repertoire of small talk.

      “It’s home.” The old woman started humming as she poured the tea. She set the ornately painted porcelain cups with their matching saucers on the coffee table then switched the TV station before taking a seat. “I never could stand silence.”

      The daytime soap opera made Sere flinch. “How well did you know Joe?” Though she agreed with Bart about gaining Madeline’s trust, Sere didn’t see any point in drawing out the reason for their visit.

      “He simply rented my garage, but he was always so helpful if there was a problem.” In spite of the woman’s words, her penetrating stare confirmed that they’d found the right person. Madeline turned up the volume on the television, pulled the chair cushion from behind her back, and removed an electronic pad. Before handing it over, she put her finger to her mouth.

      Bart sampled the tea. “This is wonderful. Do I taste a hint of cinnamon?”

      Sere nodded as she accepted the device. The damn thing wasn’t going to work. Other than the ones modified by the team, they never worked. All the same, she hit the on button. The old woman certainly wasn’t going to accept Sere’s word about her electronic-messing aura.

      “An old family recipe,” the woman said to Bart. “It helps mellow the honey and lemon.”

      To Sere’s surprise, the screen lit up. She put in the earbuds before pressing the box marked Joseph.

      The video of Joe Cazenave sitting at the workbench in the woman’s garage with the high-performance motorcycles gleaming behind him made Sere’s heart skip a beat. “Hi, Sere. If you’re watching this, then I’m not around to help you. I won’t speculate about why. You will have also guessed that my friend here isn’t the kindly grandmother she appears to be. I’m not going to divulge her credentials except to say that you can trust her every bit as much as you do me. I have a lot to tell you, and if you’re holding this pad, that means Miss Maddie thinks you’re ready to hear what I have to say. The most likely current scenario, however, is that you’re in trouble. This information can be viewed later. Keep it as our little secret.” The screen went black.

      Caring son of a bitch, weren’t you? Sere had never really realized how Joe could compartmentalize his emotions. She held the pad up and looked at Madeline, who was refreshing Bart’s tea.

      Madeline took the device back and typed out, What do you need?

      Sere quickly wrote, Joe’s mercenary contacts. We think Marjory Laroque might be using them for her personal protection. If they’re the ones guarding the World Trade Center, we need them to stand down.

      Madeline looked over the writing, smiled, nodded once, then deleted the texts. “Well, as I was saying, there’s not much left in the garage, but Joseph paid up through the end of the year, so if you’d like to have a look, I’d be happy to show you.”

      Bart shook his head. “There’s no need to worry yourself. If you’ve sent everything to storage, I’m sure what we’re looking for went along with it. I’ll check with the inventory log.”

      Madeline pulled a key from the end table and handed it to Bart. “You might want to have a look anyway. After all, you did drive all the way out here. These old eyes miss things.” She looked from Bart to Sere then back. “If nothing else, it makes for a private place to talk. Just leave the key on the workbench when you leave.”

      He inspected the piece of metal as if expecting some secret complex lock. “I suppose we’re not in that big of a hurry for a change. It couldn’t hurt to take a look.”

      Madeline got up and extended her hands to Sere. “I do hope you’ll stop by again when you have more time.” She flashed her old eyes over Bart’s body. “And please bring this hunk of man meat with you. With Joseph gone, I no longer get many opportunities to admire the male form.”
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        * * *

      

      The garage was so clean that Sere wondered if anyone other than Joe had ever used it. “I guess Madeline isn’t the fix-it-yourself kind of person.”

      With no one else around, Bart didn’t bother conducting his inspection in secret. “I’d be willing to bet that woman has skills you couldn’t imagine.”

      She supposed he was right. If the woman had been involved in Joe’s secret missions, she would have to be a lot more than she appeared. “Why do you think she had us check out this garage? I don’t see a single bolt that’s out of place.”

      He turned the key in his hand. “Could be a test to see if we’re as clever as we think we are. No one joined our SEAL team until we knew they were up to our standards, and that had nothing to do with who vouched for them.”

      “She thinks we want to join the team?” Though Bart would fit right in, Sere had never been the joining type.

      He ran his hand along the workbench then bent down to inspect the underside. “I only said it was an option, but even if it’s not an initiation test, they would want to know we’re worthy of their assistance. No elite corps wants to haul dead weight on a mission. How did you use to sneak into Joe’s caches?”

      It had been some time since she’d subverted one of her mentor’s security systems. “When I borrowed the Triton, I had to break into an old freight container. He’d devised a DNA lock. I had to cut my finger and fill the slot of a screw head with the blood. It was a bear to figure out.”

      “Clever.” He had worked his way to a corner of the garage and stood against it like a security camera sweeping the room.

      Though Bart was the expert, she couldn’t let him figure out the puzzle alone. “Joe liked leaving something innocent slightly out of place. I think he figured it would attract my computerized brain.”

      “So, what’s the first thing that catches your eye?”

      The garage had been a mystery from the day Joe revealed the souped-up motorcycles. “The room is too empty. Every one of Joe’s caches was filled with weapons, vehicles—really, anything a well-equipped militia would need. This garage has always been conspicuous in its lack of anything out of the ordinary.”

      Bart slammed the sole of his boot against the concrete floor. “You think there’s a hidden room somewhere?”

      Sere never could read her mentor’s mind. “That doesn’t feel right. He had plenty of places to stash what he needed. What other use would he have for a big space?”

      “It might be useful for meetings. Planning strategy often requires everyone to be in the same place.”

      Sere couldn’t make the idea work. “Not in a suburban neighborhood. Joe was very careful to keep suspicion away from Madeline.”

      “So he doesn’t need it often, has it watched over by one of his most trusted allies, and does all he can to make it as ordinary as possible. Sounds like a safe house to me, but he only rented the garage. Madeline sent us out here for a reason.”

      “We did meet Gerald out here. Maybe neutral ground for negotiations?”

      Bart’s hunched stance and tensed muscles reminded Sere of a coon dog that had picked up a scent. “Secret meetings that were likely recorded, but it would have to be with equipment that couldn’t be detected.”

      “You’re the expert on such things.”

      “Yes, I am.” He studied the walls with such intensity that his eyes seemed to be penetrating them as he ran his hand over the painted cinderblocks. “How did the professor explain how he captured people’s activities for broadcasting to hell?”

      The mere mention of the paranormal system gave Sere a headache. “Something about how walls and objects record the energy vibrations around them in their atoms. He found some way of amplifying the effect by spiking people’s drinks so their energy broadcast was more intense. In hell, those same buildings were used as projectors instead of cameras. Please don’t ask me to explain any better than that.”

      He seemed completely fixated on the painted wall. “And Joe had a direct line down to the professor’s equipment.”

      “Of course.”

      He turned away from the wall. “We’re not looking for something hidden. It’s right here in front of us. Come here and run your hand over this wall.”

      She wondered if giving him a hand job on the road had short-circuited his brain, but she walked to him anyway and slapped her palm to the white wall. As if she’d put her finger in a light socket, she fell to her knees from the sudden rush of information.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you okay?” Bart kept his arm around Sere as if she’d busted her leg. The action was so close to how Henry had cared for Jennifer so many years ago that Sere was able to disengage her mind from the rush of holographic images.

      The outside air from the open side door also helped. “You could have warned me about the paint.”

      “That was complete speculation on my part. Can you explain what you saw?”

      She let her hand hover above her head. “It was like a huge file of information downloaded into my brain.”

      “So now you have the answers to every question you’ve ever had?”

      She gave him her half squint and frown of annoyance. “This is a garage, not a library. I saw every meeting Joe conducted in the room. He also sat at the workbench, talking to himself while he worked. Except that he was actually talking to me. I’ve got enough information on the militia dudes to get us into the World Trade Center. Right now, that’s all we need. I’ll sift through the recordings later.”

      “Back to the mission, then.” He stood and helped her up.

      It would take weeks for her to watch every one-sided conversation Joe had recorded, but one thing hit her right between the ribs; the paint hadn’t just recorded sounds and images. Joe’s love for her—the daughter he’d never had—had hit her like a sword between the ribs. She ran her hand over the computer pad on the workbench but didn’t pick it up. “Time to go.”

      “You’re not bringing it with you?”

      “There’s no need. He only recorded the one message on the computer. Everything else, he told me in the garage.” She followed Bart back out to the motorcycle.

      As he got the Ducati moving back toward the city, she stopped trying to control the tears that formed every time she thought of Joe.
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Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere breathed in the evening air off the Mississippi River. Not far away, the humming conversations of tourists and the glow of neon announced another busy night in the French Quarter. Behind the newly erected construction barrier, however, no one bothered her crew. As in the bank basement, she had an urge to kick the totem at her feet right in its sewn-leather face.

      “So, what now?” Aloysius looked from Gerald to Sere like a kid who wasn’t sure which parent was in charge. “Do we just knock on the door?”

      “It wouldn’t be that simple.” Sere struggled to make sense of the number of random people who’d need access to the building for construction purposes and the need for security to keep everyone away from Marjory’s body.

      Bart picked up the totem and headed for the entrance. “One thing’s for certain—no one’s going to roll out the red carpet for us.”

      Sere hurried after him. The lobby of the abandoned building was as dark as the inside of a graveyard tomb. “Breaking in would only annoy those inside. Even if Madeline has called them off, they’re not going to respond well to an overt incursion.”

      He kept hold of the totem while inspecting every seam, weld, and security lock of the door. “With contractors, inspectors, and architects, the team wouldn’t bother with anything overly complicated. The palm reader probably is exactly what it appears to be.”

      Sere heard all she needed to. Her palm had been itchy since touching the garage’s painted wall. Nudging Bart out of the way, she pressed her hand to the square of black glass.

      “Welcome back, Mr. Cazenave.” The greeting from the overhead speaker next to the half-dome camera preceded the loud unlatching of the lock.

      “What was that about?” Bart asked as he pushed open the double glass doors.

      Sere showed him her palm as if he’d be able to see the changed fingerprints. “I had a hunch. Originally, this body was computer generated. As you said, Joe’s equipment was connected to the computer that spawned me. Joe flash downloaded a ton of information through my hand, almost all of it based on him. If he used palm readers for places like this, they wouldn’t be puzzle locks I could figure out. I’d need the direct access.”

      “And you figured all that out in the time I was inspecting the door?”

      She wished she were that smart. “No. Like I said, it was a hunch.”

      He smiled and nodded. “You’re becoming more human all the time.”

      Aloysius stood in the middle of the marble floor, gazing around at the grand lobby. “There’s no one here.”

      “Oh, they’re here, my boy.” Gerald walked around from behind the reception desk. “But they’re being awfully secretive about it.”

      Doodlebug hung back near the main door, reminding Sere that this wasn’t her first adventure in the strange building. “Any thoughts you’d like to share with the class?”

      “That we should turn and walk away, but that feeling isn’t based on this dimension. If I were one of the guards, I’d probably hang out in the stairwell. That area and this foyer are the only parts of this building that remain in a single dimension. When I was in hell, I could walk through a door and step into one of this building’s in-between worlds. I’m not sure what would happen in life, but make sure you keep the door open just in case.”

      Sere hadn’t come this far to end up trapped in some make-believe world. “Right. No one goes into a room alone. What do you remember about the stairwell?”

      “Fires and wraiths.”

      Sere didn’t know what to expect as she put her hand on the metal door. At least it was cool to the touch. Bart touched the small of her back as she pressed down on the lever.

      “Bart and I will go in. Doodlebug guards the door, Aloysius keeps an eye out for anything strange, and Gerald holds onto his sister. Agreed?”

      When everyone had nodded, Bart handed over the wooden totem. “What are you expecting?”

      “My hope is we find Joe’s lost army.” She put her shoulder to the door and forced it open.

      She’d gotten only one foot past the threshold when a man in a black camouflage outfit yanked her into the shadows. “Show me your hand.”

      He pulled at her wrist so hard she wondered why he’d even bothered asking. After vigorously rubbing at her palm and fingertips, he pressed it to a computer pad. The readout at the bottom displayed Joseph Cazenave.

      “Okay. How can we help?” the man asked.

      If he wasn’t going to ask for an explanation, she wasn’t going to offer one. “We need to find Marjory Laroque’s body.”

      “We don’t exactly know where she is. This building is like a magician’s box—it’s full of surprises. According to the camera footage, she was dragged onto the seventeenth floor, but when we investigated, she was nowhere to be found. We’ve checked the building from restaurant penthouse to flooded basement.”

      That came as no surprise to Sere, who’d figured Marjory hadn’t chosen the building simply because of its seclusion. “How well do you understand what’s happening here?”

      “Before this mess blew up in everyone’s faces, I provided security for Luther Noire. He ran the paranormal division in charge of protecting the magical objects.”

      “So you understand about the vaults?” Things were going to go a lot smoother if she didn’t have to explain every last detail of the interdimensional building.

      “I know enough. The different floors aren’t accessible to people of this dimension. According to the cameras, you were the one who delivered her body. But based on your hand scan, I’d guess you’re not that person anymore.”

      “Marjory had more tricks up her sleeve than a French Quarter hustler.”

      The woman had managed to get around the World Trade Center’s interdimensional security system by using Sere’s body, but that didn’t explain how she’d originally entered the building. Sere decided to hold those questions for later. “If she used my body to access that floor, I should be able to do the same.”

      “One other thing. Your weapons will be useless—even the simple knives. You’ll need one that crosses dimensions.”

      “I know of something,” said Doodlebug, who stood in the doorway.

      Sere hoped they wouldn’t need a weapon to find Marjory’s body and return her soul to her earthly coil. Even with the proper weapon, killing the old woman wouldn’t be a walk in the park. “What do you need?” she asked.

      Doodlebug bit her lip, a clear indication she was trying to process what little information she had. “You, me, and Aloysius are the only ones who could open a door to another dimension. Though once it’s open, either Gerald or Bart should be able to enter with one of us. If we reunite the old hag with her body in an in-between dimension then leave and close the door, she might not be able to escape.”

      Sere could see the advantage of that plan. Not killing someone always beat the alternative, especially if that meant the adversary couldn’t escape. “Baron Samedi was pretty insistent that he needed a soul by the end of the day. I don’t think he’s going to accept another man-made dimensional prison. Hell didn’t prove to be as secure as advertised.”

      “So, we can’t kill her in that dimension either?” Doodlebug asked. “Then what’s the point of getting a weapon?”

      The man clothed in black moved in the shadows. “I don’t know what’s on those floors. If I were in charge of securing those magical spaces, I’d have more than just mystical locks.”

      “Right.” Sere turned to Bart, who looked to be taking in every word and movement. “The lobby is the only area where there’s enough room and dimensional stability to perform the reunification. Even though it’s just a matter of forcing the liquid down the zombie’s throat, it’d be best if she didn’t try to escape onto another floor. Who knows where she’d end up.”

      “Give me one minute to tell Gerald and Aloysius.” He stopped in his tracks. “Do we trust them alone with her soul?”

      “No, but they’ll only have her essence, and neither one of them wants to see her possess another human, especially if that human is Aloysius. So long as she’s locked in that glass jar, she can’t influence anyone to do her dirty work.” Sere thought about asking him to remain with the Laroques, but he’d never agree to letting her strike out with only Doodlebug. “First things first. We need that weapon before we hunt for the body.”
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        * * *

      

      After hauling ass up twenty-one floors of the old building, Sere turned to Doodlebug. The girl hadn’t even broken a sweat. “Looks like you’ve mastered the doppelgänger skill of not succumbing to life’s hardships.”

      “A skill you’ve apparently lost.”

      She had to admit that the burning lungs, sweaty forehead, and cramping legs weren’t very seemly for someone who was part demon. But at least she fared better than Bart. Though the man kept himself in great shape, she couldn’t guess how long it had been since he’d been on a true military exercise.

      She stood fully upright, focused bringing her breathing back to its normal rhythm, and shut down the stupid sweat glands. “What are we in for behind that door?”

      “You’ll want to take a deep breath.” Doodlebug pulled a knife from her belt before opening the door. She stuck it in the frame to keep the door from slamming shut—not wanting to trap them in the foreign dimension—and dove into the room as if jumping into a pool.

      As Sere rushed after her, she understood what the girl had meant. Instantly underwater, she twisted upward and kicked her feet against the blue-green depths. Light twinkled on the wave crests above. When she broke the surface, she heard Doodlebug splashing toward shore. The girl seemed to be on a mission.

      Sere put her head down and swung her arms and feet with as much swimming skill as she could muster, derived from Jennifer’s history. When she finally made it to shore, she heard Doodlebug screaming. “You broke it?”

      “I’m sorry, my lady, but ’twas an epic battle. Can it be mended?”

      Doodlebug held her fists at her sides. “Do I look like a blacksmith to you? Jesus, Arthur, I needed that sword.”

      Sere finally got out of the water. “This isn’t—”

      “I’ll explain later.” Doodlebug turned away from the crestfallen warrior king. “This is what’s left of the katana you gave me. Idiot king, here, thought he could use it against a broadsword.”

      Sere picked up the three pieces of metal from the ground. “That’s unfortunate.”

      “It’s the only interdimensional weapon I knew of. How’s Bart at metalwork?”

      Sere couldn’t imagine gathering the pieces, leaving the building, and having the damn thing fixed. There were just too many people involved and too little time. “He’s surprised me in the past, but even he needs tools.”

      “Yeah, well, I might know of a forge close by. It won’t be easy, and I’m kind of not welcome in that world.” She headed back for the lake.

      Arthur rushed forward. “My lady, I hate to ask, but does this mean I am no longer king?”

      Doodlebug grew so red that Sere was surprised her anger didn’t boil the water at her feet. “Don’t be an idiot. People don’t become leaders based on what weapons they hold, or at least they shouldn’t. My friend and I are going to need to figure out a way to fix this blade. When I’m finished with what I have to do, I’ll bring Excalibur back to you. I’m not going to have much time. Keep a watch on the water, and when you see me holding the sword above the surface, move your ass. I’m not hanging around all day waiting for you.”

      Sere rushed into the water behind Doodlebug. With the pieces of sword in hand, the girl dove toward the partially open magical door at the lake’s bottom.
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        * * *

      

      Out in the hallway, Sere handed the pieces of sword to Bart. “I know it’s asking a lot, but you wouldn’t know anything about metal forging, would you?”

      He fit the pieces together as if simply holding them in place would mend the blade. “I played around with metalwork before joining the navy. Forge welding isn’t as tough as making something from the raw materials. I’d need a forge, anvil, and hammer. I can’t say how long it would take.”

      Doodlebug led the way downstairs. “Time bends around these floors. We can’t take weeks to get something done, but a few hours should be okay. The biggest problem with staying too long is you become accustomed to the dimension. After a while, it gets hard to remember where and when you belong.”

      Sere wondered if the same had been true about leaving hell. “Where is this forge you mentioned?”

      “Less where than when—seventeenth century Salem, Massachusetts.”

      Sere slowed her pace. “The witch trials?”

      “Exactly,” Doodlebug said from half a floor below. “And since some of the townsfolk noticed me on my last visit, I’d be a prime candidate for the bonfire.”

      Bart clinked the chunks of metal together as he followed the girl. “How is it that you ended up in these strange dimensions? I thought it was pretty well understood that everything in hell was happening up in the rotating restaurant on top of the building.”

      Doodlebug stopped and swung around on the landing. “Look, buster, you weren’t there. This whole area was one big fire tornado filled with wraiths who were doing all they could to kill me. If it hadn’t been for Smoke and his magic cape, I’d have been fried coming out of the nineteenth floor, assuming I could have figured a way out.”

      Bart help up his hands with the pieces of sword. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I was just trying to figure out how you know so much about this building.”

      She continued her walk downstairs. “Trial and error mostly. Oh, and there’s this really annoying ghost caretaker. If you see a swirling cloud of dust, just keep walking. He was completely useless.” At the landing to the nineteenth floor, she looked over the door. “This is it. I’ll be standing here holding it open when you’ve finished.”

      Sere pushed through the door and found herself standing on a dirt alley between two large wooden buildings. “At least the door didn’t dump us into the center of town.”

      Bart was snickering behind her. “Interesting outfit.”

      She looked down at the black dress that covered her feet. “At least it’s less conspicuous than my riding leathers.” Reaching under the petticoat, she discovered that her boots—and her trusty army knife—had also been replaced by period clothing. “I guess that’s what the man in black downstairs meant by us not being able to bring our weapons. Now all we have to do is find the forge, make sure no one is watching, and remake Excalibur. How do we get ourselves into these situations?”

      Bart, in his colonial white ruffled shirt, black waistcoat, and tight gray britches, looked as hot as ever. “We may be in luck, or what passes for luck in a paranormal-magic setting. Watch the end of the street. I see people carrying sticks.”

      Her blood ran cold. “They’re going to burn a witch?”

      “That’s my guess.” He grabbed her hand before she could take off after the village bastards. “Whatever is about to happen has already happened in our time line. The best thing we can do is use the distraction to conduct our mission. This will probably be the best shot we’ve got.”

      She pulled out of his grasp but didn’t rush after the zealots. “Sounds like something Sanguine would say. All right, blacksmith, where would you put your forge?”

      He nodded toward the far end of the alley. “At the edge of town. The village elders wouldn’t want to risk burning anything by accident.”

      She turned away from the low rumble of voices punctuated with loud words of hate. “How did you people ever survive this time?” She wasn’t really looking for an answer. A thought struck her like it had been downloaded from a computer. What if evil could be consolidated into a single individual like my father, the devil? Maybe constructing hell and keeping him out of the deep waters has resulted in a more understanding version of humanity.

      “You coming or not?” Bart asked from down the street.

      She shook that contemplation out of her brain’s center stage. There was work to do. “Lead on.”

      With her watching his back, Bart rushed to the end of the alley. “That’s got to be it there.” He pointed at a stream of black smoke that floated lazily up from the edge of town.

      “I don’t see anyone, but that doesn’t mean some mother hasn’t decided it’s better to keep her kids at home. She could be peeking through the drapes.”

      He held the pieces of the sword to his chest. “The quicker we get this done, the better I’ll feel. Witch trials and their subsequent burnings at the stake don’t seem like the kind of thing that would take all day.” He made a quick scan of the road then darted across the relatively wide cobblestone street to the next alleyway.

      Sere felt like she was back in hell chasing Doodlebug. She kept her eyes out for any pedestrian not at the big event while doing her best to keep up with Bart. After a couple of zigzags along the back streets, he finally came to a stop at the corner of the village livery.

      She almost slid into him standing stone-still in the shadows. “Now what?”

      He pointed to a round trough of bricks covered with a smoke-stained wooden roof. “That’s it there. The coals are still bright red. Our friendly blacksmith must not expect the break to last more than his lunch hour. We’d better keep moving.” He darted out again.

      She sped up her running pace to keep up, though she wasn’t sure what good she’d be once he got to work. “What do you need me to do?”

      As he rushed by the open fire, he thrust the pieces of metal into the coals then ducked down behind the forge. “Keep watch and come up with a good cover story. If someone sneaks up on us, I’m not going to be able to just grab the pieces of the sword and run.”

      She couldn’t imagine that they’d have more than a couple of hours even if they were lucky. “How long is this going to take?”

      He looked nervously around the edge of town. “I’m just going to do a forge weld. It won’t be nearly as strong or pretty as the original, but it should work for decapitations. If Marjory’s body is being watched by some fairy-tale royal guard, one measly sword isn’t going to do us much good anyway.”

      “Personally, from what we’re seeing in these dimensions, I’m hoping for the seven dwarfs.”

      He snickered as he gathered up the tools he’d need from the bench, staying low enough not to be seen by anyone hiding in a house. “I don’t think anyone is going to believe her as Snow White. Sleeping Beauty, cursed to slumber a hundred years, would fit better with Marjory’s age.”

      “If we ever have to enter this building again, I’ll need to brush up on my folklore.”
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        * * *

      

      Sere breathed a little easier back out in the stairwell.

      “What the hell is this?” Doodlebug yanked the sword from Bart’s grasp.

      “It’s the best I could do on short notice and with seventeenth-century equipment.” His even tone told Sere he hadn’t taken the criticism well.

      Doodlebug tried to swing the mangled blade through the air. “It looks like something for killing orcs.”

      Bart snatched the sword back from the girl. “Let’s hope that’s not what we’ll be facing. Do you know anything about where Marjory stashed her body?”

      “It’s only two floors below us.” The girl turned back toward the stairs and began to climb down.

      “I meant, something I don’t already know.”

      Even from half a floor behind, Sere caught the girl’s shrug of indifference. “I only entered the two floors you were just on and the restaurant on top of the tower,” Doodlebug said.

      At the door marked Floor Seventeen, Sere felt her heart pounding, but this time, it wasn’t from the stairs. “Are we sure we’re not doing exactly what Marjory wants? Once she’s back in human form, she might have yet another trick up her sleeve that we haven’t anticipated.”

      Bart leaned against the wall. “We haven’t even gotten the body back yet. When we force her spirit back into it, we’ll have Joe’s security guards on our side. Even though she may have hired them, I heard the resolute tone of acceptance when their leader talked to you. They’ll be on our side even if she does come back to life.”

      Doodlebug kicked the door repeatedly as if riling up a nest of hornets. “They’re still small potatoes compared to the head loa of the dead. How well do you trust Baron Samedi? Seems like he’s playing referee in this little magical contest.”

      “At this point, I’m not even sure if his input matters. He’s going to do whatever he wants. I’m just trying to anticipate Marjory’s next move.” Sere looked at Bart, hoping his military-trained mind had come up with a logical next step.

      He stared at the girl kicking the door until she got the message. “Marjory’s soul is still on the sidelines, and we’ve got an unexpected advantage. She wanted to keep her body safe, so she wouldn’t have just stashed it anywhere in time. She would have chosen a situation where a comatose woman would be under guard. I hate to say it, but the story of Sleeping Beauty—or at least the events that inspired the story—might be exactly what’s behind that door.”

      “Great.” Though unable to lie, Doodlebug had developed a uniquely annoying form of sarcasm. “Anyone remember the fairy tale? Because I’m going to tell you, Dooly didn’t spend much time being read to as a child.”

      Bart shook his head as if the story was in there somewhere and he was trying to dislodge it from his mental bookshelf. “Other than her being cursed to sleep for a hundred years in a castle and woken up by a handsome prince, I’ve got nothing.”

      Sere sat on the metal stair. Memories of her previous life were ethereal and based more on emotions than facts. “The Grimm brothers’ fairy tales were all the rage when I was a little girl. My mother used to read them to me in the original German. I remember the stories even though I haven’t got a clue how to speak the language.”

      “Is this really helping?” Doodlebug stuck close to the door as if there were some danger lurking in the stairwell.

      Sere attempted to be more specific. “After the princess falls asleep, she’s laid out on the finest bed in the castle. The rest of the living people and animals are also put to sleep so they’ll be with her when she awakes.”

      “That’s good news,” Bart said. “They can’t fight us if they’re sleeping.”

      “She said living people.” Doodlebug ran her hand over the lever. “That doesn’t do us any good if Marjory had her doppelgänger send in a security detail from hell.”

      Sere was still trying to separate out the details of the story from all the rest of the books she’d heard as a child. “Doodlebug is right. The story talked of trees and bramble overgrowing the walls to keep the princess safe. There’s something about snakes too, but that’s about all I can remember.”

      Bart held the sword up like a medieval knight. “This should work against branches and vines. Time we got to work.”

      “So, who’s playing doorman this time?” Doodlebug kept hold of the handle.

      Sere could only see one option. “Bart’s best with the sword, and I know my way around weird dimensions. Since Marjory used my body to sneak hers onto this floor, maybe I’ll have some ability to work around her safety features. That means you’ll stand guard.”

      Doodlebug crossed her arms and leaned against the door. “I’m getting really tired of playing the servant around you.”

      Sere didn’t have time for the girl’s theatrics. “When this is over, we’ll figure out a better division of labor, but for right now, Bart and I have to retrieve Marjory.”

      “I don’t like it.” Doodlebug turned back to the latch.

      “Wait.” Bart grabbed the girl’s wrist. “You opened the doors the last two times, and both times, we ended up where you landed in those dimensions.”

      “So?” Doodlebug didn’t take her hand from the door.

      “If we enter this realm where you would start, we’d probably be somewhere out in the forest, where we’d have to fight our way in. If we go in the way Sere-Marjory did, maybe we can bypass the bramble and start out closer to the sleeping body.”

      “Or maybe Marjory is smarter than you two, and you both will end up back in the vault. Did you even think of that? The mercenary downstairs already proved Sere’s handprint no longer matches what it was like the last time her body entered the building.”

      Sere pushed Doodlebug aside. “No, it matched Joe’s hand, and he was well known by the people who ran this institution. Marjory might have anticipated me coming back to the World Trade Center, but there’s no way she could have imagined Joe coming back to life.” She grabbed the handle and pushed it down.
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        * * *

      

      Sere stood next to Bart in the round room with stairs circling up to the second floor from either side. “That girl is getting too big for her britches.”

      “You weren’t much better when we first met. I assume we have to go upstairs.” He held the sword at the ready as he scanned the room. Dressed in a long white tunic that covered his chain mail, the big man with the sword would have fit right in with any knight contingent.

      “I’m surprised there isn’t a welcoming party. Doesn’t seem like Marjory to bait the trap with her body then wait to spring it until we were within striking distance.” Sere reached for her boot but ended up with a handful of chiffon. “I wish I had my knife.”

      Bart took a little longer looking her over than was prudent considering the unseen dangers. “Though I would have preferred to find you in some leather disguise as the woodland thief, I’ve gotta say, you make a stunning princess.”

      “Thanks for not calling me a damsel in distress.” She led the way to the staircase.

      “I don’t think anyone will ever make that mistake.” The interlinking rings of metal rattled as he walked.

      As she put her foot on the first white marble tread, a dragon emerged upstairs, filling the hallway. “I think we found our combatant. Looks like Marjory refined her dragon-summoning charm.”

      The dragon’s claw curled over the stair at the top of the arc. “You’re not welcome here.” His raspy voice reminded her so much of how she’d sounded to herself when using Smoke’s reptilian vocal cords that she put her hand to her throat.

      Bart brushed past Sere. With only the mangled sword, he wasn’t going to be a match for the fire breather. “I suspect you’re also an intruder in this magical realm. I wonder how the powers that run this place will feel about monsters invading their territory.”

      Flames erupted from the beast’s nose and mouth, setting the elegant banister ablaze and scorching the stone. The dragon crept down toward the crouching knight.

      “He’s coming down at you.” From the bottom of the staircase, Sere had a better view of the action than her champion. She felt beyond helpless.

      Bart sprang so far up the stairs that she wondered if there was another knight she hadn’t noticed. With one powerful swing of the sword, he cut a bloody line across the dragon’s throat. He then used the momentum to get clear of the beast’s teeth and claws. Though successful in landing the cutting edge to flesh, all he’d really accomplished was proving that the sword was no match for a dragon of that size.

      Shit. Now what do we do?

      The stained-glass window that cast shades of red, yellow, and purple onto the staircase seemed to come to life as the shading shifted to shadows. Glass exploded across the entire circular great room. Flames covered the ceiling.

      “Back off, Flambeaux.”

      Sere nearly darted up the stairs when she recognized Smoke’s voice, but the smaller dragon that had confronted Bart wasn’t the cowardly type she’d previously encountered from Marjory’s creations.

      “I was hoping you’d show, Bernie.”

      “Har, har.” The big dragon’s attempt at a fake laugh melted what little was left of the glass as he stood on the window’s stone ledge. “Now, are you going to come out here and fight me, or are you going to hide in your snake hole?”

      The castle dragon backed up to the top of the stairs. As he turned toward Smoke, Sere saw an opportunity for Bart to run his sword into the spread scales. But to her surprise, he remained close to the wall as the flying serpent pursued the larger dragon out the window.

      “Now’s our chance.” His whisper was barely louder than the flapping wings outside.

      She rushed up to him. “Why didn’t you skewer the dragon?”

      “He would have turned back to us. Couldn’t you tell that Smoke was running a distraction play? So long as Flambeaux is outside, we’re clear to grab Marjory.”

      Though what he said made sense, she still wanted to see the monster coughing blood with his flames. “There must be something about this dimension that’s riling up my demon side.”

      “Probably the same thing that made Flambeaux chase Smoke. My guess would be that it has something to do with the door sensor thinking you were human. A heightened connection to hell didn’t seem to be a problem on the other two floors.”

      Bart found the strangest times to analyze events. Sere considered arguing that Smoke either had something to do with the change or had made it across because of it, but either way, the discussion would simply be wasting time. “We’d better get moving.”

      He took off down the hallway that had housed Flambeaux. Without checking the line of rooms, he headed straight to the massive double doors at the end and busted through them.

      The body of Marjory Laroque lay on a bed covered by a white-silk comforter edged in gold. Her gown so perfectly matched the covering that her figure could have been mistaken for ripples and folds in the bedspread. Bart handed Sere the sword. “I can carry her or defend our escape, but I can’t do both.”

      She took the sword, feeling instantly more like her old self. “One task done. Now we just have to get down to the building’s lobby.”

      He threw Marjory over his shoulder and raced back down the hallway. In her overly fluffy gown, Sere struggled to keep up. As he reached the stairs, she was still half a hallway behind—just far enough to see Flambeaux cruise through the shattered window. Flames followed the monster, announcing that Smoke wasn’t far behind.

      She hitched up her skirts with one hand and pumped all her energy into her legs. Marjory’s dragon was just bending his neck down the stairs when she aimed the blade straight at it. The crudely repaired sword’s welded and sharpened shards of metal separated the reptile’s protective scales. Blood spewed onto Sere as the huge beast succumbed to the direct blow. He tumbled over the charred railing. His crash onto the marble-inlay floor rumbled the castle.

      Though she needed to hustle after Bart, Sere turned back to Smoke. “Thanks, but how are you here?”

      He nodded at the sword. “When that thing encountered the foreign dimension of Salem, Chloe got word from the World Trade Center’s custodian. We figured this would be where you needed me. Since I was created to watch over Doodlebug, with her holding the door open—even from your dimension—I was able to slip through.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry I asked. Thanks again. Every warrior from hell should have a trusty dragon.”
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        * * *

      

      With the militia that had served Joe so well guarding every door and window in the lobby, Sere watched with sword in hand as Bart tipped the blue-glass jar to the mouth of the comatose Marjory Laroque. With Gerald holding the woman’s nose, the body had no choice but to swallow the liquid.

      The revived Marjory rolled onto her stomach, coughing and choking so badly that Sere wondered if the potion would do the job of killing the woman and save her the trouble. Unfortunately, Marjory struggled to her feet, forcing her body to behave. As Bart, Doodlebug, Gerald, and Aloysius stood near the guards, Marjory focused on Sere and the blood-dripping sword.

      “So, you’re just going to execute me in cold blood? Sounds like something the devil’s daughter would do.” The woman’s sneer sounded more demonic than human.

      Still covered in dragon blood, Sere wondered if the woman was right. Maybe she was giving in to her demonic side. But Kendell’s solution of building hell and consigning Baron Malveaux to that prison hadn’t worked out so well either. “My father, your ancestor, took over the body of your son, Lincoln. If Kendell and her gang had acted as judge, jury, and executioner right then and there, none of this nightmare would have happened. He wouldn’t have been able to reach back in time and steal my soul. I would have passed through Guinee and ended up in eternal rest. Father’s soul would have been turned over to the loas of the dead. Hell wouldn’t even have existed. Doppelgängers, demons, and devils would only be the topics of folklore.”

      “So by killing me, you right the wrongs of those who saved you? Hell will still exist when I’m dead. That idiot loa might have isolated our dear departed from the deep waters, but he can’t go around scooping up our whole family. Kill me, and I’ll just return in another form.”

      “And I’ll be here to greet you when you do.” Sere had grown tired of arguments that only served to let evil squirm away. Without thinking, she let her eyesight go red and swung the sword with all of the combined strength of those who supported her. Marjory’s head flew halfway across the room and landed at her brother’s feet.
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        * * *

      

      While Marjory’s body continued oozing blood onto the marble floor at Sere’s feet—mixing with the dragon blood that dripped from her sword and clothing—Sere turned to Aloysius. “Now, what are we going to do about you?”

      Gerald stepped into the gore. “We had an arrangement. I stood aside while you did what you had to do with my sister, but I will not let you cut down my grandson in cold blood.”

      She glanced down at her body and sword. His assumption that she was out to kill Aloysius did make a certain amount of visual sense. “I didn’t mean to imply that I intended to kill him. Baron Samedi will take Marjory’s soul as his answer to the other loas, but he has made it clear that only one immortal can remain among the living, and we haven’t got a clue as to how to separate Aloysius back into his component parts.”

      Aloysius placed his hand on his grandfather’s arm, and the old man quietly relinquished center stage. “I know what I have to do. I’ve been giving this some thought since we met with Baron Samedi. With Great-Aunt Marjory gone, there’s really only one option for me. I have to go to hell. Her doppelgänger will dissipate soon enough, leaving a void in the balance of power. We can’t just hand the reins over to the Cormorant and let her rule the underworld.”

      “You would become the devil?” Gerald asked, his near whisper echoing around the glass-and-steel room.

      Aloysius stood a little straighter as if the hesitant man was turning into a commanding authority before Sere’s eyes. “No. Hell’s ruler doesn’t have to be a devil. Instead of using our shared ancestor as my model the way Marjory did, I would follow your lead, Grandfather. You didn’t demand loyalty of your force—you inspired it. Instead of coerced obedience, you laid out a system of justice for this city’s citizens, great and small.” He turned toward Doodlebug. “Part of me was there when the Doppel Avenger stood up for the suffering doppelgängers. You had a team of warriors. Your example proves the realm doesn’t have to be a constant torture.”

      Doodlebug took Aloysius’s hand. “I’ll do what I can from this side, but you can’t ask me to return. Though that might be your destiny, even the devil’s daughter hasn’t asked that much of me.”

      His head dropped. “Give me your contacts. Tell me how to win them over. I know I can make that world a place worth living in.”

      Sere feared she might still be replacing one devil with another. “You’ll be cut off from this reality. You and I will live eternity on the seesaw that straddles hell and life.”

      When he lifted his head, she could have sworn she was looking in the eyes of a new ruler. “I won’t invade your domain if you promise to never again set foot in hell. That will be our accord.”

      “And the Cormorant?” Though she could no longer feel a connection to the birdwoman, Sere knew that turning her back on the mirror of Jennifer in hell was overly risky. “Your great-aunt’s dragons have been burned to a crisp like deep-fried chicken. Her play to win over the general doppelgänger population with promises of freedom from the harvesters has failed. The Cormorant will mark for dismemberment anyone who is carrying one of her precious coins. She holds all the cards.”

      “Not quite.” Doodlebug patted the toe of her army boot in the red pool, mixing the darker shade of dragon blood with that of its mistress.

      Aloysius gave a familial smile of dominance—one that Sere had encountered throughout her strange existence. She could only hope it didn’t always foretell evil intentions.

      “Being the underdog has advantages,” he said. “The Cormorant will think she’s won, but if I have the Doppel Avenger’s army and come in riding on the dragon that slew Madam Laroque’s squadrons, that will give the average doppelgänger a hero to look to for salvation. Tell me you wouldn’t take those odds.”

      Sere took hold of the blood-soaked blade and aimed the handle at Aloysius. “I won’t call you a king. You’ll need to come up with your own title, but a ruler should have a sword.”

      Aloysius grasped the handle of the mythical Excalibur.

      Bart leaned in toward Sere. “If you give him that one, what are we going to do about Arthur?”

      Sere had already contemplated his question. “I can’t have the Lady of the Lake hand the king of the Britons that mangled hunk of steel anyway. Call Dooly Buell. She should still have the matching katana that we used to train the girls. He’ll never know the difference. If there really is magic imbedded in objects, that sword in Aloysius’s hand belongs in hell.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            107

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      Sere stretched out on the bed as the last rays of daylight filtered in through the dormer window that faced Frenchmen Street. “Do we have to go?”

      Bart lay on his back completely naked, his magnificent sweaty body gleaming in the light. “We’ve been fucking, showering, eating, and fucking some more all day. By now, you must be ready to see other people. Besides, you are kind of the guest of honor.”

      Two floors below, the band was ramping up loudly enough that it could be heard through the open back window that looked down on the courtyard. She curled back over his luscious body, arching her thigh upward to tease the base of his cock back into a building erection. “Not as much as I want to keep you all to myself.”

      His hand, which had been caressing her side, came to an abrupt stop. “What’s that sound?”

      Shit. Now what? She tuned out the sound of the band and heard the distinctive gentle humming of the old Triumph engine. “That’s my Triton.” She bounced out of bed and ran for the door.

      “Put something on first.” Bart threw a pair of jeans and a halter top at her from the clothing scattered about the floor.

      Like performing a fighting tumble, she had the items on right before she slammed through the door. She slid down the banister and was outside the building as the beloved engine shut down. “What are you doing with my motorcycle?” She hadn’t meant to yell.

      Doodlebug pulled off the full-face helmet. “Someone said you were looking for it.” She leaned to the side to display her passenger.

      In jeans, leather boots, and Sere’s skullcap helmet, Jennifer could have finally passed for Sere’s twin. “We found it in an abandoned garage in the Tremé. A very nice homeless dude explained he was keeping an eye on it. I think he thought I was you.” When she swung her leg off the back seat, Sere noticed the two snakes wrapped around her neck like a scarf.

      Sere stood with her fists against the side belt loops of her jeans. “What’s with you two traitors?”

      The serpents unwound from Jennifer’s neck and hissed their greetings at Sere. They fell to the ground and wiggled toward her like puppies who’d been too long away from their mama.

      “They bared their fangs at me when we finally pried open the plywood door to the garage. Apparently, they knew the difference between us. At first, they remained coiled on the seat like they weren’t going to let me get anywhere near the motorcycle, but once I started talking to them, they warmed up to me. You know, Bobby would lose his mind if he saw me with two snakes coiled around my neck.”

      Sere nodded toward the Triton. “At least you weren’t foolhardy enough to try to drive it yourself.”

      Jennifer led the way to the door of the Scratchy Dog. “And cross you? I wouldn’t think of it. But I am going to hold you to giving me riding lessons. Sitting behind Doodlebug for the short ride here was a blast.”

      Bart slipped his arm around Sere’s waist. “Nobody dead?”

      She nudged him with her elbow. “Not this time, wiseass. Without Marjory around to summon new demons and with the hellmouth as closed as it can be, I guess I’m going to have to learn new ways of interacting with people.”

      Jennifer looked over her shoulder as she entered the club. “We’ll be here to help.”

      As Sere stepped into the familiar bar, she did her usual visual sweep of the room. This time, however, she wasn’t making a quick assessment of tactical advantages and potential threats. Instead, she let her attention drift to each person who’d been such an important part of her life.

      With Polly and Kendell as his dance partners, Fisher worked his moves in front of the stage. Sere could just imagine the man in his younger years trying to attract the attention of the members of Polly Urethane and the Strippers. Now he was dancing with them.

      She caught the feminine laughter of Fisher’s wife and daughters as they hung out at the bar and watched the older, more conservative husband and father. Myles fixed the women drinks while regaling them with stories of the man’s superhero-sidekick adventures. With any luck, they’d only believe half of the yarns Myles was spinning.

      Professor Yates sat alone at a corner table, smoking his pipe. At least the consummate observer had finally left his lab. “Considering how paranoid he’s gotten after all of this time working with doppelgängers, I’m surprised Polly got him out of his security blanket.”

      Bart noticed where she was looking. “We invited Gerald Laroque, thinking the two elderly gentlemen might find some common ground, but he respectfully declined.”

      Sere wasn’t surprised the former chief of police had chosen not to attend. “Even though every person here knows he’s an ally, he likes helping from the shadows. I suspect not being here is his way of telling us he’s still on guard in case we need him.”

      Sere’s guard went up when she noticed Doodlebug approach Dooly Buell at the far end of the bar. With both of them living in the same city, some interaction was inevitable. “We’re going to have to watch that pair.”

      Bart’s hand hadn’t left her back. “While you were out saving the world, the rest of us had a talk with Dooly. We’ve set her up with some educators the professor knows. She’ll be attending Delgado Community College’s continuing education program to get her GED. From there, and with all of our tutelage, hopefully, she’ll continue on toward higher education.”

      Sere leaned against his side and smiled. “I like that. How did she react to the opportunity?”

      “She was hesitant at first, but working with Polly on the professor’s computer simulation has sparked a curiosity we hope can be fanned into something more meaningful.”

      Sere couldn’t imagine Doodlebug following the same course for her life, but then, it was hard to say what interests would filter through their connection. She was so focused on the people she cared about that she didn’t notice Chloe until the swamp witch twirled her diaphanous green dress in front of her. “Isn’t that music just divine? I couldn’t resist dancing in the moonlight, but when I saw you come in, I forced myself to join the party.”

      Bernie made a beeline for the two at the end of the bar and ordered an absinth for Chloe. Though neither Dooly nor Doodlebug embraced the handsome young man, Sere felt they both wanted to. They covered their latent desire with sarcastic comments about him being Chloe’s errand boy.

      The swamp witch continued her ethereal dance moves as she swung in front of Sere with Bart and Jennifer still at her sides. “I have a surprise for you,” Chloe said.

      Sere never had the best luck when it came to people’s surprises. “What have you done now?”

      “Look behind you.”

      Sere swung around so fast that Bart’s hand, which had been around her back, now acted as a restraint around her waist.

      “Hi, Sere.” Sanguine no longer had either her wings or her magically faceted eyes, but not all angel attributes were meant to be seen.

      Sere busted through Bart’s embrace and threw her arms around Sanguine’s neck. When she knew the woman wasn’t merely a projection from another realm, she squeezed tighter. “How are you here?”

      Sanguine’s grip around her waist reminded Sere of being lifted into the air on the woman’s wings. “We need to have a talk about that, but let me say hi to Kendell and the others first. It’s been a long time since we’ve been in the same dimension.”

      Even if Sere had pressed for an immediate answer, it wouldn’t have mattered. Kendell ran so fast across the dance floor that Sere let go of Sanguine to search for the incoming disaster. The women slammed together into a hug that quieted the room. “I missed you so much.” Kendell’s words were muffled behind Sanguine’s long white hair.
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        * * *

      

      Doodlebug remained hunched over her beer as the rest of the room swirled around the two women. She had to time her approach with care. If she moved too soon, she’d be spotted, but if she waited too long, the old fart would get up from his chair. When Dooly followed Bernie away from the counter, she saw her chance. After getting up, she circled behind the people facing away from the front door. With the place locked up for the private affair, she didn’t have to worry about random people pushing their way in. Professor Yates was just sliding his chair out from the table when she pulled Bart’s knife from the center of her belt. With one quick lunge, she had the sharp edge against his throat.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Though she’d accounted for everyone, Bernie had an annoying habit of keeping an eye on her. Apparently, Dooly hadn’t been the distraction she’d hoped for. The idiot’s voice of alarm attracted the attention of the emotional fools huddled in the center of the room.

      “He has to pay. He created hell, then he stood by as evil took hold. Everything that’s happened has been his fault. I promised Aloysius I would help remake hell, and this is the first step.” Her hand holding the blade wavered against his throat.

      Professor Yates held his pipe out to his side as if he thought he was going to get another drag of the tobacco. “I did create hell. I won’t argue with you on that point.”

      “He’s not the devil.” Polly stood in front of the pack like a protective she-wolf. “You and Sere just went to considerable lengths to take care of the last one. Think about what you’re doing, Doodlebug. We’ve all had a hand in creating you and the realm you protected.”

      She held the knife with resolve. “No. He’s the one most responsible for hell, and that makes him worse than the devil. He’s the god behind the creation. Whether he likes it or not, he created hell and everyone in it, yet he just sat back in his chair and watched it play out. Where was he when my doppelgänger brothers and sisters turned into harvesters? Why did he mirror evil people? He could have chosen only those who cared about others. Why didn’t his damn program favor those who wanted to help instead of leaving everything to chance? Why did I have to become the Doppel Avenger? None of this had to happen if he’d only shown a little preference toward those out to do some good. God has to pay for his sins.”

      “Put the knife down.” Sere moved up next to Polly with her own blade in hand. “He’s helped more than you’ll ever know.”

      “Not me, he hasn’t.” Doodlebug gritted her teeth to combat the emotions that hit her from Dooly like waves off the ocean. “This old fool never once answered my pleas for help. He just sat in his lab, watching hell on his little diorama like it was a soap opera. We’re real beings—maybe not human, but we’ve got lives that deserve respect. What did he think was going to happen when he abandoned us in hell?”

      Polly kept her hands out as if she thought Doodlebug would consider her any kind of a threat. “There’s a better way.”

      Doodlebug pressed the blade against his flabby flesh. “There is no other way. He has to be held responsible.”

      “Listen to me for just a moment,” Polly said. “You’re right about us not getting involved when we should have. We were missing a fundamental part of the equation—the doppelgänger perspective. We didn’t have you. If you’re serious about changing hell, killing Cornelius isn’t going to accomplish that. Join us. Let me teach you how the program works. Together, we can make that realm a better place. Doesn’t that work better than alienating yourself from the inner workings?”

      Doodlebug eased off of her pressure against the old man’s throat. “You’re just trying to trick me. I’ve seen the way people lie.”

      “They’re not.” Dooly stepped out from behind the throng of people. “We both know I’m not smart enough to understand what Polly has been trying to teach me. That’s why they’re paying for me to go back to school—everything from food and lodging to tuition and textbooks. Being across the river will prevent us from being together and causing a problem with the equipment, and it will allow me to funnel the improved mental skills through to you. We can do this, Doodlebug, you and me. If you’re serious about wanting to change hell, this is the way to do it. If you just want to give in to your anger against your god, then none of us can stop you.”

      Doodlebug’s eyes filled with tears, and much as she hated to admit it, they weren’t from Dooly’s emotions. She lowered the weapon. “Don’t expect me to ask for forgiveness.”

      Professor Yates took a shaky long drag from his pipe. “You’ve made a very strong argument for me being more involved in my creation. I expect it will be both a pleasure and a challenge working with you.”

      Before Doodlebug could realize he was behind her, Bart took the knife from her hand. “We’re all in this together.”
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        * * *

      

      Sanguine took Sere’s hand. “It’s time we had that talk. The professor isn’t the only one in the room with something to atone for.”

      Sere was still shaking with anger at Doodlebug and frustration with herself for not seeing the danger. She didn’t want to turn her back on the doppelbitch again. After the girl had killed Joe, Sere never should have let her near any of her friends. But at least with Doodlebug showing her true colors, everyone would be forever on guard around her.

      “The courtyard out back is empty.” Sere grabbed a bottle of Jameson and two glasses before leading the way down the side hallway.

      Outside in the moonlight, Sanguine pulled Sere’s cell phone from her jeans and they took their seats on the metal chairs. “Try not to lose this again.” Free from the large wings, the woman leaned back as if finally able to correctly stretch out. “I forgot how peaceful the nights can be here.”

      “I didn’t think you’d ever leave hell.” Sere couldn’t stop staring at Sanguine. She felt like a child seeing her parent as a normal adult for the first time.

      Sanguine poured a sizable amount of whiskey into her glass and downed it in one shot. “The demon outbreak was my fault. I’m the reason the hellmouth has stayed open for all this time. I’m the rift.”

      Sere never understood the human need to play the martyr. “Don’t be ridiculous. You spent twenty years as hell’s angel, raising the devil’s daughter. If anyone’s to blame, it’s me. The doppelgängers achieved consciousness due to my actions. I was the first one out of the gate. They simply followed my example.”

      Sanguine added more alcohol to both of their glasses. “I know you think it’s that simple, but you’re wrong. I’ve been a fool—not that I would have changed that much. Raising you was my life’s mission. That wasn’t the problem. My arrogance was in thinking I could save you from hell’s influences once you’d grown up. Every problem you’ve had to face since you were let out of hell has arisen because of my stupidity.”

      Sere could tell that the self-condemnation Sanguine was expressing was sincere. “I don’t understand.”

      “Agnes built the hellmouth so she could transport her creations to the other dimension. So long as she was on that side, the door remained open so she could return. Like her, I’m human, so the gate functioned the same way while I was in hell. The problem started when I borrowed some of my grandmother’s magic to sprout wings and grow eyes that could see the future. Living in hell while making my body into a hybrid between the two dimensions ripped at the seam that separated the two realities. I thought if you and I hid out in the swamp while you grew up, I could keep others from rushing through the hellmouth and I could contain the rip. When I cleared the way for you to leave, the love I hold for you increased the rift. The only answer was for me to return to this dimension where I belong.”

      Sere swallowed half of her drink. “So now the hellmouth is closed for good?”

      “I believe so.”

      Sere couldn’t imagine living her life without constantly looking over her shoulder for some demon or devil on the rise. “I only had a few months to taste life before Monty made his appearance. It’s been pretty much a nonstop whirlwind of terror ever since.” She looked at the woman, seeking out the angel who’d always protected her. “What am I supposed to do now?”

      Sanguine stared into her drink. “If you want my advice, go marry Rampart Thibodaux. Not next year, or next month, or even next week—go do it tonight. Stop wasting time. Allow yourself to be vulnerable. Make a fool of yourself. Go ask him in front of everyone who cares about you. In your heart you know he’ll say yes. Stop hiding behind your intellect.”

      “And what do I do as he ages?” The conflict between her immortality and his eventual death was one that had been plaguing Sere since their first time together.

      Sanguine looked into Sere’s eyes. The woman’s magical sight might have left her, but the wisdom of seeing multiple paths remained in the sapphire pools of light. “Follow Jennifer’s lead, and age with him. Grow old, Sere. Enjoy every stage of life right up to and including Bart’s ultimate death. Don’t waste a minute of it.”

      “And then what?” If Sanguine intended on pulling at Sere’s threads of self-doubt, she was going to have to face all of her deepest, darkest questions.

      “Revert to your younger self and do it all over again. Find someone else to love, but don’t make the same mistakes you made this time through life. Tell them you love them sooner. Don’t play the foolish games that keep you apart. You have the gift of getting to discover what most of us can only guess at.”

      Sere stared at the one-time angel, trying to figure out what she would have done in Sanguine’s place. “You looked into the future, didn’t you?”

      She reached out and took Sere’s hands. “Only to see your professional path. Hell isn’t going away, and that means you’re still needed. The professor’s time is nearly finished, but for the most part, Polly has already taken over his duties. When it comes to the paranormal science that maintains the doppelgängers, hell will be in good hands. When Polly’s time is over, Doodlebug will take over from her. Hell will finally be in the care of a doppelgänger who understands the true dynamics of what it means to live in that dimension. However, Doodlebug will need your guidance to get there.”

      “And the other two legs of hell?”

      Sanguine’s smile carried wisdom beyond her fortysomething years. “I’ve already turned over the Wiccan reins to Chloe Aberrant. She’s training Bernie, who will take over when her time is up. You know the swamp as well as anyone. Watching over the succession of swamp witches will be your responsibility, but you won’t have to worry about that for some time. Bernie will help you find the right person when his time is up, but never forget the swamp is your home. Don’t lose control of it.”

      “Speaking of control, I can’t deal with Baron Samedi directly. Voodoo isn’t something I can command.”

      “You won’t have to.” Sanguine leaned in close as if there was someone else in the courtyard who might be listening in. “They don’t know it yet, but Kendell and Myles are going to have a son.”

      “Isn’t she a little old?” Sere nearly laughed at her own ageism.

      “Women in their forties can still bear children, especially when the small human soul has a loa of the dead as his godfather.” Sanguine’s expression lost some of its excitement. “You’re going to have to keep an eye on that one.”

      Sere was pretty sure she didn’t want to know what Sanguine had seen. “So, I sit back and watch everyone I know die while worrying that hell will find a way to once again invade the living?”

      “Listen to me. You are the most precious being I’ve ever known. You are my daughter in every way but biological. Bart loves you with a fierce passion that would take on the living or the damned. Jennifer sees you as a twin sister—the adventurous one she always wanted to be. To Kendell and Myles, you’re their validation for saving the world from Baron Malveaux. Fisher, Professor Yates, Polly, and everyone else who’ve put their lives and souls on the line for you have found it an honor to join in your fight for good over evil.”

      Sere had never found compliments or shows of affection comfortable. “Stop blowing smoke up my ass. You’re not answering my question.”

      Sanguine shook her head. “You don’t get it, do you? You’re no longer hooked to hell. As a doppelgänger, you don’t need the basics of life, but the power that sustains you no longer comes from that foreign dimension.”

      Sere felt as dense as the bricks that surrounded her. “I don’t understand. What are you telling me?”

      “Love, Sere. That’s what keeps you alive. That’s your purpose. That’s what powers you, body and soul. If you ever choose to let go of your immortality, all you have to do is cut yourself off from those who care about you. With no psychic connections, you will truly age. So when I say embrace your love of Bart, that’s only the beginning. Fuck what the professor said. Get to know Jennifer. Become Bobby’s favorite aunt. When the time is right, tell him your secrets. When Bart does pass on to the deep waters, you’ll need someone who knows all about you but isn’t involved in watching over hell. Bobby can help ease you into a new life. I can only see your life to the next curve in this reality’s path, but that path is made up of people you love and who love you. You’re no longer the devil’s daughter. You belong in this life. That’s your mission now.”

      Sere couldn’t figure out why tears were filling her eyes. “And what about you?”

      Sanguine leaned back and looked at the night sky. “I’ve spent so much time looking into possible futures that it will be interesting to live in the moment. I’m no longer hell’s angel, but I’m also not sure I fit in this life. The swamp beckons me home. I intend on living out my days with the plants and animals, though without seeing the future, I don’t know where my life will lead me. Lefty swam me through the gate and is waiting for me back on Agnes’s island. Out there, I’ll be close to the hellmouth. Our friendly gator will forever act as hell’s watchdog in case there’s another outbreak. So if you ever need help, you know exactly where to find him.”
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