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“Ezling.”

“No, it’s Aisling.”

“Azhlee?”

“Aisling. It’s Irish.”

The Orly passport control man glared suspiciously at me over the top of my passport. “Your passport, it says you are American.”

I rallied a smile when I really wanted to scream with frustration instead. “I am. My mother was Irish, hence the name Aisling.”

He transferred his glare to the passport. “A-sling.”

I tried not to sigh too obviously. I might be brand-spanking-new to the courier business, but instinctively I knew that if I showed the least sign of impatience with being grilled on the pronunciation of my name, Antoine the passport man would drag out his interrogation. I sweetened my smile, pushed down the worry that something would go wrong with the job, and said very slowly, “It’s pronounced ash-ling.”

“Ash-leen,” Antoine said, his eyes narrowing in concentration.

I nodded. It was close enough.

“Bon, we march forward,” he said, flipping through my passport. “You are five feet and nine inches tall, have gray eyes, are thirty-one years of age, unmarried, and you live in Seattle, state of Washington, America. This is all correct, yes?”

“Yes, except I think of my eyes as being a bit more hazel than gray, but the passport guy said to put gray down. Hazel sounds more exotic, don’t you think?”

Antoine cocked an eyebrow at me, briefly examining the visa that allowed me to act as a courier for Bell & Sons, before moving on to the documents for the aquamanile.

I quickly glanced around, Uncle Damian’s strictures on perimeter security echoing in my head: Security is your personal responsibility; your security is not the responsibility of the police, or of the government, or any officials—your first and last line of security is yourself. Be alert and aware of your surroundings. Radiate confidence. Never do anything to indicate you are prey.

Easier said than done, I mused as I eyed the large number of people passing through the airport. Happily, no one was paying any attention to me or the case I held. I breathed a silent sigh of relief and raised my chin, trying to look confident and in control, not at all like a courier in charge of a six-hundred-year-old small golden statue in the shape of a dragon that was worth more than what I had made in the last ten years put together.

Antoine’s gaze flickered to the small black heavy-duty plastic case I clutched tightly in my right hand. “Do you have the Inventaire Detaillé?”

“Of course.” I passed over the sheets of paper describing in French the gold aquamanile. The document was stamped by the San Francisco French consulate and included an appraiser’s certificate, as well as a copy of the  bill of sale to Mme. Aurora Deauxville, citizen of France and resident of Paris.

Antoine’s finger tapped on the top document. “What is this . . . aquamanile?”

I shifted the case to my left hand, flexing my right fingers, being careful to keep the case out of sight, held between me and the examination table. “An aquamanile is a form of ewer, usually made of metal, used for the ritual washing of hands by a priest or other liturgical person. They were very common in medieval times.”

Antoine’s eyes widened as he stared at the black case. “It is a religious artifact you have?”

I gave him a crooked smile. “Not really. Rumor has it that aquamaniles were sometimes used in . . . er . . . dark practices.”

He stared. “Dark practices?”

I took in his raised eyebrows and smiled sympathetically. “Demons,” I said succinctly. “Aquamaniles such as this are said to have been used by powerful mages to raise the demon princes.”

I didn’t think his eyes could open any wider, but at the word demon, they all but popped out of his head. “Demon princes?” he asked, his voice a hoarse whisper.

I shifted the case again and leaned forward, speaking quickly, aware that a faint note of desperation had tinged my voice. “You know, Satan’s big guns. The head hon chos of Hell. The demon lords. Anyone can raise a demon, but it takes a special person with special powers to raise a demon lord.”

Antoine blinked.

“Yeah, I know. I think it’s a bit out there, too, but you’d be surprised what people believe. Even so, it’s a fascinating subject. I’ve made quite a study of demons—not that I believe they really exist outside of man’s imagination—and found there are whole cults revolving around the idea of demons and the power they wield over mortals. I heard there’s a group in San Francisco that is trying to get a demon elected into public office. Ha ha, like anyone would notice?”

The blinking stopped. Antoine stared at me with a blank look in his eyes. I decided my little foray into joke land was probably pushing the Anglo-Franco boundaries. Not to mention that the minutes were ticking by at an alarming rate. “Yeah, well, I don’t guarantee the usefulness of the items; I just deliver them. So, if everything is in order, do you think I could go? I’m supposed to get this aquamanile to its owner at five, and it’s already past three. This is my first job as a courier, you see, and my uncle—he’s my boss—told me that if I screw up this delivery, I’m off the payroll, and since a very stupid judge in California ordered me to pay my ex-husband alimony just because Alan, my ex, is a lazy slob who likes to hang around the beach and ogle the fake-boobed girls rather than get off his surfer ass and work for a living like the rest of us, it’s kind of important that I keep this job, and to keep it means that I have to get the aquamanile to the woman who bought it from Uncle Damian.”

Antoine looked a bit stunned until I nudged the hand that held my documents; then he pursed his lips as he shot me a quelling glare. He nodded toward my case. “You will open it. I must examine the object and ensure it matches the pictures presented.”

I stifled yet another sigh of frustration as I fished the keys out of my bag before unlocking the case. Antoine’s glare turned to an open mouthed look of wonder as I peeled back the protective foam padding and laid open the soft linen cloth that was wrapped around the aquamanile. “Sacre futur du bordel de Dieu!”

“Yeah, it’s pretty impressive, isn’t it?” I looked fondly at the dragon. It was about six inches high, all coiled tail, gleaming scales, and glittering emerald eyes. It was one of the few dragons I’d ever seen depicted without wings.

Antoine reached out to touch the golden dragon, but I quickly wrapped the linen back over it. “Sorry—look but don’t touch.” His nostrils flared dramatically. I hurried to sooth his ruffled feathers. “Not even the X-ray guys got to touch it. If you’ll take a peek at the appraiser’s valuation of the piece, I think you’ll see why it’s better not to.”

He glanced at the appraiser’s sheet and swore under his breath before brandishing his stamp on my passport and the dragon’s documents. “All is in order. You may continue.”

I closed up the case, locked it, and tucked the keys back into my neck pouch, giving Antoine a cheery smile as I slung the bag containing my clothing onto my shoulder. “Thanks.”

“One moment—,” he said, stopping me with an upraised hand. I held my breath, worried he was going to insist on something that would keep me from making my appointment with Mme. Deauxville. It would be just my luck that Antoine would decide I needed a full body search.

I tried to look innocent and friendly and not in the least like someone who would smuggle something into the country in a convenient body cavity. “Hmm?”

He glanced around quickly, then stepped closer to me, his voice dropping. “You are an expert in demons but you do not believe in them?”

I shook my head, not wishing to get into a philosophical conversation while the clock was ticking. “I’m not really an expert—I’ve just studied a few medieval texts about them.”

“Demons are very bad.”

I shrugged and edged sideways. “Not really. According to the texts I’ve read, they’re actually rather stupid. I think people fear the thought of them because they don’t know how to control them.”

He leaned closer, the stale odor of cigarette smoke clinging to him, making my nose wrinkle. “And you don’t fear them?”

I shook my head again, edging even farther away.

His dark eyes lit for a moment with a deep red light, making him suddenly look a whole lot more ominous than a simple customs inspector. “You should,” he said, and then turned away, gesturing the next person in line to his table.

“Hoo, I guess there’re weirdos all over the world,” I mumbled to myself as I pushed my way through the crowd toward the exit, careful to keep both hands on the handle of the black case. My clothing and personal items I could afford to lose, but this job was my chance—my  only chance of getting ahead since the company I worked for went belly up. If I messed this up, I’d be jobless again. With no unemployment benefits left, and a beach bum to support, I had to have work, something that would allow me to live while paying Alan the huge wad of money the court decided I owed him.

Men. Bah!

It took me another fifteen minutes to figure out the signs in the airport concourses and find where the taxis were. Beth, Uncle Damian’s secretary, said Orly had signs in English, but Beth lied—not only was there no English, but also nothing I saw written on the signs matched the handy little phrases in the French for Francophobes book I had bought to get me through the next day and a half.

“Um . . . bonjour,” I said to a bored-looking taxi driver who stood leaning on his car and picking at his teeth. “Parlez-vous anglais?”

“Non,” he said without stopping the teeth-picking.

“Oh. Um. Do you know if any of the other taxi drivers  parlez anglais? Knowez-vous if le taxi drivers parlez anglais?”

He gave me a look that should have shamed me, but I was beyond being ashamed of going to France without knowing a single word of French except what I found in the guidebook. I had a job to do—I just wanted it done.

“Look, I’m doing the best I can, OK? I want to go to the Rue . . . Oh, just a sec—let me look in the book. . . .” I hugged the black case to my chest with one arm while I rooted around in my bag for the French guide. “Je veux aller à la Rue Sang des Innocents.”

The taxi driver stopped picking his teeth to grimace. “That is the worst French I have ever heard, and I have heard much bad French.”

“You do speak English!” I said, slamming my guide shut. “You said you didn’t! And I can’t help it if what I said was wrong. That’s what the book said.”

“It wasn’t much wrong, but your accent . . .” He shuddered delicately, then with a sweeping bow, opened the door to his taxi. “Very well, I will take you to the Rue Sang des Innocents, but it will cost you.”

“How much?” I asked as I slid into the backseat, still clutching my case. I had the euros Uncle Damian had given me, but I knew they were only enough to cover my hotel bill for the night, two meals, and minor incidentals like the taxi rides.

The taxi driver tossed my bag into the other side and slid behind the wheel. “The journey will cost you thirty-six euro, but the ride will cost you more.”

“Huh?”

He smiled at me in his rearview mirror. “By the time we arrive at the Rue Sang des Innocents, you will know how to say three things in French. With those three things, you will be able to go anywhere in Paris.”

I agreed to his terms and, since I was early for my appointment with Mme. Deauxville, had him wait for me while I ran into the hotel where Beth had booked me. I checked in, dropped my bag on the bed, pulled a comb through my curls so I looked less like a crazed woman and more like a professional courier, and dashed back downstairs to where Rene and his taxi were waiting for me.

At five minutes to five, the taxi pulled up next to a six-story cream-colored building with high arched doorways and windows graced by intricate black metal grilles.

“Wow,” I breathed as I leaned out the window to peer up at the house. “What a gorgeous building. It looks so . . . French!”

Rene reached backwards through his window and opened my door. I grabbed my things and got out onto the cobblestone street, my mouth still hanging open as I stared up at the house.

“You see that all the houses here are old mansions. It is a very exclusive neighborhood. Île Saint-Louis itself is only six blocks long and two blocks wide. And now, you will pay me exactly thirty-six euro, and recite for me please the phrases I have taught you.”

I dragged my eyes off the house and smiled as I handed Rene his money. “If someone annoys me, I say,  Voulez-vous cesser de me cracher dessus pendant que vous parlez.”

“Will you stop spitting on me while you are speaking,” Rene translated with a nod.

“And if I need help with anything, I say, J’ai une grenouille dans mon bidet.”

“I have a frog in my bidet. Yes, very good. And the last one?”

“The last I should reserve for any guy who hits on me when I don’t want him to: Tu as une tête a faire sauter les plaques des egouts.”

“You have a face that would blow off the cover of a manhole. Oui, trés bon. You will do. And for your meeting with the important lady, bonne chance, eh?”

“Thanks, Rene. I appreciate the lessons. You just never know when you need to tell someone there’s an amphibian in your bidet.”

“One moment. I have something for you.” He rustled around in a small brown bag for a second, then pulled out a battered card and handed it to me with the air of someone presenting an object of great value. “I am available for hire as a driver. You pay me, I drive you around Paris, show you all of the sites you must see. You can call me on my mobile number anytime.”

“Thanks. I don’t know that I’ll be in Paris long enough for a chauffeur to drive me around, but if I ever need a driver, you’ll be the one I call.” I saluted him with the card, then tucked it away in my wallet.

He drove off with a friendly wave and a faint puff of black exhaust. I turned back to the impressive building, squared my shoulders, and after a quick look around to make sure no one was watching me, stepped into the doorway to press the buzzer labeled DEAUXVILLE.

“I am confident,” I muttered to myself. “I am a professional. I know exactly what I am doing. I am not at all freaked out by being in a different country where the only thing I know how to do is complain about frogs and insult people. I am cool, calm, and collected. I am . . . not being answered.”

I buzzed again. Nothing happened. A quick glance at my watch confirmed that I was two minutes early. Surely Mme. Deauxville was in?

I buzzed once more, leaning on the buzzer this time. I tried putting my ear to the door, but couldn’t hear anything. A glance at a window showed me why—the walls of the building looked to be at least three feet thick.

“Well, hell,” I swore, stepping back so I could look up at the building. I knew from the instructions Uncle Damian had given me that Mme. Deauxville was on the second floor. The red-and-cream drapes visible through the slightly opened windows didn’t move at all. Nothing moved anywhere on the second floor . . . or on any of the floors, for that matter. Since it was a pleasant June evening, I expected people to be arriving home, bustling around doing their evening shopping, strolling down the street, gazing upon the Seine, and so forth, but there was no movement at all in the house.

I looked down the street, the hairs on the back of my neck slowly standing on end. There was no movement on the street either. No people, no cars, no birds . . . nothing. Not even a flower bobbed in the slight breeze from the river. I looked behind me. The cross street was the Rue Saint-Louis en l’Île, a busy street with stores and restaurants, and lots of shops. It had taken Rene ten minutes to navigate a couple of blocks because the traffic and shoppers were so dense, but where I stood, the noise of said traffic and shoppers was oddly filtered, as if the whole of Rue Sang des Innocents was swathed in cotton wool, leaving it an oasis of stillness and silence in a city known for its liveliness.

“The word creepy doesn’t even begin to cover the situation,” I said aloud, just to hear something. Unease rippled through me as I held my case tightly, giving Mme. Deauxville’s bell one more long ring. The skin on the back of my neck tightened even more as I noticed that the door to the building wasn’t shut properly.

“Someone must have been in a rush to leave this morning,” I told the door, trying to tamp down on the major case of the willies the silent street was giving me. “Someone was just late for work, and they didn’t quite close the door. That’s all. There’s nothing foreboding in a door that hasn’t been shut all the way. There’s nothing eerie in that at all. There’s nothing creepy about a street . . . Oh, crap. Hello?” I pushed the door open and took a step into a tiny hall. The entrance narrowed into a dark passage beyond a brown-paneled stairway that led upward. “Anyone here? I’m looking for Mme. Deauxville. Hellooooooo?”

I expected the last notes of my hello to echo up the stairwell, but strangely, my words were muffled, as if they had been absorbed into the walls, filtered by the same strange effect that kept the street outside as quiet as a tomb.

“I would have to think of a tomb,” I grumbled to myself as I carefully closed the door behind me, turning to start up the stairs to the second floor. “There are times when it absolutely does not pay to have a good imagination.”

There were two doors in the tiny hall stretching the length of the second-floor stairs. One bore a silver plate with the word DEAUXVILLE written on it in a fancy script that screamed expensive. The other door, I assumed, was a second entrance to the apartment. I stepped up to the main door, one arm holding the case tight to my chest, the other upraised to knock. Just as my knuckles were about  to touch the glossy oak of the door, a wave of dread and foreboding, a sense of something being very, very wrong swept over me. The sensation was so strong, I stepped backwards until the coolness of the paneling seeped through the thin cotton of my dress. I clutched the case and struggled to breathe, my chest tight with dread. The feeling of unease that had set in as soon as Rene left swelled into something much more frightening, leaving me with goose bumps on my arms and a warning voice in my head shrieking at me to leave the building that very second, if not sooner.

Something horrible had been in that apartment. Something . . . unnatural.

“I am confident,” I ground out through my teeth, and forced my feet forward to the door. “It’s just an eccentric collector, nothing evil. There is nothing to be afraid of. I am a professional. I can do this.”

The door swung open at the first brush of my hand against it.

I stood frozen in the doorway, the skin on my back crawling with horror as I looked down the short hall into what must be the living room of the apartment. Tiny little motes of dust danced lazily in the late afternoon sunshine that streamed through the tall floor-to-ceiling arched windows, spilling in a ruby pool on a carpet of deeper red. A bouquet of fresh flowers sat on an antique table between two of the windows, the sharp scent of it detectable even from where I stood. The ceilings were high, cream-colored to complement the robin’s-egg-blue walls, the edges scalloped with intricate molding. Along one wall I could see a highly polished antique desk with a red upholstered matching chair sitting before it at an angle, as if its occupant had arisen just a moment before.

Everything was lovely, beautiful, expensive, just exactly what I expected in the apartment of a rich woman who lived in an exclusive area of Paris.

Everything except the body, that is. Suspended from a chandelier, a woman’s body was doubled over, hanging from her hands tied behind her back, her body swinging slightly above a black circle of ash that had been drawn on the lovely red carpet, a circle inscribed with twelve symbols. The dead woman was Mme. Deauxville; of that I was sure.

“J’ai une grenouille dans mon bidet,” I said, and wished fervently that the worst of my problems were frogs.
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I hope I get major brownie points for not racing screaming from the house as soon as my eyes caught sight of the dead body of the woman I had come halfway around the world to meet. I hope whoever controls the karma scale rewards me for not getting the hell out of Dodge while I could, because stepping into Mme. Deauxville’s apartment while her body swayed gently in the warm afternoon sun was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.

OK, I admit it; I whimpered a little bit, and I left the front door ajar because something in the primitive part of my brain was insisting on an easy escape route just in case the body should suddenly spring to life and try to grab me (in the best horror-movie style), but the whimper was small, and I stopped it as soon as I realized it was coming from my mouth.

“Get a hold of yourself,” I said sternly, flinching at the sound of my voice in the dead apartment. Then I flinched at the way the word dead rolled around in my mind. “If she’s really dead, she can’t hurt you. Oh, shoot, if she’s dead . . . Uck. I suppose I should make sure she’s really dead.”

It took what seemed to be hours to travel the seven  steps needed to cross the short hall. I sidled around the ash circle, unwilling to disturb it, unwilling to touch the body. Surely she couldn’t have survived being strung up like that? Surely the lack of movement was indicative of death? Surely I could get by without checking to make sure she was really dead?

“Poop,” I said, and set my case down carefully on a beautifully embroidered antique chair. I shuffled forward, careful not to touch anything as I stopped directly in front of the body, my toes just brushing the outer edge of the ash circle. I took a deep breath, pushed down the horrible feeling that I shouldn’t be doing what I was about to do, and leaned forward to feel for a pulse on Mme. Deauxville’s neck.

“Non!”

Startled by the man’s voice behind me, I jumped just as I reached for Mme. Deauxville, sending me plummeting toward the body, my arms cartwheeling madly. I screamed even as I tried to twist away from her, but it was a hand on the back of my dress yanking me backwards that kept me from plunging into the circle.

“Ne la touchez pas!”

“Huh?” I rubbed the goose bumps on the suddenly cold flesh of my arms as I blinked at the man who loomed before me. “I’m . . . uh . . . sorry, non me parlez French.”

“American?” the man asked, his nostrils flaring as if he smelled something.

“Yeah,” I answered, still rubbing my arms. I looked from him to the body, then back, the realization flashing through my head that I was alone in an apartment with a stranger and a dead body, which probably meant that he was . . .

“I didn’t kill her,” he said quickly, evidently reading my mind before turning away to look at the body.

I used the moment to examine him. I’m not exactly an  idiot—if I find myself in a room with a murder victim, the big, tall, dark-haired, extremely handsome guy dressed in black who positively reeks of danger and who mysteriously pops up out of nowhere is naturally going to be on the top of my Potential Murderer List. Which meant I had to get myself and my dragon out of there before Mr. Killer decided to enjoy a double-header.

I grimaced just as the man turned back to me. Something flashed deep in his dark green eyes. “Are you unwell? You aren’t going to vomit on me, are you?”

“That wasn’t on my list of planned activities for the afternoon, no, but if you really insist, I suppose I could try for a hairball or something.”

His head tipped to the side for a moment as he examined me from toes to nose. “I’ve never completely understood American humor. That was supposed to be a joke, yes?”

“Yes, it was.” Oh, brilliant, Aisling, just brilliant. Here you are trapped in a room with a murderer in a foreign country, and all you can do is make jokes when what you need to be doing is running away as fast as you can. I took a deep breath and edged toward the chair that held my case. He moved backwards a step, effectively blocking me off from the exit. Panic, held rather tenuously at bay, rose within me. It quickly became clear that I needed to distract the handsome green-eyed murderer so I could escape.

His eyes glittered darkly at me in a way that simultaneously scared the crap out of me and made me want to throw myself on him. “Ah. Yes. A joke. I thought that is what it was.”

Distraction, girl. Don’t get caught up in a pair of pretty eyes, not when they likely belonged to a cold-blooded killer. “Um. I was just going to check and make sure  Mme. Deauxville was really dead.” I closed my eyes for a moment, aware of just how damning that sounded. “That is, I wanted to make sure she wasn’t still alive. Not that I want her to be dead, you understand. I just want to make sure that she’s not. Oh, crap, it’s all coming out wrong.”

“You want to make sure there is nothing you can do for her,” the dark man said neutrally, his voice—a sexy blend of an English accent and something that sounded vaguely Germanic to my ears—oddly flat. It sounded just the way you’d expect someone to speak if he suspected you of being a deranged killer.

“Although that really is an oxymoron. I mean, what killer isn’t deranged?”

The brilliant green eyes considered me for a moment. “Is that a rhetorical question, or do you wish for an analysis of the mind of killers?”

I groaned. “Sorry, that just kind of slipped out. Don’t you think one of us should . . . you know, check her? To make sure she’s not just gravely wounded?”

He looked back at the body. I looked, as well. “You don’t believe she’s really dead?”

I had to admit he had a point. The body was too still, the heavy silent atmosphere of the apartment (house, street, possibly the whole world) almost smothering. I knew without even thinking about it that there were only two living beings in the apartment, and the body that hung by her hands wasn’t one of them.

The man cocked his head again, then whirled around and closed the door that was still standing open. Fear flared to life with the movement. He was going to kill me! I looked around frantically for a weapon, shrieking when his hand clamped down on my arm.

“What is the matter with you? You look like you’re going to pass out.”

“Me? Nothing’s the matter with me. I’m fine. Although, now I come to think of it, I have a horrible memory problem. I can’t remember what people look like. Or sound like. Or the things they said to me, or . . . or . . . anything. So anyone who was worried about what I might have seen or heard would really have nothing to worry about at all. Because of my memory problem. It’s permanent, too.”

He gave me a long, curious look, then made an annoyed noise and let go of my arm as he squatted down to study the ash circle. “I told you I didn’t kill her. I’m not going to harm you. Your fear of me is senseless.”

What is it about scorn of any sort that makes your bravado fire up? My chin lifted at the arrogant tone in his back-to-being-sexy voice. “Yeah? Who said I was afraid of you?”

“I can smell your fear. What do you make of this?”

He gestured toward the ash circle. I glanced toward it and crossed my arms over my chest, trying to sniff the air around my armpit region without it being obvious I was doing a BO check. “It’s an ash circle, inscribed with the twelve symbols of Ashtaroth. What does fear smell like, exactly?”

He frowned at the circle but didn’t touch it. “Sexy.”

I blinked a couple of times. (Like that was going to make me think better?) “What?”

He straightened up and turned toward me, and once again I was very much aware that I was alone in an apartment with a dead woman and a mysterious man who was much too handsome for my peace of mind. “It brings out the predator in me.”

My eyes widened as he leaned toward me, his eyes a mesmerizing green that seemed to suck me into their cool depths. There was something about him that made every atom within me aware that he was a man, and I was a  woman, and there were certain fundamental differences between us that my body very much wanted to explore, regardless of the fact that he might be a murderer. “Oy.”

He nodded, the thick black of his lashes emphasizing the purity of the green irises. “And because of the masculine nature of my reaction, you feel threatened on a feminine level. Thus you make jokes as a defense when others might feel it inappropriate to do so.”

“Are you saying there’s a guy/girl thing going on between us?” Various parts of my body were pleading for just such an eventuality, but I firmly told those parts to behave themselves, and remember that the man they were lusting after was probably a murderer. “Are you saying that I’m afraid because you’re a man and I’m a woman, and not at all because we’re standing in front of a woman who was quite obviously murdered?”

His lips quirked. He looked back toward Mme. Deauxville. “No, I am not saying that. Is this circle closed or open?”

I looked down. It looked whole. “Looks closed to me. Um. Who are you?”

His gaze flickered around the room. “I might ask the same question of you.”

“You might,” I said, watching as he gave the circle a generous berth. He stopped on the other side of the body, in front of a gold-and-scarlet couch that matched the two other chairs in the room, frowning down at it. “But I asked first. So, who are you? Not that you have to tell me, but I expect the police are going to want to know, so I thought you might just want to practice your alibi on me.”

He gave me another one of his impatient looks, then reached into the breast pocket of his black leather jacket and pulled out a wallet, flipping it open to flash an official-looking identity card at me. “Drake Vireo. Interpol.”

My mouth hung open in fly-catching position for a couple of seconds before I realized it. “Interpol? The one that’s like the international Scotland Yard? You’re a detective?”

“Of a sort.” He started to close his wallet.

“Wait a minute,” I said, carefully skirting around the circle and Mme. Deauxville. “I didn’t just fall off the stupid wagon. I want to see that up close.”

He waved it toward the couch as I moved over next to him. “If the circle is still closed, how did the demon escape?”

There are times when a girl just has to have a good goggle. This was one of them. I stared, goggle-eyed. “What is it with everyone in this country, you’re all demon-obsessed or something? What demon? What are you talking about?”

He made a tch noise in the back of his throat. It expressed all sorts of annoyance and impatience, with just a smidgen of an implied eye roll. “I am asking you what happened to the demon that was summoned by whoever drew the circle. If the circle is closed, as you say it is, then it would be impossible for the demon to leave, and yet the proof is before our eyes.”

I looked at where he was pointing his wallet. Between the couch and the wall there was a black smudge on the floor, as if someone had rubbed charcoal on it. I looked at it for a moment, then back at Drake, unsure of whether he was totally and completely mad, or if I was. I decided that since I’d known him the least amount of time, he got to be it. “You’re serious, aren’t you? You really think a demon has something to do with this? I’ll admit that whoever killed Mme. Deauxville did so in a manner that makes it look like the ritual destruction of a demon, but that doesn’t mean that there was an actual demon involved.”

One glossy black eyebrow cocked. “Ritual destruction? How so?”

I gestured toward the body, pleased that all those years spent on my little hobby finally had a payoff. “The Circle of Ashtaroth beneath her feet with the twelve symbols of summoning, the way the body is hung from her hands bound behind her, and I’m willing to bet if you bend down and look at her chest, you’ll find something made of silver piercing her heart. In other words, she was murdered in the style of the first of the Three Demon Deaths, only this woman was not a demon, which really is no surprise, since demons are nothing more than fiction.”

Drake looked amused. “You don’t believe in demons?”

“I’ll take no for five hundred, Alex. Demons don’t exist outside the minds of some pretty twisted and confused people.”

His nostrils flared again. If I weren’t so convinced he was stark, staring mad, I’d have admitted to myself that he even did a nostril flare well. “Are you trying to tell me that despite the evidence before us, you do not believe that a demon was recently called to this apartment?”

I pursed my lips, slowly moving away from him. No quick movements; everyone knew that was the key to keeping dangerously mad people calm. Slow and easy was the plan. “OK, you know what? I’m going to just scoot over to the desk where the phone is and call the police. You can do your detective stuff while I’m calling.”

“I’ve already called the police. They should be here in four minutes. Why do you hesitate to tell me what happened to the demon? Did you have something to do with Aurora Deauxville’s death?”

I stopped before the desk, trying to figure out whether I could make it to the door before he grabbed me. My gaze dropped to the case sitting on the chair. Rats. I wouldn’t  be able to make it without the aquamanile. “No, I just got here. I’m a courier. I was supposed to deliver a package to her. I don’t know anything about demons or who would want Mme. Deauxville dead. But as we’re on the subject, just what are you doing here? I assume you aren’t here in a professional capacity, because if you were, the homicide squad would be here, too. So, if you didn’t kill her, you must have seen who did. She doesn’t look like she’s been dead too long.”

“She doesn’t look like she’s been dead long?”

I pointed to where Mme. Deauxville’s arms were bound behind her back. “Rigor hasn’t set in yet. If you look at the angle between her arms and her back, you’ll notice it’s closing as rigor starts to take hold. That means she’s either been dead for more than twelve hours, and rigor is wearing off, or it’s just setting in, which means she’s been dead . . . oh, maybe fifteen minutes. But I don’t have to tell you that—you’re a cop.”

“I specialize in finding lost items, not examining murder scenes,” Drake said abruptly. “How do you know so much about the stages of decomposition?”

“The Detection Channel. I’m addicted to a reality forensic medicine show on it. It’s really interesting. They do autopsies and stuff. Do you know what happens to bones left exposed to the elements?”

“Yes, they turn brown.”

“That’s right. I thought you said you didn’t work homicides?”

He scanned the room again, like he was looking for something he missed. He also totally ignored my last question, which was fine with me, because I’d rather he answered the important one. “I arrived shortly before you did, five minutes at the most. My business with her is  none of your concern. She was dead when I entered the apartment.”

“Then you must have heard me ringing the bell.”

“Yes.”

“You didn’t let me in!” I said, a wee tad bit more petulantly than I would have liked, considering he was still the number-one suspect for the murder.

He tipped his head back like he was smelling the air. “Would you have if you were in my place?”

“I suppose not. So, why were you meeting Mme. Deauxville?”

His brows pulled together in a frown as he turned to face me fully. “I think a more important question is why you insist on lying to me. You are a Guardian, and yet you deny the facts. You deny that a demon has been here. I can feel the very air soiled by its presence, yet you deny it?” He shook his head, moving slowly toward me. “Why a Guardian seeks to lie about something so simple as a demon summoning is beyond me. You will explain yourself now.”

I took a couple of steps back, toward the desk. “See, this is where you’re confused. I’m a courier—I just told you that. I don’t have any kids, my own or anyone else’s, for whom I’m acting as a guardian.”

His frown deepened. “What?”

“I’m a courier. C-o-u-r-i-e-r. It means someone who transports objects. That’s my job. At least it was. There’s no telling how Uncle Damian is going to react to my first delivery going to pot like this, but I have a feeling I shouldn’t be planning on a raise and a promotion any time soon.”

Drake moved around to the far side of the circle, his eyes puzzled as they watched me. “You smell as if you are telling the truth, but you know about the symbols of  Ashtaroth. You knew the circle was closed, and not even I can tell if a circle is open or closed. In addition, you are familiar with the rituals for destroying a demon. Only a Guardian would know such things. What game are you playing?”

I spread my hands to show him that I was innocent of whatever it was he suspected me of. “What is it with you telling me I smell? I took a shower this morning! As for the rest of what you said, I’m just trying to do my job.”

“Which is to deliver what?”

I shrugged, unwilling to tell him. Despite his badge and claims to the contrary, I didn’t know he didn’t murder Mme. Deauxville. The intriguing air of danger that surrounded him certainly made it seem possible, not to mention all that double-talk about demons and their guardians. And then there was his obsession with smelling things . . .” It’s just a small statue. Even if you’re not a homicide cop, shouldn’t you be, like, you know, examining the body and stuff?”

“I am questioning a suspect,” he said, moving toward me. The calm part of my mind enjoyed watching how he walked, a sort of powerful glide, coiled strength implied, but not obvious in his fluid movements. “A statue of what? What is it made of?”

“Metal. It’s of a creature, nothing special, nothing important,” I lied.

His head lifted again, and I could have sworn he was scenting the air. “Gold. The statue is of gold.”

I ran for the chair, just barely beating him to it. “You know what? I think I need to see your badge again. You’re not doing this questioning thing right at all. You should be asking me my name and where I’m staying and whether I knew Mme. Deauxville and stuff like that, not babbling on about demons and why someone would use  the Circle of Ashtaroth to summon one of the demon prince’s legions, and what the small, insignificant statue I brought is made of.”

“For someone who professes not to be a Guardian, you appear very learned in demon lore,” he said in sort of a low growl that sent shivers of mingled thrill and fear down my spine. With a move that was too fast for me to follow, he grabbed my arm and hauled me up to his chest, one hand clamped behind me, the other grabbing my hair and pulling my head back. “Very well. We will play this game as you demand. What is your name?”

“Aisling,” I said before I realized what I was doing. My body—traitor that it is—thoroughly enjoyed being smooshed up against him, fully aware of the long hard lines of his body. After several seconds of numbed be musement, the sane side of my mind regained control. “Hey! What do you think you’re doing? You can’t manhandle me like this! Let me go!”

“You wished for me to ask questions—I am simply granting that wish. Where are you staying?”

“The Hôtel de la Femme Sans Tête. Let go of me!”

“Not yet. Did you know Mme. Deauxville?”

“No, I told you I was a courier. Stop holding me like this, it’s not at all PC.”

“PC?”

“Politically correct. Let me go.”

His eyes narrowed on me. “A Guardian who claims she is not a Guardian, and yet who understands the steps needed to summon a demon. What a puzzle you present me. I believe it is a puzzle worth investigating.” Instead of releasing me, he buried his head in my neck and drew in a deep breath.

“What on earth are you doing?” I shrieked, beginning  to struggle in earnest despite the urge to go all girly on him.

“Memorizing your scent.”

“What?” I shrieked again, then realized that it wasn’t just my own voice that was echoing around the room—police sirens outside the windows were growing steadily louder.

Drake pulled his face out of my neck just long enough to give me a look that left my knees weak. There was something different about his beautiful green eyes. The pupils were slightly elongated rather than round, almost like a cat’s eye, but not quite as dramatic. It wasn’t just his eyes, though. It was the way he touched me, the way he spoke, the way he . . . scented me. There was something not quite human about him that had my heart racing. I understood then what he meant about my fear of him—it was definitely sexually charged, but beneath that was a baser emotion—the fear of being consumed, destroyed by a being who was much more powerful than I.

With a gentle touch that belied the threat in his voice, he tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and said, “The police are here, Aisling; thus I must bid you adieu. I do not know for what purpose you are denying the truth, but I advise you to be a bit more circumspect with the French police. They are not known for their tolerance of those who dally with the dark powers.”

He leaned forward and brushed his lips against mine, the warmth so quickly withdrawn that he was gone before I pulled my wits together.

“What? Hey! You can’t kiss me! And what do you mean to be more circumspect? What dark powers? Where are you going—? No! Stop! That’s mine!”

I lunged forward but was too late. Drake snatched up  my case and spun around, racing out the door of the apartment before I stumbled forward three steps.

Unfortunately, the three steps were directly into the circle. Instinctively I reached out to keep myself from careening into the body. What I grabbed, though, wasn’t Mme. Deauxville. It was a silver object that I suspected had been plunged into her heart, an object I hadn’t seen because of the way her body was hunched over. The cool metal slid easily out of her body as I staggered to the side, away from her. I stood staring at the weapon in my hand for one horrified moment. It was long, with a thick curved blade smeared almost to the hilt in blood. I recognized what it was from several of the texts I’d read on demon lore—it was a seax, a medieval single-bladed dagger that was commonly used in the ritual destruction of beings of a dark origin. This seax had a bone handle and appeared to be made of silver. It was said that only silver piercing a demon’s heart could destroy it . . . when coupled with the twelve words, of course.

“A real live example of one of the Demon Deaths,” I murmured, the reality of the decidedly unreal situation being driven home by the cold weight of the seax in my hand. I was just thinking about making a sketch of the arrangement of symbols so I could compare them with a book back home when noises in the hall had me gawking in surprise. A number of policemen pushed through the door, all talking at once. They stopped and looked at me in equal surprise, the look quickly turning to one of profound suspicion as they saw the dead woman next to me . . . and the bloody seax in my hand.

I sighed as I raised my hands in surrender, the police swarming forward to surround me. What was turning out to be the longest day of my life had just grown a whole lot longer.
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