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INSTALLMENT WEEK 2 

 

CHAPTER FOUR: Abra Cadaver 

 

 The light rail let us off about a mile from Santa Anita Thoroughbred Race Track.   

Races? Cool. That could be fun.  

Then Alistair informed me we were going to the track, not the actual races.  

My shoulders sagged.  

“Been a lot of dead horses here in the past year. Too many. Suspicions aroused and all that. 

We’ve been looking into it. Last week Graves sniffed out a body buried under one of the automatic hot 

walkers.” 

Graves woofed.  

“Exactly. It smelled ‘wrong’ he said. Some nasty alchemy. Races start up again tomorrow. We 

believe something will make a move tonight.”  

“Don’t you mean someone?” 

Alistair gave me a wary look and shook his head. 

Thing?  

Great.  

Wonderful. 

On race days there was a free shuttle. Today, as my luck would have it, was not a race day. We 

would have to walk. And walk and walk and walk, the San Gabriel’s at our backs.  

Being dead seemed to involve much more physical exercise than you would think. 

Shadows were long in the afternoon sun. That was when I noticed Graves shadow did not walk on 

four legs but two. 

It was the shadow of a man. Graves, presumably. 

What about Alistair?  

Stepping a little closer, I checked him out.  



Well, crap.  The faint outline of a thick, ridged tail swung behind his long legs. 

Could anyone see them or only the dead-like-me crowd? I opened my mouth to ask and then just 

as quickly shut it. There were enough mysteries in my afterlife now. 

After what felt like much farther than one measly mile, we arrived behind the grandstands. This 

was a service entrance for horses and supplies.   A wide swing gate was open and a uniformed security 

guard on duty.  

“IRS,” said Alistair flashing a shiny badge and picture I.D. at him.  

The guard took a step back. Nobody likes a surprise visit from the IRS.  

   “Irregularities in the accounting department,” Alistair explained. “We have an appointment. 

Court order.” He flipped open a white paper with a lot of words in a small font crowded together and a 

fancy seal.  

“What’s the dog for?” said the guy, giving Graves an eyeful.  

“Cadaver dog,” snapped Alistair smartly and made to walk past. 

The guard moved slightly to block his way. “Why would the IRS need a cadaver dog.”  

Alistair lowered his voice ominously, “There are always bodies,” and shoved by him.  

Once off the leash, Graves took the lead, pausing every now and then to sniff the air. No one 

challenged us. I expected a lot more hustle and bustle if the races were starting tomorrow. Closer to the 

Grandstand, about a hundred yards away, were a couple of pick-ups with horse trailers attached parked 

under skinny palms and some acacias. A group of men and women were talking. A handful of horses 

either stood, stamping the ground, and swishing their tails, or being walked or ridden. No one so much as 

looked our way.  

We followed Graves past a barn stuffed with bales of hay and around clusters of low wooden 

stable buildings painted a greenish-blue. Honestly, they looked a bit run down.  The grounds were 

churned up with dirt and worse and I picked my way carefully through the muck. 

   “Do you really have a court order?” I asked Alistair as I jumped around a pile of horse poop.  

  “Yes, for something that happened in 1974. I found it in the city archives. Took a photocopy and 

embellished with a bit of calligraphy We should be fine.” 

Graves trotted back to woof some low-voiced canine comments. 

Alistair rolled his eyes. “I know that’s the sort of the thing that got me in trouble with the Infernal 

Revenue. But it comes in handy and it’s for a good cause. I doubt they count that against me.”  

Thunder rumbled far above us.  

“Hopefully...”  

Graves loped over to one group of stable buildings, nose to the ground. He soon voiced what I 

assumed was an ‘Over here!’ bark since Alistair jogged to join him. In this part of the complex, there 



were two rows of stalls facing each other. Each stall had a swing door divided into two parts so an upper 

grill could be opened. Horses liked to hang their heads out of stall doors I seemed to remember. Some 

stalls had the upper half of the door open; others were closed. From the smell, I assumed many had horses 

inside.  

Graves jumped easily over one of the stall doors.  There was a startled whinny then all was quiet.  

Alistair and I approached and leaned over the door frame to look inside. The horse, a big 

chestnut, was backed into the corner, nostrils flared and blowing air noisily through them. He stayed 

where he was even as Alistair swung open the door and walked through.  

“Graves has put the wolf whammy on him,” explained Alistair. “He’ll stay there.” 

“Good,” I said, and I meant it. Horses are enormous. Rummaging around in what little sense of 

self I seemed to have, I felt I did not like horses. Or animals. Maybe barely even people.   

Graves paced back and forth in the smelly stall with his nose to the ground. Finally, he pounced 

on one spot and began to dig furiously. Since his paws were enormous, he made a lot of headway in a 

short time.  

I stood in the stall doorway curious but not truly caring. The question of, ‘What the hell am I 

doing at Santa Anita Racetrack with these weirdos’ seemed oddly unimportant. In fact, nothing seemed 

very important. 

It was with an odd complacency I watched as Graves uncovered a body in an advanced state of 

decomposition. The face looked as if it had melted.  

Alistair left the stall, returning with a shovel.  

Together they finished uncovering the body. 

The horse had calmed considerably and did not seem terribly upset about the grisly discovery 

either. Rather like me. Maybe Graves Wolf Whammy worked like the Fog.  

The smell was another matter entirely. 

 I pulled my tee-shirt collar up over my nose, zipped up my jacket, and pulled that up as well.  

“It’s just as Inverness thought,” Alistair said to Graves as they stared at the horrible oozing mess. 

“The corpse has been infected.” 

“Why?” I asked, moving several steps away.  

Graves barked out a long canine answer which was no help at all.  

Alistair nodded, doing an “Uh-huh, uh-huh,” thing.  

Tapping on the stall door, I said, “Translation, please.” 

“Oh, sorry, right. Graves says he saw this in Europe in the last century. A demon infects the body 

with a virus then buries it under the dirt in a horse’s stall. As the body decomposes, the virus leeches up 

through the dirt into the horses’ hooves and infects them.” 



“And?”   

Graves and Alistair exchanged troubled looks.  

“The virus breeds inside the animal. A certain type of demon feeds on the infected blood. It’s the 

only way they can eat. Feeding weakens the horse. The thing is, any horse will do.” He indicated the 

stables. “These horses are hideously expensive. Why would the demon choose such a public venue?”   

Since I had no clue and was gagging on the smell, I decided to put more distance between myself 

and the corpse.   

The big Chestnut decided I had the right idea. It trotted over to stand next to me.   

Out in the open a faint rocking rhythm drifting over the stable grounds. 

Bam, bam, BAM. Bam, bam, BAM! Boomed the base. 

“Do you hear that?” I asked the horse.  

He nickered and swiveled his head. 

Bam, bam, BAM. Bam, bam, BAM! 

Graves peeped out of the door, ears sweeping forward.  

Bam, bam, BAM. Bam, bam, BAM! 

Alistair poked his head out.  

Bam, bam, BAM. Bam, bam, BAM! 

I thought I vaguely recognized the song. “What is that? AC/DC?” 

“Are you joking?” Alistair stepped out of the paddock, his upper lip curling in scorn.  “AC/DC? 

Really? Don’t you recognize perfection when you hear it? That’s Queen! Freddie amazing Mercury! We 

will Rock You. One of the greatest rock anthems of all time!” 

“Queen. Okay. Geez, take it easy. Brain fog here. Remember? I don’t even know my last name.” 

He did not look appeased. “Some things you just don’t forget.” He appeared ready to launch into 

a lecture on the wonders of Freddie and the band. Fortunately, Graves took Alistair’s hand in his mouth 

and tugged him in the direction of the music.  

Alistair glared over his shoulder as they walked away and waggled a finger. “We shall continue 

this later,” he said. 

“No, we won’t,” I replied.  

The two of them walked to the far end of the yard. Slowly, the racehorse and I shambled behind.  

We walked to a different set of stables. No people that I could see. Here there were two rows of 

stalls on either side of a wide dirt passage open to the elements.  

Most of the stalls had the upper half open and a few horses peeked out. The big Chestnut went to 

say hello. 



Queen was rocking out of the third stall on the left. Alistair stood on one side of the door, I 

squatted low and moved to the other side. We looked over. Graves didn’t bother hiding, he popped up 

placing his front paws on the door. 

A pair of men were in the stall. Grooms, I presumed. Just regular-looking guys in jeans and plaid 

shirts. And a horse. Brown, with a black mane and tail. 

The horse was covered in sweat and standing rigidly. Tremors shook its shoulders and flanks. Its 

big eyes were rolled back until the whites showed. He, it was a he, I could see, was breathing fast and 

hard, his jaws wide, nostrils flared.  

The animal was terrified. So frightened even I felt a wave of sympathy for the beast. Which is 

saying a lot. 

One of the men had his mouth pressed to the horse’s body, right where the neck met the chest or 

whatever part of the horse that was called. He looked like he was sucking on something. 

A boom box sat nestled inside a hay net. The other guy was lip-synching and wiggling his hips to 

the Queen song while digging in the center of the stall. He’d half uncovered another decomposing body.  

Graves jumped up and over the door, snarling a challenge. Alistair, not the leaping kind of guy, 

drew back the latch and walked through, dragging me with him. 

The guy sucking on the horse pulled himself away with a nasty slurping sound that revealed a 

white stumpy tentacle protruding from his mouth. 

I tried to turn right around.  

“Steady on,” whispered Alistair, holding tight. 

The men changed. And not in a good way. Their human skin bubbled, swelling like giant blisters. 

Their clothes melted and their bodies contorted all within the span of a few seconds. They tripled in mass 

and size and the number of visible appendages, claws, and teeth.  

“What’s going on?” I squeaked. “What’s happening?” 

“Glamour. They were hiding in a glamour. Bending reality to fool humans into seeing… well, 

whatever they want.” 

One looked like a cross between a Grizzly and an octopus, complete with waving tentacles. The 

other was a grotesque mixture of a tiger and a squid. Also with tentacles.  

I did not see anything remotely glamourous in this change. Suddenly I had to go to the bathroom. 

Badly. 

 Octo-Bear and Squid-a-Puss made a trumpeting sound like a philharmonic horn section and 

charged.  



Graves launched himself at Squid-A-Puss and Octo-Bear lunged at me. At which point I slammed 

the stall door in his squishy octopus’ face. This allowed Alistair time to tackle him from behind and for 

me to remove myself to the other side of the dirt track as fast as my legs could take me. 

Wood smashed; splinters flew. Graves came tumbling out of the stall door on Squid-A-Puss’ 

back. He was holding on by his claws and ripping big, bloody chunks out of it with his teeth.  

Alistair had some sort of short truncheon in one hand and was beating Octo-Bear on its squishy 

head to little effect.  

The beast reached back with two sickly purple tentacles, wrapped them around Alistair’s legs and 

jerked him up.  It began flinging him around and around like a cowboy lasso.  

“Do...” Alistair screamed as he flew by with a whoosh.  

“...some;” he said swishing overhead on the next pass. 

“...thing!”  

“Me?” I said, pointing at myself.  

Graves yelped in pain and flew across the passage to land sprawled at my feet.  

Octo-Bear trumpeted a challenge, tentacles slapping the ground and making it shake.   

The brown horse, released from the spell or whatever had held him, took the opportunity to come 

rampaging out. He reared up at the sight of Octo-Bear landing hard on the monster’s back with his front 

hooves.  

Smack, smack, and one more smack for good measure.  

That had to hurt.  

Octo-Bear slumped to the ground letting go of Alistair in mid-spin.  He flew through the air, 

tumbling into one of the open stalls.  

The dark brown horse, now neighing maniacally, began galloping up and down the passage. The 

Chestnut, wanting to get in on the fun, joined him.  

Weren’t there security people? Or cameras or something? My mouth had gone dry, and my hands 

were shaking. If this was the fight or flight response, flight was winning.  

I stepped out into the passage intending to run as fast as my wobbly legs could carry me when the 

two horses came galloping by. I threw myself next to one of the stall doors to avoid being trampled.  

Something clamped hold of my hoodie and I screeched, spinning around and punching. Well, 

more like flailing than punching, but I did connect with something furry.  

Graves yelped.  

Oops.  

He gave me such a look.  

“What?” I said to him defiantly  



He laid his ears back and bared his teeth.  

A flash of white and I saw Squid-a-Puss launch itself in the air from the stall door, tentacles 

reaching. 

My stomach slid to my ankles and a wave of cold fear gripped me as tightly as Graves’ teeth.  

I watched it falling toward us as if in slow motion. Big squiddy eyes wide and goopy pale white 

tentacles reaching. The panicked thoroughbred and his new pal smashed into it, knocking the demon over. 

The horses proceeded to tap dance on its body with their steel-shod hooves for several seconds before 

running on.  

Good horsey! That beast could have killed me.  

While it was on its back, Graves let go of me and lunged for its throat.  

‘Wait a second,” I thought.  

Killed me.  

Death.  

What was it about death I should think about?  

Or not supposed to think about?  

I was dead. That was it.  

My stomach dropped into my socks. 

OH MY GOD. I WAS DEAD.  

Really dead. Really, really dead. I felt it with the same certainty as when I woke up in the white 

corridor in the fake Corbusier chair.  

It didn’t seem to matter then.  

It freaking mattered now.  

A shadow slid from me like a sheet of water exposing my shivering, naked body. My shoulders 

trembled and I thought I understood how the horse must have felt, transfixed with terror.  

Dead and gone. 

Gone for good. 

 “Morgan!” came a strangled cry. “Morgan!” 

I looked up. 

Octo-Bear had recovered and now had every tentacle wrapped around Alistair. Both Alistair’s 

legs were up and pressed into the thing’s face trying to keep the sucker-like mouth ringed with teeth 

away. 

“Your flashlight,” he yelled in a strangled voice. “Draw your flashlight for heaven’s sake!”  

Flashlight? Was I supposed to shine a bit of light on him being torn to pieces by a demon? 

Besides, we are already dead. How much worse could it get? 



I sniffled wetly and swiped my teary eyes with the back of my hand.  

“I’m dead,” I wailed.  

Alistair’s eyes got very wide as he and Octo-Bear tumbled by. “The Fog is lifting now? Now? 

Augh. Oh, that hurts!” He stabbed at the demon’s eyes with his truncheon but the beast walloped him on 

the head with one arm. 

 “Graves!” he screeched. “She’s having an existential crisis!” 

There was a loud bang, bang, banging coming from nearby but I didn’t care.  

Graves yelped as Squid-A-Puss pulled him off with two sets of arms and flung him into the stable 

wall.  

Several horses burst out of their stalls. Ah, that explained the banging. They had kicked open the 

stall doors.  

The horses joined their stablemates running back and forth from one end of the stable yard to the 

other. The horses didn’t seem particularly frightened, more like they were having a good time. 

Graves pulled himself out of the dirt, shaking off the impact. He briefly put one big paw on my 

leg and I swear I heard him say “Snap out of it!” 

Squid-A-Puss slapped three sticky tentacles around his middle and jerked him away. 

Should I snap out of it?  

“Awk!” Alistair yelled as Octo-Bear pulled him out of the stall and began flinging him back and 

forth on the ground with great thumps as the horses galloped around them like a gymkhana event. 

“Flashlight. Please, Morgan. Help!” 

“I’m dead!” I tried to put the wretched emptiness filling me into those two words. 

“Not dead!” He screeched back. “Better. Beyond life!”  

Graves went sailing over my head. 

 Squid-A-Puss spun around and locked its enormous watery eyes on me. It crouched, readying to 

spring. 

I’d like to say it was Alistair’s words that pushed me to action but honestly, the threat of being 

torn apart by a half tiger, half squid monster was what did it. Apparently, even the dead have survival 

instincts. 

Clumsily, I pulled the heavy flashlight off its hook and aimed it at the monster. I thumbed the 

‘on’ button just as it jumped. 

A bright flash of light exploded from it. The kickback knocked me backward into the stable wall 

and I slid down in the dirt with my legs splayed. For a moment, all I could see were bright slashes of 

light. My nose, however, was unaffected and I gagged on the choking smell of burning tires and charcoal.     



Blinking my sight into focus, I flinched at the touch of white ash drifting lazily to the ground. The 

air was filled with it. 

 Squid-a-Puss was gone.  

“Ack!”  screeched Alistair, rolling by me and out the stable doors still tangled up in the multi-

legged octopus-bear.  

The flashlight was a weapon in disguise. How clever.  

I got up and dusted my pants off. ‘Good job, Morgan,’ I thought, giving myself a mental pat on 

the back. Time to be going.  

Graves was nearby. He pulled himself up slowly looking like he’d taken one hit too many. 

Nevertheless, he limped unsteadily after Alistair and Octo-Bear. 

I trotted in the opposite direction figuring I’d done my bit and zapped the demon. 

Before I’d gotten a few stalls down, Graves came back to block my path, whining and dancing 

frantically from paw to paw. 

“Horses!” I shouted in warning. 

We flattened ourselves against the stable wall as the thoroughbreds galloped by kicking up their 

heels and tossing their tails.  

 He pawed at my yoga pants and I tried to push him away. “You two have this under control, 

right? I shall be going.” 

Graves chose to disagree with those plans. He grabbed a mouthful of my jacket and jerked. I 

jerked back. He jerked harder. Pulling me off my feet, he dragged me kicking and shouting through the 

dirt behind him. 

He was an extremely strong wolf.  

We emerged into the open beyond the stable buildings.  Alistair and Octo-Bear had not gone far. 

They were tumbling around and around in the exercise yard, bouncing from one automatic walker to the 

other.  

Graves dragged me closer. I kicked at him, swearing at the top of my voice. Thunder rumbled 

overhead and there was a flash of lightning high in the night sky.  

I tried to twist out of his grip but he tightened it just enough that his teeth broke the skin. I yelped 

in pain and swore louder. 

Lightning crackled and thunder erupted in a tympani of drum work that had my head pounding.   

Graves let go of my arm and pawed fiercely at the flashlight I’d snapped back on my belt.  

“All right, all right!” I shouted, kicking at him with both feet as I unclipped the light. “I’ll zap!” 



Easy to say, difficult, to achieve. Alistair and the Octo-Bear were tangled in a mess of tentacles, 

arms, and legs.  If I used the flashlight, there was every chance I’d zap them both. One blast poofed 

Squid-A-Puss into ash. What would happen if I hit Alistair?  

Not that I cared, I reminded myself. Right? I didn’t even know him. 

 Graves nipped me on the thigh to hurry up. 

I spun on him. “Cut it out, you motherfucker!” 

Thunder shook the ground and knocked me over.  

Hmm.  

“Motherfucker,” I said again experimentally.  

A streak of lightning smashed into the ground sending dirt and horse poop flying. 

“Oh, oh, oh,” I thought to myself. I may be dead, but I am still a clever girl. 

“God damn fucking mutt dog!” I shouted looking not at Graves but up at the sky.  

A flash crackled above us followed immediately by a deafening roll of thunder.  

Oh, yes, I got this.  

Shaking one fist, I snarled, “Shit, shit, shit! Jeezus, Joseph, and Mary damn you all to hell.” 

That did it.  

 Righteous fury rained down from the heavens. 

  The first strike split the ground beside me. 

 The second tossed Graves into the air and almost out of sight. 

And the third hit the demon holding Alistair square in the butt.  

With a scream that shattered all the windows in the storage shed just to our left and set off a 

symphony of car alarms across some distant parking lot, it let go of Alistair. 

“Get out of the god damn way Gator Guy or I will kick your mother fucking butt to hell and 

back!” I screeched. 

Alistair squeaked in reply, scrambling off on all fours in a good imitation of a crab.  

The demon charged. 

I aimed the flashlight and thumbed the button just as a streak of lightning zig- zagged out of the 

sky straight at me.  

  



 

CHAPTER FOUR: Tea and Sympathy 

 

 

“Awk,” I groaned, opening my eyes. “Will whoever is hitting me in the head with a baseball bat 

please stop?”  

I was on the hard ground, lying face up. Overhead, puffy banks of clouds blushed pink in the 

nascent glow of a brilliant SoCal sunset.  The effect looked like the background of a painting. Pastel 

clouds, pale translucent blue sky, and nauseated woman. I turned on my side and gagged into a bout of the 

dry heaves.  

Since I had thrown up all the goo in my previous two barf vests there was nothing left.  A win and 

lose at the same time. 

In addition to physical exercise, there seems to be a lot of throwing up after you are dead. 

Right.  Dead. 

My bottom lip trembled.  

I didn’t want to be dead. A nameless nobody with no memory. 

Alistair was sitting near me. Graves just behind him. The big black wolf was covered in soot, dirt, 

and horse poop. His fur was singed and there were two deep tears on his shoulder and hip. Alistair looked 

even worse.   

“Can you get to your feet?”  

“I can’t even feel my feet,” I moaned. 

“Sure you can. Just a bit of lightning. Think of it as stimulating,” Alistair’s voice was 

determinedly cheerful.  

I tried to punch him but he ducked.  

“That’s the spirit. Graves said you’d be absolute rubbish! But you weren’t. See, Graves,” he 

ruffled the wolf’s fur, “that will put some positive numbers in the ledger.” 

I glared at Graves and he narrowed his dark eyes right back at me.  

One of the thoroughbreds walked by, stopping to sniff the wolfs’ head before moving on. Two 

others were pulling mouthfuls of hay from bales in the barn. Another was rolling in the dirt having a dust 

bath. The stable yard seemed awfully quiet considering the recent combination of demonic and 

atmospheric mayhem and I said so. 

“Demons had dampers buried around the back stables.” He paused looking toward the stables and 

gates. “When demons want some privacy, they activate them.  Humans are temporarily deaf, dumb, and 



blind to what’s going on right in front of their faces. Now that the demons are dead, the dampers will 

quickly bleed away. Security will be here soon enough. We should go.”  

He slipped his hands under my armpits and lifted. “You’ll feel better once you start moving.” 

“I’m dead,” I whined. “How do you feel better from dead?”  

“Not dead, beyond life.” He said cheerfully. “It’s not so bad once you get used to it.”   

I sniffled again, weaving unsteadily. The baseball bat was still hammering away and my feet were 

quickly going from numb to painful pins and needles.  

I leaned over and whacked Graves on his furry head, much to his surprise. “That’s for biting me, 

mutt. Twice.”  

Graves curled his lip over his fangs. 

Putting a hand on my flashlight I said, “Bring it!”  

Getting slowly to his feet, he turned and limped away.  

There. I felt a little better. Nothing like threatening others to raise your spirits. 

The three of us walked back the way we had come kicking up dust as we dragged our feet and 

paws. Alistair had to keep shooing the Chestnut away since it had decided we were all friends now and 

wanted to follow. 

Alistair kept one steadying hand on my elbow as we walked. 

“Bad time for the Fog to lift, I know.” 

Graves woofed.  

“Yes, you’re right. When is there a good time? That overwhelming sadness and sense of loss, 

well...” he paused with a deep sigh.  

I did not like the sound of that. “Well what?” I demanded. “Well...it gets better? Well... we’ve all 

been there, just give yourself a couple of days. Define well.” 

He raised his eyebrows, “Um, no it doesn’t get better and you will always feel that terrible sense 

of loss.” 

Graves bit him on the ankle.  

“Ow!” Yelped Alistair shoving the wolf away. “What? She asked.”  

I felt like biting him as well. Biting something. 

Alistair called in some sort of coded response to the police, telling them where the bodies were. 

Graves woofed. 

“Yes, I know. I don’t think this is the end of it.”  

Sighing I asked, “Why? Just how many Squid-a-Puss and Octo-Bears are there in greater LA?”  

“Oh, what clever names,” he clapped his hands. “Octo-Bear. I like that. Well done.” 



Graves woofed and then woofed some more as we walked. Our new friend, the big chestnut had 

rejoined us and was happily clip-clopping behind.  

Alistair translated saying these sorts of demons feed on the contaminated blood of the infected 

horse. The infection weakens the animal’s heart and lungs. Eventually, they collapse and are put down.  

“Graves thinks they move from racecourse to racecourse. Round and round. Horses die on 

racecourses all the time.” 

Graves barked.  

“Yes, generally not quite this many. Our partner, Inverness, felt there was a deeper game afoot. 

Money from betting or perhaps insurance fraud at the root. That would explain the demons choosing 

racehorses instead of a pony farm.”   

“And the murders,” I felt obliged to point out. “They murder people and bury them in the stable.”  

“I doubt anyone finds out about those. The body dissolves into the ground at a rapid rate. The 

only reason we found it was because of Graves’ nose.” 

The wolf wagged his tail.  

“Don’t people notice they’re missing? The victims.”  

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. People disappear at an alarming rate in this country. Around 600,000 go 

missing in the United States every year.” 

My heart lurched. “That’s not possible.” 

“I assure you it is. Will you go away!” Alistair flapped his arms at the Chestnut. The horse 

snorted and tried to nuzzle his hair. 

“But surely some of them are found?” I said, putting a hand on his sleeve. There was a note of 

pleading in my voice. I didn’t care. 

“What part of missing is unclear?” said Alistair trying to physically shove the horse away as it 

danced playfully around him. “If they were found, the statistic would reflect that. Most of them are 

probably dead. Murdered. It is quite an epidemic. Look it up. Go away, beast!” 

My breath caught in my throat.   

Dead. 

Like me. 

I gasped and swallowed convulsively. 

The Chestnut came and nibbled my head with his wide, soft mouth. I reached up and he stood still 

as I hugged his neck.  

Was my body found? Did people notice I was gone? Or was I one of those random 600,000 

missing persons? Lost forever. 



Alistair and Graves walked ahead. I wiped my eyes and nose on my sleeve, patted the horse, and 

did the same. 

By the time we arrived at the gate, the guard was no longer there and sirens wailed in the distance 

— a lot of sirens. 

The horse wanted to come with us and we had to crawl under the bar to keep him from pushing 

through. He pawed the ground with his hooves and whinnied until we were out of sight.  

Alistair took my arm like some Victorian gentleman and I was too depressed to shove him away.  

“Come on. I know just the thing for Fog-lifting blues. Let’s get some Bubble Tea. There’s a place 

on our way back to the station.”  

“Tea?” I sneered. “After a day like today? Jeezus, Joseph...” 

He clapped a hand over my mouth as a massive cloud swooped over our heads.  

I held up my hand, waving that he’d made his point. He let go.  

“What I need,” I continued, “is to drink like a Russian Bureaucrat. Vodka. Neat. Many shots in 

quick succession.”   

“First Bubble Tea. Just come on. You’ll understand soon.” 

There was indeed a tapioca drink place on the way back to the station. A little urban oasis all 

black and woody with large plastic signs of oversized milky drinks dripping with condensation and 

Chinese names. 

We brushed as much dirt and muck off ourselves as we could until we were marginally 

presentable. Emphasis on marginally.  

Alistair ordered a large pineapple and coconut for Graves and a mango-orange mix for himself. 

Maybe it was the Fog, maybe it was a concussion, but I couldn’t choose and I started to cry. This upset 

the skinny, tattoo-covered Bubble Tea girl with the green streak in her hair behind the counter.  

“She’s had a rough day,” Alistair explained. “Let’s get her a strawberry yogurt tea. Strawberry is 

always a cheerful fruit.”  

The girl smiled and patted my shoulder, “Very cheerful.”  

Graves took my hand in his mouth and pulled me outside. A couple of tables under the shade of a 

silky acacia filled up the tiny terrace. Twilight lingered and the sky still blushed pink and orange. 

Sparrows hopped here and there under the tables. What they thought they’d find at a tapioca place I 

wasn’t sure. One tapioca ball alone would choke them.  

Choke. 

Did I choke? 

I swiped at my eyes with my sleeve and sniffled. “Do you know how you died?” 

Graves turned his big brown eyes on me. He was so large, his head was level with mine as we sat.  



His ears flicked forward and he nodded. 

“Will I?” 

He cocked his head to one side and mumbled something in wolf. I wasn’t sure what his answer 

was. Maybe that was for the better. 

Alistair brought out three oversized drinks in orange, pink, and milky white. The dark tapioca 

balls filled the cups halfway up. 

“Those have to be a thousand calories each,” I declared. “That’s like an entire day’s worth!” 

Graves gave me an incredulous look. Wolves have surprisingly expressive features. His look 

seemed to say, “That’s what you’re worried about?” 

 I sniffled and took a napkin off the tray to wipe my nose. “You have a point.” 

Alistair poured Graves banana-coconut into a stainless-steel bowl provided by the counter girl. 

“You’ll feel better after a drink, believe me,” Alistair urged, handing me the creamy pink 

confection. 

I took a sip, savoring the tart sweetness of the strawberries and chewing on a couple of tapioca 

balls.  

Graves lapped his with enthusiasm. As I watched, the ragged cuts on his hip and leg began to 

disappear. Erased. Inch by inch.  Halfway through, he paused to lick his fur over what had been bloody 

wounds.         

Nudging him with my foot, I waggled my hands over his hip. Ignoring me, he returned to 

enthusiastically finish his bubble tea.  

His skin rippled in tiny waves as he drank, the fur turning smooth and glossy. Muck, blood, 

squid, and octopus goo flaked off onto the wooden deck. With a last lick and a contented sigh, Graves 

settled on the terrace, resting his chin on his paws.  

   Cutting my eyes to Alistair I blew out a deep breath. What the heck?  The cuts and scrapes on 

his face were now gone as well. The skin smooth.  

   Grabbing a handful of his coat and making him choke on a mouthful of tapioca, I yanked him 

close. “Okay, spill Gator Guy. What’s with the magic bubble drinks?” 

Once he finished choking, he said, “Elixir. Healing,” he paused to cough. “Awk, will you let go! 

Why are you so violent? 

Loosening my hold but keeping him in a steely gaze, I expressed my disbelief with an eloquent 

snort.  

   “No, it’s true. All Earthbound spirits, that’s us, benefit from Bubble Tea and a few other food 

and drink items. They repair the damage we take in pursuing our assignments. We’re not immortal in the 

exact sense of the word.” 



“We’re dead! What could hurt us?” 

“A lot of things. You will be surprised at precisely how dangerous the supernatural world can be 

to spirits.” 

Graves howled a mournful note, making me jump.  

“Yes, Inverness,” said Alastair.  

I opened my mouth to say something else and Alistair lifted my drink and put the straw in it. 

“Enough. Drink and believe.”  

With a dismissive shrug, I slowly drank the tea. It was super tasty, I can’t lie. God, the calories. 

But I drank anyway and as I did, the baseball bat stopped banging me on the head. Aches and pains 

melted away.   

“I’ll be double damned.” 

Thunder rumbled and the Bubble Tea girl stepped out the door to stare at the sky.  

“Oops,” I said.  

 Graves and Alistair looked at me anxiously.  

I held up one hand, “Peace,” and returned to my Bubble Tea. I felt better. Maybe Alistair was 

right; Strawberry is a cheerful fruit.   

Our steps were much lighter when we left the shop and walked to the station.  

Onboard the light rail car, everyone once again cleared the area around us after one good look at 

Graves. All except a small girl who twisted away from her father and ran directly at him.  

There was a collective gasp of horror as she threw her pudgy arms as far as they could reach 

around the giant wolf. Gasps were followed by relieved sighs when Graves delicately licked her head and 

cheeks and wagged his tail in a recognizably doggy way. 

I fell more than sat on one of the empty seats. Alistair and Graves faced me. I had a lot of 

questions. Like: ‘Was this a typical day?” And, “Do demons always explode.” You know, regular first-

day-on-the-job stuff.  

Instead, I led with, “Forgive my ignorance, but are cats and owls required to ride in the luggage 

rack on the Light Rail?”  

Graves’ ears perked up and Alistair’s brows drew together. “Whatever do you mean? Cats and 

owls?” 

I pointed to the other side of the car.  Both swiveled around. 

Alistair’s hissed in a very good imitation of a snake. Graves, who’d been sprawled on the carriage 

floor, popped up on all fours, his black fur standing on end. 

 An enormous black cat sat neatly tucked into the luggage rack, a long tail wrapped around its 

front paws. Next to the cat was a tawny owl with enormous eyes. Both creatures stared down at us.  



   “Greetings, Earthbound,” said the cat in a deep voice.  

Alistair nervously cleared his throat, looking first at Graves then up again at the two creatures.  

“Greetings, Ajax, Orin. To what...that is why...I mean...” 

Graves nipped Alistair’s calf.  

“Ouch! What do you want?”  

“Who’s the new girl?” asked the cat.  

I’m not usually at a loss for words but being addressed by a cat was a disconcerting experience. 

All I could do was stare.  

“She’s our new weapons person.” 

“What happened to Inverness?” asked the cat. 

Alistair’s face went white and Graves tail drooped. 

I looked around wondering what the other passengers thought of this conversation. Except for the 

expected whispering about Graves, no one seemed to be paying any attention at all.  

“Oh,” said the cat coolly. “Bad luck.”  

The owl hooted. 

“Yes, well. Our master wishes to speak with you. Midnight. At the Arboretum. Be down by the 

lake.”  

   We pulled into the next station and the doors opened. The cat jumped on the owl, the bird 

spread its wings, swooped out the door, and flew away.   

“Does that happen often on public transportation?” I asked.   

Alistair sat down heavily beside me. “More than it should,” he said in a mournful voice. 

Graves mumbled and grumbled something in wolf.  

“I know, I know. Why would their master want to see us?” 

   The way he said ‘us’ made me suspicious. “Why wouldn’t the cat’s master want to talk to 

you?” There’s something I never thought I’d say.  

“He should ask for Veronica and Raoul. Their office is downtown.” 

“Why?” 

“Why are they downtown?” 

I whacked him on the shoulder, “No. Why should the cat want Ralph.” 

“Raoul.” 

“Whoever.” 

“The cat’s master is Bethel.” He moved his hand above his head, “Up here sort of demon. We 

deal with,” he moved his hand level with his knee, “down here sort of demons. Veronica and Raoul get 

the high-profile cases.”  



   A nasty suspicious blossomed, “You mean we’re the ‘B’ team?”  

Graves woofed a canine chuckle.  

“Not even close,” said Alistair.  

 

TO BE CONTINUED… 
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