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WARNING
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Prologue

New York City, 2022
“NO. Damn it, Kalili, we don’t have to answer any of these stupid fucking requests!”
I tried not to sigh. When Faith was in one of her moods, there was no persuading her. But in over a millennium, I hadn’t given up trying, and I wasn’t going to stop now.
“Sweetheart,” I started in my most dulcet tones.
“No, Kal. I know what you’re trying to do, and why. And I’ll even agree that maybe, just maybe, there’s a point to the bookkeepers Below asking for a formal record of our first weeks together. But now?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Why now? Don’t you find it a little suspicious?”
“I find everything Luci does suspicious,” I answered. “Father of Lies, and he earned the title. But if not now, when?”
I swept my arm around the penthouse. Evidence of our recent occupations littered every surface. Being immortal, we’d had plenty enough time to find what we liked, practice it, master it, and get bored.
We were recycling hobbies now.
It was that or take an active role in the administration of the cosmos, and neither of us were overly interested. Don’t get me started on the paperwork involved!
All of which meant we had plenty of time on our hands.
Faith pursed her lips and exhaled.
“Fine. But you’re doing it.”
“Why me?” I protested.
Faith walked to me and put her arms over my shoulders. My arms went about her middle, almost of their own volition.
“First, because you’re so much better at bureaucratic bullshit than I am.”
She leaned in and kissed my neck, pulling ever so gently with her teeth.
“Second, because you remember it better than I do. I was pretty dazed for most of that first couple of weeks. You know, wide-eyed and petrified?”
Faith stretched so her lips brushed my earlobe, and I shivered.
“Third, you still owe me.”
I pulled back a few inches. “For what?”
“You want a list, or do you trust me?”
Damn. She had me there.
“I trust you, my arima bikia.” As always, when I used the celestial phrase for soulmate, our taaqats connected and we were One. It was a fraction of a second, but it was eternity.
“I know.” Her voice was whisper soft.
“I’ll get started on it.” I tried to pull away, but Faith’s arms locked behind my neck.
“Not so fast, Kalili. I saw those wicked, wicked thoughts.”
She grinned, and I grinned back.
“And?” I asked.
“And I have some improvements on them.”
Fuck it. Paperwork could wait.
Faith came first.
Well, not always.
But that’s another part of the story.




When In Rome…

Rome
952 AD
I was bored.
“Harder, Octavianus!” I said, and if my voice didn’t carry the expected passion, well, my teenage lover didn’t notice.
“That’s right, oh, yes!”
I suppressed a yawn, then let it out anyway.
Not like he’s going to see.
Octavianus was behind me, thrusting for all he was worth, my skirt tossed onto my back.
I hope he finishes soon.
My mind wandered. Demons weren’t supposed to be bored. At least, Below would have me believe that. I wasn’t entirely sure.
The problem? Immortality.
Demons are eternal, unless someone kills us. Tough to do, yes, but possible. Too many people equate “immortal” with “invulnerable”, but that’s not accurate.
The point is, unless stopped, we keep going.
And the same is true for angels, in case you were wondering.
It makes sense. We come from the same stock. Created simultaneously and set loose in the universe. And don’t believe the bullshit about demons being angels that fell. The original immortals, greater demons like me? Lucifer created us to oppose the Head Office.
All part of the fucked up ineffable plan.
And that wasn’t particularly relevant at that moment, except it made living through each day Earthside tedious in the extreme.
Having an unfamiliar task would have helped.
No such luck.
My assignment was to seduce one of a half-dozen prospective Popes.
Been there, done that. This century, even.
“Sway him from his religious beliefs into a life of sin, then use your powers to shorten his life before he can resume a path which will lead him to chastity.”
Blah, blah, blah.
What made this one worse was that Below hadn’t done their research.
As usual.
Octavianus, son of Alberic II of Spoletto, was anything but chaste when I entered his life.
So much for swaying him.
But I was stuck with the task.
Frankly, I didn’t see the point. A corrupt pope or cardinal would be immeasurably more valuable to Below than one who failed to be selected and died.
Eh. What did I know?
He grunted at an especially hard thrust, and for a split second I hoped he was coming. He resumed his pounding, dashing my hopes.
If I was human, I’d be sore in the morning.
I wriggled, hoping the additional stimulation would speed the process.
A minute later, he was still going strong. Time for me to play dirty.
“Don’t stop, Van,” I moaned. “Right there, don’t stop, don’t stop!”
Two thrusts later, Octavianus let out an impassioned groan and came.
Finally.
“Oh, lover, that was so good.”
I didn’t know if he heard me and didn’t care. He pulled out of me and slapped my ass.
“You’re a good fuck, Dora.”
For this assignment, I was Theodora, not Kalili, proving someone Below had a really crappy sense of humor. “Beloved of God” indeed!
“You are a magnificent lover, Octavianus.” I stood, allowing the fabric to fall over my legs. I’d clean up when I returned to my chambers.
At least you don’t take much of my time.
He waved a hand in dismissal, and I fled.
First stop, bath. Then what? I don’t know.
Which brought me full circle.
I was bored.
I didn’t lack for work. Rome was a cesspit of debauchery, and the closer you got to seats of power, the worse the stench.
Which was good for me and my companions. There were dozens of demons, succubi, and incubi in Rome this spring. Agapetus II was ill again, and the jockeying for his successor had resumed. Which meant corruption season was in full swing.
But it was deathly dull.
Especially for a demon who had been around since the beginning of so-called civilization.
“Oh, bless it all!” I cursed.
“Problems, Kalili?” came a greasy voice behind me.
He thought he was oh-so-sneaky, but I had picked up on his aura and didn’t show my surprise when he spoke.
“No, Coronatus.”
Coronatus pouted.
He was an imp. Think of him as a demonic secretary and you wouldn’t be far off. As the senior demon on this assignment, he was mine, tasked with keeping appointments and handling everyone’s schedules.
Did you know Hell invented paperwork?
Original in triplicate was one of their proudest moments.
And imps were masters of minutiae.
He was a pain in my ass.
Like other immortals, Cor could make himself invisible. Unlike demons and angels, he couldn’t make himself insubstantial, so while I could walk through walls if I wanted, he had to find doors. Not saying I ever took advantage of this.
“Finished so soon? Did he commit to marrying you?” That was my plan. Get Van, the most likely of the prospects, to marry me. He was already corrupt, but a married cardinal would be challenged to become pope.
But I’d only been working this angle for a few weeks, far too little time for any results, and Coronatus knew it. He was asking me just to be a prick.
Fine. I could be a prick too, even without shapeshifting.
I passed through the door without him and smirked until he caught up.
“No, he fucked me and I left. He was already thinking about lunch and the serving boy. Not exactly the right time to ask. Besides, with his cum dripping down my leg, I didn’t think it was quite romantic enough.”
Demons and angels are touch-telepaths. When we’re in contact with a human, or another immortal of equal or lower status, we can read their mind. It made my job easier, as it did for the succubi. But eww.
“Do you have an estimated date, Kalili?” He was persistent.
“No, I don’t, and you can tell Below to stop asking me.” I was feeling pressure because according to my orders? This was supposed to be a straightforward job. Again, they didn’t do their research. If they had, they would have known that the potential of a papacy was enough of a lure to keep most mortals from taking a permanent entanglement, no matter how tempting. And while I had an outstanding track record, I wasn’t infallible.
“I’ll pass it along.” Cor made a notation on the slate tablet. “Did you know there’s a new angel in town?”
“I’d heard,” I said. Angels came and went like cockroaches. I paid them as little attention.
“And she’s assigned to watch you.”
I yawned. Entirely staged. There was always an angel watching me.
No, it’s not ego.
I was a very senior demon. Sure, there were older demons, and higher-ranking ones, but I’d been on Earth continuously for six millennia, and had been there and done that. It was a rare assignment I didn’t have one angel or another looking over my shoulder and trying to screw with me. I would be more surprised if I didn’t have an angel I had to dodge.
“And she’s got permission to kill you.”
I walked into the wall.
“Fuck! Ow! What did you say?” I rubbed my injured shoulder.
“My source says she’s ordered to kill you.”
This was unusual.
Hugely so.
There was an unwritten détente between the two sides. Demons didn’t kill angels, and angels didn’t kill demons. Inconvenience? Absolutely. Interfere? Definitely. Injure? Sure, if we thought we could get away with it. But kill?
No!
As I said, we were immortal, but not invulnerable. A human could kill our bodies if they got lucky. Poison didn’t work on us, neither did drowning nor smothering. Enough damage and we’d die, like a beheading, or multiple stab wounds, shit like that. Unfortunately for them, that was little more than an irritating bunch of paperwork. We’d come back eventually and get our revenge.
Demons couldn’t kill other demons. Not permanently.
I didn’t know if angels could kill angels. I’d never cared enough to ask.
Only a demon could kill an angel forever.
And vice versa.
The last demon killed by an angel was Gard, just over two centuries earlier. In fairness to the angel, it was totally justified. He’d gone rogue, chopping wings off angels whenever he could. Which was totally what we did, but there wasn’t any provocation. The bosses worried that he’d escalate the Celestial War all on his own. Below had tried to stop him, to no avail, and so they’d quietly let it be known that he was fair game, no longer protected.
That was the only one this millennium.
“Why? When?”
Cor shrugged. “Don’t know. Do you want me to find out?”
I smacked his shoulder. “Yes!”
He smirked at me. “What’s in it for me?”
I didn’t have time for this. If an angel was searching for me, I needed information now, not later.
“Besides your continued existence?”
“You can’t kill me.” Which wasn’t quite true. I could, but Below would issue him a new body and send him back to pester me. Then there was the paperwork, and probably a reprimand to go with it. To top it off, he’d be even more annoying when he returned.
This, I knew from hard-earned experience.
“A weekend off.”
“A week.”
“Three days.”
“Four.”
“Deal.” I cursed myself inwardly. I shouldn’t have negotiated downward, but it was a habit. A week free of him? Bliss! “After I get the information.”
“Agreed.” He stopped, forcing me to stop with him. “Sign.”
“You don’t trust me?” I was already reaching for the contract. An imp trusting a demon? Not likely. He snatched it back as soon as I’d made my mark and turned to walk away.
“Hey!”
“What?”
“Who is it? Do we know her?”
He shook his greasy black hair at me.
“No. At least I don’t know her.”
“Does she have a name?”
“Faith.” Cor walked off. I wasn’t getting any more from him today.
“Faith.”




Octavianus, Your Timing Sucks

I laid low for the rest of the day, ditching Octavianus and his return engagement. I was supposed to find him for an afternoon session, probably a suck-and-fuck, but suddenly staying alive seemed far more important. There might be repercussions for distancing myself from my target, but if I was dead?
With Cor off on errands and investigating, I was cut off from my usual source of information. Anathia, a succubus who was playing the role of my servant, didn’t have the same connections as Cor.
I sent her off anyway.
What choice did I have?
I needed information; I needed it now, and she was better than nobody.
Specifically, I needed to know why I was on the Head Office’s “Better Off Dead” list?
What had I done, if anything, or was this a larger offensive aimed at Below?
Who was Faith? Did anyone know her?
And how the fuck was I going to keep myself intact?
I paced my room while I tried to think, muttering as I did so.
“It’s got to be attached to my assignment. That means Van is more important than I think, but why? He’s a teenager! What else could it be? Is there anything? Think, Kal, think! What?” I snapped, hearing a sound and assuming it to be Anathia.
“Who is Kal?”
Shit. Octavianus.
I spun and pasted a smile on my face.
“Van!” I said in the brightest tone I could manage.
“Who is Kal?” he repeated with a hint of menace. Teenage humans were always prone to jealousy, whether male or female.
“Kal?” Maybe I could play dumb. He certainly was.
“Kal. Is this another lover?” His hand dropped to the knife he always wore.
“Oh, no, there’s nobody else!” Much as it galled me, I told him the truth, and I hoped he could hear it. “I was just talking to myself. It’s, ah, Arabic. Another way to say “think.” “
Maybe it was lame, but it was the best I could come up with on short notice.
Fortunately, Octavianus’s education was as spotty as his face.
“Kal. Hmm. ‘Kal, you idiot!’ I like it.” He smiled, but then it faded. “Where were you earlier?”
I’d prepared for this question.
“I’m sorry. I had a headache. I sent Coronatus to tell you. Did he not? I’ll have him beaten.”
“No, he didn’t. And I will have him killed for failing to pass along your message!” Typically dramatic teenage shit, all bluster and no substance. He was no more likely to set anyone to kill Cor than he was to stop seeing me.
I knew what he wanted to hear, so I said it.
“As you wish.”
He seemed mollified, and I started thinking again. The only reason an angel would be assigned to kill me was if Van was important. If he was important, she’d be keeping track of him and his movements. If she were tracking him, she’d follow him…
Here!
Fuck.
I had to get him out of here, and fast. She could appear any moment!
And an angel wouldn’t hesitate to attack a demon, even in front of a human, no matter the harm it might do to their fragile brain.
I didn’t care about the potential damage to Octavianus’s worldview, but I didn’t need him getting in my way if I had to fight for my life. He had to go, and the best way to do that was to give him what he wanted. At the very least, I had to get him to stop thinking.
The surest way to shut off his brain?
Send the blood to his other head.
I closed the gap between us and ran my hands along his legs. He was properly dressed, a tunic that ran down to mid-thigh and hose, but he never fastened the hose correctly. It was a simple matter for my hands to creep over the top and find his cock, already half-erect in anticipation.
Or perhaps just the normal teenage hormones.
Either way, I could work with it.
“Oh, Van,” I purred. “You brought me a gift. How thoughtful!”
I grasped him and pushed the skin back from his head to make sure he knew exactly what I meant.
“What shall I do?” I mused, stroking him. One of his few agreeable traits was his almost instant readiness.
“Perhaps you want me to do this?” I let my fingers trace his head, feeling the sensations blot any suspicious from his mind. My other hand cupped him and stroked underneath.
“Or shall I…?” I let the sentence trail off as I sank to my knees. I grasped his shaft through his tunic with my teeth and breathed. Through my touch, I felt him respond. “Yes, Van?”
“Yes,” he agreed.
I chuckled throatily, using one hand to move the tunic out of my way. In the weeks I had been his lover, he had never once said no to my sucking him.
Without another word, I took his cock into my mouth, caressing the length with my tongue. I knew what he liked, what he wanted, what he needed from me. Right now, he needed me to be subservient, to take what he gave, so I allowed him to set the pace. Encouraged by my actions, of course.
He placed his hands on the back of my head and pressed me into him. I took his length without difficulty and permitted him to guide me. It didn’t take long before his body tensed in anticipation. I moaned, knowing what he’d feel, and then received what I’d expected. He filled my mouth, and I swallowed, thinking I’d need wine and quickly.
When I’d cleaned the last drops from him, he withdrew his hands.
“That’s for missing this afternoon,” he said, trying for gruff and missing by a lifetime.
“It was?” I simpered. “Perhaps I should miss more often.”
It’s a damn sight easier and faster than taking you to bed!
“Perhaps.” He lifted me to my feet. If he’d had a chance, he might have been a decent person. Flashes of the man he could have become showed occasionally.
It was almost a pity.
“Tonight. Here. Don’t be late.” He stared into my eyes.
I dropped my gaze to the floor. “I won’t.”
He left, and I found a bottle and drank from the neck.
Yuck. He needed more fruit in his diet and less garlic.
With Van handled for now, I could return to the more pressing issue of a murderous angel.
If this Faith was hunting me, then it was at the explicit direction of Head Office. Angels simply didn’t take the initiative like that.
They could act to thwart a demon when we were sloppy enough to be noticed. But escalating to violence?
Only on orders.
And I was back to the beginning.
I was a pain in the ass, yes, but I wasn’t high enough in the lowerarchy to make a difference if they took me off the board.
It was infuriating!
I didn’t even have a description of this angel, so I couldn’t watch out for her.
Anathia, where the fuck were you?
Angels couldn’t change their forms, so if she was female, she’d appear female. Or rather, they could, since they were the same stock as demons, and we could. But the Head Office had rules against it, and those pricky-shit, goody-two-shoes, do-gooders wouldn’t dare break a rule.
Pussies.
But there were dozens of women who worked at the palace on the Via Lata, and I only knew a few of them by sight.
If she were smart – and having an Earthside assignment suggested she was - she’d be hiding her aura, so I couldn’t reliably spot her that way.
Damn and blast.
I dropped onto a couch with a thump.
This sucked.
I continued this unprofitable line of thought for some time until I realized the afternoon had slipped away. I barely had enough time to change for the evening meal. It wouldn’t do to be late, but I couldn’t arrive in my comfortable clothes. In the end, I shapeshifted a new outfit into existence and the appropriate makeup and hairdo. It cost me taaqat, celestial energy, but it was my own damn fault.
I zombied my way through dinner, putting my body on automatic and going through the motions of polite conversation. Every sense was on alert, seeking the slightest trace of her aura, the holier-than-thou stench that the angels couldn’t help but generate.
Nothing.
I realized I might have been a bit too distracted when one of Octavianus’s cronies took my hand and tried to lead me from the room.
“Get off!”
I might have screamed it. Maybe. That would explain why everyone went silent.
“Theodora.” He used that tone. You know the one.
The “let’s not make a fuss” tone always set my teeth on edge. Still does. Just shows how little things change.
He tugged on my hand, expecting me to follow.
I slapped him.
“You said you would!” he said, rubbing his cheek. I didn’t have to be psychic to know what he meant, and while normally I wouldn’t mind draining a few months from his life? I really didn’t have time today, and no interest.
Still, every eye in the hall was on us now. I did not need to be the center of attention.
I needed time to regroup, so I temporized. “I didn’t mean tonight.”
“That’s not what you said a moment ago.”
“Dionisio.” I remembered his name. “I misunderstood. I’m sorry.”
I sidled close to him and took his hands in mine. “But I’ll make it up to you tomorrow. I promise.”
The promise of a demon is worth the parchment it’s written on, but he believed me. I felt it and had a flashing image of what he intended to do with me.
It was definitely sinful and would subtract at least two months from his life.
“I will come for you at dinner.” He bowed over my hand before I released him.
“Until tomorrow.” I put as much desire into my voice as I could, enhanced by my reputation as Octavianus’s favorite, and he finally left.
I’d had enough as well and retreated to my rooms. Maybe Anathia had returned with information.
But when I arrived, Anathia was still missing, and I snarled curses. Of course, I’d forgotten to give her a deadline. While she wouldn’t not bring me the information, eventually, she probably wouldn’t put any urgency on it. And if she could drain some life from her sources? She’d probably see it as a win-win.
I was so busy considering my next moves I failed to notice the figure emerge from my bedchamber until she cleared her throat.
Fuck me.
It was the angel.
“Demon.”
She was glowing. One of those stupid parlor tricks the Head Office bestows upon their feckless minions to create a sense of awe in the unaware. I could see it for what it was, and see through it.
Faith was in full regalia. Short white tunic, loosely belted with a golden rope, sandals, a gladius to do the deed, and wings.
Yeah, wings.
I wasn’t sure why. If she was trying to impress me, there were other ways to do it. Intimidate me? Unlikely, since I had a pair just as wide.
Then I saw her, under the glitz and glamour.
She was tall, nearly as tall as me, blonde where I was red, lithe and lean, with skin the color of honeyed oak. Her eyes were copper-colored, blazing with righteous fury. But it was her lips that caught me, lips pressed together in anger and determination, lips I wanted nothing more than to kiss.
What the Hell was wrong with me?
“Kalili, Demon of the Pit.”
Her harsh tone jerked me out of the hormone-induced haze.
I knew what she was doing. It was their idiotic rules again. She couldn’t strike me down immediately. She had to pronounce the sentence against me and give me an opportunity to depart. But something was off, and when I thought about it, I realized what it was.
Her voice was hard, but it was brittle, unsure.
This angel wasn’t familiar with Earth, or demons, and only had her training and instructions to go on. I was in with a chance.
“You have sinned against the Way and the Order. Your existence is forfeit. But We are merciful, and if you flee this world, never to return, We will postpone your judgment until the End Times.”
I knew what she was saying, and I should have been running.
I couldn’t. Her voice was captivating, melodious despite the dire threats it carried.
What was I thinking?
I didn’t know. But I wasn’t moving, not as long as she was speaking, even though she was talking about my death.
She stopped, reaching the end of her memorized speech, and I realized she was terrified! My brain turned on again, and I shook off the lethargy of the past minute.
“Hey, hold on,” I said, and I smiled as winningly as I knew how. “Can we talk about this? Isn’t there supposed to be a trial?”
“We have judged you.” She took a step toward me.
That didn’t sound right. Yes, demons were guilty
“By whom?” I demanded, and she stopped.
“What?” She sounded puzzled.
“Who judged me?”
She responded with a question. “Demon, who are you to doubt me?”
I shuffled away from her, thinking furiously. “Who are you to be executing a sentence?”
“I am Faith, of–”
I cut her off, putting as much scorn into my voice as I could.
“I don’t care what angelic choir group you belong to, Faith. Who told you to kill me?”
“I, what?” She shook her head to clear it of the confusion I had planted. “We have judged you.”
“You said that. Who? Where’s my notice? You can’t try me without telling me I’m on trial. It’s part of your rules.”
It was. Hell may have invented bureaucracy and paperwork, but the Head Office adopted it pretty damn fast, and they were even more rule-bound than we were. At least demons always knew to look for loopholes, and negotiate, and try any of a thousand tricks.
Angels followed the letter of the command.
Maybe I could use that against her. It seemed to work so far.
“Listen, Faith.” I kept edging toward my desk. I kept a dagger hidden under the parchments, and if I couldn’t talk her out of this fool’s errand, well…
“I’m not going to argue the case, because I don’t know anything about it! I’m supposed to, right? I have to have my day in court, my chance to answer? So why don’t you go find out what happened, and maybe we can get this all cleared up?”
I saw the doubt. I’d won a reprieve, even if she didn’t know it yet.
“Seriously, Faith. I know we’re not friends. We just met, but I know your side follows the rules.”
“Because you don’t!” she bellowed.
“We get creative,” I admitted. “But killing me is a pretty drastic step, don’t you think?”
“I—yes, it is.” The tip of the gladius, which had pointed at me, drooped.
“Good. Then go get your little piece of parchment, or your archangel, or someone who can clear all this up. Eh?”
“Oh, bless it all!” She threw the gladius to the ground and dropped to the floor.
If I were truly the wretched and evil creature she claimed I was, I would have pounced on the sword. I might have even lopped off her head.
Instead, to both our surprises, I kicked it away from us and caught her almost before she hit.
I found my arms full of weeping angel.
What the fuck?
My rational brain was telling me to pull away, let her stay on the floor, and run.
But some tiny part of me took over and made me stay.
She needs you, it whispered. You belong here, her body warm against you.
What the hell.
At least I didn’t burst into flame.
I don’t know how long it was before she spoke.
“M-M-Michael will be so angry with me!” She was sobbing into my tunic, and I really hoped Octavianus would be delayed. A glowing woman with wings in the arms of his lover? That might be a little too challenging to explain.
Then I recognized whose name she’d said. An Archangel ordered my death? Oh, Kalili, you really pissed in someone’s punch this time.
“Did Michael give the order?” I didn’t know too much about how their hierarchy worked, but everyone knew Michael was in charge of what they laughably called justice.
Maybe it was sneaky, taking advantage of her when she was vulnerable.
Sue me.
I’m a demon.
“It came from his office, his seal,” she said with a nod. “I have to report back to him when  - when–”
She realized where she was then and leaped to her feet.
“What are you doing?!”
“Keeping your ass from hitting the floor,” I snapped, the spell broken again. I rose, quickly but not hurriedly, and pointed at the door. “Get out.”
“I will! And when I return, Kalili the Demon, I will strike you down!”
She pivoted and stomped away, vanishing as she passed through the wall.
Dramatic exit. I’d give her that.
I shook my head in disbelief. Had I just talked my way out of a death sentence? At least for now?
Without warning, she reappeared, cheeks aflame.
“My sword,” she said in explanation, finding it and scooping it from under my chair. Then she did her trick and vanished again.
I couldn’t help it. I laughed.
And when Octavianus returned a half-hour later, I didn’t even mind.




A Deal With A Succubus

Anathia finally returned in the middle of the night, long after Van had finished and left. I could see the glow of stolen energy about her and mentally paid off the bet I made with myself.
“Thia.” She jumped, then ducked her head. “What did you learn?”
“Nothing, mistress.”
“Eleven? No, twelve hours, and you found nothing?”
“No, mistress.”
“But you had time to do your succubus duties.” I tried to put a bite into my voice, but I couldn’t be terribly angry. Thia had been human not too long ago, recruited into being a succubus by Cor barely a decade past, and still took joy from the job.
I had satisfaction, but no joy.
“Yes, mistress.”
“Oh, sit down, and drop the mistress.” I needed a friend more than I needed a servant at the moment. I could really use a demonic warrior with an attitude, but they’re always in short supply. Besides, they operate on barter, always want me to sleep with them, and none of them knew a damn about women.
She sat.
“Thia, I want you to stick around. You should be good for a few weeks, after your charging tonight, so I want you by my side.”
“Yes, mistress.”
I was sick of the subservience.
“I said stop it, Thia. And guilt isn’t a good look on a succubus. Faith was in my chambers tonight.”
“What?” Gone was the meekness. The Greek fisherman’s wife she was before her transformation emerged. “She was here? And you lived?”
“I lived. She doesn’t know shit, and I think if we’re together, she’ll be unwilling to take us both on.”
“No.”
“What?”
“No. Mistress.” The latter was an afterthought, and a reminder of where I stood with her.
I had limited power over the other denizens of Below. Anything I wanted had to comply with the rules. Asking Cor and Thia to find information? That, I could expect. Asking Thia to face an angel with me? She didn’t have to, and she knew it.
I sighed. Time to negotiate.
“What do you want, Thia?”
To my disbelief and dismay, she shook her head.
“There’s nothing you can give me that will make me stand against an angel.”
I peered into her eyes in the lamplight. “You’re freaking serious.”
“I am.”
“Crap. Thia, she’s nothing! She had the drop on me, and I still talked my way out.”
“Then why do you need me around?”
I’d hoped she wouldn’t notice that flaw in my argument. Which would get the better response: cowardice or bluster?
Nobody Below lacked for ambition, so…
“Between us, we could take her down. Can you imagine what Below would say if we did? There aren’t many succubi who have ever faced an angel and survived.”
None, as a point of fact. But I didn’t need to tell her that.
Thia considered my words, and I could hear the calculations in her mind.
“You think we could?” There was a note of greedy hope, and I latched onto it.
“I think we’d have a better shot together than separately.” After my initial encounter, I thought I could probably take Faith if I had to. With her inexperience, I thought that most likely. After all, it was the most direct route. A more experienced angel might try to isolate me by picking off the lesser immortals I associated with. They wouldn’t stand a chance, inexperience or no. While I didn’t feel any obligation to them, it would mean more paperwork and explanations if I started losing immortals.
And the other demons would back off. Nobody wants to be splashed by shit, and if I had a death warrant out from the Head Office? It was gonna get deep and smelly around here.
Thia tried to wrest a concession from me. “It sounds iffy, Kalili. I really think I’d be better off leaving, unless…”
I concealed a grin. Not only did I know my expected line, I’d played this game before, and I knew I’d won. “Unless?”
“Unless I had reason to stay.”
“Beyond glory and the thanks of Below?”
She laughed bitterly. “I can’t spend glory, and from what you’ve told me about Below? I won’t count on their thanks. No, I need something more tangible.”
“What do you want, Thia?” I had wealth, plenty of it. If I was needed to bolt, I’d need it to disappear among the humans until the Head Office gave up, so my sharing with Thia would be limited. Still, I could probably afford…
“I want Octavianus.”
For the second time in ten minutes, Thia surprised me.
“Excuse me?”
“I want Octavianus. If I can finish corrupting him, I’ll get a much more tangible reward than thanks and glory.”
She was right. Demons revitalized, got a boost like a high, by the smut we put on a mortal soul, but we didn’t need it to survive. Succubi needed to steal life energy from mortals. If they took too much too fast, they would kill a human. But if they were careful, and the soul they were stealing from was already corrupt, they could pull power for years, even decades.
“But he’s mine!” Which was a stupid protest. Yes, he was my assignment, but there wasn’t anything in my directives that forbade me sub-letting him. Besides, I was bored, right?
Thia didn’t know that, though.
I kept the look of shock and anger on my face as I considered her suggestion, letting her words wash over me without comprehending them. I was sure I could get Van to take Thia in my place. She was black-haired and buxom, which would give him variety after my red hair and slim figure. And I knew she’d take him any way he wanted, where I constantly surprised him with what I wouldn’t allow.
There were advantages, too. I’d have more time to counter Faith and her attempts to execute me. Depending on the specifics of the charge, I might wriggle out of it entirely. After all, if the Head Office tied it to corrupting Octavianus, and I was no longer screwing him, maybe I was in the clear. And if poor dear Thia became Faith’s target? Well, let the buyer beware, right?
When I noticed she’d stopped, I rejoined the conversation.
“I can’t promise you anything, Thia. He has to choose to be with you. Free will and ineffable plan. The usual bullshit.”
“I’ll bet I can snare him,” she said, filled with the confidence only a recently fucked succubus possessed. “When?”
“Tomorrow morning. He’ll be here for his morning screw. I’ll start, you join in, and then I’ll back off and encourage him to stay with you.” It wouldn’t be the first time I’d tag-teamed with another demonic worker, and I knew the ropes.
Thia nodded. “And then he’s mine?”
“As long as you can keep him. I won’t entice him back to me.” Eww. No. He had all the virtues and vices of a teenager: lots of energy, high drive, and a near-complete lack of skill. At least he didn’t have a hair-trigger any longer and I might get myself off once in a while before he finished.
“You have a deal.” She looked at me expectantly.
“What?” I’d already moved on. Van was her problem, not mine.
“Contract?”
“Right.” Coronatus did all my contracts, one benefit of an imp. But I still knew the basics. I turned and grabbed a piece of parchment, scribbled out the terms, and made my mark. “Sign.”
She took it, and a quizzical expression crossed her face. “What does it say?”
It was written in Latin, the language I knew best. I knew dozens of languages, from ancient Akkadian to Aramaic to Hebrew to Sanskrit, but I wrote best in Latin. I’d spent most of the past six centuries roaming various parts of the Roman and Byzantine Empires, so there wasn’t any surprise there. And I’d also spent most of a year corrupting a monastery in the third century. As a side benefit, the monks had taught me to write properly. I’d taught them plenty in return.
But Thia was Greek.
“What language can you read, Thia?”
She looked at the floor and murmured, “I can’t read.”
“Bless me,” I cursed. “How the heavens did you sign your soul contract?”
“Cor read it to me.”
I goggled.
“And you trusted him? Forget it, irrelevant. You’ll have to trust me, too. Just make your mark.”
She did. “Now what?”
“Now, since you’re brimming with energy, you can stand guard while I get some sleep. I’ll be up in a couple of hours and you can catch a nap.” I took the signed contract and went to bed.




Make Me Over!

Thia poked my shoulder. I surfaced, blinking. Sunlight was streaming through the weave in the curtains.
“I didn’t ask you to wake me.” I wasn’t exactly kind and may have growled at her. It had been an eventful night and not in the way I preferred.
“It’s morning.”
“I see that.” I rolled away from the light. I didn’t want much.
“You said you would let me have a nap.”
“You’re right. I said that.” Three, four more hours. Tops.
She waited for me to move, long enough that I started to slip back into sleep.
“Hey!” Thia poked me again.
“Whatever.” I levered myself upright, feeling every one of the thousands of years I’d existed in this world, and wishing for a smidge more time. Strictly speaking, I didn’t need to sleep. Or eat, or bathe, or brush my hair, or any of the myriad things humans require to feel, well, human. Yes, I had a human body, and doing human things made it easier to exist, rather than tapping my taaqat.
But living as a human gives a demon bad habits, and I enjoyed sleeping. I enjoyed food, warm baths, and…
“Here.” Thia pushed a warm mug into my hands and flopped into my vacated bed.
I sipped. Calda. Warm water mixed with wine and spices. On a chilly morning, it was better than some alternatives. Drink in hand, I padded out of the bedchamber. By the angle of the sunlight, we had about two hours until Van would arrive.
I breakfasted, bathed, and dressed before I woke Anathia. She was as reluctant to wake as I, but she needed it more. She wasn’t created immortal but converted from human. As a result, her body still required things like sleep. The problem was, if Van arrived, and she wasn’t presentable…?
Nothing good could come of it.
As it was, I needn’t have worried. Van didn’t show that morning, or that afternoon. When
mid-afternoon
arrived,
I worried, not because I cared about Octavianus, but because my promised date with Dionisio was looming. The last thing I needed was a jealous lover fighting another would-be lover.
Or maybe this was a good thing…?
No, no. Dionisio was older, but he was fit, and he’d survived plenty of youthful fights. Octavianus didn’t have the experience, and he’d be stupid enough to insist on a fight to the death.
Which Dionisio would happily provide.
And then I’d have to answer to Below for Van’s premature death. Thia would catch it worse, but there was the paperwork. The endless, endless paperwork.
No. Not worth considering.
Then what?
I looked around the chambers. Thia was idly playing with some of my cosmetics. She didn’t use much, and suddenly I knew. It would take some planning, and I didn’t have much time, but I could do it.
First, I had to know where Van had gotten to.
“Thia. Thia!”
“Huh?”
“Find Octavianus. Tell him I’m saddened he missed our meeting today, and will he be at dinner? Then come back. Understand me?”
I made her repeat it before I let her scurry away.
Meanwhile, I sent a message to Dionisio. I had to push him back without irritating him.
Come to my rooms at bedtime and we shall indulge our passions.
That would give me enough time to deal with Van and Thia.
I hoped.
Thia returned. “He will be there.”
“Good. How did you find out?”
“I spoke with his servants.”
“He didn’t see you?”
“No, mistress.” I glared at her until she corrected herself. “Kalili.”
“Even better. Come on.”
She followed, asking, “Where are we going?”
“We’re going to make you gorgeous and me plain.”
I needed her to shine. If I was going to get Van to throw me over for Thia, he’d need to be wowed by her beauty. Thia wasn’t plain. Considered objectively, she was quite a classic beauty. But I knew how Van would perceive her in proximity to me, and it simply wouldn’t do. Some creative makeup was in order.
Which meant heading out of the palace.
I wasn’t crazy about the idea. For starters, Rome wasn’t a nice place to be, period. While I could handle any human who dared tangle with a demon, Thia wasn’t as capable. She also thought like a human. Her brain hadn’t caught up to the reality that a random assault wouldn’t be able to kill her. Instead of being my insurance, as she would be in the palace against Faith, she was a liability.
But we needed the makeover. She needed the makeover.
I dressed down; she dressed up, and out we went.
There was a shop nearby that I frequented. They did it all: makeup, clothes, hair, undergarments, everything the well-dressed woman needed. For a price, I knew the artist would get me in if I simply showed up, no matter how busy he was. I was right, and Eutalio took us ahead of the other half-dozen customers waiting. I could feel their anger.
One of my favorite sins, and so easy to create. I reveled in it.
I loved my job sometimes.
“What am I doing today, Dora? You look rough. Off your game.”
The best way to tell a lie? Tell the truth. And then stop.
“Anathia is after a man, but he’s enamored with me. I don’t want him, but he won’t take a hint, so we’re going to hammer him with her beauty.”
Eutalio appraised her, walking around with a critical eye. “Well, she’s not bad-looking. She has that rounded form most nobles prefer. He is noble, I presume?”
I nodded.
“So we need to emphasize those curves while still giving him something to imagine. Challenging.”
“If anyone can, it’s you.” I slipped a few silver coins into his palm. Something I learned years earlier is that money is the sincerest form of flattery, and men and women both love to be flattered.
“Hmm. How much time do I have?” He was still pacing around Thia, examining her from every angle.
“Until first lighting.” We could get back after the candle-lighting, but not too much later or Van would be suspicious. Eutalio stopped and stared.
“You’re joking.”
“I wouldn’t trust anyone else,” I said. He didn’t swing my way, but I knew how to play on his ego. A few more coins, a gold one included, helped. They disappeared as quickly as the first ones.
“You ask me for a miracle.”
He sounded exasperated, but he was already moving, directing his assistants to take care of the other customers. We were going to get his personal attention. Or, more accurately, Thia was.
I got an assistant.
I could have shifted my appearance, a simple matter for a demon. So why go through the human rigamarole?
Partly to monitor Eutalio and Thia. I didn’t expect him to do anything with her other than work, but Thia didn’t know that, and she was liable to try her wiles on him. She might even succeed. I didn’t care if she fucked him, but we didn’t have time today.
The other reason? Spread a little corruption of my own.
The challenge for my boy was to deglamorize me without doing anything permanent. As he touched me here and there, I could feel his smugness and superiority. And the plainer he made me, the more prideful he became.
Ah, pride. So easy to provoke.
It was getting late when Eutalio finally emerged, looking haggard.
“Were you sampling the goods? I didn’t think she was your type,” I teased.
“Hush, woman. Thia, come out here.”
The curtains pushed aside, and the succubus emerged. My jaw fell.
He had worked the miracle I’d asked for. She was gorgeous, without going overboard or being caked in cosmetics. They had brushed her hair to a glow that was reflected in her skin. I could smell sweet sandalwood and jasmine, pungent and alluring though not overpowering. But the genius was in her clothes.
Most women, even the nobility, wore drab, plain, utilitarian clothes. Undyed and roughly made, comfortable perhaps, but paltry stuff compared to the glories of the Empire. Finer materials and dyes were available but were rare and thus expensive.
Eutalio had a supply.
More, he’d tapped into it.
Her black hair and olive skin cried for bright colors, and he’d gone all out. She was a riot of yellows, oranges, and reds, yet they didn’t overwhelm her. He’d woven browns into the outfit, giving the impression of a tree in autumn at the peak of its color. This creation accentuated her form while still being properly modest.
She was stunning.
Wordlessly, I dropped three gold coins into Eutalio’s hand. Yes, I was overpaying, but what he’d accomplished was worth it all.
“You owe me more than this,” he whispered.
“What?” I spun. “I just gave you a year’s rent!”
“I know. No, not more money,” he said when I reached for my bag. I arched an eyebrow, now carefully mismatched to the other with cosmetics.
“Eutalio, I’ll take you to bed, but I don’t think either of us will enjoy it.”
He laughed.
“No, though I might surprise you with what I can do.” He pinched my ass to punctuate his point. I doubted his ability, not as a cocksman, but in terms of novelty. I had been tempting and corrupting humans for as long as they’d been raising cities by any method available to me. Sometimes it was a whispered word, sometimes a temptation into greed or envy, but most often they associated sin with sex.
What can I say? The Head Office had a real hang-up about it, and they left the specifics vague enough to catch even the most profoundly religious.
The upshot?
I’d been screwed in every way possible.
Did I mention I was bored? I think I did.
Look, there are only so many variations on ‘insert Tab A into Slot B’ that can reasonably occur, no matter how enthusiastic and flexible the participants are.
But Eutalio was still talking.
“I want you to get me into a party.”
“A party?”
“Yes, one with plenty of nobles.”
“I can do that. Why?” I didn’t need to know, but I was curious. One of my personal weaknesses.
“I want more than this.” He gestured to his shop, still bustling. “I need a patron, and the only way I’ll get one is if I connect to them at a social event.”
Ambition. Ah, Eutalio, your road to Hell was already being laid.
“I’ll let you know,” I said. “Soon.” I noticed he didn’t return any of the coins. Then he inspected me.
“And you’re looking… rougher.”
“Exactly what I wanted.”
“As long as you’re happy.” He shrugged, dismissing me now that I’d given him what he desired.
We left the shop, Thia attracting stares from the remaining customers, and headed back through the Via Lata in the gathering darkness. We talked about strategies, planning our evening, which would hopefully end up with Van in Thia’s arms and bed. A voice from an alley broke into our conversation.
“Kalili.”
Shit. Thia tried to freeze, but I tugged her back into motion.
“Not now, Faith,” I said, determined not to turn. “I have places to be.”
“Demon.” Her voice was a throaty growl, and I felt an unexpected shiver run down my spine to my middle. This was so not what I needed.
“Faith, did you do what I asked?” I pulled Thia along, my pace not slowing.
“Demon, I command you to halt.”
Her footsteps started behind us, and I groaned.
“I’m not in the mood for this, angel.”
“I care not for your ‘mood,’ demon. You will halt!”
“You need to get laid, Faith. It’ll make you a nicer person.” I surprised a giggle out of Thia, and I thought I could hear the angel’s teeth grinding in frustration. My smile stayed hidden as I concentrated on getting us closer to the palace. Great blessed timing, Faith.
“I do not!”
I replied, still calling over my shoulder. “Faith, believe me. You do. You really, really, do!”
Thia giggled again. “This is the angel you need help with?”
I whispered back. “She’s not exactly impressive.”
“No.”
“Kalili.” There was a pleading note in the angel’s voice, and that made me wonder. Curiosity bit hard. But angels didn’t beg. They were arrogant snots, and leaned to demanding and ordering, not begging.
I leaned down to Thia’s ear.
“Keep going. Don’t run. Don’t look back, no matter what happens.”
“But –”
“But nothing. If I’m late, find Van at supper, tell him I sent you, and take him to bed. Go.”
She went. I stopped and turned to give Thia time to put some distance between us.
“Faith.”
She stopped a few feet away from me. I waited. She stared. After several seconds, I snapped, “What?”
“What happened to you?”
“Huh?”
Faith gestured to my outfit. “You’re, uh, different. Not as…”
I realized what she meant. “I’m ugly, you mean.”
Her response was immediate. “No!”
“No? Then maybe I need to go back. Ugly was what I was trying for.”
“You can’t be ugly,” she insisted, then what she was saying hit her. She tried to recover. “On the outside. Hellspawn.”
I didn’t have much experience bluffing angels, but I figured the best chance was to go on the offensive.
“You’re sweet, Faith, but I really have better things to do. What do you want? Did you find out who ordered this bogus execution? Is that what you want to tell me?”
“I take no orders from a demon!” She sounded more confident.
“Does that mean you didn’t find out? Come on, it’s a simple question. Yes, you did. No, you didn’t.”
“No,” she admitted.
I allowed my voice to rise. This was tiresome.
“Then why did you stop me?”
She hesitated before quietly saying, “I don’t know.”
“What?” I might have shouted at her. Possibly.
“I don’t know!”
“Oh, Lilith!” I took an angry step toward her and she retreated. “You don’t know?”
Faith blurted, “I saw you and I don’t know anyone else here, so I said your name!”
I stopped dead.
“Nobody?” There were at least eight angels around. I could feel their auras, smothering the city in their righteousness. And there were who knew how many guardians. They didn’t really count for much in the struggle for souls, since they couldn’t do anything directly.
“No,” she said. “I received my assignment, was told to come here and stop you. When I arrived I was given a gladius and your location. That’s all.”
I felt bad for her. Below might have a reputation for doing shitty things to the staff, but it wasn’t intentional. It was bureaucracy. It still sucked, but it was impersonal. This, to me, sounded like she was being set up.
Why do I care? I thought.
Objectively, I shouldn’t. She was the enemy, sent to kill me, or at least interfere with my job.
I realized with a jolt that she was! Look at what I’d done in the past day to deal with the threat she posed. I’d pulled Thia off her usual duties, rearranged my schedule, and even pulled myself off my target.
Now I was pissed.
“Nice try,” I snarled. “I ought to take you apart with my bare hands, but I don’t have time.”
I spun and stalked off, ignoring the incoherent, and increasingly desperate, pleas from behind me.




Octavianus, Meet Thia

Thia made it back to the palace unmolested and waited for me in the entryway, a servant hovering over her. My encounter with Faith had me in a sour temper, and I’ll admit I stomped right past her. She hurried to keep up; the servant trailed us both.
“Did you kill her?”
“What? No! Why do you think that?”
“You were angry with her, and, well…” She waved at my pace, and I slowed.
“No. Oh, she pissed me off, but I didn’t kill her. Did you get to supper yet?”
“Not yet, mistress. I thought to wait for you.”
I nearly corrected her for calling me mistress, remember the servant, and nodded. “You’re right. How do I look?”
Thia hesitated before speaking. “You don’t look like yourself.”
I grinned. “Perfect. I’ll go first, they’ll announce me, and everyone’s eyes will turn. Then you enter and steal the show.”
“You think so?” The former Greek housewife returned for a moment.
“Thia, I know so. I’ll have to beat them off.” I saw the horror in her eyes at the thought of losing her potential victims and relented. “I’ll do it gently and get names.”
“Thank you.”
I shrugged. “I scratch your back, you scratch mine. Ready?”
She nodded. Succubi could cast their enchantment upon any man they chose, making them nearly impossible to resist, but it was a conscious act. Oh, they’d naturally attract the attention of most males, and many women, but I needed her focus on Van to maximize the impact.
I made my entrance. As I’d hoped, every eye turned to me, including Octavianus, and then widened in shock.
I was always the best-dressed at court. Always. I enhanced my face with cosmetics. I wore the most exquisite scents. My hair was perfect.
Not tonight. And Van would never tolerate being with anyone sloppy in their appearance.
I heard whispered conversations begin as I cleared the doorway.
“Can you believe…?”
“I’ve never…”
“… happened to her?”
They all stopped when Thia entered.
Exactly as planned.
I continued walking, Thia in my wake, directly to Van. He was as stunned as the rest, though whether from my appearance or Thia’s was debatable. I didn’t hesitate, but moved into his space and kissed him. Although the entire court knew he was fucking me, it was an open secret, never publicly acknowledged.
That changed now. With luck, it would be another reason for Van to discard me in favor of Thia.
“Octavianus.”
He turned to me, furious. “What is the meaning of this?”
I ignored his outburst. “I would speak with you. Privately.”
Without another word, I spun on my heel and walked away. This was simply Not Done at court. You attended and departed at the pleasure of Octavianus. Leaving without being granted leave? Scandalous.
Worse, Thia hesitated a bare moment before following. As I neared the exit, I feared Van would resist. I had insulted him by being less than perfect. I had outed our relationship. Worst, I had commanded him to obey. These were all dire offenses that required punishment, or at least explanation. Added to the draw, I had Thia in full succubus mode. As I’d predicted, every male eye in the hall was on her, but she focused on Van.
It all proved irresistible, and he caught us just outside.
“Theodora, I demand—”
“I will answer all. In your chambers, not before.”
I didn’t need an audience, and I wanted Van and Thia in proximity so her succubus allure would be concentrated. I refused to say anything else and, fuming, he followed. By the time we’d arrived and the door closed behind us, he’d recovered his temper to a degree.
“Dora, is this about today?” It was, but not the way he thought. “I didn’t know it meant so much to you.”
Not really an apology, but quite a concession from a spoiled teen.
“No, Van.” I stroked my hand against his cheek. “But it allowed me to think clearly.”
He didn’t like the sound of that, and his face darkened. “What do you mean, Dora?”
“Sit down, Van.” He sat next to me, and Thia joined us on the other side at my gesture. He spared her a glance, still intent on me, but I knew the contact between them would pry his attention away.
“Van, have you thought of your future?”
“Of course. I shall be a Cardinal, perhaps Pope, if my father can arrange it.”
His father could.
Alberic II ruled Rome and had for the past twenty years, ever since deposing his stepfather and mother. His half-brother had been Pope, and I knew he was eyeing Octavianus for the role. The death of Agapetus II, whether naturally or by accelerated means, would throw Rome into a frenzy if there wasn’t a clear successor.
“I know,” I said. “And what of me?”
“Pardon?”
“What of me, Van?”
“You’ll be my mistress.”
“I can’t. Too many people know of us already.”
A hint of his anger returned. “Because of your stunt!”
I shook my head.
“No, Van. They all knew, even if they lacked proof.” I took his hands. “Listen to me. You need to break off from me. Tonight. Banish me from the palace.”
“What?” He stood, pulling his hands from mine. “No! I—”
“You don’t love me, Van.” I put sadness into my tone and surprised myself. Some of it was genuine.
“But—”
“No. You may care for me, but you don’t love me, and you can’t keep me in your life. Not without confronting your father and denying his wishes.” I took his hands again and pulled him back down.
Van paled.
“But I can do this for you. If you banish me, the entire court will know you’ve given up your mistress. Your path to the Holy See will be clear. In public. And if you then take on another maidservant? As is proper for one of your place? Nobody can say a word.” I smiled wickedly. “In private, though, your maidservant will be your lover, loyal to you and none else.”
Van’s eyebrows rose, and he looked at Thia as if noticing her for the first time. Through my touch, I knew it to be a lie, but didn’t allow my knowledge to show.
“Yes. Octavianus, this is Anathia. You may have seen her in my chambers occasionally?”
Now that I had officially introduced him, he could be gallant.
“No, for if I had seen such a beauty, I would have remembered her.”
“She shall be yours, for as long as you will have her.”
He half-turned. “You can promise this?”
“I can.” I didn’t elaborate, knowing the lust flooding his body would blot any doubts from his mind. “And I do. Thia, henceforth, you are Van’s.”
“As you say, mistress.”
“That’s it?” he said, head swiveling between us.
“Well, perhaps one final boon.” I eyed him, making my meaning clear with a hand sliding under his tunic. Thia matched my gesture from the other side.
“Have you ever had two women at once?” I whispered in his ear.
“N-no,” he stammered, flustered for once.
“Then this will be my last gift to you.” I licked his earlobe and felt the shiver.
Thia’s nimble fingers undid the laces, and I tugged the clothing away. Soon his body was uncovered, his cock already hard and waiting.
“Thia, I believe your new master is pleased with you.”
“Should I show him my gratitude?” she said, an artificially coy note in her voice.
“I think you should, but let’s move to the bed.”
We walked Van, in a blood-deprived haze, to the bed, and lay him down.
“Thia, show him what you can do,” I commanded. “He’s quite the connoisseur of blow jobs.”
With an eager smile, Thia leaned down and started teasing him with her tongue.
“Now, Van, just so you don’t get too carried away, it’s your turn.” I pulled off my last garment and straddled his head. “Show me you can please me as well as Thia can please you.”
I lowered myself until I was brushing his lips with my curls, and I felt his tongue tentatively explore. I had never demanded this of him, but by Lilith, if I was to do this, give up my target to Thia, I was going to get some pleasure from it.
He wasn’t unskilled. His tongue probed between my lips, pushing them apart, then diving deep into me, tasting me before withdrawing.
“Tease,” I said.
His reply was to pull on my lips with his, biting gently, before finding my clit, and suddenly I was afire. Thia, sensing the change in his attention, took him into her mouth fully at that moment. When he gasped, and the cool air rushed past my button, I almost came. Then his tongue returned, driving my passion higher.
I wanted to examine Thia’s technique, but all I could concentrate on was the sensations from my puss. Van had hidden talents, and I was having second thoughts about my bargain with Thia.
Van found exactly the right rhythm, the right pressure, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. I came screaming, my hands claws on Van’s ribs and my hips pressing his head into the mattress. He kept the motion going for a few seconds before pulling back a fraction so he could breathe.
Oops.
I leaned forward, rocking my pelvis up while still pinning him down.
“That was good,” I huffed. “Thia.”
She looked up, mouth never leaving his shaft.
“Let’s show him what two women can do to a cock.”
I bent down, kissing my way down Thia’s face until our mouths and tongues met. We kissed for a moment, then I took his head into my mouth, Thia licking and sucking the shaft. When she reached his balls, already cupped in one hand, she nipped and licked the sensitive skin. I took his entire shaft easily into my mouth; the head bumped into my throat, and between us we had his full attention. I added moans for effect, knowing how he’d feel them.
I sensed he couldn’t last much longer, so I withdrew for a moment.
“Thia, this one’s mine, but I’ll share.”
She nodded, which did interesting things to his scrotum. But then I had him in my mouth again and played with a purpose. In moments, I felt him tense beneath me, then release into my mouth. I caught every drop, tapped Thia’s shoulder to get her attention, and kissed her. I ensured Van had a good look at his creamy essence passing from my mouth to hers before I climbed aside.
“And that is only one of Thia’s skills,” I said, wiping my lips with the back of my hand. I eased off the bed and started looking for my clothes in the piles. “She has nowhere else to be tonight. Plenty of time to explore other options.”
“You weren’t lying,” Van said. “About her.”
I was offended and let it show on my face. “I have never lied to you, Octavianus.”
Omitted plenty, I thought.
“No, no,” he protested, but now I just wanted it done. I found enough of my clothes that I’d be able to pass through the palace without drawing the wrong attention.
“Now, banish me. Make it realistic, believable. Thia, keep him entertained.”
“I will, mistress. Thank you.”
“Thank you.” I put my hand on the door. “Any time, Octavianus.”
For a moment I thought he’d back out, try to argue the point, but then he started bellowing.
“Harlot! Unworthy! Out! Out, I say! I banish you, do you hear me, banished! Remove yourself and all your possessions from this palace tonight! If the sun rises upon you within these walls, I will have you put to death before it sets!”
Nice touch.
I was out and running down the corridor, fake tears spilling down my cheeks, before the door swung shut.
Perfect.




Leaving the Palace

I packed the few items I wished to remove. There wasn’t terribly much. Some clothes which I particularly fancied. A few pieces of art. And my collection of hand-carved dildoes, which traveled everywhere with me. The oldest was ancient when Caesar was born, so I was reluctant to part with them. I had one of the newer ones, made from poured and hardened resin, in my hands when Dionisio pushed his way into my chambers. Thia’s now, I supposed.
“He has banished you?” he said, shock in his voice. News traveled fast.
“I have.”
I tried to emulate misery, and I think I did pretty well. Well, enough to fool Dionisio, at least, because he came and wrapped me up. I had a bare moment to catch his emotions before he exclaimed, “That’s perfect!”
This wasn’t what I expected.
“What?”
“Octavianus has relinquished his claim on you,” he explained. “Now you can be mine.”
Oh, no, this wasn’t part of my plan. No, no, no. But how was I going to get out of it?
First, stall.
I wriggled free of his grip and put my hands, still laden, between us.
“First, I have to leave the palace. Didn’t you hear? If I’m found here, my life is forfeited. I need to get as far away from here as I can. Then we can talk about being yours.”
“I can protect you,” he crooned. “My rooms are sacrosanct. Nobody enters without my permission.”
Bugger. The problem was, at least in the short term, he probably could keep me safe, at least from Van’s supposed wrath. But Van wasn’t my issue, and if I stayed in the palace, there’s no way I could get the gung-ho angel off my case.
I still had to talk Dionisio out of his plan.
“Second, even if you can hide me here, what happens when I go out?”
“My servants will bring you anything you desire.”
“No way. They can’t bring me sunshine and flowers and walks in the rain. They can’t bring me birdsong and purring cats. Even if they could, don’t you think people will wonder why you’re having womanly items brought to your quarters?” I raised my eyebrows. “Unless there’s something you’re hiding from me?”
Before he could erupt in protest, I hurried on.
“Servants talk, Dionisio. Someone will let slip that I am here, and then I’ll be dead and you banished. Neither of us wants that.”
I closed on him to make my last point, laying a hand on his arm to establish the connection.
“Finally. You only want me because you’re taking me from Octavianus. Don’t lie to me. I know it’s true.” I did. “And when you’re bored with me? What then? No, Dionisio, it’s best if I leave you tonight.”
I stretched and kissed him gently. “You should go.”
I released him and returned to my packing, only to be spun roughly around by the shoulder.
“I have wanted no one the way I want you,” he said fiercely. “I won’t give up my chance to have you because that spoiled brat has tired of you.”
Shit. I opened my mouth to protest, to find his lips on mine, pressing his need into me, and I saw the truth in his words.
Lust is always flattering to a demon, but tonight it was inconvenient.
How did I rid myself of him?
Options flashed through my mind, one after another, and were as quickly discarded. I had about settled on kneeing him in the groin when my chambers were brilliantly illuminated.
“Demon!” bellowed a familiar voice.
Dionisio, unsurprisingly, froze.
“Not now, Faith!” I yelled. At least he’d stopped kissing me.
“Demon Kalili, you do not order the Heavenly Host!”
I guessed where she was, based on her voice, and tossed the resin dildo at her. My aim was true because she squawked and the light abruptly faded. I heard it clatter to the floor and hoped it wasn’t damaged.
“Faith, fuck off.”
“What did you hit me with?” she demanded.
“A dildo. Did you hear me? Fuck off.”
Faith was doing a bunch of sputtering, so I returned my attention to Dionisio. He wasn’t much better off and stared wide-eyed at the angel.
“Dio?”
“Th-th-that’s an angel.”
I didn’t bother looking. “Big white wings? Glowing like the sun? Yeah. Angel. Focus, Dionisio.”
“Angel.”
“Fuck. Faith, you broke the human.”
I turned Dio away from her. Even if she wasn’t glowing, the sight of an angel wasn’t good for the human mind. They damaged it with the power of the divine they channeled, no matter how filtered it was by their own corporeal self.
I needed to do some emergency repairs.
“Dio, come on, sit down. Forget about what you think you’ve seen.”
“Angel.”
“Bless it all. Lilith, give me strength. Faith, I’m not done with you. Dio. Dio!”
I dragged his eyes to me.
“Come on, Dio.”
“Angel.”
“Yes, Dio, that’s an angel, but she’s not important.” I heard Faith’s exclamation as I led him into his bedchamber and put him on the bed. “Dio, you’re going to go to sleep now. When you wake, you’ll remember this as a dream, nothing more.”
“There’s an angel in my chambers.”
“Close your eyes. Good.” He resisted nothing, which would make this easier.
Demons, like angels, can influence the minds of people. Angels were forbidden from doing so, and demons were discouraged from it. Not because it was wrong. Oh, Lucifer, no! It was a matter of return for the energy invested. The stronger the will, the stronger the idea we were trying to influence, the more effort it took. Usually, we got better results from persuasion and subtle touches.
But in this case, I could use Faith’s inadvertent damage to my advantage.
“It’s all a dream,” I repeated, placing my hands on his temples. I didn’t need to, but the touch enhanced the connection and eased my task. “You’ll wake in the morning, you’ll remember dreaming of an angel, and you’ll remember wishing me a fond goodbye. You’ll be sad, but you won’t try to find me or bring me back.”
I planted these thoughts deep into the mush to which the sight of Faith had reduced his brain, repeating my words several times. Finally convinced it would hold, I stood and wobbled. Direct control took it out of me. A moment to recover, and I stalked over to the still-blustering Faith.
“You!”
She cowered.
“Back, demon.” She lacked her usual fire.
I don’t know if it was the events of the past few minutes or the entire day, but I’d had enough. I reached down, grabbed her tunic, and pulled her up off her feet.
“You owe me power,” I said and kissed her.
Divine energy flooded into me.
Demons and angels are the same at the core. We even look alike in our natural forms. Our wings aren’t black, and the horns that some demons sport are purely an affectation. That also means the spiritual energy, taaqat, we both use to survive is the same, no matter if the source is divine or demonic. What was more important at that moment? We can share this energy with others.
Sharing power back and forth was a way demons had sex. Angels too, I supposed. We’d push and pull from one into the other, and it was a better rush than, well. The only thing I could compare it to, in human terms, would be a woman having three skilled lovers attending her, top, bottom, and back, and all giving wholly of themselves.
But like sex, it could be forced.
There wasn’t the rush a predator got from forcing themselves on another. I’d felt enough humans as they “raped” me to know what they received, and it was nothing like this.
No, this was theft, out-and-out. A violation of her self? Yes. But less damaging, less permanent.
And I felt horrible about it.
I wanted it, but didn’t want it from her.
I needed to punish her intrusion, but didn’t want to hurt her.
We touched, and I craved more.
I was fucked up.
I was merciful. I only pulled enough from her to replenish my losses, no more. This took only an instant, but I lingered on the kiss for a long moment. I felt her surprise, the thrill of forbidden lust, the willingness to surrender to me. I looked into her coppery eyes and saw it all there. Worse, I saw it mirrored in my own, reflected in those shining orbs.
That’s when I dropped her.
She fell bonelessly to the floor and stayed there, though from energy loss or emotional exhaustion I didn’t know. I nearly checked, but stopped myself.
Instead, I gathered my possessions and fled the palace.




Nice Girls Shouldn’t Walk Alone

Sweet Lilith, what was I doing?
I kissed an angel.
A fucking angel!
And as much as I might tell myself it was merely to drain her taaqat, I was crap at lying to myself.
Demons and angels didn’t mix. There weren’t weekly get-togethers where we traded war stories and shared drinks. I didn’t have a best friend who worked for the Head Office instead of Below. And we certainly didn’t date, fuck, or kiss!
Bless me, what was wrong with me?
Yes, she was cute. Beautiful, even.
It came with the territory. All angels were beautiful, at least on the outside. Inside, they were as ugly as any demon ever created, or could be. And in the time I’d spent on Earth, I’d seen my share of beauty, human, demon, and angel. Faith was one of the prettier ones, yes, but she wasn’t… Well, maybe she was.
I could admit that, at least to myself.
She was fucking gorgeous.
Forget her body. I couldn’t, but for the sake of argument, I’d do my best.
Her blonde hair, golden skin, but most of all, her eyes. I’d never seen another one of our kind, demon or angel, with that color. Most mimicked humans, though a growing number of demons were adopting red eyes.
Copper?
The reddish-golden sheen?
Nobody I could recall.
They were mesmerizing. I found myself replaying the momentary glimpse I had into them, into her soul. Over and over.
Unfortunately, I forgot where I was. And when.
I looked around when I heard the river. I had wandered to the Villa del Priorato di Malta, the headquarters of the military order of Malta, and I realized I’d made a mistake. This was not a good place to be, not at night, not even if you were a demon. The ruins of the Temple of Diana were just up the hill, and brigands made their camp within. I could see the flickers of campfires and hear distant snatches of conversation.
Damn me.
I could handle a few humans. The power drain wouldn’t even be terrible, considering I’d just topped up on Faith.
An unfamiliar emotion coursed through me, and I halted.
What the pearly gates was it?
It tasted like guilt.
But I didn’t feel guilt. I did what I did because I could, because it was right that the strong took from the weak! That was at the core of the demonic code, and by damn, I was a demon.
Oh, girl, you have it bad.
I turned, hoping I didn’t look like I was running away even though I totally was, and headed back towards the old Coliseum. There were always decent people about, and I needed to lose myself in humanity until I recovered my balance. It was a sign of my distress that I was seeking people, and I tried not to think what it said about my frame of mind.
I managed only a few hundred feet when I heard the scuff of leather sandals on cobblestones, the crank of a crossbow being drawn, and the clank of badly wrapped weapons. I didn’t need to see to know I was being followed. My odds wouldn’t get any better, so I stopped again and faced my stalkers.
“Hello, boys,” I said, and a crossbow quarrel buried itself in my shoulder, then another one in my gut. Pain burst from the wounds.
“Fuck!” I shouted, doubled over. “You demon-blessed cowards!”
“You talk funny,” said one, a veritable giant, drawing a knife. “I think I’ll cut out your tongue.”
“Not yet, Rodrigo.” This one was shorter, but wide and muscular.
“Remo, you never let me have any fun!” Rodrigo whined, which seemed funny to me and I chuckled despite the pain. He seized on this.
“See? She disrespects us! Please, Remo, let me take her tongue!”
Remo considered this for a moment, then nodded. “Take her ears, too.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” said a voice behind them. It was a powerful contralto, one that promised pleasure or pain, and I knew it well.
The three would-be murderous thieves turned to face the source, and again I couldn’t help myself. I spoke to their backs.
“If you run away, she might let you live.”
“You don’t speak for me, Kalili.” There was a whiff of anger in her voice.
“I never said I did, Avareth. Just thought I’d offer them some hope.”
“Ah, hope. Yes. So satisfying when it’s crushed.”
The speaker appeared to be a woman, perhaps slightly over five feet tall, with long lilac hair descending to the middle of her back, a slight body, a tiny chest, strong thighs, and eyes that matched her hair. She looked harmless and totally wasn’t.
She was also an occasional lover of mine, and it thrilled me to see her.
“Get her,” Remo ordered the others while he reloaded.
The third thug raced towards Avareth, who didn’t so much as flinch. Instead, she stepped into the onrushing human, grabbed him by the throat and groin, used his momentum to hoist him over her head, and flung him fifty feet down the street. He landed with the crack of shattering bones and didn’t move.
Remo raised the crossbow and fired.
Avareth caught the bolt and snapped it with one hand, stiff-arming Rodrigo aside with her other hand as he made his rush. Rodrigo, accelerated by her push, crashed to the ground with a pained groan. She stalked to Remo, frantically attempting to get the third quarrel loaded.
He didn’t have enough time.
She grabbed the bow and crushed it.
Remo stared, horrified, before his mind caught up and he tried to run.
Avareth took two fast steps and snagged him by the tunic.
He screamed for Rodrigo to come and help him, but he was still down, clutching a leg, his groans turned to whines.
“Not so brave, little man.” He was easily six inches taller than Avy, but he might as well have been an infant. She pulled him to her. With a graceful motion, she tore his arms from their sockets before dumping him to bleed out. She stood, admiring her work, before turning to the last assailant. Rodrigo had righted himself, favoring his left leg, and had a dagger in his hand.
“Rodrigo,” she said, showing she’d been listening. “Your turn.”
“No!” He threw the knife at her and missed badly.
“Naughty, naughty,” she chided, but didn’t move toward him. Yet.
This time, he slowed his movements and aimed. His second knife whirred through the air, spinning end-for-end, straight for her chest.
Avy stepped aside without seeming to rush.
“One more try,” she purred, moving a few steps in his direction. Avy always enjoyed the hunt.
“St. Nicholas, protect me!”
Avy laughed cruelly, but she stopped her advance.
Rodrigo stared at her, amazed that his desperate prayer worked.
“Oh, no, it didn’t work,” Avy said, reading his face. “I’m waiting to see what you do next. You’re funny. I’m glad I saved you for last.”
Rodrigo pulled a half-sword from its scabbard and charged, intent on spitting her. She allowed him to approach before cobra-like she grasped his wrist.
“You don’t want to do this.”
She was using her influence on him, and his eyes lost all emotion, all his will dissipating. The sword drooped.
“You feel terrible about the pain you’ve caused. The guilt is too much for you to bear. You must end your miserable, sin-filled life.” Avy was guiding the sword around to face him, but it took no effort at all.
“I have sinned. I must repent.” A spark surfaced. “I must confess and be shriven.”
“No time for that,” she insisted. “You must end your sinning now.”
The point of the sword was against his chest now, just below the breastbone. All Avy had to do was give it a little push.
She couldn’t. Or rather, she shouldn’t.
There were rules in the war for souls. Free will had to be respected. This meant neither side could directly interfere in the lives of humans. With Octavianus, I could tempt him, attempt to seduce him, but I couldn’t simply throw him on a bed. He had to choose to sleep with me.
In the same vein, an angel couldn’t pull a human out of a sinful situation. Faith’s appearance before Dionisio was pushing the limits of what was allowable. If she’d said anything to get him to reform? Breaking the rules.
Similarly, I couldn’t kill a human who had been sinful simply to catch them in a fallen state, not without provocation and reason. The reason could be thin, and I’d slipped through that loophole more than once in my millennia, but there had to be something.
And therefore, Avy couldn’t simply push the sword into Rodrigo’s chest.
She’d been a bystander, and could have walked on had she chosen to. He hadn’t threatened her at first. While the Head Office might accept coming to my defense as provocation, Below felt it was every demon for herself. Yes, he’d thrown knives at her, but at this moment? He was utterly helpless. That put the burden on her to use other methods.
Avareth had never been much for the rules.
She pushed his hand, and the sword disappeared into his breastbone. He gurgled and fell.
I pulled myself upright, then regretted it.
“Hi, Avy.”
She turned away from the dying man. “Kalili. Why am I always saving your ass?”
“Because you appreciate it when I’m sitting on you?”
She grinned. “There is that.”
I pulled the first quarrel from my stomach and willed myself to heal. A couple of crossbow bolts wouldn’t kill me, but they hurt like hell.
“A little help?” I said to Avy, gesturing to the bolt stuck in my shoulder. I couldn’t quite reach it with my good arm.
“This is going to hurt.” She placed both hands on the shaft.
“Tell me something I don’t, fuck!”
She yanked it free as I was speaking. I should have expected it.
Avy extended her hand to mine and lifted me to my feet.
“I was coming to visit you and felt you were here. Why aren’t you with Octavianus?”
As we made our way back into the better part of the city, I explained almost everything except what I felt when I kissed Faith, though I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was our long-standing relationship. Maybe I didn’t want to seem weak.
Avy believed me, at least.
“Probably the best deal you could have made. Thia. I don’t know her, do I?”
“No, probably not. She’s new.”
“Does she have any skill?”
I chuckled. “When I left, Octavianus was giving her a good pounding if what I heard from the doorway was accurate. I think she’ll do.”
“What about this angel? Faith?”
“No idea. Like I said, I’ve never encountered her before.” This didn’t mean squat, but we’d all had some encounters. “Do you know her?”
“No. Do you have any obligation to Thia?”
“Huh?”
Avy, who’d always been more practical than I, filled in the gaps. “You made a deal for Thia to take over the corruption of Octavianus. According to you, they sent Faith to separate you from Octavianus, presumably to stop his slide into sin. With me?”
“So far.”
“You might be out of danger now because you’re no longer tempting him.”
“That’s the idea.”
“What about Thia?”
I stopped dead. “Shit. You’re saying Thia’s going to be targeted by Faith?”
“Exactly.”
I headed towards the Via Lata, but Avy grabbed my arm. “Where are you going?”
“We have to protect her!”
A look of disbelief crossed her face. “Whoa, there, Kalili. That isn’t what I meant at all.”
“But Thia’s only a succubus. An angel will take her apart, even one as incompetent as Faith. I can’t take her on alone, but with you here, we can take her down! Two demons, one angel!”
“Uh, Kalili? Why do I want to do that?”
I explained as if to a child. “If we don’t stop Faith, she’ll kill Thia!”
“So what? Sure, the bosses will be pissed you let a target like Octavianus get away, but you can always slide back into his bed. You’ve done it before!” She snorted. “Thia’s not your problem.”
Right. She wasn’t. And while we weren’t in competition with other workers from Below, we also didn’t exactly try to help them, either.
So why did I feel guilty?
Whoa. I felt guilty? What the fuck was happening to me?
Avareth was still talking. “I thought you were finally being clever. Pity you were just being lucky.”
“Hey!”
“What? Nothing against luck, but you’ve been depending on it for millennia. It’s time you grew up, Kal, and realized that you can’t depend on anyone.”
We finished our walk to the city center in silence.




Sleeping With The Ex

Rooms weren’t hard to find if you knew where to look. The brothels, especially, were happy to rent space. I think they were hoping to rope us into working for them, willing or not, but neither Avy nor I had any intention of selling ourselves wholesale. Retail, certainly. We were artists, working in souls and sin.
And the other benefit to brothels? They always had the best beds.
True, my body didn’t require sleep. Neither did Avareth.
But we both enjoyed it. It was one of the Sybaritic indulgences of this world, and right now I could use more pleasure and less pain.
We curled around each other and rested.
It had been years since she and I had shared a bed, and she was as cuddlesome as I remembered.
I needed it. She wrapped herself around me, though she was smaller, and held on. I’d missed simple contact more than I knew and reveled in the sensation. She shielded her mind from me, not inviting me in as she had in the past, but I didn’t care. Healing myself had drained me somewhat, and I found I wanted to examine my thoughts in the privacy of my head.
A few hours into our rest, Avy said into my shoulder, “You want to fill me in on your next steps?”
I shook my head against her.
“No, you don’t want to fill me in?” She sounded hurt, and it bothered me.
“No, no. I don’t know what the next steps are. I was all set to rush in and rescue Thia, but like you said, she’s not my problem.”
She sighed, heavily. “I should have guessed. Kal, you’ve always been crap at planning.”
“Yeah, well, I’ve never had an angel claiming a death warrant on me.”
“Valid.”
Avy fell silent again.
I knew this trick. We’d been together, on and off, for as long as I’d been on Earth. She’d been the demon assigned to help me adjust back when the human-to-demon ratio was much closer. Inevitably, we became lovers, and though she didn’t think I noticed, I did eventually learn.
She wanted me to ask her for help, so I’d owe her, and then I’d have to pay up. Avareth always strove for the upper hand, which is one reason lately we were off more than we were on. I didn’t mind doing things for her, and to her, but I loathed feeling I was in her debt.
“I still think we ought to take her on,” I said at length. She stiffened against me. Though her mind was closed, and she didn’t say anything, I didn’t need her to speak to know she disagreed. I continued, hoping to overwhelm her with the magnificence of my argument.
“She’s an angel, yes, but she’s all alone. Faith told me so, and angels don’t lie.”
One of the Head Office’s interminable rules. We’d had good chuckles over the bootlegged copies of their commandments.
“Even if she wasn’t, we’re allowed to defend ourselves. It’s in the rules, right? Trial by combat? So we won’t get in any trouble for going after her?”
Avy flipped over me so she could look into my eyes.
“Kal, you’re fun, but you’re stupid.”
I squawked.
“It’s single combat, dummy. If we take her on together, we break the rules. We might bring an archangel down on our asses!”
I hadn’t considered that. An archangel could kill us both in less time than it took me to get Van off. As in, dead for good.
“Oh.” My arguments suddenly looked pretty weak.
“And I’m just passing through. Can’t stick around. I have an appointment in Ravenna.” It didn’t sound like she was telling me everything, but we always kept secrets from each other. Demons, remember?
“Oh.”
I was disappointed, but I’d deal with it. It had been a while since she and I had been more than friends, at least a century. Which was fine. I had more than enough lovers, mortal and immortal alike.
I still enjoyed having her next to me again. Which prompted another question.
“Avy. Why did we break up?”
“We didn’t break up,” she answered, suddenly cool.
“Then why won’t you sleep with me?”
“I just did.”
“That’s not what I mean.”
“I know what you mean, Kalili.” She sighed, then said, “There are things I can’t talk about.”
I knew that. She was an older demon than I, and good at keeping her counsel. But what did that have to do with our relationship? Non-relationship?
“Avareth. Please?”
She opened her mouth, closed it, then said, “I can’t.”
She rolled off me. Fine, I wouldn’t push her, not after she saved my ass. This time, at least. When next we met, it would be different.
She dressed silently, as did I.
“Thank you, Avareth,” I said formally, breaking the quiet, complete with the implied obligation. It was an attempt to keep her in my life now that she’d returned. Or perhaps it was in rejection of my attraction to Faith.
Whatever my motivation, it didn’t work. “I don’t need your thanks, Kalili. Just try to grow up a little.”
“I’ll try.” I put as much lightness into my voice as I could, but it fell flat.
“What are you going to do?” At least she cared enough to ask.
“I don’t know. Wait for Faith to show up again and then try to talk her out of clobbering Thia.”
Avy tsked and shook her head. “You care too much, Kal.”
With that, she walked out of the room, leaving me much colder than I thought I would be.




Breaking Bread With an Angel

Dawn fell on the city. In my experience, most human cities come to life with the sun. Paris. Bangkok. Even Cairo. They all seem to burst into vibrancy when the first rays of the sun hit them.
Not Rome, not that century. Maybe it was the condition of the buildings, or the despair, or maybe the sin which permeated every crack. Whatever it was, dawn wasn’t kind to Rome, not then, and certainly not in the mood I was in.
How could Avy refuse me?
It’s not like I wanted anything we hadn’t shared before.
So, maybe it had been a while. But we’d gone longer before. There was one stretch, right around the founding of the Roman Empire, when we hadn’t even seen each other in a hundred fifty years, but we picked up right where we left off when we finally reconnected.
What had happened?
Had she changed? I didn’t think she had. She seemed the same. Smart, funny, determined, snarky. That was Avareth.
Or did I change? I didn’t think so, but maybe I was the wrong person to ask. Too close to the situation.
Damn. Was this because of Faith?
Could my attraction to Faith, which I couldn’t deny any longer, have done something to me which made me less attractive to another demon?
Was I doomed to pine for a fucking angel while being shunned by demons?
That would be cruel.
And totally something the Head Office would do. The ineffable fucking plan at work again. I could almost imagine the hand of the maker in it, hear that insufferable voice.
“Oh, sure, demon, you can be attracted to an angel. Beautiful, isn’t she? Yeah, well, she doesn’t want you, and now you’re going to be in hell because nobody will want to be near you, angel or demon. Ha!”
This made me angry. If Faith had fucked up the relationship with my closest friend, I was going to take it out of her hide!
With new determination, I strode back towards Van’s palace.
I’d have to do a little of shifting to slip in and out without being noticed by anyone but Faith, and that brought up another problem. I wouldn’t be recognized as belonging.
Unless I pretended to be a human, and that led to another set of issues.
How the heaven did things get so complicated? This was a simple job! Seduce the boy, fuck him silly, get him to commit to any path except the one leading to the papacy.
Easy.
Fuck.
Now I was dodging angels. And I’d set up a human who, even if he didn’t want to, would have to have me killed if he caught me on the grounds. Talk about fucking irony.
Which would be inconvenient.
Why was I doing this again?
Why didn’t I just take off? Athens was beautiful at this time of year. I could fly there in a few hours.
Because I needed to help Thia. Warn her, at least, of Avy’s concerns.
Then I’d leave town.
I might take time to take Faith apart. Just because.
If I could resist her.
Fuck.
I decided I needed to stop and think. Shops were opening, and I could use something to eat. One was doing brisk business with the workingmen and I joined the line, figuring it would hide me.
After getting my bread and wine, I made my way to a quiet corner.
I’d finished half of the bread when I heard a soft voice.
“Kalili.”
I started and sloshed wine over my dress. Cursing, I whirled.
“Lilith loves Luci—”
The rest of my words died in my throat.
It was her.
“Faith.”
“Kalili,” she repeated.
I held my tongue, though a part of me wanted to blurt out everything that happened, that I’d given up Octavianus, so she wouldn’t have to kill me, and could we maybe practice that kiss again?
Another part wanted to grab one of the knives I had strapped to my back and slit her throat.
To cover my indecision, I returned to my breakfast.
She finally sighed and rested against the wall.
“I looked for you.”
“I thought you might.”
“You weren’t there.”
“Very perceptive, Faith. You’re right.” Sarcasm. Not one of my best looks, but I was irritated. I didn’t want to chit-chat with an angel.
“Why weren’t you there?”
“Because I had somewhere else to be.”
“Where?”
I put down my wine cup mid-drink. “I should tell you why?”
That seemed to say everything, so I waited again.
“Where did you go?”
“What does it matter? You win, okay? I gave up on Van.”
Faith nodded, then frowned. “Who?”
“Octavianus.”
“Why did you call him Van?” She seemed genuinely confused.
“It was a nickname.” Her face was blank. “Nickname? Pet name? Like calling a lover ‘babe’?”
Now her face twisted, and I realized that using a lover might not have been the best example.
Whoops.
“I know you’re not with him.” She was giving up on the nickname thing.
“Then we’re good?”
Again, the confused face returned. It was adorable, which irritated me.
“Bless it, Faith, are you going to kill me or not? Because, if you are, I want a head start!”
Faith looked at me, shocked. But she didn’t move.
“I could have killed you instead of speaking with you,” she said, reasonably.
“Yes.” I edged away. I’d missed that detail.
“And you owe me for pulling my taaqat, but not death.”
“Good,” I agreed, edging still further.
“Demon, be still!” She raised her voice, and a few of the humans turned their heads. I ignored them and focused on her sword hand. Empty. I relaxed fractionally.
“Sorry about the taaqat,” I said. I figured apologizing for stealing that bit of energy wouldn’t hurt and might do some good.
Faith waved a hand at me. “I know you needed it.”
“How?”
She looked at me like I was stupid. “When you pulled on me, I could see into you.”
Touch-telepath. Right. I figured I might as well take advantage of this détente as long as it would last, so I asked her another question that bothered me. “You didn’t have to give it.”
Faith blushed and dropped her eyes. Fuck, she was even cuter!
“No, but, well. You didn’t have to heal that human, repair the damage that I accidentally caused. You did.” She raised her eyes to mine, smiling. “You did the right thing.”
I grimaced.
Fuck.
I did the right thing?
That never ended well for a demon.
And when she put it that way, yeah, I acted dumb. Demons were supposed to harm humans, curse them, tempt them into giving their souls to Below. We sure as fuck weren’t supposed to heal them, for Lilith’s sake!
When I felt her hand on my arm, I flinched, then caught myself. It felt like feathers caressing my skin, and I didn’t want it to stop. Her mind hovered at the edge of my perception, not wanting to intrude, but not backing off.
“So I let you have my taaqat.”
Her touch was intoxicating and distracting, but I had the nagging thought I’d missed something important. I tried to think through the haze, pushing against the sensations in my arm until I finally latched onto the idea.
“How did you know?” My voice was harsh, the only way I could convince my heart to pay attention to my head, not Faith’s hand.
“How did I know what?”
“How did you know I wasn’t with Octavianus? At the palace?”
Faith withdrew her hand, and my mind cleared. Started to, at least.
“I was there.”
There was something she wasn’t saying. Angels won’t lie, but they’ll omit.
“And?”
“And I found Octavianus in bed, after fornicating with that succubus.”
“Anathia.”
“Her. Yes.” She still wasn’t telling me everything, so I pushed again.
“And?”
“And I killed her in your place for her role in corrupting him.”
Now my mind was utterly clear, fury sweeping the last of the fog away.
“You killed her?”
Faith recoiled now at the hatred in my voice.
“Of course I did. I am an angel, a, awk!”
I grabbed her throat with my hands and lifted her up and back, slamming her against the wall. I squeezed.
“You had no right to kill her, angel!” I spat the words. “She was a succubus, unable to defend against one such as you! Your rules, yours, forbid the taking of a lesser immortal’s life by a greater, so why did you do it? Answer me, angel, why did you do it?”
“It’s my job,” she choked out.
“It’s not your job!” I blasted back, but I ran out of words. I pulled her away, smashed her into the wall again, then flung her to the floor. I was furious, and didn’t hide it.
“I will tell you this once, and once only, Faith. If I see you again, I will kill you myself.”
I poured the dregs of my watered wine on her and stormed from the shop.




Dead Isn’t Forever

I headed right for the palace and barreled through the entry, past the guards, and directly for Van’s rooms. I crashed past servants going about their morning routines, and the occasional resident, still bleary and half-awake.
As I approached, the number of people grew greater, and the mutterings began behind me.
“It’s her!”
“She came back!”
“Why is she here?”
I didn’t care.
Thia had been killed because of me, or so the angel said.
Angels don’t lie.
But they can be mistaken.
And I hoped to Below Faith was.
“Out of my way!” I finally yelled when the density of people became too much. It drew every face to me, but I was past caring. They moved, and I ran through the familiar hallway.
The door to Van’s chambers was mostly closed, but I burst through.
“Where is she?” I demanded of the first person I saw, a servant I didn’t recognize.
“Wh-wh-who?”
“Anathia! Where is she?”
He pointed to the bedchamber, and I pushed past.
“Thia?” I shouted.
No answer.
“Thia!”
I crossed the threshold and stuttered to a halt.
“No!” I bellowed at the priest, kneeling above Thia’s body, about to do some sort of ritualistic nonsense to her. If she was dead, it wouldn’t matter, but if Faith was wrong?
It would kill her.
The priest turned to me, horror and anger warring for supremacy.
Anger won.
“How dare you! I must perform the Sacraments for this poor child of God!”
I nearly told him she was a daughter of Lilith, caught myself, and instead said, “She’s my friend. I want to. That is, I have to see for myself to believe it’s real.”
Now his face turned sickly sympathetic, and he stood. Humans. So easy to manipulate if you knew the right levers.
“Of course, child. I didn’t know.”
Muttering a “Thank you,” I knelt by her side.
Faith had done a fair job on her. Thia’s tunic was crimson from her ribs down, and I could smell the whiff of corruption rising from her gut. She’d run her through, but maybe, maybe, Thia wasn’t gone yet. It took more than a single blow through the stomach to kill an immortal, at least quickly.
I hoped I was in time.
I closed my eyes and looked for her aura.
“Thank you, Lilith!” I whispered when I saw the faint orange flicker. It was weak, damaged, and fading, but it was there. I could do this.
“Daughter—” The priest put his hand on my back, and I felt the sting. He was a genuine believer, an honestly good soul, not corrupt like so many of the clergy.
“I think she’s still alive,” I said, gritting my teeth against the pain. I could endure it. After all, I’d felt worse just hours earlier. And his contact wasn’t as unpleasant as I’d expected.
“Alive?” He sounded doubtful, but willing to allow me to hope.
I nodded, then put my hand on her forehead.
Like other immortals, I could transfer taaqat in a thousand different ways. All it required was contact and an effort of will.
It wouldn’t heal her, but it would give her enough power to wake and, hopefully, heal herself. Enough to stave off dying.
“Come on, Thia.” I pushed taaqat through me into her. “Wake up. You can do this.”
I’d poured half of my balance into her and was despairing when her eyes opened and she drew a breath.
“Kal?” she said.
“Yes, it’s me, Theodora,” I answered, hoping she’d catch the reminder. “You can hear me?”
“I can.” She was muzzy. Not surprising. I gripped her hand. “Angel.”
“You saw an angel?” The priest had overheard, bless him, and was suddenly interested. He took his hand from my back to peer at Thia’s face. “No wonder they spared your life. You are truly one of God’s chosen, child.”
Pious peasant.
At least he’d put away the tools of the trade. She wouldn’t be splashed with holy water or force-fed some Eucharist, at least not while I was around.
Which was going to be a problem. How could I stick around when I was officially banned?
That was a problem for later. Now, I had to walk Thia through the healing process before any of the well-meaning humans called in a healer. Or, worse, a barber and his leeches.
“This is going to hurt.” I warned Thia a moment before I lifted her. She hissed in pain, but didn’t cry. “Out of my way!”
I carried her to the bed and laid her down, pulling the sheet over her body.
“Everyone, out!” I used my best command voice, and the various household members scattered. The only one left was the priest, still fussing and rambling on about God’s will.
I had to get rid of him. But the fucker could tell if I lied, I suspected. Time for the truth.
Just not all of it.
“Father, I’m her friend, so I’ll take care of her now.”
“You are a devoted friend, daughter.” Oh, save me from well-meaning fools! I’d have to up the ante.
“Father, I have to tend to her wounds. It won’t be pretty.”
He nodded. The oblivious idiot couldn’t catch a hint. Fine. Time to hit him in the modesty.
“I have to remove her clothes, Father.”
He blushed deeply and backed away. “I, um, oh, yes, of course, daughter. I’ll let myself out.”
Finally.
After waiting for the door to close, I turned to Thia. I hadn’t lied to the priest. I had to help her through the healing process, even if it wasn’t going to be anything like he expected. I couldn’t heal her directly. Healing another wasn’t a power that demons possessed.
“Thia, have you healed yourself before?”
“Yes.” She winced. “But never this bad.”
I sighed inwardly in relief. I didn’t know if I could teach her how to do the repairs. It was an effort of will, but I’d known how to do it from the moment of my creation. Thia had been human, and Below’s training sucked. To the point of being non-existent. “Here, do this thing, and you can do this other thing, don’t miss your quota!”
“I’m here,” I said, taking her hand. I couldn’t afford to pass much more taaqat, but maybe I could guide her if I had a direct connection.
Maybe.
I didn’t know; I was making it up as I went along.
It was the first time I’d cared enough about another of Below’s employees to intervene.
As she directed her will inward, I tried to coach her.
“It’s like shape-shifting. Remember what your body was before your injury and bring it back to that.”
“I don’t know—”
“Don’t overthink it, Thia. Just remember how you feel, and your powers will do the rest.”
I hoped. Then I had an ugly thought.
“Thia, don’t heal yourself too much,” I said, breaking her concentration. Her eyes flew open.
“Huh?”
“If you heal yourself completely, the humans will get suspicious. Leave a scar, not even healed, just closed. You don’t want a barber trying to drop a leech into your stomach to rid you of a fever.” Lilith, the things humans thought would heal them!
“Oh. No.” Her eyes closed again, and this time I didn’t interrupt.
I considered my next moves.
Faith knew I gave up Octavianus, so I wasn’t on her list any longer. At least, not the Head Office’s list; I might be on her personal list. Did angels get angry? Go rogue? They were demon stock, after all. You could make the argument that whatever a demon could do, an angel could too. And vice versa.
I guess I’d find out.
I almost hoped she’d stick around. I wanted a piece of her hide, peeled off and nailed up. Damn her, she didn’t have to attack Thia. But…
Wait.
Faith thought she killed Anathia. Pretty damn positive, if what she said was accurate.
Now, if Faith was being a good little angel, she ought to toddle back to the Head Office, get a pat on the ass, and a new assignment. After all, I was out of the picture, and Thia was dead, so Van’s soul was safe from us, right? At least until Below reassigned his soul to another demon, or succubus, or incubus.
But yeah, for now, Van was off the board.
That was good. Even if Faith went rogue, she wouldn’t have the sanction of the Head Office, and I was sure I could take her out.
I was low on taaqat myself, now. Maybe I’d take Dionisio up on his offer, at least for a little while. Didn’t he have an estate elsewhere? He had to have. I’d suggest I stay there. And as for Thia?
She was doing it. I could feel her body repairing itself, felt the tug as she tried to pull more taaqat from me to replenish what she was using.
Not happening.
With Faith out of the picture, she ought to have a clear avenue to stay with Van, and —
“Where is she?”
Speak of the boy. I didn’t know if he meant Thia or me, but it didn’t matter. I needed to see him, and Thia needed some of his energy.
“Keep going,” I whispered to her. “Keep your eyes closed.”
I sensed her nod more than saw it. Only then did I speak.
“I came as soon as I heard.” I didn’t turn around. If he tried to enforce his ban? Unless he chopped off my head, his sword wouldn’t do shit to me except hurt like a bitch. I didn’t think he was confident enough in his swordsmanship to try, which meant a chest thrust. And when I pulled the sword out and used it to beat him silly?
He’d be surprised, but fuck him. What loyalty I had lay with Thia, not Van.
“She was babbling about angels, Dora.”
He hadn’t moved closer, I could tell from his voice. If he had his sword, he was playing it cautious. Good. I slowly turned.
“What do you mean?” I wanted to find out all he knew, but I didn’t want to steer him. The human mind is amazing for its ability to bend memories of reality to match with its internal expectations. Van needed to tell me what he saw, what he heard, without interference from me. If I had to, I could pull it right from his mind, but I didn’t want to. I wasn’t sure why, but I would go with it. For now.
“After you left, Thia and I…”
“You fucked,” I said. I didn’t have time to deal with a sudden attack of modesty.
“Yes.”
“And then?”
“I went to sleep.” He sounded embarrassed, and I could understand. When he and I had sex, I drained off energy, but it was a type that was replenished readily. He didn’t have any physical reaction to our encounters, more of a layer of tarnish applied to his soul. Thia was a succubus, so she drained his vitality directly and sullied his soul. If he slept with her long enough, she’d kill him and he’d go Below. Ironically, having sex with Octavianus, the action which had brought Faith to kill her, probably saved her life. If she hadn’t topped up on taaqat, I couldn’t have brought her back.
Maybe he needed some reassurance.
“Perfectly normal, Van. What happened next?”
“Well, I woke up, and Thia was gone.”
“Gone?”
“Not in bed. I heard her voice. It sounded like she was arguing with someone.”
I knew who she was arguing with. Faith.
“Did you hear who she was talking to?”
Van shook his head. It didn’t surprise me. Unless they were careless or wanted to be perceived, angels were always unnoticed by humans. Faith fucked up…was it just yesterday? Yes, yesterday. I’d bet it was fresh in her mind, so she would have been on her toes when she came back to confront me. Then she found Thia, and I could imagine the conversation. But Van spoke, and I returned my attention to him.
“I could hear Thia. She kept saying that kal gave me to her. I don’t understand. You told me that word meant think in Arabic, right?”
I nodded, remembering my hasty lie.
“Thinking gave me to her?”
Whoops.
“Maybe? I can ask her when she wakes up. What else?”
Val’s forehead wrinkled in thought. “She yelled I was hers, and she could handle anything thrown at her by an angel.” He looked puzzled. “She was arguing with an angel?”
Oh, Thia. You were overconfident. No lesser immortal could stand against an angel alone.
“No, I’m sure she wasn’t.”
“Then why would she say that?”
I shrugged. Best to seem ignorant. “I don’t know. She yelled. And then?”
“Then she screamed.” He said this with no emotion behind it, and I filled in the blanks.
He ran.
He ran, and he was ashamed.
“You went to get help?”
Van pounced on my out.
“Yes, exactly, I went to get help!”
Which is why I could get here before you did. Asshole. Coward. Fuck me. I reined in my temper. It wouldn’t do any good to make a scene with him. I needed to put him back in Thia’s clutches, needed him to cover for my presence, so it was time to pour on the bullshit.
“And I imagine you wanted to stay out of the way?”
“Very much, until the priest came out, talking about miracles, and I had to see for myself.”
“You did right, Van. Now, I need your help.”
He blanched. “Me?”
“Yes. She’s not hurt as badly as those fools thought. Messy, yes, and bloody, but she’s certainly not dying. See?” I pressed Thia’s shoulder, hoping she’d pick up the cue.
She did and fluttered her eyes open.
“Octavianus!” Thia put exactly the right relief and gratitude into her voice. I could see it hit him squarely in the emotions. She reached for his hand. He grasped hers with both of his.
How sweet. Funny how a good fuck can scramble human brains. A day ago, Octavianus didn’t realize Thia existed as a woman. Now he was clinging to her as if she was the apex of his dreams. Still, our succubi would have a more challenging task if they didn’t hold sway over men with their pussies.
I gave them a few moments, then cleared my throat.
“Van, I need your help. Remember?”
“Anything, Theodora.” He choked up on the first word, but recovered on my alias.
“We need to undress her, clean her, and then get her back into a clean bed.”
For a moment I thought he’d refuse, and his mouth flapped a couple times as he tried to form words. To his credit, he recovered. Instead of whatever burbled into his mind, he said, “What can I do?”
I smiled.
“Help her undress. Help her bathe.” I paused for thought. “I had a bath earlier. Before I left. No, forget it. We can’t bring her through the palace. Van, did you bathe?”
He nodded, a hint of a blush rising in his cheeks. “We bathed.”
“Then the water should still be warm. Good. Clean her well, but be gentle around her injury.”
He nodded, still gripping her hand.
“I’ll help you get her to the bath, then I’ll deal with the bed.”
It was a dirty job, but it needed doing, and not by a mortal. The blood of a succubus had interesting properties on humans if they accidentally ingested it or got it into a cut. It worked like an aphrodisiac, making them irresistible to other humans. This wasn’t a bad thing unless they fucked themselves to death, but I needed Van to pay attention to Thia until she was fully healed, not being chased by the rest of the palace staff.
Immortals weren’t immune to the effects, but they were different for us. Blood on us would increase our attractiveness to humans and immortals alike, but if we ingested the blood, we’d be bound to the succubus. For a while. Some years, if I remembered right.
Together we got Thia to the bath. I took most of her weight, but she made it appear she was leaning on Van. I could tell his ego got a nice boost from that. Once there, I undressed Thia while Octavianus tried not to stare. When her wound was revealed, I thought he was going to vomit. He didn’t, but it was a close thing.
I helped settle her into the bath, still tepid, then gathered up the bloody clothes.
“I’ll order more hot water.”
Van put a hand on my arm, and I stopped.
“Theodora.” His voice was unusually grave.
“Octavianus.” I returned the tone.
“Thank you for coming back. For helping Thia. I, it can’t be easy, seeing another woman with, with, a, uh…”
Humans. “A former lover?”
He blushed. “Yes.”
“She’s my friend, Octavianus. Even if our separation was on bad terms, I’d come back for her.”
I realized the truth of the words as I said them. When had Thia gone from an underling, a means to an end, to a friend? I didn’t know.
He heard the truth, nodded, and returned to tend to Thia.




Demonic Laundry

I went about my business, clearing away the soiled bedclothes, picking up the soaked rug she’d been laying upon, and dropping them all on a tapestry I pulled from the wall. It was a representation of Adam and Eve, and I thought it appropriate. The floor was wet with blood, but I could clean that. The bed, also stained, was more problematic. I solved it by flipping it over. In a few days, Thia’s blood would be too thoroughly dried to infect a human.
It wouldn’t matter then.
After I cleaned the floor with the bedclothes, I swabbed it as best I could. The sodden cloth got dropped with the rest, and I tied the tapestry into a secure bundle.
I called out, “I’ll be right back.”
Without waiting for an answer, I left.
I needed to dispose of the bloody cloth before anyone could touch it. The palace was enormous, large enough to have a fire burning at all times to heat water and dispose of waste, so I made my way towards the basement.
I’d cleared most of the trafficked hallways when I heard a familiar voice.
“Demon.”
Oh, fuck. This was getting annoying. I needed to keep a clear head, concentrate on what I was doing and saying, so as not to give away Thia’s continued existence. At least, clear enough.
Anger, though. Anger was my friend. Enough anger would mask other emotions, so I swung around with my burden and smacked right into her, splattering her angelic whites with Thia’s blood.
“Fuck off, Faith. I’ve spent the past hour cleaning up your mess.” I gestured to the blood. “You’re a murderer, Faith. Now you look like one.”
The angel raised her hands, in horror or supplication, and recoiled.
“Leave me be to finish my duties to my friend,” I grated and tried to walk away. Faith grabbed me by the shoulder.
I was tired of this shit. I didn’t slow and slapped her hand away.
“Leave me, angel, or I’ll remember what I told you in the shop.”
She didn’t touch me again, but I heard her footfalls behind me.
Whatever.
Every step she took with me brought her farther away from Thia, and if I had to deal with her, I could do it after I completed my task.
“I didn’t know she was your friend,” Faith whispered.
Neither had I, but I wasn’t about to admit it. Definitely not to her.
“What? You think demons can’t have friends?”
“No! I never thought of it at all.”
I snorted. “Typical do-gooder tunnel vision. Can’t consider other immortals might have relationships, no, just evil to be eradicated. Yes, she was my friend, Faith. You know what that means?”
She started to answer, but I overrode her. “It means loyalty and kindness and doing things because we wanted to, not simply for duty. And it means doing what is necessary to balance the scale.”
I hoped she picked up on the threat in the last words, but didn’t have much hope of it. Sure enough, she missed it entirely.
“I know what friends are.” Faith was still quiet.
“Then you know why I’m pissed.”
“Not really.”
Now I stopped.
“Explain.”
“I told you before.”
“Tell me again. You killed my friend, Faith. You owe me until I tell you you don’t.”
She accepted my logic, though I saw it galled her.
“I don’t have friends.”
“Boo fucking hoo. Cry me a river, angel. Why should I care?” I started walking again.
“Because I want to be your friend!”
This stopped me dead, and I dropped the makeshift bag. I pivoted and put my hands on my hips.
“What?”
“I don’t know why, but—”
I waited.
“—I can’t stop thinking about you.” She sounded miserable, and a part of me rejoiced at that. I wanted her to hurt.
As rapidly as that thought flooded my mind, another one chased it out.
I didn’t want Faith to hurt. In fact, I wanted to help heal her hurt.
And then a third part chimed in, singing. She couldn’t stop thinking about me? Me?
“It’s the blood,” I said in dismissal, knowing it wasn’t true but hoping Faith wouldn’t realize it.
“No, it’s not.”
Another hope dashed.
“It has to be,” I persisted. “Angels and demons? It’s like combining water and Greek fire. Nothing good can come of it.”
“I know!” Faith nearly wailed, and I swiveled my head, seeking any humans who might have heard.
“I know,” she repeated, more quietly. “But I think, I think it might be possible? For us?”
“To be friends?” I finished with as much scorn as I could muster. Truth be told, it wasn’t much.
“Maybe?” The hope in her voice tugged at me, and I resisted as best I could.
“You’ve got to get a life, Faith, and that doesn’t include me.” My heart wasn’t in it, but I needed to get rid of her, and the only way I could think of was to be nasty. Like a demon should be.
“But I want you!”
My heart leapt, but could I have heard what I thought I heard?
“What did you say?”
She realized she’d gone too far, but didn’t deny it. If she’d said what I thought she’d said, she couldn’t. “What did you think I said?”
“What you want isn’t important to me.” I lied as gruffly as I could, willing my feet to move away, but they weren’t listening.
“I don’t think that’s true,” she said, taking a step closer. Fucking angels! Lying to one was always a bad idea.
“That doesn’t matter.” My protest sounded weak in my ears.
“Really?” Faith closed the gap and pressed her bloodied chest against me. She was almost my height. Almost. I had to tilt my head just the slightest to see her golden eyes. “Then I propose a test.”
“A test?” My voice was husky, and I cleared my throat. “What test?”
“This.”
She leaned forward and kissed me. There was no pull, no shift of taaqat, but I was suddenly aware of her presence, a bright glowing self on the edges of my consciousness. It didn’t distract me from the sensation of her lips on mine, her tongue teasing against my teeth, her arms around my waist. And bless me, my arms were holding her hips.
She broke the kiss, leaving me breathless and alone in my mind, and I wanted her back. Lucifer damn me, I wanted her back.
I was so fucked.




In the Tunnel

The realization of how deep the shithole I’d fallen into snapped me back to reality, enough for me to pick up the leaking tapestry bundle and resume my task.
“I knew it!”
A deaf woman couldn’t miss the note of triumph in Faith’s voice.
“Fuck off, Faith. I don’t care what you knew.”
“You care, Kalili. I don’t know how, or why, but by the Maker, you care! You care for your friend, and you care for me!”
“Lying is a sin, Faith.”
“I am not lying, Kalili.”
And she wasn’t, damn her. But I couldn’t tell her I felt, well, something. I didn’t know what it was yet, but I knew I wanted to find out more.
I also knew if I did, I’d be on two Better Off Dead lists.
Below was no kinder to demons who rose than the Head Office was to angels who fell. I’d known a few in my centuries, immortals who had loved a mortal, cared for them enough to help them escape their contract.
It didn’t end well.
Usually, it was a lesser immortal. A succubus, or incubus, or imp. Someone who had once been human and still had a vestigial remembrance of the emotions, of the connections formed, the bonds and burdens.
Greater immortals? Demons, archdemons, princes?
None that I’d heard of. And Below had an efficient gossip network, ensuring that even the most minor infraction and punishment was widely disseminated. Like any network, there were plenty of stories which couldn’t possibly be true. The failed rebellion against Lucifer, for example. Or the demons who could lay waste to the Head Office if they wanted. Bullshit, magnified and distorted over the years.
I only personally knew of two greater immortals who’d fallen. One had led a legion against Malphas in a doomed rebellion and was slain in combat. The other had failed Adramelech on an assignment. Below summoned him, with all the other greater immortals in attendance, tried, convicted, and set aflame. It wasn’t pretty.
I was in no hurry to be a third.
I stomped along, Faith trailing.
Finally, I broke the silence.
“You ought to give me those clothes.”
“Why?”
I explained about succubus blood, a detail she should have known. Her ignorance reinforced my thought that she was new to Earth.
“Oh!” Without another thought, she stripped them away and handed them to me. That golden body shone in the dark basement hall. I swear to Lilith it did. I didn’t stare. I didn’t.
I totally did.
Faith knew it, too. She didn’t cover up, though. No. She stood as brazen as any succubus, breasts high, nipples erect, and my hands longed to stroke them. “Shouldn’t you get out of yours, too?”
I tore my eyes away long enough to glance down. Nothing. I said as much.
“On your back, where you were carrying the bag.”
I tugged my tunic around so I could see, and there it was. Damn.
No, this was good! Thia’s blood was an aphrodisiac, and we were both covered in it. Of course she wanted me, and I wanted her! It wasn’t love, or lust, simply magic. I could deal with magic.
Or I could give in to it.
Below wouldn’t kill me for falling to the blood of a succubus. Accidents totally happened. Right?
I don’t believe I consciously thought about any of that. I just knew I could have Faith, satisfy my lust, maybe even corrupt an angel, and get away with it.
My tunic was off, then my undergarments, before she said another word. I saw my body affected her as much as hers did me, and a shiver of delight raised gooseflesh.
“Come on,” I said. I retained enough presence of mind to know I had to get rid of this blood before it infected anyone else.
I indulged myself and took her hand with my free hand, tingles running up my arm. Faith looked at me and gave me a shy smile.
“I told you,” was all she said.
Our taaqat sought to balance, and she permitted it to flow into me.
It was bliss.
I’d had a taste before, but I was too angry, too needful, to appreciate it. I consumed it like a politician would guzzle cheap wine. Now, I could savor it, enjoy the pureness of it, relish the feelings it carried, the thoughts which rode with it.
I could see her mind.
She could see mine.
I had never shared so much of myself, even with Avy, and all we were doing was holding hands.
“You really don’t know any of the angels?”
Faith shook her head, and I could tell it bothered her through our connection. Which might explain why I said what I said next.
“I don’t know any well. We don’t exactly mix. Not like I can call on an angel and go for wine. But there are one or two who don’t attempt to kill me on sight. I could introduce you. Oof!”
Faith wrapped herself around me, hugging me tight, and babbling, “Thank you, thank you!” in my ear.
Her reaction pleased and surprised me, but I was most aware of her very naked body pressed against mine. I had the most interesting thoughts.
Which I permitted to filter through our connection.
And those thoughts, or at least pretty damn similar thoughts, flowed right back to me.
Suddenly, the sack of bloody laundry seemed much less important.
Faith pulled back from my ear and looked at me, and I looked right back.
“Kalili?”
I knew that tone.
I’d heard it often enough.
My job was always to corrupt souls and tempt them Below, new recruits for my employer. I used every tool at my disposal, and often that was sex.
I knew the sound of want.
The call of need.
The whisper of desire.
I heard it here, clear as I’d ever heard it before.
“Faith.”
And I heard it again in my voice.
Then she was tilting her head and leaning forward, giving me her lips, soft, warm, and loving. I was returning the kiss with equal fervor, though considerably more skill.
She was a quick student.
Her hands roamed my body, uncertain at first, but my moans and shivers of pleasure clued her into what I liked. Faith gained confidence, daring to explore my back first, then down to my ass, back up my sides, and finally alighting on my breasts. She cupped them, gentle as down, and briefly broke our kiss.
“Kalili, I–”
“Shhh.” I covered her hands with mine and guided her. We traced circles from the outside in, me teaching her the pressure I liked, the teasing feel, and then to my areolae and nipples, wrinkled and hard in anticipation. I groaned when she took them between her fingertips, removing my hands from hers. I mirrored Faith’s actions on her body. She’d never indulged in any of this sort of pleasure before, I could tell.
I don’t know how long we were there. More than long enough to make me ready to pull her into an alcove. I think, no, I know, she would have come with me.
But we were interrupted.
“What are you doing?” I whirled away from Faith, protectively concealing her from view, and my temper flared. It was the low voice of one of the palace guards, and I gathered my strength to blast him. I raised a hand, only to find it pushed down from behind.
“No,” Faith said.
I growled, coherence beyond me in my frustration and need.
“Kalili, no.”
My anger faded at her touch. I turned towards her, but as I did, she vanished.
Fuck.
Fine time for her to figure out how not to screw up the mind of a human.
Which left me to explain.
“Just going to dispose of this.” And I was forced yet again to stick to the truth. I showed him the makeshift bag.
“What’s in there?” He was understandably suspicious, finding a naked woman holding a bloody sack in a passage deep under the palace. At least he hadn’t seen Faith. I wouldn’t need to talk my way out of her disappearance.
“You heard about the attack?”
“Why do you think I’m stuck down here?” He didn’t sound pleased.
“Well, it’s easier to get rid of the bloody clothes and things than to wash them. You ever clean blood from cloth?”
He barked laughter and gestured to his leather armor. “Yeah, that’s why I appreciate this. You’re Theodora, aren’t you?”
This could go badly. If Van had been on top of things in my official banishment, then the guards would know that I was no longer welcome. If he knew me and I denied my identity?
Fuck me sideways.
I was going to have to tell the truth. Again.
This was becoming a bad habit. That fact I was technically lying didn’t help.
“Yes.”
To my relief, he smiled. “I thought so. Go ahead.”
I returned the smile and walked past him, feeling his eyes on me and putting an extra waggle on my hips.
When I passed from earshot, I hissed, “Faith!”
No angel.
“Faith!”
Lilith bless her pretty ass. Where was she?
My muttered cursing did no good, and I finished my grisly task with no other interference and headed back to Van’s chambers.




Checking on Thia

I liberated a tunic on my way back upstairs. No point in giving everyone a show.
I walked into the chambers, closed the door, and listened.
Nothing.
I walked through his sitting room and peeked into the bedchamber.
Van was asleep on the bed, a satisfied-looking Thia sitting next to him.
“Don’t worry, he’s out for a while.” Thia spoke with utter confidence, a far remove from her condition less than an hour earlier.
“You didn’t drain him completely, did you?”
Thia shook her head, then smiled. “Depends on what you’re talking about. Energy? No. He’ll recover soon enough.”
I rolled my eyes. I knew what she meant.
“Bet he was surprised.”
She grinned. “A little. Then I told him I didn’t know if I would survive, and all I could think about was the taste of him?”
I chuckled. “And he believed it?”
“I already had his trousers down. That might have convinced him of my sincerity.”
“It probably did.” I sobered. “How do you feel?”
“Better. What did you do?”
I explained about taaqat, and how immortals could transfer it from one to another. Inside I cursed Below’s bureaucracy for not doing this when Thia signed her contract. When I finished, Thia surprised me again.
“Why?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, why did you do it?”
I tried to sort through the whys and wherefores and started by stalling.
“It wasn’t right for Faith to do that.”
Thia wasn’t buying what I was selling.
“Maybe not, but it would have made your life easier. I mean, with me dead you could have strolled back in, taken Octavianus, then filed paperwork with Below to get Faith punished, maybe removed.”
Fuck me sideways. She was right.
“I hate paperwork.” Dammit, truth again. “And they take forever. It still wasn’t right, and I owed you.”
She shook her head.
“No. If anything, I owe you, even with this.” She gestured to her middle. “I never would have gotten here without you making a deal. And if I can corrupt Van?”
She beamed.
“I’ll be riding high.”
I was throwing anything out there, hoping she’d accept something. You know, I did my best to sound stern. Demonic. “Maybe so, but you have to be alive for me to collect. Below might collect the debt, but they won’t pass it on to me.”
“Oh.” She hadn’t thought of that, and I could see it settle uneasily on her mind. “Um. Can we work out a deal?”
I negotiated with half my attention while I wrestled with my own reactions.
Why the Hell had I come rushing back?
Why had I called Thia my friend? She wasn’t a friend; she was just another employee.
Why had I poured my taaqat into her so liberally?
What the fuck was wrong with me?
I couldn’t make head or tails of it.
Everything was going well.
I had my assignment. Van was well on his way to a lifetime serving Below, even if he ever made Pope. And then…
It hit me.
Faith.
The fucking angel had done something to me.
She’d infected me with her goodness, and I was turning—nice?
Kind?
Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck.
If Below found out, I was so dead. Permanently dead, not even a greasy spot on the lake of brimstone dead. Just gone.
I had to find Faith and get her to undo it.
Failing that?
I had to kill her.
Killing an angel would surely wipe the taint of the Head Office from my soul.
Wouldn’t it?
I think I came out ahead on the renegotiated deal, but it didn’t matter. Nothing would if I couldn’t fix what was wrong.




How Do You Catch An Angel?

I made my way out of the palace. I helped myself to some of Van’s more portable treasures, some loose gems and gold he wouldn’t miss. If I was going to be on my own, cut off from my usual resources, I’d need something to keep up appearances.
I didn’t know if I’d be cut off. Below wasn’t usually that efficient, and there wasn’t any evidence that would indict me. My long service taught me to be cautious, so I was.
I also had my own stashes, here and there. Between those and my shifting abilities, I’d be able to disappear for a while, if it came to it.
I didn’t want to.
I wanted my life back, bless it!
Okay, I had to plan.
Which I completely sucked at.
Avy was right about one thing: I got through my life on luck.
Planning was not my strong suit. I was going to have to do it, though, if I wanted to get through all this with my skin intact.
So.
Money. Check.
Clothes. Check. I’d grabbed an outfit which would be comfortably anonymous, not flashy, not lower-class. And since I was going to go after Faith, it was loose enough so I could conceal a half-dozen knives.
Knives?
Yes.
They weren’t just for humans who annoyed me.
They’d do for the angel, too.
I could kill Faith with my powers if I was at full strength.
But I wasn’t.
My taaqat would recover in time, maybe three days, with as much as I’d given Thia. I could steal it from humans, but their energy wasn’t quite the same and needed to be converted. Again, it could be done, but it also took time, and it was crap for efficiency. To fill up on the human taaqat and change it? I’d have to drain at least a dozen of them completely, and I didn’t have time.
Damnation.
I didn’t have time!
How could I get more time?
Stop!
I was working myself into a panic.
I had time. Faith didn’t know I was after her. She thought I was ready to jump her bones, which was true enough.
I could still taste her on my lips, still feel her pressed against me.
Fuck.
Stop!
Knives. I had knives. Mortal weapons couldn’t kill an angel, or a demon, or another immortal, by themselves. Not in a single blow, not without decapitation.
Faith forgot that, or maybe she never learned it. Which is why Thia was still alive.
But if they caused enough damage so the immortal couldn’t repair it quickly enough?
They could kill.
And a knife to Faith’s heart would sure as fuck slow her down.
Plus, no paperwork from Below for violating the rules against using our powers openly. Bonus!
Back to my checklist.
Plan.
Nope.
Totally didn’t have one.
I was completely out of plans.
Fuck.
Money. Check.
Clothes. Check.
Knives. Check.
Aura. Check.
I was concealing my aura. It was tricky, but I could do it for a while, and now I was effectively invisible to other immortals. My aura looked human to a casual glance, though it wouldn’t hold up to prolonged scrutiny. It shouldn’t matter. I only needed a little concealment so I could sneak up on her.
Sneak up on her.
Why didn’t that seem right?
No, no, not because of the immorality of planning to ambush someone who I was kissing earlier this morning. Shit happened.
No, something else. What?
Oh, fuck!
I didn’t know where to find her!
Angels and demons are of the same stock, I’ve said. And we’re also corporeal beings. Yes, we have powers, and wings, and shit like that which we can make incorporeal. And yes, angels can completely disappear and reappear somewhere else, and demons can shapeshift. But we have bodies, and as long as we’re on Earth for an assignment, we have all the same needs as humans. We need a place to stay, sleep, eat, all that.
I lived at the palace. Or rather, I did, until my little act with Thia and Van.
But Faith?
I didn’t have a clue where Faith was.
Angels clustered together, usually around holy ground, but Faith had said she didn’t know anyone. I took that at face value, because angels didn’t lie, and, well. I’d kissed her.
In those moments I’d seen into her mind, and I knew she didn’t intend to fuck over my life.
Not any longer.
I also knew she’d told me the truth about not knowing anyone.
Which brought me right back to the beginning.
Again.
I was fucking sick of going around in circles.
With a frustrated sigh, I dropped the concealment on my aura and then fed more power to it.
Fine.
I could find her, by her aura, if I wanted to wander the city.
And I would.
But I knew Faith wanted to find me again. We had unfinished business.
I’d make it easy for her.
I’d glow like a Lilith-blessed lighthouse.




Finding Faith

I didn’t have anywhere in particular to go, so I allowed my feet to guide me. If I’d been systematic about it, I would have planned my route to criss-cross the city in the most efficient manner. As it was, I figured it didn’t much matter. If Faith was searching for me, she’d find me.
She could hardly miss me.
I was close to the river when I felt her presence.
“Hi!”
She was bubbly and excited, which pissed me off, because my first instinct was to smile when I heard her voice.
Fuck.
I kept walking. It was midmorning, and Rome was finally awake and bustling about us. If I tried anything on her here, I’d be stopped by the locals before I could finish the job.
If I was going to do this, I needed to go all the way. I didn’t need a pissed-off angel with a grudge.
“Hello, Faith.” I tried to put a lift into my voice to match hers, and was disgusted when I managed it. It was worse: it was genuine.
“Where are we going?” She fell into place next to me, looking distressingly normal. Typical Roman garb, nothing flashy, nothing out of place. Maybe her tunic was a little tighter than the one I’d burned. Or maybe I was simply more aware of the curves beneath the cloth.
“We?” Although I needed her to accompany me, I didn’t want her to think I planned
“I don’t have anything to do, and I saw your aura, and, well…”
I almost told her to fuck off. Again. Then I looked, and she was blushing.
Oh, shit.
“What’s wrong, Faith?” Again, the real empathy in my tone pained me.
She hesitated before she answered.
“Maybe you’re the wrong person to ask, but what do I do now?”
I couldn’t help it. I stopped dead.
“What?”
Faith noticed I’d halted a few paces later and returned to me.
“Well. I did my job.”
“Too fucking right,” I growled with more authentic emotion.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know she was your friend. I thought she was just a succubus.”
“Just a succubus? Really? Just a succubus? That succubus was a human once, not too long ago. She made a choice, because the Head Office couldn’t give her what she needed, and she’s just a succubus? She’s a Lucifer-blessed person, Faith, not some sort of creature without a soul! Just because she chose what you think is the wrong side doesn’t make her less worthy of consideration! Doesn’t your boss teach you to forgive? To learn from mistakes? That nobody is beyond salvation? If so, how dare you take the chance to be forgiven away from her!” My voice rose steadily as I spoke, and I advanced on Faith. Between the two she backed away, eyes wide, as my words hit home.
“It was my job!” she wailed, then dropped her voice. “I had to.”
“No, Faith. You chose to. You listened to your orders. You obeyed them. Instead of asking for guidance, because, hey, it wasn’t the demon Kalili fucking Octavianus, it was Anathia. You stabbed her. Don’t hide behind someone else, something else. Orders? Job? Fuck you, Faith, if that’s what you believe. If you can’t see the need to be flexible, to consider the souls of the people you’re sent to exterminate, then you’re no better than anyone who works for Below.”
“Even you?” She spat the words at me through tears, and I felt their sting.
“Even me, but at least I’m not a hypocrite. I know what I’m doing, and I give my assignments a choice. I fail, Faith, and when I do, I move on. Nobody ends up dead.”
Faith sobbed. Unexpectedly, my arms ached to hold her, and I wanted to tell her I understood, that it would be alright.
Fuck my life.
I looked around. Despite my yelling, so far we weren’t attracting too much attention, but if Faith’s concentration wavered and her true form revealed, there’d be Hell to pay. Literally.
There were rules in the war for souls and control. The Head Office followed them. Below kinda sorta followed them when convenient. You know, get around the rules? Well, unless we could catch the opposition with their pants down. Then our bureaucrats would file so many protests and objections that the Head Office was buried in paperwork until they accepted the penalty.
An angel showing themselves in front of humans?
Oh, damn. Below would have a field day.
I was in favor of giving the Head Office a hard time. Demon, remember?
But I’d been in the middle of one paperwork war, and it took all of my time for the best part of three years, and I had no patience for it right now. None.
I had to short-circuit it before it began.
Which meant calming Faith down when I desperately wanted to run a dagger through her heart.
Sighing, I did what my arms demanded and wrapped them around her. She stiffened at the unexpected touch before melting into me. We stood a while as her sobs calmed and her tears dried. The cloth between us muted the telepathic connection, prevented the closeness we’d had earlier, and I was glad. I was walking a razor’s edge here, and couldn’t afford a single slip. I could feel her presence, but little more.
I hoped she was too preoccupied with her emotions to pry into my mind.
“Better?” I said at length.
“Better.” Faith still sounded upset and unhappy, but at least she wasn’t crying any longer.
“Good. This is no place to talk.”
Her head shook in agreement, and I appreciated the sensation.
“Where can we go?”
“Where are you staying?” It was the appropriate question for the moment. And if I had ulterior motives? Well. Demon.
“I don’t stay anywhere.”
I pushed her away and held her at arm’s length. “What?”
“When I’m not doing the Lo—”
“Head Office, and the Chief.”
“Huh?”
“I don’t say that name. If you’re talking to me, call it the Chief.” It was petty, sure. I wouldn’t burst into flames or anything like that from a name. But you know how you can always hear your own name better than anyone else’s? So could the Chief. Any of a few dozen names it would pick up on, and I really didn’t want its attention on us.
Faith almost smiled. “Superstitious?”
“Maybe.”
She did smile. “When I’m not doing the Chief’s work, I walk the streets of the city, spreading blessings. When I tire, I find a vacant space to lay my head.”
Lilith help me. She believed in their stupid book, hook, line, and sinker.
“And what about food?”
Faith looked down. “I depend on the kindness of strangers to feed me.”
I winced. Rome was not a friendly town, and while I was sure no human could harm an angel without a major fight, they also wouldn’t simply hand out food to those who asked. If she asked. Which she probably didn’t.
“Faith, when did you last eat?”
It took a moment for her to answer. “Three days ago.”
“Three days!”
Part of me celebrated. Her human body would be weak. It would be easier for me to kill her.
Part of me sympathized. I’d been in her position before. The Council of Nicaea? I was there, trying to influence the outcome. I weaseled my way in, eventually, but at first I was stuck on the outside looking in. No resources, just what I could steal.
Being a demon meant I could steal without recrimination from Below, but it took time away from my mission, which my bosses didn’t like. The longest I had gone was a day and a half, which didn’t compare, but I had an idea.
The deciding factor was the increasing crowd. Maintaining her human appearance required energy. Time to feed the waif.
“Come on.” I put my arm around her waist and guided her. She put her hand on mine, a comfortable, familiar gesture, one two friends would enjoy.
“Where?”
“We need to get you fed, and I know a good place not too far away.” We didn’t slow, and shortly we were waiting for food. It wasn’t much: roasted meat and a loaf of bread. With wine. Lots of wine, and not watered down. I wanted Faith drunk and happy, and I needed the artificial bravery the wine would bring.
I knew angels couldn’t lie, but Faith’s behavior when the food arrived would have convinced me. After watching me and waiting for half a heartbeat, she grabbed a chunk of meat the size of her fist and started tearing pieces from it. I sat and gawked at her as she devoured the first, tore off half the bread and wolfed that down, and started on a second helping.
I’d eaten before leaving the palace, which was fortunate. I wasn’t getting any of this meal.
I tossed a napkin at her when she finally seemed to slacken her pace.
“Feeling better?”
“Much,” she mumbled around the mouthful.
“Good. Ready to talk?”
She nodded.
“Better. Start at the beginning.”
Faith looked confused, a look which entirely suited her. She was absolutely deliciously cute. The way her eyebrows came together, the frown line that creased her forehead, the…
Fuck. Pay attention!
“Why?”
“Because, Faith, if I’m going to help you, I need to know what happened. Maybe you missed something.”
“Help me?”
I nodded. “Help you.”
“You’re not going to kill me, then.” It wasn’t a question, but it stopped me dead.
“What?” I sputtered.
“Those knives.” Faith waved the hand with the napkin in my direction. “You planned to kill me.”
“How did you…?”
But I knew. When we touched, she saw into me, just like I’d seen into her before.
Damnation.
“No,” I said, and she reached a hand across the table to clamp onto my wrist. She was surprisingly strong. “Ow!”
“Again.” I heard an echo of the command with which she’d addressed me the night we’d met.
“No! I’m not going to kill you!”
Lilith was going to flay me, because Faith smiled and released my wrist. I’d told the truth, apparently.
“Good. I wasn’t teasing you before, Kalili. I really do like you. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s the succubus’ blood, but I doubt it. I liked you, trusted you, from the moment I saw you.”
“You mean when you threatened to kill me?” I didn’t keep the sarcasm out of my voice.
“Instead of killing you outright? Yes. Instead of using the angelic dagger I had? Yes. Kalili, I’ve been breaking Heav—the Head Office’s rules for days now, and I want to know why!”
Angelic dagger? My curiosity must have shown, for Faith pulled the blade from her tunic.
Fuck me sideways. The real deal: a blessed blade. I could tell by the golden aura surrounding it. All she had to do with that was to scratch me, or any other demon, and we were dead for good.
And she’d had it the whole time!
Note to self: angels couldn’t lie, but they could conceal the truth.
Pay attention, Kalili! You’re sitting with an angel with a sacred blade!
“Right. You didn’t kill me, and…” The penny dropped. “You knew you didn’t kill Anathia!”
Faith nodded. “I thought I hadn’t. And, well, your thoughts confirmed it.”
“You kissed me to read my mind?” I was working up to a full fury, but Faith’s quick reaction cooled my anger.
“No! I kissed you because I enjoy kissing you! I found the information in your mind because you were doing everything you could to not call attention to it!”
I shook my head. “Like carrying an unshielded lantern in a dark room. Fuck.”
“I think so? I wasn’t snooping.”
The relief penetrated to my core after I believed her.
“It sounds like we’re both fucked up, Faith. You’ve been disobeying orders and not killing employees from Below, and I’ve been telling the truth and figuring out ways not to screw you over.”
“What happened, Kalili?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted, and Faith’s face fell. “But I know who I can ask.”
“Who?”
“An old friend.” At least, I hoped she was still a friend. I took the wine and stood. “Come on.”
Faith stood as well, concealing the dagger in her tunic. “Where are we going?”
“Ravenna.”
“Ravenna?”
“Ravenna. Come on. We have to make some ground.”




On the Road to Ravenna

The best road from Rome to Ravenna was up to Bologna, then East. It was also ninety-five leagues, ten days’ walk, three days if we could get horses without being stopped. There was another road, even longer, that went along the Adriatic coast. Pretty, yes, but it went over the mountains to get there.
I didn’t plan to use either.
I was a demon. Faith was an angel. We could fly.
But we couldn’t fly during the day, not right from the city. A little obvious, even if my wings weren’t fifteen feet from tip to tip. We’d have to walk out of the city, then hit the air.
The ease of the conversation as we walked surprised me. I think we were both trying to put the weirdness behind us, forget we were officially on opposite sides, and get to know the other better.
It was eye-opening.
“How old are you?” I repeated the question. I couldn’t believe her answer.
“I don’t know.”
Same answer, and I still couldn’t believe it. I admitted this to her.
“I don’t understand.”
Faith’s nose wrinkled as she thought of how to explain it. It was completely adorable, and I almost missed what she said.
“Time is different in He—upstairs.” Nice catch. She learned quick.
But I didn’t know this about time and said as much.
“When you’re there, time runs on his—”
“It’s.”
“Huh?”
“The one in charge? Not he, not she. It. One thing Luci objected to, back in the day. The whole “our father” thing when it’s totally not a father to anyone.”
Faith stood her ground. “What about Jesus?”
I laughed. “Did it fuck her? Mary, I mean. It’s fucked over plenty of people.”
“No! She was a virgin when—”
“Stop.” She stopped. “Being a father requires fucking. No fucking, no fatherhood. Is it female?”
“What? No, he is our father.”
“Right. But it can’t be a father if it doesn’t fuck, and thus can’t be male. You said it’s not female. That takes care of “he” and “she”. It’s an “it”, until it comes down and starts fucking people and not in the way it already does.”
I saw she was digesting, so we walked in silence. I studied the side of her face.
Besides the cute nose-wrinkling, she chewed on her lower lip while thinking. One side to the other.
I kept getting images of me biting that lip.
Dammit.
“Maybe?” she finally admitted.
I nodded, satisfied. “So time runs differently?”
“It does. I don’t know how to explain it, really. It’s not something I ever questioned, because it just is. Maybe because there’s no work, no labor, upstairs, and thus no need to keep track of how long one has been at a task.”
This intrigued me. “There’s no work? What do you do, then?”
“Anything we want, unless an archangel asks us to do something on Earth.” Faith paused. “I’d only been out of H—upstairs twice before.”
“Tell me about them.”
“Well, the first time was before the first humans, I know that, but I don’t know how long ago.”
“Because time is slippery. I got it.”
She flashed a smile at me, pleased I’d understood. “But I know it was a long time ago. Michael asked me to nudge a rock from the sky so it landed on Earth, and stay with it until it landed. Or almost. He was clear about that, not to stay with it all the way.”
“A rock?”
She pointed to the clouds. “Way out there. It’s beautiful, you know? There are other planets, and the rings are so pretty!”
I knew about planets.
“Rocks?” I was persistent.
“Leftover pieces? I don’t know, but there’s an awful lot of them. Anyway, the one Michael wanted me to move was pretty big. I rode with it for most of its trip here, and I know that was a long time because I got bored! I was counting snowflakes and crystals and anything else I could find to do on there.”
“You couldn’t leave it?”
Faith shook her head. “No. Michael was very clear. I had to stay with it.”
“I wonder why?” I mused.
“Oh, because demons tried to change its direction,” Faith answered sunnily. “They saw me and left, though.”
Curious. I hadn’t heard anything of it, Below, but it seemed to have been a major operation. Angels didn’t get assigned to ride herd on rocks at a whim.
Or maybe they did. I didn’t really know how the Head Office worked.
“What happened? When you left the rock.”
“Oh, it crashed! It was so bright, almost like looking right at the throne, and the wave of light covered the entire world!”
“Wait, wait. I heard about this. That rock killed almost every living being on the globe!”
“It did?”
I nodded. “It did.”
We walked a few more paces before I continued. “I wasn’t around, so this is all rumor, but what I heard is that Luci was pissed! He had big plans for this world, the people who were living here then. And then they were wiped out.”
“Maybe that’s why he assigned me to do this? Thwarting evil? It’s what I do.” She finished with a definite note of pride. I ignored it and moved along.
“What else? You said you’ve been out twice?”
“Oh! Yes, they sent me down here not too long ago. The Council.”
“Nicaea?” Long shot, but I figured I’d ask.
“Yes!”
“No shit!”
“No…shit?” She was hesitant, then repeated herself more firmly. “No shit. I like that. No shit.”
I blurted, “I was there too!”
This time she stopped. “You were? What was your task?”
I was aware I was on shaky ground. I couldn’t say my job was to interfere with the Council’s business.
Or could I?
“Presenting information so the Council could make the best decision possible.”
That was accurate enough. That the information, if acted upon, would schism the growing church was neither here nor there.
“Wow. I was just a guard.”
I couldn’t help it. I giggled.
“What?” Faith sounded half hopeful and half annoyed.
“Well, who were you guarding against?”
“Demons!”
I let her word sit until she got it, too. Then she giggled.
Which fed mine, turning it into a laugh. In moments, we were leaning on each other, howling at the absurdities of the universe and our respective superiors.
When we finally ran down, we started moving again. And it was an even more comfortable silence than before, as I considered the vicissitudes which had us cross paths six hundred-odd years earlier. Several minutes later, Faith spoke first.
“I wonder.”
“What?” The Porta Flaminia was ahead. It was the northernmost gate in the Aurelian Wall around Rome, our best exit point, and we’d need to pay a toll. I was fumbling for small enough coins and not particularly paying attention.
“I wonder if we would have been friends, if we’d met. Then.”
“Are we friends now?” I countered, still rummaging.
“Aren’t we?”
I considered the question. Were we friends?
I didn’t want to kill her any longer.
I was pretty sure she didn’t want to kill me, either.
We’d both broken the rules to benefit the other.
We were on our way to see if we could figure out why we were so collectively fucked up.
And I was pretty sure she wanted me as much as I wanted her.
Seemed reasonable.
“Maybe. Probably. I think so. At least we’re not enemies. Not now. Not until we can get things straight again.”
“If having things straight means we’re not friends, I don’t know if I want it.” Faith sounded reluctant, but determined. Her hand reached for mine.
“Me neither.” My hand took hers, and the electric tingle of our taaqats balancing ran through me.
I swear she grew taller.




This Wasn’t the Plan!

“Let me do the talking,” I said when we were several yards away, in the slow-moving line of people leaving the city.
Faith nodded and squeezed my hand.
The guard was typical of his kind: disinterested. At least, he was until he saw us. Then he elbowed his partner, and then both of them eyeballed us, and I didn’t have to be touching them to know they were thinking of how they could fuck us.
I didn’t need this.
Not now.
Not with an angel in tow.
If I was alone? Whatever. I’d take them behind the guard post and do my best to screw them to death if I could. I didn’t think Faith would approve, though.
Then the course of my thoughts hit me.
Wow.
I was really taken by her if I was considering what she’d like me to do.
It didn’t stop me, though.
“Faith.” I whispered it. We were a few yards away and had a few people between us.
“Yes?”
“I think they’re going to give us trouble. I’ve got it. Don’t worry, and don’t be surprised by anything I do.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I don’t know yet. Trust me?”
She didn’t hesitate.
“Yes.”
Truth. Utter truth. And it warmed me.
“Toll.” The voice wasn’t quite a growl, but close enough for me to recall some of the less savory humans I’d known.
“How much?” I reached for my coin purse, the one they could see.
“We don’t want coin.” He leered, and I knew he thought himself clever. Not even close. I’d heard every line possible at least a thousand times, knew the steps to the dance, and was in a hurry. Faith, bless her, hung back.
“Not out here,” I said. “You have somewhere private?”
I think I surprised him, but his partner was faster on the uptake. “Guard house.”
“Great.” I put on my sunniest smile. “Who’s first?”
I was so far off their script they didn’t know how to react. Rather than wait for them to figure things out, I pushed the matter.
“You can’t both have me, not at once. The king won’t be happy if you miss tolls, and the longer you take to decide…” I didn’t finish the thought. They could see the line extending behind me, getting longer and longer.
“I’ll go first,” the partner said.
“Let’s go.” I tugged Faith out of the path. I wasn’t about to leave her behind, not with her naivete. When his eyes lit up, I realized my mistake. He thought he was going to get us both!
This was not good.
We started following him towards a door in the wall, not close, but not so far he might think we were trying to run.
“What are we doing?” Faith asked.
“I’m going to pay our toll.”
She did the cute thing again. “But they don’t want money.”
“No, they want sex.” I shrugged.
“Sex is sinful outside marriage!” Her voice got louder, and I snuck an alarmed look at the guard. He hadn’t heard, thank Lilith.
“I’m a demon, Faith, remember? Sin is what I do?”
“But he’s not!”
“No, and I want to get us out of this as quickly as possible, so shut up!”
She shut.
“In here,” he said, pulling the door open.
“Thank you.” It was marginally less squalid than fucking in the road would be, but darker.
Oh, well.
“What’s your name?” I batted my eyelids at him, trying to see in the darkness.
“Luco.”
“Luco. That’s nice.” I peeled out of my tunic, careful to remove the knives as well, and dropped it on the desk next to me. My eyes adjusted. There was a bed, a bunk at least, and I guessed that’s where we would end up. That, and a few shelves, were the extent of the furnishings.
Well, I’d done it in worse places.
Luco was staring, unmoving. “You’re not like other women.”
You have no idea. I kept removing clothing, careful to conceal items I didn’t want Luco to know about. It didn’t take long. I had practice.
“I want to show you how much I appreciate you.” I was naked before him now.
“Her, too.” Luco jerked a thumb at Faith as he finally pulled off his breeches. She blanched, and I held my tongue against the curses I wanted to utter.
“I can take care of you better than she ever could,” I purred, pressing myself against him and reaching a hand between his legs.
He stiffened.
I smiled.
“Besides, I don’t want to share.”
Which was true, too, but not at all the way he thought.
I felt his lust through my connection, and through my skin, and could see the dark undercurrents. He liked to hurt women, women powerless to resist him, and an unexpected fury rose in me. His soul was black and belonged Below. In fact, it was overdue for collection.
“I don’t care.” Luco casually backhanded me, but my smile didn’t fade, my grip didn’t slacken.
“She’s not for you, Luco.” I emphasized my words with a squeeze. In response, I received a bare-knuckle punch to my left tit. I gasped from pain and surprise, having not seen it coming.
“Fuck!” I couldn’t prevent my reaction.
And Faith was swinging into action, her dagger out.
“Faith, no!” I shouted, but it was too late. The dagger, the sanctified blade, had plunged through Luco’s chest.
“Bitch!” It was a surprise to both of us he didn’t fall over. Instead, he grabbed Faith’s wrist and twisted. She screamed over the sounds of bones breaking, and my heart wrenched.
“Shit!” I dove for my tunic and hidden knives. We wouldn’t have long. Faith’s scream would bring the other guard.
There was the meaty sound of flesh striking flesh, followed by another squeal from Faith.
“Get your hands off her!” I yelled, my hand finally landing on a handle.
Faith screamed again. I turned in time to see her slam into a stone wall and slump, stunned, wrist at an unnatural angle and the light gone from her eyes before they closed.
As he wrestled with the blessed blade, I lunged upwards. I couldn’t let him pull it free; one cut of that on me and I’d be dead. My knife struck home in his crotch. There was a crunch, then a sodden thud as his manhood hit the ground.
Luco’s hands flashed to his missing parts, suddenly soaked in blood, and I felt a moment of satisfaction as he crumpled. Almost casually, I buried the knife in his throat, then turned my attention to Faith. She was against the wall, no comprehension in her eyes, but she was breathing.
I was at her side, touching her, getting the reassuring feel of her mind.
A gurgle from behind reminded me of Luco, and I spared him a glance. His hands were still over his groin, but he wouldn’t be rising. That’s all he received from me and I returned to the broken angel.
“Faith.” I whispered it, hoping she’d hear.
I received a groan in reply.
“Thank God!” The words slipped past my lips with no thought and I braced for immolation. None came, and I put it from my mind. “Open your eyes, Faith.”
She did, and I breathed again. The light was back.
“What hurts, Faith?”
“Everything.”
I smothered a smile. I’d felt like that plenty of times, but it wasn’t helpful.
“Do you need me to check?” Like I had with Thia, I could find the damage in Faith, though I couldn’t heal it.
“Please.”
I concentrated. She’d been lucky. Her injuries were mostly bruises, plus the broken wrist. I told her as much, and she nodded.
A thought intruded, and Faith picked it up from me.
“The other guard!” we said in unison.
I separated from Faith to peek past the door. The line at the guard post was even longer. Even better, he showed no evidence of having heard anything amiss. Maybe he was used to women screaming and the late, unlamented Luco yelling at them.
“He’s still out there,” I reported. “I don’t think we have much time before he gets impatient. How are you doing?”
“Almost done.” She sounded better, but I didn’t want to think how much strain this would put on her reserves of taaqat.
“Good. We have to think about how to get out of here. Pig number two will want his turn. What?” I said in response to Faith’s gasp.
“Sorry. I, um. You.”
I followed her eyes downward. Oops. Clothes, right?
A grin spread from my mouth to my eyes.
“Enjoying the view?”
Faith’s head bobbed rapidly.
It warmed me all over.
“Well, you’ll have to wait for more.” I started pulling myself back together, putting the knives back in their places, and arranging myself for travel.
“Ready?”
“I think so.” Her voice stopped as she got a good look at the ruin of Luco. “Maybe not.”
“You didn’t kill him, Faith. I did.” I didn’t mention her intent or the dagger still embedded in his chest.
“I tried.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, and I groaned. I didn’t need some sort of guilt-induced shock setting in. We wouldn’t get out of Rome if she went catatonic.
I considered my options. One stood out.
I bent down, lifted her to her feet, and kissed her. More, I pushed my taaqat into her, driving it into every corner of her being and filling her with my essence. I pulled it back, drawing her taaqat into me for a moment and feeling the brightness, before releasing it and allowing us to rebalance. Only then did I release her lips and speak earnestly, my mouth an inch from hers and my forehead against hers.
“You did nothing wrong, Faith. He hurt me, and you reacted. I might be biased, but I’m all in favor of it.” I leaned back and separated from her.
“I’m not supposed to kill humans.” But she sounded better, more herself.
“In that moment, he wasn’t human. He was a lustful, hate-filled animal.”
“I should have—”
“Stop, Faith. Stop. We have to move on. Later, if you want to talk about it? We will. I promise.”
Faith finally nodded.
“Good. Get your dagger, and we’ll go.”
“No.”
I closed my eyes. Lilith, give me strength.
“I can’t touch it, Faith. Only you can.”
“I won’t.”
I didn’t have the patience to convince her. Sighing, I reached under my tunic and extracted one of my knives. “Fine. You need to be armed. Take this.”
She did with considerable reluctance, whether because it was a blade or its unsanctified nature, and tucked it under her own tunic.
“Let’s go.”
I led the way, hoping the crowd would keep the other guard too busy to notice, but no such luck. He saw us and yelled.
“Stop!”
I hesitated. If I was alone, I would have run. But I wasn’t, I had Faith, and I didn’t dare leave her behind.
That hesitation proved costly. He lumbered over to us, face red. “Where’s Luco?”
“Sleeping.” Lying was easy for me. “We wore him out.”
“Luco? No way.”
I put on an air of unconcern.
“Don’t believe me? Go look.” Faith clutched my arm, her terror transmitting to me. I tried to calm her by calming myself, with mixed success.
“Wait here.”
He stalked off. Good. If he went all the way in, we were screwed, but we needed some separation. He wasn’t ten feet away when Faith hissed, “Kalili!”
“Shut up, Faith, and run.”
“What?”
“Run!”
We ran.
The crowd noticed our exchange, and when we started moving fast, they burst into an uproar. That caught the guard’s attention, and he turned, bellowing.
“I said wait!” He pulled his gladius and charged after us. Unfortunately, he was in shape, and he closed the ground fast.
The first hint I had of how close he was was when his sword bit into my left shoulder. I tumbled, and heard Faith scream in rage, followed by his grunt. I rolled and came up with a dagger in my right hand.
Faith was on his back, legs wrapped around his waist, arms on either side of his head. As I watched, she jerked them sideways and his neck snapped. They fell to the ground.
“Faith!” I tucked the dagger away and staggered toward her.
“Don’t hurt my demon!” she yelled at the corpse.
Oh. Shit. She was off her rocker.
“Faith, we have to go. Now.” I grabbed and pulled her to her feet. “The rest of the guard will be here sooner than we want, and we can’t answer questions.”
She resisted, and I pulled harder.
“Come on, you crazy angel!”
Her feet slipped, and that was the advantage I needed to get her moving. Faith stumbled, and I caught her. Then we were running for the gate and freedom.




First Flight on Angel Air

Nobody stopped us.
I hadn’t expected anyone would, with both guards dead and the various passers-by more interested in staying uninvolved.
Or maybe looting.
I didn’t know, didn’t care, and didn’t look.
We were perhaps a half-mile outside the walls before I allowed us to stop. Angels and demons might have immortality, but our bodies were as subject to exhaustion as any human’s.
“I don’t see anyone.” I panted, bent over, shoulder hurting.
“I don’t either. Kalili?”
“Huh?”
“He hurt you.”
“Tell me something I don’t know.” I reached around to my shoulder, touched it. A sharp spike of pain lanced from my arm to my head and back. “Fuck.”
“Do you need my help?”
I didn’t know what she could do and said as much.
“I can heal you.”
My mouth dropped open. This was different. Demons could heal ourselves, not others, a fact I’d been forcibly reminded of… Was it just this morning? Yes, this morning.
But an angel could heal…?
“I can heal you,” she repeated. “If you want me to.”
I heard the unasked question: “If you trust me?” I couldn’t resist her concern, genuine and warm. I nodded.
“Please.”
She stood behind me and gently rested her hand on the wound. The pain ebbed instantly, then a heat suffused through my shoulder. Far too soon for my liking, Faith removed her hand. I braced for the pain to return, but it didn’t.
“How did you do that?” I whispered.
“I’m not sure, I just, I knew I could.”
I flexed my shoulder. “Pity. If you knew, you could teach me. Then I could heal you.”
“Might come in handy,” Faith agreed, massaging her wrist.
“Wait. Did this cost you?”
She smiled, a glory to behold, and shook her head. “No. I think I simply direct your taaqat to do the healing instead of you. Guide it to where it’s needed. Maybe. This is the first time I’ve done it.”
I chuckled. “So you tested it on me? I’m touched.”
Faith heard the lightness in my voice and smiled again.
I lifted my pack with my healed arm, took her hand with the other, and allowed our minds to mingle on the edge of our awarenesses. “Come on. I want to put another mile between us and the city before we fly.”
It didn’t take long to get out of sight of the walls and through most of the fields which surrounded the city. Better, we had plenty of daylight left. I didn’t know how fast Faith could fly. I knew how fast I could, and it would take me the rest of the afternoon to get to Ravenna if nothing went wrong. And flying at night was risky, because my vision wasn’t any better than a human’s. I didn’t want to end up in the sea, or in some mountains.
“Here’s good,” I said, and dropped the pack.
“Can we rest?” She looked tired, and I nodded. It had been a busy day, and while our taaqats would replenish, they’d do so faster if we weren’t being physical.
Fat chance of that.
“Thirsty?”
“Maker, yes!”
I smiled at her mild curse and dug for the water bag.
“What?” She saw my smile and returned it.
“Just you. Me. Us. This is not how I expected to be leaving Rome.”
She laughed, and all was right. “I know. I didn’t expect…”
“No. Neither did I.” I thought of something we’d started discussing earlier. “You never said how old you are.”
“Oh. Well. Um. I don’t know. I think I was created before the archangels, but I’m not sure. I remember them not being, but then they were. Maybe I just didn’t have any interactions with them?”
I nodded, but my mind was roiling.
Older than the archangels?
But they were the first angels. At least, that’s what I had picked up.
“Faith, I believe you, but are you sure?”
She shrugged again, which did distracting things, before doing her cute “I’m concentrating” look.
Damn, I had it bad.
“I remember the presence, and I remember others like me? But they went away, and I was alone. And then I wasn’t.”
“Sounds like time really is slippery up there,” I said. I hadn’t been created with the rest of Below, either. It wasn’t uncommon. Demons, and angels, were brought into existence at irregular intervals, usually as replacements for others killed in the eternal struggle. The archdemons and archangels were the oldest, but most of the greater immortals I knew were more recent additions.
“How old are you?” she asked me now.
“Six thousand, two hundred and twelve,” I answered immediately. “And I’ve been on Earth the whole time.”
Her jaw fell open. Not usually a good look, but on her it was insufferably cute.
“Six thousand?”
“Two hundred and twelve. Yes. But you’re older than me.”
“Am I?”
“You have to be.” She looked puzzled, so I explained. “That rock you rode? I don’t know how long ago it was, but it was way in the past. Before people. Practically legend.”
That was true. For all our obsession with paperwork, Below didn’t keep the best records. Okay, fine, we were crap at recordkeeping. Personnel files? Reprimands? Records of discipline? Reams of those. But histories?
Not so much.
The only reason the story of the rock was known to most demons was it was hauled out as an example of the blatant unfairness of the Head Office.
“I don’t feel old.”
“Neither do I, but I’ve experienced more.” I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter, I guess. Come on, we have to get ready.”
I started pulling off my clothes, and Faith followed. I enjoyed seeing Faith’s body, but this was a necessity, not a luxury, and we didn’t linger. We couldn’t have our wings and our clothes at the same time. To my disappointment, it didn’t take long. Once I was naked, I unfurled my wings, groaning as they expanded out of their non-existence into their full glory.
“Oh, that always feels so good!” I exulted.
Angels and demons had to hide our wings and other appendages when mingling with humans. Hiding them was easy, as was making them reappear. I couldn’t explain exactly how it was done, but we used our taaqat and converted their physicality into energy and storing it. Reinstating them drew from this internal store, pulling the levels down. If you didn’t have enough? You couldn’t grow your wings.
We could, which relieved tension I hadn’t known I was holding.
“Your wings are just like mine!” Faith exclaimed.
“They are. How long can you fly?” I gave my wings an experimental flap. Lilith, that felt good!
“I don’t know.”
I stuffed my clothes into the pack, then grabbed Faith’s and added them in. I placed it against my chest so it wouldn’t interfere with my flight.
“Then we fly until we can’t and hope it’s enough to get us there.” I flapped again. “We’ll be over land, so we ought to have strong winds to lift us.”
I knelt, then jumped upward and beat my wings hard against the air.
I hadn’t been flying in months, and I’d missed it. The air rushing past me, the land disappearing beneath me, and the clouds beckoning me to come and play? This was as close to the Head Office as I was ever likely to get, Luci’s oft-stated determination to conquer it be damned. This freedom? I couldn’t resist.
“Faith, how are you doing?”
I heard a squeal in response and peered behind me with concern. I needn’t have worried. From her grin, Faith enjoyed flying as much as I.
We clawed upwards, gaining altitude, until the houses and roads had shrunk and I was sure we wouldn’t look like flying people. As I’d hoped, the sunlight on the ground had left us with some strong updrafts, and we coasted for a while in silence.
“Kalili?” Faith spoke from my left.
“Hmm?”
“Why are you doing this for me?”
I began to answer angrily and bit it back. For whatever reason, we had something, no matter how we’d tried to fight it. That Faith asked the question I wanted answered wasn’t her fault.
“I want to find out what’s going on.” Truth, dammit, but it felt incomplete.
“And then?”
“And then we see where we stand.” I wanted to ditch this subject before it became any more touchy-feely, so I asked, “Why did you kill the other guard?”
Faith’s reply was instantaneous. “He hurt you.”
I frowned, though she couldn’t see me. “With a regular blade. Yeah, it hurt, but it wasn’t important.”
“It was to me.”
I allowed her to pull even. I needed to see her eyes.
“Faith. You didn’t have to kill him.” What the fuck was I doing? Arguing against killing an evil human, a human who even now was serving Below? Arguing against an angel striking down a person?
“He hurt you!” Her eyes flashed with a hint of her angelic power when she said this. “And I felt it in him, he hurt women! For fun!”
I believed her. She’d touched him and would have caught his thoughts through the contact, and since angels couldn’t lie, well, that was my answer.
“I thought your side was all about redemption and second chances?” I kept the snark out of my voice. I genuinely wanted to know.
“He wouldn’t have changed. I saw how fixed his mind was. Worse, he was a hypocrite and a liar, going to church and confessing to minor sins while concealing his major ones.”
I winced and threw off my balance, nearly tumbling out of the sky before I caught myself. Stupid. Out of practice. Shoulder gestures are contraindicated when flying, because they’re part of the wing system. After I recovered, carefully not noticing Faith’s smirk, I said, “But every soul is worth fighting for, isn’t it?”
“Well, yes.” Faith admitted this with great reluctance. “We’re supposed to. The guardians are supposed to, I mean.”
Her voice firmed. “He didn’t have a guardian, though.”
I wasn’t sure how this mattered and said so.
“When a soul is so far corrupted it cannot be redeemed, the guardian loses her ability to act. He’s pulled off and reassigned to someone else who needs her more.”
“I thought every human had a guardian?” That’s what we heard through the grapevine, at least. The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. We never saw guardian angels. They didn’t have a physical being, since they were forbidden by the Head Office to intervene directly in human lives. By not giving them a body, the temptation to break this rule was eliminated.
And since they didn’t have a body, they didn’t have an aura. Utterly invisible, unless they revealed themselves.
“No? I’m not sure, but I think only souls of the young and those nearly in balance have guardians. The good and the bad don’t need them.”
I nodded. It made sense. In theory, either side could flood the globe with immortals, but they didn’t. I’d never asked why, just accepted it as beyond my level.
“So he didn’t have a guardian, he was evil, and so you felt you could kill him? Won’t you get in trouble?”
“Maybe. Probably.” She sounded miserable. That’s the only explanation I can give for what I said next.
“Well. I don’t know if this helps. I mean, the testimony of a demon? Somehow I don’t think the Head Office would put much credence in it. But, if you need it, I’ll tell whoever tries to bust your ass that you prevented him from hurting any more innocents.”
“Which I was!”
“Exactly. You’re not even lying, just leaving out the real reason for killing him.”
Protecting me. Damn it.
“Ooh, that might work!” Faith did a roll, which ended with her beneath me, facing up. Before I could react, she closed the gap and kissed me before dropping away and regaining her form.
I beamed.




Where the Hell Are We?

We flew for a while in silence then, enjoying the scenery as we passed over the Apennines before spotting the coast and turning North. From here, flying was easy, partly because we could stop for the night at a town along the shore.
I looked at the sun and realized that we would definitely be stopping. Either I was out of practice, Faith was, or we both were.
I cast a glance in her direction. She didn’t seem to be laboring, and I felt good.
Maybe we were loitering because we didn’t want our time to end?
Naah.
Couldn’t be.
Fuck.
“Faith.”
“Yes?”
“Let’s land. I want to see where we are.”
She answered by falling back and letting me take the lead. Sensible.
It always surprised me how fast the ground rushed up when I was landing, and it happened again. In no time at all, we were beating hard to slow ourselves, then dropping onto the ground.
“I feel strange.” Faith sounded uncertain.
I felt it too, but I knew what it was. “You’re not used to being still. It happens when you fly a distance like we did. It will pass.”
“I hope so.”
“Trust me.”
I didn’t expect an answer, but Faith said, “I do.”
I beamed again, then hid it. I retracted my wings, feeling my taaqat return to its earlier levels, and stretched my shoulders. “Oh, I need a massage.”
“I can do it.”
I snorted. “What do you know about massage?”
“Nothing. But I can tell what you like and dislike as I do it, and I learn fast.”
Oh. I hadn’t thought of that. Still, I resisted temptation for the moment.
“I’ll take it. Later,” I added, seeing her move towards me. “Dress first, then town, then we see if we have enough time to get to Ravenna before dark.”
“Do you think we do?”
I shook my head. “Not quite. Stopping for the night here may make more sense.”
We dressed silently, reluctant to speak and break the tension between us, the electric thrill I received when I looked her way.
Oh, I had it bad for this angel.
If I needed more proof, I received it when we prepared to walk. Faith lifted her hand to mine and brushed her fingers against my palm. I shivered from that slight touch before she clasped my hand with hers. She closed the gap between us in a few paces, her hip bumping against mine as we walked, and I didn’t push her away. It never even occurred to me to try. As natural as breathing, and as necessary, I realized with a shock.
We walked to town that way. I’d underestimated how far we were, so it took us nearly an hour to arrive.
We talked.
Lilith love me, we talked!
And talked.
We recounted our tales from the Council, though I think my stories were far more entertaining. After all, I was on the sinning side, which meant I fucked my way into the inner circles.
Faith was stuck playing the part of a servant, which was neither easy nor simple.
I didn’t leave out any details, either.
It was totally intentional. Our connection through our hands allowed me to learn what she liked, the things that turned on this virginal angel. Well, and the involuntary clenching of her hand gave it away too.
Yeah. I was planning a time together with her, for all that we were on opposite sides. I remembered she had come into my life threatening to end it. And I remembered what she did to Thia. But the war was lost. Whenever we talked, whenever we touched, whenever our taaqats mixed, they were all more proof. I wanted her. When I finally got my hands on her, I would do her right.
The wall of the town came into view, and I released her hand. I didn’t want to, but we needed to. Most women didn’t walk around holding hands. In fact, our options were pretty slim.
Her blonde hair and my red meant we couldn’t pass as sisters.
Neither of us looked like a nun, certainly in the clothes we had.
We were both in our twenties, at least we appeared to be, so we couldn’t be mother and daughter!
And lovers? Same-sex relationships weren’t uncommon, but they stayed in the shadows.
That left prostitutes. They walked in pairs, usually in contact. Not because they were trying to stay together for protection. No, usually it was a senior whore with one newly recruited. They held hands because the older would be beaten if the new one escaped.
I did not need us to be mistaken for whores. Not in a nowhere town, not in a place I was a stranger and didn’t know the power structure, and certainly not with an angel who’d already proven she’d kill for me. Killing a constable or guard? Sometimes unavoidable, but never done lightly.
The foot traffic grew the closer we got, and we drew stares. Why?
Oh, bless me.
“Fuck.”
“What’s wrong, Kalili?”
“Our hair.”
Faith looked at mine, then fingered hers, puzzled. “What’s wrong with it?”
“Wrong colors.”
Everyone’s hair we could see was black or brown. Not a single blonde or redhead among the bunch.
“They’d better not fuck with us,” I muttered. “I’m not in the mood.”
I swear I heard Faith gulp. She might have been a wildcat when I was threatened, but planned mayhem? Not her style, I guess.
I stood taller and projected an air of belonging, hoping to pull off regal. It was a stretch, but nobility, even minor nobility, drew automatic respect and deference. And noble ladies dyed their hair. Our clothes would pass if we could project the attitude.
“Act haughty,” I directed Faith.
“What?”
“Haughty. Pompous. Uh, like an archangel.” I hoped archangels acted like archdemons. Power corrupts, right?
She tried, bless her. She really did. But she didn’t have it, and she looked like she was trying to hide a slice of lemon in her mouth.
I giggled behind my hand. “Forget it. Look meek; you’re my servant.”
“Servant!” Faith bristled at my suggestion. Memories of her time at the Council, I’m sure.
“Servant. Lady’s maid, not a cook or washer-woman. Hush, I’ll explain later, I promise.”
It’s a measure of where Faith was that she accepted my promise without another sound. She even remembered to drop back a half-step, so she wasn’t walking next to me any longer.
The first person to talk to us accepted our assumed positions at a glance, dismissing Faith without a second thought and addressing me.
“Lady, how may I serve?” He didn’t quite bow.
“Where are we?”
He named the town, but it didn’t mean anything to me. I asked what I should have to begin with.
“How far from Ravenna are we?”
By the look on his face, it was the wrong question.
“Ravenna? It is fifty leagues or more, my lady.”
Shit. No way could we get there today, then. And though I knew there would be towns and villages all up the coast, I didn’t feel like hoping for a better alternative.
I kept the annoyance from my face and smiled. “Good man, thank you. Can you direct us to the best inn?”
I hoped there was such a thing as best, at least. Best implied choice and competition, and battling prices. While I had enough money for anything we needed, at some point it could become a concern. May as well start now.
Though I wasn’t going to compromise on quality. I wanted a bed, minus roaches. Hot water for a bath would be a plus I wouldn’t turn down.
That was a better question. His face lit and he nearly tripped over his feet.
“Yes, Lady, of course! The finest inn on the coast!”
I had my doubts but concealed them. “Lead on.”
When he was a few paces ahead, Faith whispered to me. “An inn?”
“An inn. I’d like to eat, and it’s been a long day. We might not need to sleep as much as humans, and you haven’t been around long enough, but I appreciate the chance to put my head down for a few hours.”
She blushed. I’d guessed right, thinking she hadn’t done anything but wander the streets of Rome for the few days she’d been there.
“You haven’t slept, have you?”
“Not this visit, but I know what sleep is!”
I felt her offense and held my hands out in mock surrender. “I know you do, but do you sleep because you need to? Or because you enjoy it?”
“Because I need to.” Her answer sounded unsure to me, but I didn’t have the opportunity to ask her more.
“Gentle Lady, we have arrived.”
I looked where he pointed. It was completely unmarked, no sign, no indication of what it was, simply a stone front with a single door and window. A tall stone fence, taller than me, extended off to both sides, preventing any view past it.
“This is the best inn?” I didn’t hide my doubts.
“It is, I assure you.” He was practically bent double, knee extended.
“If it is not, it will go hard on you.” I put a hard edge on my voice, and I felt his fear. Good. Maybe it wouldn’t be completely awful.
He stood and backed up a pace, but didn’t move further. Faith whispered in my ear, “What is he waiting for?”
“Money.”
“Money!” she hissed. “For a good deed?”
I ignored her outrage easily. I tried to ignore the shivers she caused with less success.
“Yes. It’s a human thing.” I kept my eyes locked on him as I rummaged. In my pack, I found a small coin and dropped it at his feet without checking the value. “For your service.”
He snatched it from the dirt and a startled expression crossed his face before being replaced by a crafty one.
Shit. I forgot that size and value weren’t always synonymous.
He groveled out of our way, and I had a suspicion we weren’t done with him. That wouldn’t do.
“You. Stop.”
He froze.
“I wish to add something,” I purred, closing the gap. “Something personal.”
I stroked his arm and sent a tendril of my mind into his.
I saw his thoughts.
Fuck me. The coin I’d given him was enough to buy half of the town, and his greed cried out for more. His plans, still nebulous, involved returning tonight with a gang of like-minded citizens, raping us both before murdering and robbing our corpses.
“Very personal.” I ran my fingers along his arm to his wrist, noting the wedding band and grinning. “Do you need to leave?”
“Ah, no, Lady, of course not. My time is yours, but…”
“Then it’s settled. Faith, come along.” I pulled our so-called Samaritan and would-be murderer with me.




Rewarding a Good Deed

I was more careful with my coins checking in, giving her enough so she would see me as generous but not foolish. One thieving human I could deal with, especially since he was in my hands. A gang would be challenging enough, and with Faith in tow? I couldn’t predict what the maddening angel would do.
“Where are the rooms?”
I thought it was a good question. From where we stood in the main room of the inn, there were only two doors. One led from the bar and dining area into the kitchen. I’d seen servants going in and out while we dealt with the negotiations. That left the other door off to the side, but I could see sunlight through the cracks.
It didn’t make sense.
“I’ll show you. Antony!”
In response to the owner’s bellow, a pox-scarred teenager poked his head from the back.
“Watch the bar,” she said, coming around.
“Yes, mother.”
“And don’t let anyone run a tab!”
“Yes, mother.”
She sniffed but led us towards the far door.
“Outside?” asked Faith.
I prodded my prisoner and he moved. I deliberately dazed him to keep him compliant, but it reduced his initiative. The owner answered Faith.
“No, but we have to go out to go in.”
This wasn’t clear to me either.
“Can you explain?”
She pushed the door open and gestured for us to proceed her. “You’ll see.”
I did.
The outer wall enclosed a courtyard. Around the perimeter of the courtyard stood about two and a half walls of an old Roman villa, and I understood.
“Very clever.”
The woman beamed. “Thank you, Lady…”
“Kalili.” I thought it safe enough.
“Laetoria. My late husband’s family owned this villa for years but didn’t do anything with it. He wheedled it away from his parents before they passed, and we started working on it.” She pointed to a far section, separate from the rest. “Our rooms, my son and I. If you need anything, let us know.”
Laetoria led us toward the opposite side of the lush courtyard. Faith stopped and clutched my arm.
“It’s so beautiful!”
She let me into her mind, and I saw the garden through her eyes. I saw the glorious life before us, the birds in the trees, the bees and butterflies around the flowers, even the family of rabbits living in a burrow under a bush. It awed me.
Do you see? Faith’s question intruded on my thoughts.
I do.
Belatedly, Laetoria noticed we’d halted.
“Lady Kalili? Is all well?”
I struggled to explain, searching for words, and settling on a lame, “Your garden is gorgeous.”
I lost her reply as I tried to comprehend what was before my eyes. How could I express what I saw? Through Faith’s influence, I could see the interconnectedness of the whole. Each part relied on every other for something, whether it was the bird snatching the insect which had been attracted to the flowers, or the bee pollinating the same flowers and flying unmolested. Everything had a purpose and a place, a beautiful symphony of creation, and I had never seen it before.
My eyes tearing, I waved for Laetoria to continue walking.
“Thank you,” I whispered in Faith’s ear.
“You’re welcome, my Lady,” she said with a giggle. She kept her hand on my arm, acting as if guiding me, while continuing to show me the hidden beauty of the garden.
Laetoria came to a halt. “Lady Kalili,” she said, and pulled the door open.
The room was opulent, and that was saying a lot since I’d been sleeping in a palace belonging to the ruler of Rome.
The stone walls had been carefully re-plastered, and tapestries hung over every inch. It would be cozy in here, even in the winter, and voices wouldn’t echo. The floor was wood, but felt more solid, so I guessed they had laid it over the original tiles. A few chairs and a table were around the sides, and a cupboard, which I guessed would be for the clothes we hadn’t brought with us. A large bed was against the far wall, with posts and curtains to hold in the heat. Wood was stacked and ready to light in the fireplace.
“What’s through there?” I pointed to the other door.
“Private bath.”
“Private bath?” Laetoria nodded, proud and with good reason. Rome had known indoor plumbing, and still possessed it in places, but a private bath was known to nobles. Few tradespeople had them, and most peasants didn’t even know they existed.
“Hot water?” I kept the hope from my voice.
“Included and available. My husband was clever, and you can get your hot water when you want it. Do you intend to bathe tonight?”
“Yes!” No waiting for a servant to fill it with buckets? Glory! I was maybe a little eager, for Laetoria laughed.
“And will Giddenis be staying?”
Who? Oh, him.
“No. He’ll be leaving shortly.” One way or another. I wouldn’t promise he was leaving alive, or with his mind intact.
Laetoria raised an eyebrow at that, but didn’t comment. Apparently, she didn’t mind renting rooms for fucking, if the money was good, and mine was. After that, she didn’t linger, and soon enough we were alone.
“Kalili, why is he still here?”
I’d been so entranced by Faith’s vision of the garden that I hadn’t reciprocated, keeping my thoughts to myself.
“A moment. Giddenis, go clean up.”
Giddenis, who had been examining the furnishings, probably figuring which he could liberate, jolted back to me. “But I bathed this week already!”
“I don’t care about most of your body. But if you expect me to do anything with your cock, you’re going to be clean. Of course, if don’t want my most generous thanks…?”
He disappeared.
I hurried to Faith, who was wearing a shocked look, and placed my hand on hers.
“This is why.” I pushed my memories of his thoughts to her, and her eyes widened.
“Oh, Lo—”
“Exactly. I have two choices, and letting him go isn’t one of them.”
“He has a guardian.”
I hadn’t noticed. “He does?”
“Yes. They’re not here, but I can see their, uh, signature.” She read my face and continued. “A person with a guardian shows to other angels. A sign that they’re protected, that they should receive extra attention should they be in danger.”
I nodded, pieces clicking into place. “But not demons. Because then we’d know who to target and who not to. And that explains why the balanced always seem to have extra support from the Head Office. It’s not a coincidence, it’s a plan.”
“Yes.”
“And you’re sure he has a guardian, so he’s near balance. Can you tell where his soul tips? Up or down?”
Faith closed her eyes and concentrated, then shook her head. “No. He’s too equally divided.”
I was oddly relieved. “That takes killing him off the table, then. We really have one option. If I fuck him, I can get into his mind and make him forget about his plan to kill us.”
Faith’s unhappiness with this idea flowed through our connection, and I frowned.
“What? I’m doing The Right Thing; I thought you’d be happy!” I might have been a little harsher than I intended, but what the fuck? This didn’t come naturally, the whole “choose the better path” idea.
She didn’t reply, dropping my hand when the door opened. Giddenis walked out, trousers shed and still wet from his efforts to clean.
“You listened. Good. On the bed.”
He smoothly changed direction and lay on the cover, his erection growing. It would be easier for me if he was accustomed to having a woman direct him, easier still if he enjoyed it. I began removing clothes, handing them to Faith while keeping my eyes on Giddenis.
Faith played her part well after an initial fumble, laying my clothes on the table more or less as a maid would. Her eyes never left my body, though.
“Your turn,” I said when I was nude.
“What?” She squeaked, and I found it endearingly cute.
“We have to thank our benefactor. We. Or would you rather thank him all yourself and spare your mistress?”
It was totally unfair of me, but I had a good reason, as well as a selfish one. Yes, of course I wanted her naked and next to me. I was lusting after her as strongly as I had anyone. More critically, if anything went wrong with Giddenis, I would need Faith’s strength. I’d neglected to mention that the little mind-erasing trick sometimes backfired, turning the intended amnesiac into a rage monster.
I don’t know what went through her mind, but a wicked grin curved the corners of her lips.
“As you say, mistress.” Her voice was a hungry purr, and I had a much better idea where her thoughts had gone.
Faith’s clothes were on the rug before I’d taken two steps.
“Impressive.” I declined to specify what impressed me.
She flushed from her neck down to her thighs, my eyes tracking every inch. I remembered Giddenis and returned my gaze to him. He was fully erect now, and it was my turn to smile. Middle-aged men were in much less of a hurry and knew their way around a woman’s body. After Octavianus, I was ready for leisurely and satisfying.
“Follow my lead.”
“Mistress.”
I climbed onto the bed and straddled his stomach. He reached for my breast and I slapped his hand away.
“There are rules.” I made my voice commanding, and his eyes widened.
“Rules?”
“Rules. Simple rules. Do what I tell you when I tell you, and I will reward you. You fail, and I will punish you. Disobey, and I will punish you.” Yes, I enjoyed being the dominant one, but the ritual required him to surrender his will. If he didn’t, no amount of power would clear his mind.
“I understand.”
I allowed my voice to soften. “Then we begin.”
I moved so my pussy was above his mouth. “Show me how talented you are at pleasing a woman.”
“Yes.” I heard the hunger and lowered myself to him. He wasn’t subtle. His mouth opened wide and his tongue pressed into me, past my folds and into my wetness. I hissed in surprise.
That seemed to be the extent of his ability, though, at least in this position, so I took matters in hand. I rocked my hips back and forth, and he got the idea, dragging his tongue through my curls to brush against my clit, then back until he could dive deep into me again. We settled into a rhythm, and I felt my desire growing.
A sharp inhalation brought me back, and I twisted around. Faith was staring at us, horrified excitement on her face. I’m not sure she realized what she was seeing, but I needed to include her, keep her involved and aware. My thighs clamped around Giddenis’s ears.
“Faith. Faith!” My whisper reached her, and her attention turned to me. “Put your hands on my hips.”
“What?”
“Do it!”
I felt the first hand on my left hip, then Faith said, “I can’t reach the other one.”
“Oh, for Lilith’s sake! Straddle him, like I am, behind me, so you can reach.”
The bed shifted as she moved, then she pressed against me. Giddenis moaned in surprise at the additional weight, but he didn’t stop.
Well, I hadn’t either, so that was all fair.
Now I could communicate with Faith again, if she allowed it. I probed, and she dropped her defenses.
I sent the thought, Learn. Then I returned to the pleasure at hand.
Giddenis was improving. His lips moved now, adding brushes and hints of pleasure, and his tongue was less insistent and more persuasive. I felt Faith’s nipples against my back and shared more of the sensations with her.
Oh!
I don’t know if she said it or thought it, but I was past caring. His mouth was doing its job, bringing me closer and closer to climax. Faith’s hands shifted from my hips to encircle my breasts. Taaqat coursed between us, surging and pulsing in time to his tongue on my pussy, and that tipped me over. I arched back into Faith, pressing my body down on Giddenis, and screamed as waves crashed through me. I heard an echo of my scream from Faith. My orgasm had carried to her, and she came as well.
I leaned more fully onto Faith, trusting her to take my weight, and released my thighs from his head.
“You…did…well.” I huffed. “Now it’s…my turn.”
I signaled to Faith, who reluctantly dropped her hands from my chest.
“Move first,” I told her. She did, brushing against his hard shaft and surprising all three of us as she dismounted. One hand stayed on my hip, possessively. I realized I liked it.
Then I slid backward until his cock was pressed against my ass.
“I think you’re ready for your reward.”
“Please,” he said, want plain to hear.
“Please, who?”
“Please, my Lady.”
I smiled lazily. “Close enough.”
Still smiling, I lifted my hips, letting the tip slide between my cheeks, then through my folds before it brushed against my clit. A jolt shuddered through me, and I reversed the move, nearly letting him enter me before shifting enough to prevent him, then resting with his tip against my ass again. I did this a few times, feeling his need build, his desire to pull me down increase, until I judged he was ready.
I pressed down, letting his entire length enter me. He wasn’t massive, but he was larger than Van and I enjoyed the filling sensation.
“Ohhhmmm,” I moaned. We were pelvis to pelvis, Giddenis as deep inside as possible from this angle. I rose, nearly pulling him out of me, before settling back again. This time he thrust upward to meet me, and his pubis pressed against my clit. Oh, I had missed this kind of leisurely fuck!
Our bodies moved together then, finding the ancient, familiar rhythm, speeding up. I was nearing another climax, one which would probably pull the cum out of him, when I remembered my purpose.
Shit!
I leaned down, keeping him inside me but shallowing his thrusts, and brought my face to his.
“What…?”
“Shhhh,” I whispered, resting my forehead on his. I supported myself on my elbows to place my hands against his temples. Any contact was sufficient, but the more the better, and the closer to his mind—whether it was operating rationally — the stronger the connection.
He didn’t argue, bringing his hands up to pinch my nipples. His hands were rough, unlike Faith’s, and oddly, it helped me concentrate on the ritual rather than my body.
Keeping the rhythm, I probed his mind, teasing out the scheme, erasing it, erasing his memory of the coin. If this worked, he’d remember helping us, then nothing until after our fucking finished. I sealed the changes, then withdrew from his mind, ready to bring this encounter to an end.
My eagerness to finish screeched to a halt when I felt the first delicate kiss on my back. Butterfly kisses spread fire through me as Faith moved up my back, her body pressed against mine. I held my hips still, letting Giddenis do all the work. Maybe I was selfish, but I wasn’t going to interfere with Faith’s progress!
She reached my neck and laid her lips below my hair, her weight on me, her arms now encircling me.
“What am I feeling?” she whispered.
I reached through our link to clarify her question, and I felt with her senses.
Was that what sex was like to someone new to this world?
Someone who had never had a man inside her?
I had forgotten, in my millennia, in the thousands of humans I’d bedded.
Oh. My. Lilith.
“Unh.” Giddenis connected deep inside me, disrupting my thoughts. “Tell you after,” I managed, when my thoughts reconnected.
I felt her nod, and then there was no more time for thought, just sensations. Giddenis, for all his opportunistic murderousness, was a competent lover, and his cock filled me perfectly. Between the pulses from my clit and pussy resonating along my nerves, and the feedback through my link to Faith and her mounting excitement, I felt ready to explode.
“Oh, Lilith!” I cried, and I clamped down on Giddenis. With a final grunt he came, filling me and sending another wave through me, and then Faith gasped as her own orgasm echoed mine again.
My arms gave out, and we collapsed atop his chest, gasping.
He quivered a few times, leaving a few more drops of cum in me. I pulled my mind back from the sensations still wreaking havoc with my nerves and remembered why we were doing this. I probed Giddenis’s thoughts and found a blank where the plot used to be. Even better, he wasn’t remembering anything now. The events vanished from his memory as soon as they happened.
I withdrew from his mind and relaxed. We were safe.
Giddenis fell asleep almost as soon as we rolled off him, his cock deflating and dribbling onto his thigh. He snored, and Faith giggled.
“Do they all do that?”
“Snore? Most. Come on, I need a bath.”
Faith fell in next to me. “Will he sleep long?”
“Probably. We’ll have a quick bath, then a proper soak later.”
We cleaned up and talked. Faith had many questions, which didn’t surprise me.
“Why did you join in?” I asked as I toweled dry.
“Didn’t you want me to?”
“Yes, I did.” I may have agreed rather enthusiastically. “I mean, it’s what I’d said to him. I just didn’t expect…”
I was at a loss for words. How could I tell this woman, no, this angel, that when she touched me, my soul awakened? That the tenderness and care and compassion I felt though her kisses had restarted my demon heart?
That I was falling in love with her?
She laid a hand on my arm for a moment, and we were one again. When we separated, she whispered, “I know.”
We didn’t need to speak then.




Bedding Faith

“Remember your lines?”
Faith nodded. We’d dressed Giddenis, giggling as we manipulated his parts back into his trousers. He never stirred, but I felt that the ritual was near to releasing him. When it did, he’d start creating memories again, and I wanted him on the way out of our lives when that happened.
We took our places. I lit the fire with a thought and took the chair closest to it, seemingly oblivious to the slumbering Giddenis. Faith stood by the bed, ready to wake him.
“Let’s do it.”
“Master,” Faith said, with convincing subservience.
No reaction.
“Master.” Louder this time, and he stirred but didn’t wake.
I gestured with my chin. Faith reached and touched his shoulder, saying “Master” a third time.
Still nothing, and Faith turned to me, perplexed.
“Sound sleeper. Pinch him. That usually works.”
She did, and repeated, “Master!”
This time, his eyelids flew back.
“We were so worried!” That was my cue, and I rose, adding my voice to Faith’s.
“Yes, you simply collapsed onto the bed.” I tried for haughty and concerned, a tough combination, but I think I managed.
“I, what?” He sat up, rubbing his head. “I don’t remember.”
“No? You brought us to this lovely inn and then insisted on escorting us to the room to ensure we weren’t being cheated. That’s when you said you didn’t feel well and dropped onto the bed.” I shook my head. “We waited as long as we could. Faith insisted you were merely tired and persuaded me not to call for a priest or healer.”
He shook his head in confusion. “I’m sorry, Lady.”
I waved a hand at him. “Think nothing of it. However, it is growing late, and I’m certain your dutiful wife would want you home.”
He glanced at his wedding band, then rose to his feet, steadied by Faith.
“Yes, of course. Thank you for looking over me.”
“Not at all.” I sat, faced the fire, and clearly dismissed him from my thoughts. “Faith will see you out.”
Faith returned a few moments later.
“Gone?”
She nodded, closing the door and peeling out of her tunic.
“Gone. He’s wondering where the time went, but not too busily. What?”
I didn’t hide my grin. “Eager for something, Faith?”
“I want a longer bath, and I want dinner.”
My grin faltered. This wasn’t quite the answer I expected, given the earlier events, but I rallied.
“Let’s eat first.” A glance at the window confirmed what I thought. “If this inn operates like others I’ve known, it’s going to get busy after the locals finish their dinner, and then it will get pretty drunk out. Two attractive women trying to eat a meal then? Terrible idea.”
Now Faith’s smile faded, conflicted.
“I promise you your bath after. And I’ll scrub your back.”
“Promise?”
“Promise. Demon or no, I don’t break my word.”
She nodded. She’d seen into my soul, and she knew this was true. It was something my supervisors had berated me about Below. Demons, apparently, weren’t supposed to hold to promises.
Screw them.
I was who I was.
Faith pulled her tunic back on and headed for the door.
“Let’s give them a show,” I said, halting her.
“What do you mean?”
“Makeup.”
“What?”
Oh. Right. Angelic innocence. Second trip to Earth. Naïve didn’t cover the depths of her ignorance.
“I’ll do yours. Um. It’ll be pretty basic; your color differs from mine.”
“That makes a difference?”
I didn’t roll my eyes; I swear.
Many giggled explanations and exhortations to stop moving, Faith! later, we headed back to the front of the inn.
“Ready?” I stopped at the entrance.
“Ready.”
“After you.”
“Oh, right!” She laughed, embarrassed. “I forgot I was supposed to do that.”
She opened the door and held it as I walked in. As I’d hoped, it wasn’t crowded yet. Laetoria saw me and raised her eyebrows in surprise.
“Lady, I wasn’t expecting you!”
No, she probably wasn’t. I’d bet she had expected to rent the room out again tonight, and we were screwing up her plans.
Sucked to be her.
“I decided to take my supper in here, rather than try to find something in town.”
“Of course, of course!” She hustled from behind the bar and led us to a table in the center of the room, on full display. I don’t know if she thought we were advertising and was angling for a cut, or was appealing to my vanity. Either way, I disappointed her.
“I’d rather sit there.” A single table sat isolated in a corner. “I prefer to be…inconspicuous.”
“Of course, Lady.” She brought us to the table and, when Faith failed to seat me, did so herself. I threw a glare at Faith, who looked back in dismay and confusion.
“A carafe of wine, please. Two glasses.”
I got the eyebrows again, but if I wanted to drink with my lady’s maid, it was my choice.
“At once.” She bustled off, and I pointed to the other chair. Faith settled in, perching nervously.
“Relax,” I said as quietly as I could. “You should have pulled out my chair, is all. I don’t give a fuck what Laetoria thinks. I don’t even know where we are, so we’ll never come back here, but if we have to do this again? It might be important.”
“You’re not mad at me?” Her voice was small and timid, reminding me of our afternoon encounter on the way back from Eutalio’s.
“No!” I put my hand on hers so she could see the truth behind my exclamation. Faith brightened.
“What do we do now?” She sounded much more like herself, eager and hopeful.
“Supper. Ah, thank you, Laetoria.”
The owner set the clay carafe and two cups on the table, then unloaded a loaf of coarse bread, some cheese, and a bowl of olives.
“What is supper?” I asked. I didn’t expect a choice, but Laetoria surprised me. She gestured at the table.
“Bread, cheese, and olives to start, then a pottage with trenches. You can either have smoked pork and stewed cabbage, or roast beef and green beans.”
This was impressive. I’d eaten worse in palaces and with kings. Of course, those kings were usually the thugs with the most skulls in the corner of their tent, barely holding onto a few square miles by killing anyone stupid enough to argue. But still.
“I want the roast,” I said, then looked at Faith. “And my servant will have the pork.”
She nodded and walked away without another word.
“Why did you order for me?” Faith asked.
“It’s what a lady would do for her servant, if she remembered to order at all. We can share, if you don’t want smoked pork.”
“I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve had it before.”
“We’ll find you something you like. The bread smells good. Want some?” She nodded, and I tore her a chunk. She giggled.
“What?”
“I don’t think that was particularly lady-like.”
“She already has us pegged as whores, if high-priced ones. I don’t think I’m going to damage our reputations by ripping the bread instead of cutting it.” I punctuated my words by pulling off another piece and dipping it into the oil around the olives. Faith, after a moment of indecision, followed suit. Her face lit and chewed.
“This is good!” It was difficult to understand her around the mouthful, but I managed. I didn’t even laugh at the simple joy I heard. Instead, I took a bite myself, and concentrated on the flavors. I wanted to recapture the simple pleasure of eating, feel what Faith was feeling.
A voice, tinny and shrill and sounding much like my supervisor, yelled its frustration inside my head.
Breaking bread with angels? Enjoying food? You’re a fucking demon! Kill her, slay and corrupt these humans, and do your master’s bidding!
It wasn’t any effort at all to shut it up.
Dinner was…fun.
And unexpected.
Yes, I was used to eating with humans, making small talk, and connecting with the hosts and the important people. I also knew to eat for fuel. But eating without some ulterior purpose? Eating to enjoy the food and the company?
Strange.
I liked it.
I think Faith had tried every combination of food on the table, with the expected mixed results. Porridge with olives was not a hit, but the cabbage with beans and cheese was. I didn’t stop her, or advise her, just let her enjoy.
By the moans, she did.
As the tavern was filling, I settled our bill, and we took our leave. Faith remembered to help me stand and to open the door, though with a preemptive coaching from me.
Faith took my arm as we walked back to our room, sliding her hand under my tunic’s sleeve to touch my warm skin, acting like a servant steadying her slightly tipsy mistress. Our thoughts brushed against each other, but we didn’t allow a full blending. Not here. Not now.
I looked at the gathering night, the traces of the sunset still visible against a few wispy clouds, and felt at peace. At peace? Hold on! I stopped walking.
“Are you doing that?”
“Doing what?” Faith answered.
“I feel tranquil. Content. Is it you?”
She lifted her hand from its place on my arm. “Do you still feel it?”
I checked. “Yes.”
“Then it isn’t me, is it?” Her hand returned to my arm, and we finished the short walk back. She released her hold again to open the door, as proper for a servant, then closed it behind us.
Then she was in my arms, melting into me, clinging to me and sighing with happiness.
“Hello,” I said, a smile spreading across my face. “You must be mine.”
“Please, yes.”
I kissed her forehead, then gently separated us. “Let’s do this right. We’ll get the fire going well, then a long soak. We’ll take turns scrubbing. Sound good?”
It did. She was moving for the hearth, shedding clothes as she went. I laughed, enjoying her enthusiasm.
“I’ll fill the bath.” I admit I was eager too, peeling out of my own clothes and tossing them aside. While the steaming water dropped into the basin, Faith fed more wood into the fire. Between the steam and the crackling flames, the room grew comfortably warm in short order. We filled the silence with words, but what words? I haven’t any idea. Nothing of consequence. We were dancing around what we wanted to do, to be doing, and weren’t sure how to move from our sedate waltz to the pounding rhythm of a salsa.
“Ready?”
Faith answered by taking my hand and dropping her defenses, opening her thoughts to mine. Oh, yes. She was ready.
We climbed in, Faith first, and spent some minutes actually washing each other. I’d purchased soap as part of the rental, and we scrubbed the grime of our flight from our bodies. Flying isn’t easy, even for immortals. It’s hot, sweaty, hard work. The paintings of angels, the ones which show them with broad shoulders? It’s not an exaggeration. They’re necessary if you want to stay in the air long enough to do anything or get anywhere.
And the bugs. Don’t get me started. It’s enough to say that hair washing was a necessity, not a luxury.
We turned it into a Sybaritic delight.
I ran my fingers through Faith’s hair long, long after I had rinsed the last grit clear. From her sighs, she didn’t want me to stop.
I didn’t.
We were in constant contact, and for the first time in my existence, I let down my barriers to another immortal. All of them. I let her roam through my mind, my thoughts, my memories, and I didn’t stop her.
I was terrified.
I knew what I’d done over the millennia. It wasn’t pretty. I’d been a hard-working, loyal, diligent employee of Below. I followed the rules set by my superiors and corrupted human souls. And I never thought twice about it.
Now?
I wasn’t ashamed, but I didn’t want Faith to look and be repulsed.
Not when I could see the glory that was her soul and her memories.
She was as innocent as I was depraved.
Degenerate.
Evil.
“You’re not evil.” Faith’s voice in my ear brought me back to the cooling bath.
“You’ve seen what I’ve done.” I didn’t believe I was arguing with her, but I couldn’t let her lust for me cloud her mind.
What the fuck was wrong with me?
I was falling in love.
“I have, and I know why you did what you did. I did terrible things, too.”
“You didn’t!”
But I could see her memories. She hadn’t known they were terrible, but she knew now. She’d ensured the deaths of billions of creatures. Her efforts had led the Nicaean Council to set rules which ended up pushing thousands of good people Below on technicalities. These things weighed on her, but she didn’t blame herself.
“Blame is for the past. I am responsible for what I do in the future.” Of course, she read my thoughts. We were inside each other’s minds and skins, as united as we could be, and I reveled in it.
“Explain?” She didn’t need to, but I wanted to hear her voice, and she humored me.
“Blame looks to put guilt on a person. Responsibility accepts what happened, and if it was wrong, you’re going to avoid it in the future.”
“Oh. So it’s about learning?”
“Yes, and change.” She turned in my arms, forcing me to let her hair go. “Life is change, Kalili. You’re not the same demon as they created you. I’m not the same angel. And we’ll be different tomorrow, and next month, and in a century. But one thing won’t change.”
“What’s that?” She hid the answer from me, forcing me to ask.
“How I feel about you.”
I kissed her then.
She pressed her body against me, and her mouth opened, inviting me inside. I teased her with my tongue, and she teased back, learning quickly what I liked. I pulled back with a smile.
“That’s cheating.”
“It’s learning.” She leaned in to kiss me.
“I think we need to get out of this water.”
“Good idea.”
We climbed out and spent several luxurious, tantalizing minutes drying each other off. My hands roamed freely over her, with only the cloth of the towel between me and her most intimate spots.
She learned quickly, doing the same to me. We were both dry far too soon.
“I remember you saying something about a massage?” It wasn’t subtle, but after Giddenis’s efforts earlier, I was ready for more Faith. And I didn’t feel like waiting for her hands on me.
“I did.” The grin threatened to split her lips. “How do I start?”
My grin answered hers. “Follow my lead.”
I took her hand and led her to the bed. She held our connection back, allowing only tingles and jolts to pass between us. I reluctantly let go and climbed up, arranging myself on my front.
“Climb on top of me, between my shoulders and my ass.”
She did, settling her weight on the small of my back. I warmed immediately as the heat from her body reached me.
“Now, lean forward, put your hands on my shoulders, and apply pressure.”
I felt her nervousness and sent reassurance back through the link. “You won’t hurt me. Right now, I need deep pressure. Too light will be ticklish.”
“You’re ticklish?” I sensed the deviltry a split second before her hands traced paths along my sides and I yelped.
“Yes, Lilith bless it. I am!”
“How about here?” Faith’s fingers ran along the length of my arms.
“Fuck, Faith!” I gasped, laughing.
She slid down, pinning my thighs, and her hands followed along my sides and ass.
“That does—different things.” I shivered. She knew, and she traced the curves of my ass with her delicate fingers. “Again.”
Faith complied. She’d withdrawn from the depths of my mind, but now I pulled her in, allowing her fully into my consciousness so I could guide her better. I knew what I wanted her doing, and I wanted it now!
She had other plans.
Faith took the information. I felt her draw it into herself, but then? Then she would touch me almost where I wanted her to, or almost long enough, or almost hard enough.
I was burning for her, and she was playing games.
My rising passion went through the bond, too, and she answered me.
“I’m not playing games, Kalili.” She leaned forward and lay against me, wrapping me in her golden arms. “But this is special, and I—I don’t want to rush.”
She invited me to examine her words, understand her meaning, and I dove in.
Faith was a virgin, in every way. She’d never known physical love. Hell, she’d never known love beyond the vague, all-encompassing love that permeated the Head Office. Everything we did was a first, and she savored every one.
And here I was, rushing her along.
“No blame, Kalili. But you know love; wait. No, you know how to love. You know the mechanics of it, I mean. You don’t, you don’t know love?” She sounded so plaintive I hurt. The mattress muffled my words.
“No? I don’t know. Maybe. At least, I think I know something about it, from the humans I’ve been with, from their minds. I haven’t felt it myself, but I think I can. I know you can because I can see it in you. It shines in you, Faith. Did you know that?”
I felt her smile.
“No, I didn’t know. I’ve had no one to give it to.” She kissed my neck. A jolt ran down my spine, spreading out everywhere we touched, and found an echoing spark in her.
“I think we need to make a deal.”
Faith rolled off so she could see my eyes. “A deal?”
I nodded and reached for her hand, so my meaning would be clear across our bond. “You teach me love, and I’ll teach you loving.”
“I don’t know. An angel making a deal with a demon?” Her eyes crinkled with her smile, though, and I knew she was teasing.
“No. Faith and Kalili making an agreement.”
“Hmm.” She considered my offer, temporarily closing my view, and I didn’t push. “No.”
“No?” Shit.
“No. Kalili and Faith making an agreement sounds much better.” Her barriers dropped. I saw her total acceptance of me, of the arrangement, of us.
“Bitch. You scared me.” I ensured there was no heat in my words or my mind, and she saw the humor. “Kalili and Faith. I like that.”
“Good.” She leaned in for a kiss, which stretched out, our tongues exploring gently.
“I can do slow,” I said when we finally broke. “There’s so much I have to teach you. It’s probably good that we’re immortal.”
“I know. I saw at least some of it.” Her face wrinkled. “You know, it’s all really confusing.”
“We’ll figure it out.”
“Together?”
“Together.”
I wanted to bury my face in her neck, tease her nipples with my mouth, run my hand over her pussy, and more. And she wanted me to do it.
But not yet.
So we lay there, exploring each other with our fingers and light touches until the night was half gone and we curled into each other for sleep.
Lucifer. I loved an angel, and she loved and accepted me.
What was I doing?
I didn’t much care any longer. We were doing it.




Exes Are The Worst

I awoke to find Faith nestled into me, head resting on my shoulder, one arm draped possessively across my chest, wisps of hair tickling me.
It had been a long time since I’d slept with anyone. The night with Avy didn’t count. I was healing, and worried, and needed protection.
Most of the people I slept with were other immortals employed by Below.
Humans?
I didn’t sleep with humans.
I fucked them silly, but sleep?
I didn’t trust them enough to sleep.
And the other immortals? I only trusted them to sleep with because they couldn’t hurt me, not really. They didn’t have a reason to, and they were just as vulnerable, or invulnerable, as I.
Faith could. She could kill me.
But I knew she wouldn’t.
So we slept.
“Good morning.”
I grinned at Faith’s sleep-muzzed voice.
“Good morning, sleepyhead.”
“I slept,” she said in a tone of wonder.
“You did. I think you enjoyed it.”
She wriggled closer, though I didn’t see how it was possible. I didn’t complain; she was a cuddly armful.
“Kal?”
My smile broadened. That was the first time she’d used my nickname.
“Hmm?”
“I’m hungry.”
“That’s what happens when you don’t eat for three days, Faith. One or two decent meals doesn’t do it.” I moved my arm and she shifted again. “My guess is it’s about an hour after sunrise. We should be able to get something, maybe roast and porridge. Then we can be on our way again. Suits?”
Faith raised herself on an elbow, hair dropping to cover her lovely breasts. I brushed it back with a finger and she smiled before saying, “You’re asking me?”
“Of course I am. We’re in this together. I might know more about getting around on Earth; I’m not stupid enough to exclude you!”
She wrapped me in a tight hug before bounding out of bed.
“Yes!” To my disappointment, Faith started dressing. I enjoyed the sight for a few moments before climbing out and doing the same. Dressed, we strolled across the courtyard, enjoying the sensations coming from the surrounding harmony. I found I was more attuned than the day before and didn’t require Faith’s touch to sense it.
Breakfast was much as I’d predicted, though we had lemons, tart and juicy, which contrasted the richness of the leftover roast. Laetoria gently pried into our route and destination, to which I was deliberately vague, and we were outside the town wall and heading North again before the sun was halfway into the sky.
“Kal, why didn’t you tell Laetoria where we were going?”
I chuckled.
“You are innocent, aren’t you?” I didn’t let her reply before I continued. “After our encounter with Giddenis, I’m not feeling trustful with these people. Oh, that reminds me.”
I rummaged through my pack and pulled out a pair of daggers.
“For you.”
She took them gingerly. “Me? Why do I need them?”
“Tuck them into the belt on your tunic. No, not like that.” I helped her adjust them before she perforated herself, then answered. “Because until we’re airborne again, we’re vulnerable to attack.”
“But we’re immortal!”
“Yes and no. If they separate your head, you’ll find out how immortal we are. Normal attack? Certainly. But if they can do enough damage quickly, they can kill us. Immortal doesn’t mean invulnerable, Faith.”
She grew thoughtful as I continued, adding a brace of knives to my belt.
“And yes, we could draw on our powers and overwhelm them with our true beings. I won’t say we won’t do that if we have to. It’s an option. But how is the Head Office on paperwork?”
Her involuntary wince told me all I needed to know.
“Right. Below’s worse. And I don’t want to draw any more attention to ourselves than necessary, not until we figure out the next steps. Low profile, Faith. Which means if we’re attacked, we defend with human weapons.”
“Oh.” She plucked at the knife uncertainly. “Can you teach me?”
I stopped walking. “What?”
“I don’t really know what I’m doing with these.” Faith demonstrated by nearly slicing her hand on the blade while trying to pull it from her belt.
“Sweet Lilith! And they sent you to kill me?”
Faith smiled weakly. “Uh-huh. Guess it’s a good thing I’m bad at it.”
This wasn’t sitting well with me. I started walking again, Faith falling in next to me.
“Faith, have you ever killed anyone? By your own hands? I don’t mean what you did all those years ago with the space rock thing.”
“No.”
“Did anyone teach you what to do? With your sanctified blade?” I shuddered, thinking of that dagger. It was probably still back in Rome. Maybe the Guard had it and we could liberate it when we returned.
“Not really. The cherub from Michael’s office, the one who brought me the orders, they had the blade and gave it to me then. They didn’t tell me how to use it. When I got to Rome, someone else directed me to Octavianus’s palace, and he showed me what to do. But now that I think about it?” She frowned, concentrating. “He gave me the gladius. He said I wouldn’t need the sanctified blade, not as long as I did it right. And he’s the one…”
She gasped.
“What?”
“Kalili, he told me to stab you in the stomach! He said it was the easiest way, and with my inexperience, he wanted it easy for me.”
“But that wouldn’t have killed me, not using the gladius. It almost killed Thia, but even she might have healed herself if she hadn’t passed out.” A detail nagged at me, and I picked at it until it came loose. “Faith, you told me you didn’t know any angels.”
“No, not in Rome.”
“Who gave you the gladius?”
Her mouth opened and closed twice before any words emerged.
“I don’t know.”
“Did you get a name?”
She shook her head. “No, but he knew what my mission was, and he had big glorious wings…”
“Like mine?”
“Oh. Yes, like yours.”
“Which are the same as yours. Angels and demons, Faith, we’re the same.”
“He was a demon?”
I nodded. “I think so. Tell me what he looked like, sounded like, smelled like.” I knew all the demons in Rome, and most of the demons Below. I’d slept with a bunch of them; that’s why I asked about his smell.
Over the next little while, I teased all the details out of her.
“Malgor,” I snarled when she finished.
“Who?”
I sighed. “A demon. One I know well. I used to, at least, or I thought I did. An ex. Fuck.”
“An ex…?”
“A former lover. Long, long time ago. Last time I saw him was, um. Carthage? Just before the last war with Rome.” I remembered it with a smile. Carthage was a beautiful city before the wars, a thousand-plus years earlier. I spent several pleasant years there, pushing them to be independent and stand up for themselves. Malgor was there in the same role, improving their military. Nights we spent together.
Oh, he was gorgeous. Tall, dark, and handsome? That was him. All of him. And skilled in bed? I think Lilith taught him some tricks, because he did things to me which no human ever managed.
These thoughts flashed through my mind in an instant, finishing with a memory of our last night, and I flushed when I returned to the present.
“What?” Faith cocked her head at me.
I took her hand and shared my memories. She squeaked, then blushed. When I finished sharing, I released her hand.
“That’s when last I saw him. I haven’t crossed paths with him since.”
“Why would he do this?”
I shook my head, denying the truth I was about to say. “He’s like I was, like you were: he follows orders. Someone Below knew you were coming for me and wanted me to suffer. Why?”
“Because that’s what they do? It’s Below, Kalili!”
“No. They don’t do anything without a reason, a benefit, and son-of-a-bitch!” I interrupted myself as another thought hit me. “That weaselly motherfucker!”
I was going too fast for Faith. “Who?”
“Coronatus!”
“Who?”
“My imp!” I fumed for a moment, then pulled back my temper. “I had an imp working for me, keeping my schedule and shit. He’s the one who told me you were coming to kill me, and I’ll bet that Malgor told him. That’s why the fucker asked for a vacation, because he didn’t want to be around when the shit splattered!”
I whipped a knife from my belt and flung it into a tree. It embedded itself hilt-deep. Faith jumped.
“Why did you do that?” she protested.
“Because I’m pissed!” I strode to the tree and jerked the blade free.
“Pissed?”
“Angry. Furious at the little fuck. I trusted him!”
The dagger ended up in the tree again.
“And that’s why you’re killing trees?”
I took a deep breath. “Yes.”
“Oh.” She thought about this for a moment. “Is that what you’re supposed to do?”
“It works, and he’s not around to use for target practice instead.”
“Oh.”
I retrieved the knife and tossed it idly into the air, spinning in the sunlight and catching it on the way down.
“Come on. We still need to make ground before we can fly.”
I headed off, continuing to play with the knife. Faith kept a little extra distance between us.
“Kalili, I don’t understand.”
“Hmm?”
“How did Malgor know I would be there?”
“That’s a good question.” It really was. The only way it made any sense was for someone in the Head Office to tell Below about Faith’s assignment, but that didn’t work, either. Why would Below assist? I was a good demon, for values of good. I did my job, I didn’t slack off more than anyone else, and I didn’t make waves.
Why me?
“What?”
I started. I hadn’t realized I’d spoken, so I repeated myself, along with my chain of questions.
“You said you knew a few angels, remember? You were going to introduce me?”
I remembered. “So?”
“You can’t be the only demon who knows angels.”
That was true.
“But we don’t work together!”
Faith looked at me blandly.
“We don’t!” I insisted.
“You know how Below operates better than I do,” she said, calm and infuriating. “Don’t you try to corrupt angels?”
“Well, yes…” Only rarely. The Head Office didn’t take kindly to our efforts there and was energetic in countering them.
“So?”
“But Faith, what you’re suggesting is some sort of conspiracy! Someone in Michael’s office, in contact with someone else Below, which is unlikely enough. Then you’d need Below agreeing that I needed to be removed but not killed? Assigning Malgor to intercept you and swap weapons? And then Coronatus giving me the warning. So, what, I wouldn’t trust you?” I waved my hands wildly and Faith backed up further.
“Sorry.” I put the blade back in my belt. “But it doesn’t make sense! I’m not that important, just another demon trying to make her way in this world.”
“I don’t know either.”
I reached my hand to hers, and she took it. “Come on. Maybe Avy will have answers for us.”
“Who?”
Oh boy. This was going to be interesting. There was a definite difference between sharing thoughts and knowing what they meant, and Faith lacked the context to know what an ex was. It looked like it was up to me.
“When a couple decide—”




Hey, We’re Walking Here!

A trio jumping from the treeline ahead of us cut my explanation off.
“Stop!” the largest yelled.
We stopped, and I positioned myself in front of Faith.
“There’s a toll for crossing the duke’s land.”
I laughed at him. Maybe it wasn’t the smartest thing I’d ever done, but I couldn’t help it.
“And you’re the duke’s man?” I sputtered. They were ragged and dirty, though fleshy and well-fed. My guess was they were peasants who waylaid the occasional traveler while living on the bounty of the forest.
“I am. Money. Now.” He held out a hand.
I held up my hand in return and pointed at the speaker.
“Shut up. I’ll get to you in a minute. Faith?” I turned my head to whisper the last.
“Kal?” She was wide-eyed but holding her ground.
“Guardians?” If they were legitimate, they’d probably have guardian angels. Guard work was morally borderline at the best of times. They were on the side of right, because they were doing their jobs. But the job was denying people access simply because it was a rule, not because it was the Right Thing To Do, and that put them on the opposite side. Add in bribery and abuses, and it was a great place to be morally gray.
She looked surprised, then opened her eyes wide. A few seconds later, she shook her head. “No.”
That was the answer I expected. “You want to talk to them? Give them a chance?”
The surprise returned in full force. “Me?”
I shrugged. “That’s what—”
“Stop talking!” he barked, impatient.
I returned my attention to him. “I said shut up. You don’t want to make me angry. You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.”
My tone convinced him, and the sack of noise shut up. The other two moved closer to have their own whispered conversation. Good. If this didn’t go how I hoped, a compact target was easier to hit.
“Faith, it’s up to you. Do you want to save their souls? Attempt it, at least?” I kept them in my sight, not caring if they heard.
She peeked past my body before ducking behind me again. “No. Their auras are corrupt, like Luco and the other guard. There’s no hope for them.” Her voice held sadness, resignation, and resolve.
“Put your knives in the back of my belt,” I whispered. I didn’t need them to hear this part. I felt her hands, soft and warm, and the cold hardness of the blades.
“Distract them,” I said.
“How?”
“Anything, just get them watching you.”
Without hesitation, she stepped from behind me and took four paces to the left. Blondes were uncommon, and beauty such as Faith’s even rarer. All three pairs of eyes followed.
That was all I needed.
I whipped my knives from the belt and threw them at the two flanking the speaker, then reached for the two Faith gave me. They embedded into flesh with meaty thunks even as I let the third fly. It went straight into his gut.
“Faith, run!”
I didn’t wait to see if she listened, trusting her to follow.
Fight?
I didn’t want to fight.
There wasn’t anything in it for me, for us, in staying to finish them. I only had one knife left and had no intention of mixing it up with them. Slowing them down was enough.
I glanced behind me and saw Faith, to my relief.
When I thought we’d put enough distance between us, I slowed and allowed Faith to catch up.
“Do you hear them?” I was panting, and so was she, so it would be a wonder if either of us heard anything beyond our breath.
“No,” she huffed. “But last I saw, they were all on the ground.”
I nodded, thinking hard.
“Fuck it. We’re flying from here.”
Faith looked around at the trees. “Are you sure?”
“Straight up.” I pointed, then peeled my tunic over my head. “They can’t get us if we’re in the air.”
Faith saw my logic and undressed. We stuffed the clothes into the pack and were off the ground, our wings hammering against the air.
We cleared the trees and kept climbing up past the first fluffy clouds, gradually angling to put the sun behind us and heading for Ravenna.
This wasn’t a leisurely flight. NO lingering, no sight-seeing, no giggled conversations. Our wings beat the air hard, and we covered mile after mile in silence. We didn’t land until Ravenna was in sight. More than ever, I wanted answers, and I’ve never been patient. It was going to be challenging enough, waiting until we got to Ravenna.
As we walked, dressed again, Faith said, “Will I have to pretend to be your servant again?”
“No. Ravenna’s more cosmopolitan than that hick town. Our hair won’t be as unusual. But,” I added, a new thought popping into my head.
“But?”
“Do you know how to mask your aura? Reduce it?”
Every creature has an aura, and every aura is different. Not only do they change by species, but they show the strength of the beings’ connection to the ethereal, as well as physical and moral health. Immortals have a stronger aura than humans, humans have a stronger aura than animals, and so on. Demons, Succubi, imps, and other immortals from Below routinely tweaked our auras to appear human. We operated in stealth, and broadcasting our presence wasn’t good for our jobs.
Or our life expectancies.
“No.”
Not the answer I wanted. Unfortunately, it was the answer I’d expected. Angels didn’t have to hide. They were the side of goodness and light, right?
Right.
“Time for a lesson.”
I took her head in my hands and drew our foreheads together. I didn’t know if it would help, but it relaxed me.
“Faith, come into my mind and watch what I do.”
I didn’t have to drop my defenses. I’d never restored them. That tidbit I put aside to examine later.
You trust me! Faith’s thought shot through me and I grinned.
I guess I do. Hush. See what I do.
I grabbed my aura and twisted. That’s the best description I have for how we adjust auras. The colors shifted, so it looked like a human aura, and I pulled the power back so I wasn’t radiating as strongly.
How do you know what it should look like? Faith asked.
Good question.
I’ve been around humans for a long time. Most of their auras are pretty similar. Now, I’ll add a hint of smut and a touch of purity. Gold and black highlights streaked through my new green aura.
Why both?
Because most humans have streaks of nobility and sin. They’re fucking nuts. Now, do you think you can handle it?
I’ll try.
I hovered at the edge of her thoughts. If she wanted help, I’d be right there, but I didn’t want to crowd her and make her nervous.
Faith started with the energy level she was putting out, reining it in until it was on par with mine.
“Good.” She smiled but didn’t break concentration.
So I just do this?
Faith twisted, and my world went black.




Five Alarm Hangover

Kalili!
It was a shout, and a whisper, and it hurt.
“Go away,” I said. Or tried to say. It didn’t emerge that clearly.
Kalili!
I put my hands toward my ears to block out the sound, eventually finding them and clamping down.
Kalili!
Fuck me. I could still hear it. Wait. I wasn’t hearing it; it was just in my head.
Faith?
Oh, thank the Maker! Her presence burst in on me and I cringed, but then I felt her intent and it soothed instead of hurt. You collapsed, and I caught you, but I couldn’t feel you, I couldn’t hear you, so I held you and held you and I didn’t know what else to do!
All of this splashed over my consciousness in a wave of meaning and emotion. I couldn’t muster the energy to reply the same way, so I spoke.
“I’m here. You did good.” That was comprehensible, but now I was aware my mouth was dry. “Water?”
“I have some. I’ll have to let you go to get it.”
“No.” More bits were checking in now, and I felt her arms around me, my head against her chest, my back leaning on her lap. I could muster a little spit to moisten my mouth rather than move away. “Not yet.”
I opened my eyes to see Faith’s tear-streaked face gazing down at me, incongruously smiling.
“Hi.”
“Hi.” Her voice choked, but the smile never wavered. “I thought I’d lost you.”
“Nope. Some angel assassin was supposed to off me, but she gave up on it as a bad job.”
She half-laughed. “Lucky me, she wasn’t any good at it.”
“Lucky me.”
I closed my eyes and rested for a moment.
“What happened?” Faith asked at last.
“I don’t know,” I answered after a few heartbeats. “You’d lowered your output, and you were changing your aura to match mine, then…I don’t know. I woke up here.”
“I’ve got a pretty good guess,” said a familiar voice. Faith gasped, and I groaned.
“Avareth.”
“Kalili. And you must be the angel.” There was no welcome in her tone for either of us. “I told you your luck would run out.”
I growled and worked myself upright, opening my eyes. “You were right. Happy?”
“No. What are you doing here?”
Ah, Avy. Always right to the point.
“Coming to see you.”
If her tone earlier was unwelcoming, now it was positively glacial.
“Why are you bringing an angel to me? Is that her price to let you live?”
Faith jumped to her feet, furious. “No! We’re—”
“Angel, I didn’t ask you.” One of Avy’s favorite weapons, a kama she’d acquired in Nippon, appeared. It was a short scythe with a longer handle and shorter blade than European models, and she was a master.
“Faith, hold still,” I said. She listened. Thank you Lilith!
“Because something’s fucked up, and you’re the best person I know to unfuck it. Or at least explain what might have happened.”
She lowered the kama. “What do you mean? Kal, what have you done?”
“I didn’t do anything!” I protested.
Her grunt told me exactly what she thought of that statement.
“In what world is it a good idea to travel with an angel to visit a demon?” she asked, instead of the caustic remark I could see on her lips.
“One where a demon gives an angel a human weapon to kill another demon.”
That got her attention.
“Tell me more.”
I did. Everything, right from the beginning, which she’d already heard. This time, Faith added her perspective, and between us we gave Avy the most complete picture we could. We finished with my effort to teach Faith how to manipulate her aura and my sudden blackout. Avy listened without interruption for the entire recitation. I could see her calculating, making connections, adding things up. I didn’t know what her conclusion would be, but the longer we talked, the more I dared hope.
“Well, I think I can tell you what went wrong with the auras, at least.”
“It’s a start. What?”
“Angel. You changed your aura’s power first. Do I have that right?”
Faith nodded. “Yes, and then I tuned it.”
“What I think happened is you forgot to hold the power down. You were concentrating on the tuning?”
“Oh!” Faith got it, and a moment later, so did I.
“Right. You tuned, forgot about the other part, and suddenly your aura jumped to full strength. That slammed into Kalili hard, since you were touching, and knocked her out.”
I groaned. “Of course. And we always tune first, then dial back. Stupid me. Sorry, Faith, I forgot.”
She clasped my hand in silent forgiveness. Avy noticed but didn’t comment.
“How did you find us?” I asked.
“Duh. Your golden girl—”
“Hey!”
Avy gestured to Faith at my yelp. “What? Hair, skin, eyes?”
I grumbled but relaxed, and Avy continued with a smirk.
“Your angel put out enough taaqat in her aura to be noticed in London. There are probably others on the way.”
“And you let us ramble on?” I screamed, jumping up and pulling Faith to her feet. “Fuck, Avareth, you think maybe I needed to know this shit? Know it first?”
I grabbed what I could and started dragging Faith away. Avy laid a hand on my arm and I swatted it. I noted, in passing, that all of her defenses were up. So were mine.
“Kal, think! Bless it, woman, do you think I wouldn’t cover my ass?”
I slowed. No, Avy was always good at making sure she was taken care of.
“Go on.”
“Everyone felt the pulse. Because I recognized the taste, I told Below I would investigate.” Avy presented her tidbit with the smug confidence I was accustomed to hearing from her, but that wasn’t what make my head jerk to face her.
“Wait, you recognized it?” I asked.
“Of course; Kal, you know I’ve always had an excellent memory for auras.”
“No, but that’s not the point. How did you know Faith’s?”
Avy briefly looked nonplussed before recovering. “I must have sensed it in Rome. She was wandering all over the city.”
“I was,” Faith agreed, bristling. “Doing good. You know, angelic shit.”
She looked at me for confirmation she’d used the word correctly, and I gave her a tiny smile and nod.
“We need to get moving, though. I stalled all of our coworkers, Kalili, but her people? Once they get organized and figure out who’s coming to investigate, they’ll be on the way. And I don’t think they’ll be as understanding.”
I had to agree. Both Below and the Head Office were bureaucracies. The difference came in how they operated. Below let its employees do what we wanted, then buried us in reprimands and paperwork afterward if we fucked up. The Head Office wanted everything in line before moving forward, which meant they’d talk an issue to death before acting. This had undoubtedly saved our asses, but eventually they’d get their thumbs out.
“What about my aura?” Faith said.
“Do you trust me?” I said. This was mostly for Avy’s benefit, since I knew Faith did.
“Yes.”
“I’ll mask yours. All you have to do is allow me, and not let go.” I pressed my hand into hers.
Think you can manage that?
I think so, she thought back.
Good. Ready?
I felt her nod.
Here we go. I urged my aura outward, encompassing hers. At first Faith resisted, but a squeeze of my hand and she relaxed. After that, it was easy. Her aura allowed mine to obscure hers, shielding it from detection. We were safe.
If I could trust Avy.
I could trust Avy.
Couldn’t I?
“Ready.”
I wasn’t sure I was telling the truth, but it would do for now.




Avareth’s Tale

Conversation was muted on the walk into the city. Avareth didn’t trust Faith, Faith didn’t trust Avareth, and I wasn’t about to make believe that everything was swell. In less than three days I’d lost my assignment, been sliced open by two different thugs, and found out an angelic assassin was after me. That I was falling in love with said assassin, and she with me, was just icing on the cake.
Along the way, Faith and I exchanged thoughts constantly, especially all my knowledge of how to shift auras. With each step, Faith practiced until I was satisfied, then we moved to the next. Faith was a quick learner, and soon she could mask herself. It took longer for her to cover mine, but it was largely my fault. Millennia of habit, of keeping my council, stood in my way and prevented me from allowing her control. Finally, I suppressed it, and Faith was successful.
She beamed. After that, we maintained our own covers.
The city finally came into view, and I cleared my throat.
“Avy. What’s the plan?”
“Plan? What do you mean, plan? I’m making this up as I go along.” She shook her head, purple hair tossing with the motion. “I’m escorting a demon and an angel into Ravenna.”
She stopped, a thought hitting her. “Why am I escorting you in? If you’re here for information, we can do that out here, get rid of you, and I can pretend this never happened.”
“Because we need a place to go to ground for a day. Just a day.” I put a hint of desperation into my voice. “We’ve been running and haven’t thought things through, no time, no chance. I’m sure it all makes sense, if we can just put it together, but you know me, Avy. I don’t do well thinking on my feet.”
“You don’t do well thinking, but whatever.” She snorted, then considered. “Does it have to be inside the walls?”
Faith and I shared thoughts before I answered. “No. Probably best if we’re off the usual track.”
“That’s easier. There’s an inn, run by one of our people. He won’t ask questions if I tell him not to.”
Avy changed direction, heading away from the gate and towards a cluster of buildings outside the wall. The structure she stopped before was much more what I thought of as a traveler’s inn: two stories, with the upper floor protruding over the street below, a single door, and a horse stable to the far side. By the size of the stalls, this was a busy inn, which pleased me. A busy inn was less likely to notice us.
“Wait here.” Avy didn’t wait for my reply, heading for the door.
That was fine. I needed to talk to Faith, and though we’d been in constant contact and communication on the walk, some thoughts were better said.
“You don’t trust her.” It wasn’t a question, and I shook my head in answer.
“No. I’ve known her for thousands of years, and she’s hiding something. She knows more than she’s letting on.”
“Then why is she helping us?”
That was an excellent question.
“I plan to find out.”
“How?”
Another excellent question, and I gave her a lopsided grin.
“Not sure. I wish you had your sanctified blade, though. It would be a hell of a persuader.”
Faith’s eyes went huge. “You wouldn’t use it on her!”
I nodded with a sad smile. “If I had to.”
“But she’s your friend!”
“No. I thought she was, but…” I dropped my voice. “I’ve learned a lot about what a friend is, and isn’t, since I met you. She falls short.”
Faith took both of her hands and put them on my cheeks, pulled me to her, and kissed me. “Thank you.”
“Any time,” I said, resting my hands on her wrists. “For what?”
“Do you trust me?”
“As much as you do me.”
“Then let me lead. I have an idea.”
That was one more than I did. I kissed her back, relishing the quick exchange of taaqat. I only let her go when I sensed the door opening.
I wasn’t quick enough. Avy paled but didn’t break stride. Was that a flash of jealousy? After all, I’d been eager enough to take her to bed, what, two days ago? Three?
“All set,” was all she said. “Food first, or talk?”
Faith answered for us.
“Talk.”
I hadn’t heard that tone from Faith since we first met. Avy looked at me to confirm, but I refused the bait, shaking my head and pointing to Faith. We didn’t need to be touching for me to feel the gratitude pour off her.
“Talk, then. Come on.” Avy led us through the tavern to a set of stairs at the rear, up and to a room overlooking the street.
“What do you want, awk!” Avareth’s question was cut off by Faith’s lunge, slamming the slight demon into the floor. Faith used her height and weight mercilessly, pinning Avy with no apparent effort.
“Kalili, get her weapons.”
I didn’t speak, simply collected the kama and Avareth’s usual collection of mortal weapons. I piled them as far away as I could manage. The last knife, though, made me pause after I pulled it from her bodice. It was curved, with a blade which looked like a feather frozen in steel. Frighteningly, it sang to me, a song of blood and pain and revenge, and I fought its influence.
“Fuck me,” I said, removing it far more carefully than I had the others. I knew this blade, or at least knew of it. Horror stories.
“What?” Faith’s attention didn’t waver from Avy, who was staring furiously at me.
“It’s a demon blade,” I said. “I think it’s the blade of Thakumis.”
“She’s a demon, wouldn’t she have a demon blade?”
I stood carefully and backed away, knife still in hand.
“If I’m right, this blade is made from the wing of a fallen Prince of Hell. The story is Thakumis rebelled against Lucifer about the time humans were first walking on this world. He almost succeeded, but not quite. As punishment, Luci plucked the primary feathers from his wings, three from each side, and changed them. Transmuted into some sort of metal that never needed sharpening, that could cut through anything. Then Luci ordered the princes who had stood with Thakumis to dismember him and scatter his remains across the whole universe.”
“That’s horrible.” Faith shuddered and I couldn’t disagree.
“It’s worse. Thakumis, being a Prince, is still alive. He’s an immortal, a greater immortal, second only to Lucifer in power, and his own flesh wasn’t enough to kill him. The story says that occasionally Luci will have a piece of the fallen Prince found and brought to him. Then he plays with it for a while before disposing of it again.” I grimaced. I’d missed one of these demonstrations by a few hours once, which was the only reason I knew any of this.
“And the knives?” Faith brought me back.
“Six of them. Luci has one, each of his four loyal Princes has one, and the sixth was lost.”
“Not lost,” Avy said with a snarl. “Found. It’s my insurance policy.”
“It’s a terrible story,” Faith said. “But I still don’t understand.”
“It’s like your sanctified blade, Faith. This blade will kill any immortal who ranks lower than a Prince of Hell, or an archangel. They’re not immune, since it was created from the body of a Prince. It will hurt them. Bad.” I pushed back against the blade’s power. It had been whispering to me, tempting me, and I worried that its voice was getting louder. And more persuasive.
Avy shifted, and Faith grunted at the effort to keep her down. “I can’t hold her much longer.”
“You don’t have to.” I reached the window and pulled the shutters closed, pleased that they were heavy. Then I turned and stood with my back against it, the blade in my hand, still whispering at me to kill them both.
“What?”
“She’s not going to try anything. Let her up, then get between her and the door. She knows I can throw this and embed it in her before she can reach her knives.”
Unsure, but trusting me, Faith released Avareth and scurried backward. She grabbed a knife from the pile, eyes never leaving Avy.
“Now what?” Avy said.
“Now you answer our questions. After that, it’s up to you.” I shrugged, slipping Thakumis’ blade into a throwing grip.
Avy smiled. “You picked the damnedest time to grow up.”
“Yeah, well. Some strange shit has happened. Sit and talk, Avareth. What’s going on?”
She sat and chuckled. “It’s actually funny.”
“Not from where I stand,” Faith growled.
“No. Probably not. You two are a pair of first-class dopes, you know that?”
I waggled the blade. “You sure you want to insult me? Us?”
“I’m just telling you how it is. Okay. You’ve figured out that the Head Office wanted you out of the picture, Kal, and you’ve even gotten that there’s been some back-channel planning going on.”
I nodded, dismayed that I’d been right.
“But you don’t know why, or why Malgor intercepted Faith.”
I nodded again.
“What do you know about the creation of angels? Or demons?”
It seemed like an odd question at the moment, and I said so.
“You have the blade. Humor me.”
Faith answered. “Angels are created whenever one of the host is felled in battle, to replace the one who fell.”
“Right. And it’s true for demons too, always replacing, never adding to the total. Balance of power, part of the rules.” Avy was smug. I knew the look.
“So?”
“Angel, when were you created?”
She frowned. “I’m not sure, but I’ve been told I was created at the beginning of time.”
“And we all know angels don’t lie, so let’s assume that’s true. Kal?”
I scoffed. “You know that. 5260 BC. You trained me.”
Avy shook her head. “No, that’s when you were awakened. I was assigned to keep you in the dark, keep you from discovering the truth of your origin. You were created at the beginning, one of the Original Thirteen demons, and you never should have been brought to Earth until after she was out of the picture.”
“What?” She’d lost me, completely. Faith’s “What?” echoed mine.
Avy sighed and gestured to a pitcher of water. “Can I have a drink? This may take some time.”
I nodded, but didn’t take my eyes off her. She shifted in the chair, poured a chalice of water, and settled back.
“Explain.”
“What do you know about the Originals? Maybe the Thirteens?”
“Nothing,” I said. “Faith?”
She frowned. “Maybe? It sounds familiar, but I don’t know why.”
“No; the Head Office doesn’t talk about it much. Neither does Below, for that matter.”
“How do you know about it?” I pressed.
“I told you I was assigned to keep you ignorant. They didn’t tell me why, just gave me orders. You know how that works.”
I nodded.
“Well, after a while, I got curious.” Avy grinned and pointed to the knife I held. “That’s great for loosening tongues. Information’s always been my thing, you know that. I’ve picked up bits and pieces along the way, enough to have a pretty good idea.”
I waved the knife. “Go on.”
“In the beginning, only thirteen of each, angel and demon, were created.”
“No, there were thousands!” Faith was insistent.
“Not at first. Not when the whole competition for souls, for control, was more genteel. Before the War began. See, Lucifer isn’t the Maker’s creation. He’s it’s brother.”
My expression of utter disbelief was matched by Faith. Siblings? Co-equal?
“Explains a few things, doesn’t it? Like why the Maker doesn’t just blast Lucifer out of existence? It can’t.”
“Because they have the same power.”
Avy nodded. “That, and their sister won’t permit it. It’s her job to maintain the universe, all the parts not involved in their little contest, and she won’t allow imbalance. Plus, I think she actually loves them both, hard as that is to believe.”
Sister? This was too much. Avareth was continuing, so I couldn’t ask.
“Way back when, to settle the question of which was stronger, good or evil, those two decided on a contest. They created thirteen angels and thirteen demons, imbued with the same powers, the same abilities. More powerful than any other immortal created since, almost as powerful as…” Avy pointed upwards, then down, silently. This was crazy! Immortals who rivaled the gods who ran everything?
“They were made simultaneously, but only one pair was activated. Awakened, if you like. The rest slept. And the contest began. Unfortunately, it didn’t work very well, and they destroyed each other. Spectacularly. Damaging a huge chunk of the universe. Half of the Originals were exterminated.”
“Why?” wailed Faith.
“And why half?”
“Because of what these original creations represented. I’m a little fuzzy on all the details, but essentially, each pair of Thirteens was linked, and the competition was individual. One angel, one demon, working directly against each other to see which would be more successful, and that’s how the contest was going to be decided, but there was a problem.”
“What?” I found myself drawn into her story, as improbable as it seemed.
“Because they were paired. If they worked together, joined forces, rather than against each other? They’d be more powerful than the entities which formed them and could overthrow either side, or both. And if they both failed, destroying each other? Well, their sister wasn’t pleased at what a single pair did to creation, and demanded her siblings eliminate the threat. Half of the remaining Thirteens on each side, breaking the matched pairs, were to be sacrificed. But Lucifer grew frustrated at the loss of power, creating his Princes. It countered with the archangels, so Luci matched them with archdemons, then the regular angels and demons, and the war as we know it was on. The goal, though, wasn’t the battle of souls which it’s devolved into. No, all the forces created were deployed to find, and eliminate, the Thirteens. Eventually, they were all found and killed.” Avy paused. She’d always had a flair for drama, and I suddenly knew what she was about to say. I wasn’t left waiting long.
“Except you two.”
I exploded.
“Impossible! I’m no more powerful than any other demon. You know that better than anyone else, Avy! And what about Faith? She says she’s been awake in the Head Office. I thought you said these Thirteens weren’t activated?” As I spoke, though, pieces slotted into place in my head.
“She wouldn’t be aware of the time she wasn’t active,” Avy answered. “As to your powers? If nobody tells you that you can do something, are you even going to try?”
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. It made a strange sort of sense.
“Avareth.” Faith’s tone drew both our attention. “You say we are linked. What do you mean?”
“Humans call it a soulmate. The celestial term is arima bikia, “the one who completes you”. You were created as complementary pieces. Not incomplete, not less than your own person, but better together. And because you were linked, you would seek each other out to fulfill the prophecy.”
Another piece slotted into place. “That’s how we ended up at the Council!”
Avy nodded. “Below knew you were one of the Thirteen. You were Luci’s secret weapon, the ‘lost’ Thirteen, hidden away to be used in the Last Battle. Luci knows what you can do, and I’m sure he planned to tell you on the eve of Armageddon.”
“So, why wake me?”
“Humans. They were at a cusp point, learning how to farm, and we needed more bodies on the planet. You were available, and since Luci kept your true nature secret?”
“They sent me up,” I whispered.
“And me?” Faith asked.
“You were supposed to stay in the Head Office, not get sent to Earth. I don’t know how, but you were, and you almost ran into Kalili at the Council six centuries ago. I think, when you were recalled, that’s when the plan to use you to eliminate Kalili started. It took time to put into place, though, and here we are.”
“We’re, what, fated? We were always going to be together?”
Avy nodded, and when she spoke, her tone was miserable. “Or at least you might be together, and you’d never be satisfied with anyone else.”
“That’s why you broke off with me!”
“I knew you couldn’t be with me, so I thought I’d leave first and save myself. I didn’t do so well.” Avy sniffled, surprising me.
“No shit?” Faith’s words surprised a giggle out of me.
“No shit, angel. I tried to get her out of my heart, and I mostly succeeded, but look where we are now. Guess I still had some of those feelings.”
I waved my hands. “Wait, wait, wait! I’ll accept that I don’t know about my supposed powers because nobody taught me. But what about Faith? She’s been around since creation, and she’s been awake, for whatever reason. Why doesn’t she know?”
“I don’t know,” Avy said. “Angel?”
“I think I’ve been awake, but I explained to Kalili. Time in the Head Office moves differently than Below, or here. I’m not aware of not being aware, if that makes sense.”
“You may have been awakened, but your abilities not activated. Why would the Head Office forget about you? I can’t explain it, except that they screw up as badly as we do. Sometimes, at least.”
“And Faith doesn’t have more abilities than any other angel! I’ve seen her…” Too late, I realized what I was saying. We’d shared taaqat, we knew the most intimate details about each other. And here I threw that back in Avy’s face.
Fuck my life.




Never Tell Me The Odds

Avareth ignored my faux pas. At least she pretended to. “Think, Kal. You’ve helped plenty of imps mask their auras. Some have screwed up as spectacularly as her, but have you ever been knocked out?”
“No, but they were lesser immortals.”
Avy dismissed my argument. “Our auras aren’t that different, maybe half again as powerful as theirs. You’ve never even had so much as a headache, have you?”
“No.”
“Neither have I. The angel knocked you on your ass.”
I couldn’t argue her point.
“What do we do now?” That was the key question, of course, and Avy’s look turned pained when I asked it.
“I wish I knew, Kalili. You two are toxic. Neither Luci nor the Maker can afford to let the history of the Original Thirteens get out. Luci, in particular, might face a default in the war if it’s revealed he hid one of his Thirteen while claiming her lost. The Maker, too.”
“Great. Heaven and Hell against us.” I sighed, then caught Avareth’s eyes and held them. “And you?”
“What about me?”
“I’m not stupid, Avy. You said it yourself. You deal in information. Turn us in and you’re set for the rest of your existence.”
“No way. I’m not telling anyone about you.”
“Why should we believe you?” Faith asked.
“Because when they catch up to you, yeah, you’re going to have all of both sides after your blood. They’re also going to silence anyone who might know of you two, and right now, guess who’d be on top of their list?”
“Malgor?” I offered, hopefully. “Coronatus?”
“You don’t mean Michael!” Faith objected.
“Me, you ninnies.”
“But the other demons, they know you left the city to find us, don’t they?”
“They do,” she agreed. “But they don’t have to know I found you. I’ll tell them I went looking, but you’d already gone. No, sorry, no idea where.”
“Will they believe you?” Faith sounded genuinely concerned.
“No. I hope they’ll have enough doubt that nothing will happen to me.”
“How can we help?” I said.
“You never saw me. When I saved you in Rome, all we did was talk about old times, and don’t look for me again.” Avareth emphasized the last point.
I recognized the logic.
I knew that we, Avy and I, were through, even more than I had known our last night together in Rome.
I didn’t have to like any of it.
It was closing the door on an important part of my past. I didn’t want to do it.
And part of that reason was the door opening onto my future.
I knew what my future was. I was a demon! I tempted humans, corrupted them, recruited them into serving Below.
But that future wasn’t mine anymore.
I wasn’t that demon.
I didn’t know what I was, but I had a fresh path to walk.
“Are we done?” Avy snapped my train of thought.
“We are.” She understood both meanings, I could tell. “Faith, let her out.”
Avareth stood, a single tear tracing its way down her cheek, but she didn’t say a word. She nodded to me, passed through the door, and was out of my life.
Thakumis’ blade clattered to the floor as Faith closed the door. Then I was in her arms, weeping, and she held me. That’s all she did, all I wanted. She wrapped her mind around mine, her arms around my body, and let me mourn my past.
I don’t know how long we stood there. Long enough for me to cry myself dry. Long enough for the light to shift and the sounds of early drinkers to come from the tavern below.
“Sorry,” I said at length.
Faith’s grip on me tightened, then eased. She placed a gentle kiss on my lips, then rested her cheek against mine. I relished the comfort of her touch for another moment, then gave myself a mental shake.
There were plans to make.
First, we had to leave the inn. Being surrounded by humans wouldn’t stop either side if their orders were direct enough. If they knew we were Thirteens? They’d be direct.
Although I didn’t believe Avareth would willingly tell anyone about her involvement, if she was forced? She’d give us up without a first thought.
Getting out was a problem.
We talked through the possibilities.
On one hand, if I masked our auras, we’d be invisible to the other immortals. But we’d be visible to regular sight, and another masked immortal might well recognize us. Redheads like me were a bit more common in the city than the countryside, but beauty like Faith would attract every eye. Worse, she’d be memorable.
We could go invisible. It would cost taaqat, but more critically, we wouldn’t be able to mask our auras at the same time.
As I was running between our poor choices again Faith interrupted.
“Why can’t we do both?”
I stopped my rant and snapped an annoyed, “What?” at her.
“Why can’t we do both? If Avareth told the truth, we’re the last of the Thirteen, and we have all these powers. Why not try?”
“If she told the truth.”
“You were willing, no. You believe her, Kal. I saw it.”
“I did, but that was before I started thinking.”
“No, Kal. You believe.”
I frowned. Did I?
Faith couldn’t lie.
She said I believed.
Therefore, I believed.
So why was I fighting it?
I was still processing. My world had been turned inside-out in a matter of days after thousands of years. It was hard.
Faith’s soft touch on my arm brought me back.
“Let’s try. What could go wrong?”
I laughed bitterly. “Where do I start? No, no, you’re right.” I waved off her protests.
“Okay. We’ll do this smart. I’ll cover your aura, and, oh!” I could tell she’d had an “Eureka!” moment. I remembered Archimedes’ delight when he had his.
“What?” I asked.
“Two of us! I do the aura, and you turn us invisible! Play to our strengths, and we don’t have to try anything new that might not work.”
“We’ll have to be in contact.”
She smiled. “I don’t have a problem with that. Do you?”
We checked for any immortal signatures before we started.
“Ready?” I took her hand and felt her confirmation before she spoke.
“I am.”
“Here goes.” Masking our auras was almost easy now and in seconds, we were just a pair of humans to any immortal who was looking at auras.
“My turn.” Faith closed her eyes, concentrating, and I willed my encouragement to her. I felt her welcome it, even as she said, “You’re distracting me. Stop it.”
But her good humor passed through our bond.
“That’s it,” she said presently. I realized I’d closed my eyes and opened them.
“It worked!” I exulted. Our auras were still masked, and we’d disappeared from sight.
“I’ll lead,” she said. Hand in hand, we made our way from the room, along the hallway to the stairs. We had a moment of worry as another guest came up the stairs, and we flattened ourselves against the far wall. They passed us, oblivious to our presence, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.
Passing through the tavern was slow. The servers were busy passing drinks and occasional platters of food, but they moved with a purpose. We could dodge them easily enough. It was the drunks who were unpredictable.
We’d almost made it to the door when disaster struck.
One particularly smelly individual stood and slammed into Faith. She fell backward, and our hands parted.
Her aura flared into life.
My invisibility? Vanished.
“Fuck!”
Every head turned to me with varying expressions of shock.
Faith dropped her own invisibility, restoring her aura to a human level, and barked, “Kalili!”
“Run!”
Nobody had a clue what was going on, but that didn’t stop hands reaching to stop us.
“Catch them!”
I heard at least one call of “witch”, which scared me. Witches were burned, and burning would kill either of us. We couldn’t let it happen, and that meant we had to get out no matter what.
We were gentle, for values of the word, bashing our way out. I know we didn’t kill anyone.
Bruised and broken, maybe.
But alive.
After a few minutes of intense negotiating, we were out the door. Once clear, we ran as far away from the city as we could manage. The fields had given way to brush and trees when I called to Faith to stop.
“That sucked,” I panted.
“I’m sorry,” Faith said, and I waved her off.
“No need to apologize. He bumped into you, and it was over.”
“It’s not over,” came a deep voice behind me.
A voice I recognized. Today was a day for reunions, apparently.
“Onnirrech.”
“Kalili. Slumming?”
I turned slowly, knowing what I would see.
Onnirrech was an archdemon. He wasn’t technically my archdemon, but that didn’t matter at the moment.
“Now that you’re here? Yes.”
“Always with the jokes. It’s almost a pity that I have to kill you.”
“I’m willing to forget this if you are,” I said, edging closer to Faith. Thankfully, she hadn’t spoken, though I don’t know how it could have made things worse.
Onnirrech shook his massive head. Everything about him was oversized, from his shaggy, leonine head through his torso, and his muscular, claw-tipped arms and legs. And hanging between those bulging thighs were a pair of cocks which I had to admit were rather fulfilling.
“For old times’ sake?” I purred. We’d had fun, even if I’d been sore for longer than I wanted to admit.
“For old times’ sake, I’ll let you live,” he conceded. “The angel is mine.”
I was afraid he’d say that. Faith’s fingertips brushed against my hand as I reached backward for her.
I trust you. I hadn’t even asked.
“Sorry, Onni. This angel is mine.”
“You can’t stand against me, Kalili.”
Our hands clasped together and Faith stood next to me as if she’d always belonged there.
“No? Maybe not. But I’m betting that we can.”
He leapt for us, claws outstretched, any of which would disembowel us in a flash. Our hands separated and we dove outwards and away. He hit the ground, rolled, and turned back towards Faith.
She spread her wings and jumped, trying for the skies, but he reached out a hand and grasped her calf. She screamed as bones cracked and flesh tore, then she was pulled from the air and slammed into the ground. Onnirrech pulled her across the rocky ground, intent on his prey. I hoped I had time. I pulled Thakumis’ blade from my belt and raised it as I sprinted toward the massive immortal.
Avareth, if you lied about this, I’ll kill you myself!
I jumped, slashing downward as I arced over him. I saw the edge cut into his shoulders, a blazing line of crimson light appearing where it contacted. Then I was past and trying to land.
Onnirrech howled in rage and agony.
I hit the ground and scrambled to Faith. Other than her calf, she seemed unhurt to my hurried examination, so I looked to Onni.
He was reaching for his back, still howling. A glow was radiating from his back, the same crimson lines spreading across his body as we watched.
“What’s happening?” I said, aghast.
“I don’t know,” Faith gasped.
Onni fell to his knees as the lines continued to race and multiply, intersecting and dividing his skin into smaller and smaller segments. The gashes deepened, widening, casting the hellish glow more and more brightly until it hurt my eyes. His howl cut off as his head was entirely consumed by the crimson light. In short order, his entire body was transformed into an Onni-shaped blaze of light. Almost as quickly, it faded.
We blinked against the rapid disappearance, and when our vision cleared, Onni had vanished. Not even ashes remained.
“Holy…”
“Fuck,” finished Faith.
We sat, awed.
“Ah, my leg,” Faith grunted as awareness of our situation returned.
I didn’t think about it. I put my hand on her calf. My taaqat flowed into her, repairing the damage Onnirrech did, stitching muscle together, joining the bone fragments, rebuilding her smooth skin, leaving her unmarred and whole.
I jerked my hand away with shock.
“Did I just…?”
“You can heal, Kalili.” Faith’s voice held a touch of awe.
“I guess it makes sense.” I shook my head in exasperation. “Of course it makes sense. We both knew that angels and demons are of the same stock, so why would we have divergent abilities? Even if we weren’t Thirteens, it was stupid, stupid! We believed what we were told.”
Faith sat up, flexing her new leg. “We believed, Kal. And why wouldn’t we? We didn’t know there was a truth other than what were told until today.”
She stood, then reached down to pull me up. I felt our communion as she shared taaqat with me to balance us, her utter faith in our combined abilities, and I couldn’t help but feel it as well.
“What now?”
“Well. I think it’s time we experimented with our abilities.”
Faith raised an eyebrow in question.
“What if we can jump to Rome? I mean, you can, right?”
She nodded.
“So? Maybe I can, too.”
Both eyebrows went up, followed by a smile.
“That would be convenient.”
I nodded. “Damn right it would be. We’ll fly inland, seven or eight leagues, into the foothills. Then we’ll practice.”
“How?”
“The same way I taught you how to mask auras.”
“You think that will work? Me teaching you?”
I leaned over, wrapped her in a hug, and kissed her before replying.
“Like I told Onnirrech: I’m betting on us.”




Easy as One, Two, Three!

For once, something went smoothly. We flew, apparently undetected, into the foothills, and landed under some trees. A few moments to rest and we were ready, or at least as ready as we were going to get.
“So. How do you jump?”
Faith bit her lip, a mannerism I was finding almost unbearably sexy. I wanted to go over and bite it myself, then move to her neck, and her shoulders, and…
She was talking, and I came back to the here-and-now.
“…on a location I know. If I don’t know it, I can’t jump.”
“Wait, I missed something. You don’t know anywhere!”
“Kalili, you weren’t paying attention.” She pouted, which I also found hard to resist.
“Start over? I promise I’ll do better.” I reached across and stroked her hair, allowing her to see my thoughts and the distraction she caused. That brought a smile back to her face.
“Memories of places can be shared. The more detailed, the more likely it is you’ll end up in the right place.”
“If we share memories, shouldn’t they be detailed, anyway?”
“Depends. Can you describe the main door to the palace?”
“Which one?” It wasn’t an idle question. I’d spent enough time in palaces that I needed a bit more direction.
“Octavianus’s.”
I considered it. “It’s six cubits tall and six wide. Double doors. Heavy. Iron bars on the back, but it’s made of wood.”
“Window?”
“I don’t know.” I closed my eyes, hoping it would help bring the memory forward, but it didn’t.
“And yet, how many times did you go in and out that door?”
I was seeing the problem. “What do you suggest?”
“The place you have the clearest memory. Where is that?”
“My chambers. In the palace.” That was a straightforward question.
“Then concentrate on it. No, don’t open your eyes.” I felt Faith mold her body, still naked after our flight, to mine. “And stop thinking about my body.”
“Hey, you pressed it against me!”
“I must capture as much detail as I can.”
“Wait, wait, why not just transfer a memory of yours to my mind? Wouldn’t that be easier?”
“My memories of Rome are more fleeting than yours. I spent only a few days there, wandering the streets, staying nowhere.” She pulled up her recollections and I saw what she meant. Fragments stood out, a stall, a hayloft, a bucket at a well, but not enough to focus upon.
“Concentrate. Feel the floor beneath your feet, the breeze on your skin. What do you hear? Can you smell the cooking fires? I want it all, Kal.”
I listened, diving into my thoughts, dredging out every detail of the time I spent in that room, pouring it all into Faith. She soaked it all in and demanded more, so I gave it to her. The cold stone underfoot, the straw left from the occasions I swept it clean, the fragrances I kept. I pulled memory after memory up, and still she demanded another, and another, and another.
Finally, I ran dry.
“That’s it,” I said, returning to now and the feel of her body. “There’s nothing else.”
“Oh, no, there was plenty more,” she said. I heard the mischievous smile with my eyes closed. “And I have enough.”
“Good. Damn, woman, do you do that every time?” I was drained, wrung out.
“No, but I wanted to be sure.” Faith guided me to a fallen tree and sat me down. “Thank you for letting me in.”
“You’re welcome. Now what?”
With a pop, she disappeared.
I jumped up. “Faith!”
Nothing except the calls of the birds.
“Faith!” I stretched my mind, trying to pick up her aura, but she was gone.
Where the hell was she?
Did the Head Office recall her?
I knew they could, at least I thought I knew. Below forced demons to make their way; the Head Office dropped their agents in and pulled them out when the mission was complete.
Did Michael, or someone else, decide to stop playing?
Fuck me.
No, fuck them.
I gathered our possessions and stuffed the pack. I didn’t know what I planned to do, but I was going to get her back.
There was a whoosh behind me, and I whirled.
“Faith!”
Her pleased expression changed to concern when she heard the relief in my voice.
“What’s wrong?”
“What’s wrong? You vanished, and I didn’t know where you went! I tried to find your aura, but—”
“Oh! I jumped, Kal. You gave me excellent memories, so I tested them.”
“You jumped?”
A nod.
“To Rome?”
Another nod.
“And back?”
A third nod.
“And you didn’t think I might want to know?”
“Oops?” Her voice was tiny. I realized I’d been yelling. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath.
“I’m sorry, Kalili; I wanted to go before any of the details slipped away.”
I continued breathing. It was helping.
“It worked,” she added.
“It worked.”
“And now I can teach you the jumping.” Faith paused, then asked, “You’re still mad?”
I almost said no, then caught the lie. “Yes. You scared me, Faith. The bastards you work for, the ones who sent you on a mission to save their holy asses? I thought they’d pulled you back.”
“Shit.” She was getting skilled at that word, I noted in passing. “It doesn’t work like that, not really. They can pull, but we have to consent.”
“You’re sure?”
Faith nodded firmly. “Positive. Doubly so, now that I know they’ve lied to me all my existence. I don’t think they could recall me now, even if they wanted. But I can see where you’d think otherwise.” She took a hesitant step toward me. “Forgive me?”
“I thought that’s your specialty.” I sniffled, surprising myself. Where did these tears come from?
“You’re a quick learner,” she said, coming into my embrace. “I am too. We’ll get it right.”
“Damn right we will. We’re the last of the Thirteens.”
Faith laughed against my shoulder. “And that means what?”
“Apparently, it means the fate of the universe is in our hands.”
“Can’t we let our former employers deal with it? I have other priorities.”
She made her priorities eminently clear, but I latched onto something she’d said.
“Former employers?”
“Well, I think sending an archdemon to kill us serves as a pretty good termination notice. Don’t you?”
I hadn’t considered it. I was so focused on getting to Rome and working our way up the chain from Coronatus that I’d never thought about the larger picture. It made sense. We were unwanted, by both sides.
A grin slowly spread across my face.
“Kalili, you’re worrying me.”
“No more assignments. No more orders. No more “go here, do this”. No more corrupting, stealing, tempting.” I could feel the skin of my face stretched taut by the smile. “Faith, we’re free!”
A whoop of joy escaped my lips, and I picked Faith up and spun her. “We’re free, Faith! We can live our lives together!”
Laughter burbled from her. “Put me down, Kalili!”
I spun around one more time, collected a kiss, then put her on the ground.
“Free!” I relished the word. It had never occurred to me I might someday be free, able to choose.
“Free,” Faith agreed. “If we survive.”
That dampened my spirits in a hurry.
“Right. Yes. Time to be serious. I’m serious. See? I’m serious now. Okay. Teach me how to jump.”
Faith cocked her head to one side, measuring me. “Don’t play.”
“Not playing. Totally ready to learn. Because I want to. Damn, I can learn how to jump because I fucking want to!”
Faith shook her head, smiling.
“We’ll do this. First?”
“Uh-huh?”
“Get dressed. I can’t concentrate on teaching you with your nipples staring at me.”
I glanced at my chest. Why yes, they were sticking up. “Huh. Distracting?”
“You know it is, Kalili.” Faith deliberately turned away and pulled her tunic from the pack. I sighed and joined her.
As we dressed, Faith said, “Kalili?”
“Hmm?”
“We’re going to Rome.”
“That’s the idea.”
“And find Coronatus.”
“Beat the information out of the little bastard if I have to. Fucker lied to me, or at least didn’t tell me what I needed to know.”
“Right. That. And then?”
“We’ll figure it out from what he says.”
“You skipped a step.”
I reviewed our sketchy plan. There wasn’t much to it, so it didn’t take long.
“No, I didn’t.”
“You did,” Faith insisted, fully dressed and the pack in hand.
“Okay. What?”
“The part where you take me to bed.”
A shiver ran through me, from my middle and spreading outward at the speed of thought, then back to my center. “That’s an important step,” I agreed huskily.
“I’d hate to think you forgot.”
Her voice shot through me. “Definitely not.”
“Good. What are you doing?” I’d taken her hands in mine.
“Teach me to jump. The faster we get to Rome, the sooner we move on to the next step, right?”
Our lust fed through our bond. If either of us wavered, we’d fuck right here, under the trees, in the brush and scrub, and it would be good. But now I wanted it to be world-shattering.
“Right.”
“Then teach.”




Rome, We’re In You!

Jumping was easy once you did it.
Until you did it?
It was impossible.
How can I describe it?
You didn’t move. There was no transition, no passage from here to there. You were here, then you were there, and you skipped everything in-between.
Faith wasn’t any help on the theory. She’d been taught how to do it in much the same manner as she was teaching me. The feel of the twist required for the shift, the way the taaqat felt when it was tapped, the certainty you needed to be successful? Those she could teach me.
How it all worked?
No idea.
But it worked.
We started with microjumps, holding hands and Faith leading us.
The first one? We moved two feet.
It was unlike anything I’d ever done, and completely indescribable. I was here, palm sweaty and clasping her fingers, then I was there.
“Holy fuck.”
“Not quite my reaction the first time,” chuckled Faith. “But my instructor was rather more proper.”
“Let’s do it again!”
The chuckle turned into a laugh. “We will, but we have to find and learn a new landing spot.”
That was the tedious part. It wasn’t enough to have an idea of where we were going. It has to be nearly perfect, so you don’t end up in a place you don’t want to be. Or never emerge from the jump.
But I didn’t find that out until later.
After a half-dozen jumps, Faith declared me ready to solo.
I was terrified.
She knew it, and she did what she could to calm my nerves, none of which helped.
Finally she snapped. “Kal, I can’t jump us both, and we have to get to Rome. So either you stop fucking around and jump, or we fly. Your choice.”
I was shocked, and without realizing I was doing it, I jumped.
It was another microjump, barely a yard, and Faith had me in her embrace almost as soon as I reappeared.
“You did it!” she squealed.
“I did? I did. I did!”
“You did!” Faith repeated.
I stepped back, out of her arms, and did it again.
I emerged grinning.
“Again?” I asked, preparing, calling up the clearing a hundred yards away in my mind.
“No. You can do it. There’s no substantive difference between what you just did and jumping to Rome. I say we go. Now.”
“Now?”
“Now. Come on. We’ll do it together.” She took my hand.
A frown creased my brow. “I thought you said you can’t jump me.”
“I can’t. You have to jump. But if we’re in communion, we’ll end up in the same place.”
That made sense.
“Close your eyes. Think about your chambers, just like we did earlier. That’s it.” I concentrated on her voice as she walked me through, helping me recall the details as before. When she said, “And jump”…we jumped.
The sounds of the forest vanished, replaced by the distant murmurs and shouts of the city.
Rome!
My chambers were vacant, which was a mercy. I was briefly surprised, but then I remembered it had been less than two days since Octavianus had “banished” me. Since he knew it was a fake banishment, he probably hoped I’d return. Or maybe Thia was trying to talk him out of them.
Either way, they were untouched since I’d left, and I flopped onto my bed. Faith dropped next to me.
“We made it!” she said.
“Never doubted it.”
Faith rolled onto her side to face me. “No. You didn’t.”
Her hand brushed my cheek, and I shivered. All of her emotions flooded into me: her desire and love over them all, but also her pleasure at having taught me to do what only angels could do, her pride in…me? In me?
“You’re proud of me.”
“Absolutely. You trusted me.”
I turned to her, leaned in, and kissed her, our lips meeting softly at first, then with increasing passion. Her mouth opened, inviting, and my tongue dashed, teasing, savoring, before retreating and luring her back.
It was exquisite.
I broke the kiss, gasping for air, and pressed a finger to her lips when she moved to resume.
“Wait. I don’t want us interrupted.”
She understood and nodded, laying a kiss on my finger. “What are you going to do?”
“Jump to Van’s chambers. Tell him I’m back for a day and to leave my chambers alone.”
“Come back quickly.”
I knew what she was thinking, even without our bond.
“You know it.”
I closed my eyes and visualized his chambers, specifically a corner of his bedchambers which should be vacant. I smiled at Faith, since I couldn’t open my eyes to wink, and jumped.
I knew I’d succeeded when I heard a rhythmic thump-thump-thump.
I knew that sound.
Specifically, I knew that rhythm. It was Van.
I opened my eyes and turned to the source.
It’s rewarding when you’re right. There was Van, pounding away at Thia, and neither of them had the slightest idea I’d appeared.
That was good. I didn’t want to scare them. One or the other was liable to scream for help before I could explain, and that would get awkward.
Van’s thrusts continued. By his pace, and his grunts, he wasn’t far from coming. And, yes, I could hear Thia’s gasps of pleasure.
Good.
Succubi never had to fake an orgasm. Any sex, no matter how amateur or incompetent, would give them pleasure, but it wasn’t the sex which powered the orgasm. No, it was the drawing of human energy which tipped them over the precipice. If she was about to come, and judging by her noises, she was, then she was still doing her job and pulling the energy from Van.
Again, good.
He’d be groggy, and while I didn’t think he’d give me any trouble about being in the Palace, he’d be more amenable if he had been well-fucked by a succubus. He wouldn’t have the energy to think.
With a last cry, Van came. I could almost feel him between my legs, and I trembled just a hint at the memory.
Focus.
Thia called out Van’s name.
Showtime.
“Hi Octavianus.”
His head whipped around.
“Theodora?”
“In the flesh. Anathia,” I added. “Don’t get up.”
“How did you get in?” Van sputtered. He didn’t pull out of Thia, and I knew she’d clamped down to hold him in place. He couldn’t move until she released his cock.
“Does that matter?” I walked next to the bed so he wouldn’t need to imitate an owl. “I’m here, and I wanted to tell you before you heard from a palace gossip. I don’t expect to be here long, but would you keep people out of my old chambers for a day or two?”
I could almost see him process what I’d told him, and what I didn’t say. Or try to.
“What?”
I patted his arm. “Just keep people out of my rooms. Thia, will you remind him?”
She nodded. “Dora, can I…?”
I wasn’t sure what she was asking, so I said, “I’ll come back in the morning. Ask me then?”
“I will.”
I could have jumped from there, but I thought I’d shocked them enough for one evening. As I started for the door, I had a belated thought. We needed food, and the palace staff would sound the alarm if we showed up in the kitchens.
“Octavianus?”
Thia had released him. He was crawling onto the bed next to her, clearly needing sleep.
“Huh?”
“Never mind. Thia, tell the kitchen to send a supper to my chambers, wine, plenty of food, fruit. They can leave it in the outer chamber. That’s an angel.”
Her eyes widened as she caught my hint.
“S-s-sure.”
“Thanks. Night.”
I walked out of the bedchamber and closed the door firmly before closing my eyes. My chambers, I thought, followed immediately by Faith. No, no, visualize the chambers. The chambers. Not my angel.
When I thought I had the best image I could, I jumped.
“How did it go?”
I opened my eyes and looked for Faith from her voice. There she was, and…
“Faith?”
She was naked.
No.
That doesn’t do her justice.
She was nude.
No, no.
She was clothed in her beauty, unsullied by any trivialities like tunics or undergarments.
She was beautiful. My heart burned for her, and I savored the emotion. I had thought myself beyond love, beyond hope, beyond caring. When Avy rejected me, I was sure of it.
And now this woman stood, waiting for me and my touch. She made no demand on me other than to love her.
With a start, I realized that my thoughts and emotions weren’t all mine.
“Faith?” Wonder filled my voice. “Are we…?”
“In communion? Yes. It’s been growing stronger, Kalili. I’ve felt you from across the palace the entire time you’ve been gone.”
She grinned, a wicked smile that promised everything. “That’s how I knew when to be like this.”
Faith put a hand on one hip and cocked it off the side in a gesture as old as, well, it was around when I first arrived.
“Where’d you learn that?”
“Do you really want an answer?”
I was shedding my clothes and dropping them. “No.”
“Good.”
Then there wasn’t any more chance for words, or any need.
My lips were on hers, her arms around me, our bodies pressed against each other. Our emotions flowed freely, and we reveled in them.
Don’t peek into my thoughts.
Why? Faith asked, still busily kissing me.
Because I want your first time to surprise you. I want to learn what you like by trying it, not by reading it. Because it’s all too much and I might explode.
Oh. You? Explode?
Do you know how desperately I want you?
There was a pause before she replied, and I knew she was taking my implied invitation.
Kalili. Yes.
Good. Stay out.
Her thoughts withdrew, though her presence didn’t.
I moved to her ear, licking the sensitive lobe, feeling her shiver, hearing her moan.
“Oh, Kal,” she breathed against my neck, trying to imitate me.
I pulled back a fraction and whispered, “Let me love you. I want to please you, Faith. Don’t worry about doing, just be. Can you?”
She nodded.
“Good.” I returned to her ear, then trailed whisper-light kisses down her neck, across her collarbone. My hands slid from the small of her back down to her firm buttocks, lifting her to press against me.
Another moan.
I placed my lips against her skin and sucked, teasing her flesh with my tongue before releasing it.
“Maybe we should move to the bed.”
She moaned, and I took that as agreement.
Never letting go, I guided her, her muscles bunching and relaxing under me, until her thighs bumped against the mattress. I cupped my hands and lifted her up, then back, laying her down. I knelt between her legs, my arms on either side of her chest, my hair draped around my face. Faith’s hair had splayed out across the bed, haloing her face.
“You are so beautiful,” I whispered, then repeated it louder. “So beautiful.”
Faith’s golden eyes never left mine, but her taaqat pushed against mine, then withdrew, inviting me. I accepted her invitation, releasing mine, and the two energies merged into one.
Then I was busy again.
I brushed the tips of my hair against her breasts, watching with pleasure as her nipples stood and then crinkled.
“You like a light touch,” I said, doing it again.
“Yesss.”
“Like this.” Another pass.
“Ohhh. Yesss.”
I lowered my head. “And this?”
I kissed one perfect nipple, my lips surrounding the virgin flesh.
The sensation rippled through her and into me.
I squeezed my lips, putting pressure on the nub, and again I felt it through her and into me again. My tongue darted in and tapped her, and her hips lifted.
I switched sides and did it all again. Her body writhed, her voice sang of her desire without words, and my body echoed hers.
I slid my mouth from her breast, replacing it with fingers that caught her sensitive nipple and pressed, and trailed kisses up to her throat.
“What are you doing to me?” Faith gasped.
“I haven’t even begun,” I answered, biting her and eliciting a near-scream.
When I finished playing with her neck, I resumed my trek down her body, alternating kisses and bites. My hands blazed a trail across her silky skin, and she wriggled, alternately gasping and moaning.
Her body tensed as my hand brushed against the curls of her pussy, expecting me to explore further, but I had other plans. I ran my hands along her thighs, pressing against them, feeling the strength which had carried her to Ravenna and back.
I scooted backward, away from her middle, my hands tracing a path down her legs to her ankles.
Faith laughed, clear and joyous.
“That tickles!” she gasped, and I resisted the urge to tease her by doing it again. I did store the information away for future use.
I see that! I heard Faith’s protesting thought.
I thought you were staying out of my mind?
I’d never heard a giggle as a thought until now.
I’m leaving, I’m leaving.
No. Stay. Just don’t…
I ran out of words, so I resorted to giving her the gestalt, the entire body of my thoughts, my desire to surprise her in the best possible ways and make her first experience one to cherish rather than forget.
I sat back on my heels, hands resting lightly on the tops of Faith’s feet, and listened to her rapid breathing, watched her quivering in anticipation.
“I love you, Faith. I didn’t know I could. I thought I did, but that, compared to how I feel about you? Avareth was right, Faith. You complete me in a way I never knew I needed. I don’t know how we got here, what machinations tried to keep us apart but drove us together, and I don’t know where we’re going. Wherever it is, I’m going with you, my love, my arima bikia.”
My words echoed through our bond, resonating with every inch of Faith and back into me. When I invoked the celestial words which humans diluted to “soulmate”, I felt a shift, as if a key had turned in a lock.
We were one.
I shuddered with the power flowing through us, drawing on the energies of the universe, expanding my awareness to encompass the all. For a fraction of a moment, we were God, one and dual, together and separate, and infinite possibilities lay before us.
It was too much to hold.
I collapsed back into my own thoughts, Faith into hers, still connected to each other but no longer tapped into the cosmos.
That was fine with me. With the return to my mind came the return of my priorities.
Namely, Faith. And her pleasure.
I lay forward, my breasts sliding along her legs, up her middle, until I was back over her, mirroring her.
Her eyes opened.
“Did you…? Did we…?”
“I think so. Shh, love.” I silenced her with a kiss. “I’m still not done.”
Slowly, we recaptured our passion, building in us both as I retraced paths with hands and mouth. When she was quivering, I slid my hand down to her curls again. This time, though, I probed her slick folds with my fingers, separating her swollen lips. The tips of my fingers brushed against her clit and I felt the wave as she came for the first time.
“What, oh, my…”
I pressed harder against the fleshy nubbin, then released it, eliciting another cry of ecstasy. Her taaqat and mine mingled, merged, separated, rejoined.
I laid feathery kisses from one hip across to the other, then back to her center and down through her curls. My tongue flicked out and traced patterns along her pussy lips, pink and wet and waiting for their first attention.
I settled between her legs, pushing them wider and back with my shoulders, bringing my arms up to her inner thighs and laying my hands against her quivering skin. Faith panted, her want flooding into me, and I couldn’t deny her any longer. I pressed my fingers against her folds, pulling them apart and exposing her core, then lowered my mouth to her.
Her hips bucked at my first touch. The keening note she released I’d never heard before, but I knew what it meant and smiled.
“My beautiful Faith,” I said into her, my lips pressing into her sensitive pink flesh. I dipped my tongue into her, tasting her. She was like no woman I’d ever laid with, sweet and salty and earthy and rich, ambrosia on my tongue.
I had to have more.
I stroked her with my tongue, long and luxurious, circling my destination. I was going to plunge into her depths, as far as I could, and have as much of her as I could reach. I spiraled inward, finally reaching her center, probing into her before withdrawing. Then I pushed deeper, repeating the movement over and over. Faith gyrated against my tongue, clutching at my hair and driving me deeper into her. As quickly as I satiated her, her need rose again, orgasm after orgasm crashing through her and across into me.
I ignored my body, demanding its own release, and concentrated on Faith, until I pulled a drawn-out scream of ecstasy from her and released my hold on her pussy.
I inched up her body, relishing the contact, letting our emotions reverberate until I was back where I started.
Her golden eyes were closed, but she managed a half-smile.
“I had no idea,” she whispered.
I kissed her, letting her taste her glorious essence, before settling onto her and wrapping my arms underneath. She lifted her arms to encircle me, and we lay, at peace, for some minutes. Her breaths came more regularly, not in ragged gasps, and I felt her heart slow its rapid pounding.
Finally, she repeated, “I had no idea. Is it always like that?”
I started answering, but then stopped. I’d never made love to an angel before. Maybe it was always like that for angels.
“I don’t know,” I said at length. “It was special. Better than I’m used to. As for always?”
I paused, and she focused on me. I grinned wickedly.
“We’ll just have to keep trying, won’t we?”




Kalili and Faith vs. The Universe

At some point, the kitchen staff loaded the tables in my antechamber with all the goodies I’d asked Thia to order.
No clue when.
Faith was unskilled but enthusiastic. She flatly refused to pull any thoughts or techniques from my memories. “You were right not to do that when making love to me. I want to see if I can learn what you like, and when, and how much. Besides, it’ll be fun.”
She had her fingers inside me when she was saying this, which lent weight to her argument. As I said, enthusiastic.
When we were both temporarily sated, we descended on the food and devoured most of it. As we ate, our conversation turned to our extraordinary moment earlier.
“I think,” Faith mumbled, then finished chewing.
I grinned. I liked this Faith, earthy and honest.
“You just like it because I’m not some stuck-up bitch any longer,” she said when her mouth was empty.
“Not just for that,” I agreed, then realized what she said. “You read my thoughts? But we’re not touching.”
“Our bond is stronger. I told you earlier. And when we united, our souls merged?”
“You mean when I felt like a goddess?”
Faith nodded. “Then. I think what Avareth said was exactly correct. As Thirteens, we were always bonded, tied together, even if we didn’t know it. There was always a pull, drawing us towards one another.”
“And only our ignorance, and our commitment to our missions, kept us separate at the Council.” I shook my head in amazement, then drained my cup of wine.
“So, are we gods now?” I figured it couldn’t hurt to ask. I mean, what was the worst that could happen?
“Um. Yes and no. You’re not a god, and neither am I. We’re something more than archangels, or archdemons. I think, though, when we’re in communion?”
“Joined?” I leered.
She turned pink. Lilith, I loved her!
“Yes. At that moment, we are a goddess. We, combined, collectively.”
I sat back, wrapping my mind around this concept and mostly failing.
“A couple of problems with this. First, we have to manage it when we’re not fucking, otherwise it’ll be lots of fun, but not really practical.” I giggled. “Can you imagine? “Excuse me, we’d love to kick your ass, but first we have to get naked and dirty.” I don’t think that would go over well.”
Faith laughed, and I caught her mental image of us facing down some archangel or another from the comfort of our bed.
“Right, and we also have to learn how to hold it. I don’t know how long it lasted, but I felt like I was going to burst.”
She sobered. “That’s true. So we have this extraordinary power we can’t access conveniently or long enough to do anything with it. Doesn’t seem like much of a gift.”
I put an arm around her and pulled her to me.
“We’ll figure it out. Someone knows more than Avy. We’ll find them, and we’ll persuade them to answer our questions. I’ll ask real nice and polite. I’m good at polite. Six thousand years of practice.”
She snorted.
“Anyway, we need to start somewhere. This helps, but we’ll need more.” I gestured at the wreckage of our meal. “I can probably persuade Van to revoke the ban and give me back these chambers. Or maybe I’ll ask Thia to persuade him. I swear, that boy thinks with his dick.”
“From what I see, most men do.”
“Fair.”
“But why do we need to stay here? Why not start somewhere fresh?”
“Coronatus. My imp.”
Even though we shared thoughts, Faith didn’t follow.
“He’s supposed to return any time from his break, the one he blackmailed from me in return for information. I find it curious that he wanted to get out of town, almost like he knew shit was going to go south and didn’t want to get spattered. I want to ask him some pointed questions.”
Now she got it, and she nodded. “Then I guess we wait?”
“We wait.”
“What will we do while we wait?” I knew what she wanted.
Well, so did I.
“Bath first.”
“Oh, yes. And then…?”
I smiled. “That’s my girl.”
Two hours later, cleaned, dirtied, and resting in each other’s arms, I was jolted upright.
“I felt it too,” whispered Faith, sitting up.
Stealthy footsteps could be heard from the antechamber, the wobbling light of a lantern showing under the door.
“Knife,” I hissed. Faith found one of my knives and put it in my hand. I flipped it into a throwing grip and waited.
I didn’t have to wait long. The door pushed open, and a familiar figure showed in the flickers.
“Coronatus!” I bellowed.
He froze.
“Kalili?”
I was out of the bed in a heartbeat. I grabbed him by his tunic, lifting him from the ground. The lantern dropped, forgotten.
“In the flesh.”
“You’re supposed to be dead!”
“There’s been a change of plans,” Faith said. She stood next to me, and Coronatus quailed.
“You’re the angel,” he quavered.
“Damn right I am.”
That’s my girl.
“But…you’re supposed to be dead, too!”
Faith and I exchanged a glance.
This was going to be interesting.
What will Coronatus tell them?
Will the Head Office and Below let Kalili and Faith explore their new powers?
Or their new relationship?
To be Continued in
Testing Faith
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Author’s Afterward

Hi!
I might get this wrong. This is the first Afterward I’ve ever written, so bear with me as I muddle my way through.
This book was so much fun to write. If you didn’t read my bio, I just finished my MFA this spring (2022), and have spent much of the last two years writing stories on demand to my professors’ criteria.
Boring.
Oh, goddess, so boring!
But necessary to get that piece of paper.
This, though.
This was a joy. Pleasure incarnate. I could let my creativity wander, exploring the world of Kalili and Faith, and discover it.
And now you have it.
There are plenty of people I want to thank.
First is my beautiful, kind, loving, wonderful Leila, my fiancé. She’s been with me through it all, through the deadlines and revisions, and has been nothing but supportive. I can’t wait to be your wife.
My parents, for accepting who I am from the moment I figured it out. I may not be the perfect daughter, but that’s never mattered to you.
My fellow Vella writers – especially Heather, Lily, and Emily. You have been solidly behind me from the moment this noob writer popped into your feed, and I couldn’t ask for better friends.
My editor, Adam. You’ve been more than an editor, you’ve been a mentor and a friend, encouraging me to put my crazed imaginings into the world.
And of course, you. My readers. My fans. My friends I haven’t yet met.
I hope you stay with me for the next part of this journey.
Love you all bunches!
AC Adams, Boston, MA
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