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      Step one: add some gasoline.

      Step two: light a match.

      Step three: watch the devil’s house burn.

      

      As far as plans go, Sandra Moore rather likes hers. It’s simple. It gets the job done. It reduces the devil’s house to smoldering ruins.

      

      Life is good—at least for the year she has left of it, assuming the devil doesn’t kill her first.

      

      Instead of the quick end and the retribution she deserves, Sandra gets the client from hell for the case of a lifetime, one that could forever change the war between the heavens and the devil’s many hells.
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            Some risks were worth taking.

          

        

      

    

    
      Had I been wise, I wouldn’t have set the Devil’s house on fire. Had I been smart, I would’ve covered my tracks a little better. Could I even prevent the Devil from discovering who had struck a match and burned down his pretty little mansion? I’d cast every practitioner spell I knew to disable the security system without triggering an alarm, using ensorcelled scraps of paper to take over the alarm system’s job and imprint a looping video on the feed, creating the illusion nothing had changed at the property while I took my time destroying the cameras.

      The trick to dealing with the evil nasties of the world involved not getting caught. I could only hope I’d taken enough steps to avoid detection. While I had my doubts, I refused to falter.

      Some risks were worth taking, and the Devil deserved to have his house torched. Had he minded his own damned business for once in his eternal life, his problems wouldn’t have come knocking at my door. Technically, it hadn’t been a door. I didn’t know what the hell they called the flimsy barrier separating the audience in a courthouse from where the accused, the accuser, the attorneys, and the rest of the legal folks sat, but I couldn’t help but think of it as a gate meant for toddlers.

      The Devil reminded me of an unruly toddler with a temper problem, although most little children didn’t erupt into flames when annoyed.

      It wasn’t my fault his daughter had gotten into legal trouble, and it certainly wasn’t my fault he had wanted to take care of the matter personally.

      I checked my box of matches to discover it was empty, and I tossed it into the burning bushes, which did a good job of igniting the startlingly flimsy exterior of his mansion.

      The next time, the Devil would remember the details—and hire someone to put a better veneer on his Georgia property, one a little less likely to go up in flames at the first introduction to a match. Then again, the gasoline I’d helpfully splashed along the exterior helped a little with its inclination to burn.

      Whistling, and well aware the Devil would catch me within ten minutes of realizing someone had been brave and stupid enough to torch his house, I dumped the remaining gas tanks into the flames. Thanks to a little practitioner trick I’d picked up for the sole purpose of committing an act of arson, they would be reduced to ash in a matter of minutes, leaving no evidence they’d been made of plastic.

      While I’d already screwed a few things up on the covering my tracks portion of my arson adventure, I tossed a few papers inscribed with warding runes into the fire. They vanished in a flash of blue light and green smoke.

      Instead of a blonde-haired woman with glasses, any attempts by lesser divines and scryers would result in a dark-haired man, also with glasses, someone who’d earned the Devil’s ire over some idiotic dispute.

      It would take an angel—or the Devil himself—to pierce through my illusions. The angels would assist the Devil if he asked, but he wouldn’t. The Devil would view his torched home as a challenge and seek to solve the mystery without cheating.

      If he acted true to form.

      He might, or he might not.

      The Devil cheated when he wanted, but he also loved mysteries as much as he adored his little cupcake of a daughter. Witnessing her attempts to rid the Earth of him through strangulation in a courthouse would be one of my cherished memories until the end of my life, which I predicted would occur within ten minutes following the Devil discovering who’d gotten tired of his shit and gone after his Earthly possessions. The case, which had devolved into the defendants—the Devil and his daughter—feuding without a care in the world, had put me in the line of fire.

      As the pair had turned the court into a circus, the judge had thought it would be wise to have the promising young attorney-in-training practice questioning witnesses and the defendants.

      When I’d gone to the courthouse, I’d been there to be seen and not heard. Questioning witnesses to prove the Devil or his daughter hadn’t done the crime would forever annoy the hell right out of me. Why hadn’t someone requested an angel to put an end to the nonsense rather than subject the court to their madness?

      Most of the time, I liked Judge Andretti, so I couldn’t justify burning down his house. The Devil, however, deserved a little fire in his life.

      I’d seen more about his true self than I wanted, which should have been hidden from the eyes of mortals behind the same sort of shroud angels used, or so the limited information I’d been able to scrounge up claimed.

      The Devil’s appearance coupled with my unwanted ability to spot the shimmering shroud at the courthouse confirmed I ran out of time.

      It would have been a kindness if I’d been wiped out of existence rather than been made aware of the curtain of energy blanketing the Devil and keeping those around him safe from instant death. For me, instant death would have been a mercy.

      It no longer mattered. I turned my attention back to my work. As far as arsonists went, I considered myself to be a generous one. I’d waited until everyone in his eclectic family had left the premises, including their menagerie of weird pets, which included cats, fish, a few birds, and some dogs.

      I suspected the dogs had a hellish origin, as at least one of them had multiple heads.

      As far as I could tell, the Devil’s wife ruled over them all with an iron paw; I’d witnessed her take on the form of a snow leopard while planning my act of evil.

      The angel in me made it difficult to be truly evil, the demoness in me lacked the spine to do much about my angelic tendencies, and the human in me had taken over and overruled the forces of good and evil battling within me.

      I still couldn’t figure out where I’d gotten so much angelic and demonic DNA; my parents appeared to be human. My grandparents also appeared to be human. Everyone I knew in my family appeared to be human.

      Yet somehow, genetically, I passed for the child of a triad without being a child of a triad.

      One day, I might ask my parents what the hell was going on—or corner my grandparents and ask them a few questions regarding their parentage.

      Then again, it didn’t matter. I was out of time. The Devil would get me or the cancer would, and with nothing to lose, I figured the Earth owed me a favor for poking the divine with a sharp, fiery stick. I’d go out with a bang, but it beat suffering through the prophesied six months to a year I had left to live.

      Making the headlines in a blaze of glory would leave a mark unlike the obituary of a poor legal student with few prospects and a ridiculous amount of debt. Not even pixie dust could dull that edge, and Georgia had pitied me enough to offer me access to the highest grade possible that wouldn’t reduce me to a mindless slave, to make the last months of my life easier—assuming I could afford it.

      I admired my inferno for a few minutes before I left to resume living the little life I had left.
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      Several months prior, I would have been eager and excited to go to school and learn about the inner workings of the legal system. Everyone still believed I had potential, which compounded my sense of defeat.

      I knew better, and I’d run out of reasons to keep hiding the truth.

      My diagnosis had snuffed my potential out, and I marched to the department head’s office so I could formally file my withdrawal from school. Why waste money on courses I wouldn’t be able to use even eight months from now?

      I longed for a hit of the pixie dust I couldn’t afford, hoping my insurance company would get around to approving my request for a prescription. Then again, tomorrow, the doctors stuck with me wanted to start their last-ditch efforts to salvage my life, and they could dose me with whatever they wanted. The doctors wanted to fight my cancer, but they did it more for themselves than for me.

      I’d met men like them before.

      They hated to lose.

      That they hated to lose a life helped me cope, but my life had become a trophy to them, one they’d battle for long into the night, despite my keen awareness my body failed a little more each day. My favorite of my physicians, surgeons, and specialists, who had a wife who’d beaten a cancer a lot like mine, recognized the truth of my situation.

      She’d gotten lucky.

      I wouldn’t.

      Of them all, he’d been the one I trusted to make sure my last days were as comfortable as possible, and he’d pushed for my pixie dust prescription, which would be upgraded to the highest grade as soon as I crested the point of no return.

      I appreciated that, assuming I could afford the bill. My financial situation wasn’t his problem, and I took care to dodge him becoming aware I hadn’t gotten a single dose of pixie dust yet.

      There wasn’t a whole lot of point in having freedom or life if all I had to show for it was pain.

      I lifted my hand to tap my knuckles on the polished wood, my chest tight from a mix of dread and the side effects of the medications trying to keep me alive.

      Dr. Lakset, Esquire opened the door to his office before I had a chance to knock. “Come on in, Sandra. You’re as prompt as always. That’ll serve you well down the road. No matter what field of study you opt for, the clients hate when their representatives are late.”

      I bit my lip so I wouldn’t sigh. “I need to withdraw for the semester, I’m afraid.”

      “May I inquire as to why?”

      “I have cancer, and they’re starting intensive treatments tomorrow, which have a less than five percent chance of working. I’ve been given no more than a year, but it could be as early as six months. They think closer to a year right now.”

      The middle-aged man’s brow rose. “Well, that’s the one argument I swore I’d never question when I started working in academics. Is there anything we can do to help?”

      I liked he didn’t offer me pity or sympathy; I had no use for either. Pity or sympathy wouldn’t pay my medical debt, nor would it buy me more time. “If it wasn’t for adding to the debt, I’d appreciate material to read, but I can’t attend classes starting tomorrow.”

      “What sort of treatment?”

      “Chemotherapy, and they don’t think it’ll work because it’s a pretty invasive cancer, and it’s resilient. It started in my bones, and it’s gotten just about everywhere. If the chemo doesn’t show immediate signs of working, they’re going to put me on pain management and let it run its course until I qualify for something a little more permanent.”

      Some called it suicide, but others called it mercy. I figured by the time I got to the point not even pixie dust could help, I’d view my end as a mercy—if the Devil didn’t get to me first.

      I smiled at the thought of the horned bastard’s house burning brightly in the night. Maybe he’d return to his many hells where he belonged instead of bothering humanity—and stomping around in the local courthouses where people like me might catch a glimpse of him in his full glory.

      If it hadn’t been for him, I might not have noticed the shrouds around the angels, too. With my body knocking on death’s door, I supposed I breached the boundary separating life from eternal rest. It was either that or the rumors people kicked the bucket when they caught a glimpse of a heavens just weren’t true.

      When I’d inquired with the CDC, they seemed to think it was true, as they’d given me a long list of incidents involving the immediate demise of those unfortunate enough to witness angels or the devil without their shrouds protecting them. Apparently, the CDC didn’t want mortals even realizing the shrouds existed, so I’d been asked to keep my mouth shut about it.

      I’d agreed, as while I didn’t mind torching the Devil’s house for adding to the mess of my life, I drew lines at killing random people. If I decided to kill somebody, there’d be nothing random about it.

      “You seem pretty at ease about your situation.”

      I maintained my smile, a task I’d gotten better at with practice and time. “The chemo might work, and if it doesn’t, I’ve got some time to do a few things on my bucket list before I give it a good kick.”

      Dr. Lakset sat behind his desk and gestured for me to sit. “While the circumstances have changed, a situation has come up you might be ideal for, especially since you won’t be able to attend classes any longer. It would also allow you to remain enrolled and keep your full-time status despite your inability to attend classes moving forward.”

      That caught my attention, and I sank onto the chair across from him. “Sir?”

      “We have a client, and he wants a student to assist him in some basic tasks. As you’re not an esquire and cannot offer legal advice, you will be functioning as a rather well-educated secretary and researcher for the remainder of the semester. Your academic skills are excellent, and you’re within a year and a half of qualifying for your JD. The assignment would allow me to preserve your standing in the school, credit you for your classes at your current GPA, and allow me to issue an exemption for most of your finals. The assignment is a higher-level difficulty than the exams would be, and they would demonstrate your knowledge to sufficient degree. It’s unusual, but it benefits you—and it allows me to give the client a good resource. The client is also reasonable, and I’m certain an arrangement can be found so you can work around your treatments.”

      “What’s the catch?” As my current GPA fell into the slightly better than perfect territory thanks to extra credit, I’d be making off like a bandit. When something sounded too good to be true, a catch lurked in the nearby shadows, waiting to catch the unwary in its nasty claws. The Devil had nasty claws when he wanted. Through his shroud, I’d witnessed flickers of his various forms, and his malevolent form, the one he whipped out in the darkest part of his hells, did a good job of keeping me awake at night.

      Those claws could tear through flesh without any effort, and they glistened with some rank fluid I bet made any injuries he inflicted hurt even worse.

      The Devil ruled the hells, after all—not a meadow filled with pretty white unicorns farting rainbows.

      Dr. Lakset sighed. “It involves extensive travel, so for the period of the contract, your housing would be arranged by your client. The school has issued minimum requirements, which he would need to meet or exceed. I’ve reviewed the locations you would be staying at, along with an itinerary of hotels. The client will also be required to notify the college of any changes to your lodgings.”

      “That’s unusual.”

      “He travels a lot, and he needs someone who can handle paperwork for him on the road. That someone will be you. You’ll be working with his attorneys as well, but you’ll be serving as the right-hand woman for him and his executive secretary for the duration of your contract. There will be an NDA you will need to sign.”

      Getting a law student to assist a client and his executive secretary made sense; while I couldn’t offer legal advice, I could keep an eye out for anything that seemed sketchy and pass those to the real attorneys. I’d also be able to get good experience dealing with corporate law, one of the more lucrative branches of legal work.

      If I could beat the cancer, I might be able to build a future off the internship. The terms seemed sane enough, too. The client handling the expenses would make my life easier, and if I didn’t have to pay my lodging bills for the rest of the semester, I might be able to salvage something should I survive the cancer treatments. The NDA didn’t bother me; I’d been warned from the day I’d started my formal schooling I would learn to live with them or fail at being an attorney.

      Secrets drove the legal world.

      Still, some questions needed to be asked. “And what if I’m pressured in court regarding something included in the NDA?”

      “You are expected to maintain all legalities, and you will be expected to be truthful under oath. The NDAs bar you from discussing the client’s matters outside of court to unauthorized individuals.”

      I could work with that. “Is it an unpaid internship?”

      Money made the world go round, and I had no idea how I’d be paying my medical bills once the grace period ended, assuming I survived. A lot hinged on my survival.

      “No, you will be paid for your work. It will be your responsibility to negotiate your hourly rate. I insisted on that, as it will be good experience for you down the road.” Dr. Lakset grimaced before opening his mouth.

      I held up a hand to prevent him from either apologizing or rambling about my current situation. “The chemotherapy could work. I’m not the kind to give up without a fight. I’ve just accepted I am in the situation I’m in now, and that means accepting I have limitations I simply cannot overcome.”

      “No, you’re not the kind to give up without a fight. Still, I feel I should have been more aware of your situation.”

      “The cancer hit fast, it hit hard, and I have a high tolerance for pain. The doctors are concerned that the cancer has somehow damaged my ability to sense pain, although they haven’t detected any signs of actual leprosy, for which I’m grateful.” I shrugged. “The client should be aware I’m a walking debt magnet at this point. My medical bills are extensive, and you know how student loans are, even with scholarships. If my credit is a problem for him, it is what it is.”

      “I will discuss the situation with the client. I will email you with any updates. If the client remains eager to move forward with you, would you be amenable to a phone call?”

      I pulled out my cell from my purse, opened up the contacts, and gave him my number. “Please text first from the number that it’s about the client if possible, otherwise leave a voice mail. I only answer when known contacts call.”

      “I’ll make sure to do one or the other, and I’ll let the client know you may not immediately answer until his number is added to your phone.” Dr. Lakset engaged in a staring contest with my cell. “I expect he’ll replace that for you. He is a technology snob. Can that even use a browser?”

      “Only if I want to wait thirty minutes for a page to load. I got it for emergencies. I didn’t see a point in getting a new phone when it’ll likely outlive me, and the one before this was used to death. It was old, and then it stopped working, so I got the cheapest one money could buy.”

      “Email me with a list of your personal tech, please. The client is, frankly spoken, rather elitist when it comes to technology. He has opinions.”

      “If he’s coming to the university to sponsor a paid internship, he likely has money to go with his opinions.”

      Dr. Lakset chuckled. “He absolutely does.”

      “That’s fine. It’s his money to waste. He can hand it off to someone else after I reach my expiration date.” At Dr. Lakset’s disapproving look, I added, “I’m just being honest about my situation. There’s no magic on this Earth that is getting me out of this alive, and even if I knew some divine to ask for a cure, I definitely can’t afford that bill. I’m under no delusions; I haven’t done enough good things in my life to justify that sort of charity. It’s really okay. I’ve come to terms with it. It’s okay if you come to terms with it, too.”

      “Your honesty is part of what makes you an excellent student in this field. There are a lot of people in this world who will sacrifice their integrity for a win. You want to win while maintaining your integrity.”

      Did burning the Devil’s house down count as an act of integrity? I supposed, as I’d made sure there had been nobody inside the house at the time, including even the smallest pet fish, I had some form of integrity or sense of justice. Their pets, no matter their nature, carried no blame or guilt in why I’d decided I wanted to go out with a bang and an act of arson. “I appreciate that, Dr. Lakset. Will the client have a problem with my condition?”

      “Oh, I really doubt that at all. You’ll find him to be quite an understanding fellow, and he has his ways of working around problems. I will discuss the matter with him, and I’ll talk to the dean about your situation. We have financial programs for people in your situation as well, although we’ll need medical information proving the diagnosis. We also have agreements in place with the CDC, which may prove to be useful to you. I’ll text you when I have more information. For now, go home and get rest. I will take care of notifying your professors of your situation, so you don’t have to deal with the protests and general arguments. Not everyone in this institution holds my general stance on how to interact with students with terminal conditions, so I will make certain you do not witness any of that ugliness while we make arrangements for your internship.”

      “You seem confident the client isn’t going to care about my medical debts, credit, or shortened lifespan.”

      “I know your client. He views obstacles like that as challenges to overcome.”

      “Life doesn’t work like that, Dr. Lakset.”

      “For him, it does.”
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            Glasses made life better.

          

        

      

    

    
      Chemotherapy sucked.

      Thanks to the nature of my cancer, its enjoyment of spreading through my body, and my doctors’ general concerns of how the treatments would completely destroy my immune system, they opted to lock me in a special cancer treatment ward within the hospital. In some movies, I’d seen the plastic-shrouded rooms, although they’d been meant for containing various contagions.

      I spent a shameful number of hours pretending I was the index case of some badass virus to amuse myself while waiting to discover if I would kick the bucket or not.

      With my blessing, especially as I expected to die sooner than later anyway, I gave my doctors permission to use whatever combination of treatment methods they wanted. It might help somebody else down the road, even if I kicked the bucket a little sooner than anticipated.

      Method one involved flooding my bloodstream with a cocktail of drugs meant to kill cancer cells. In reality, it killed a lot of cells, including the cancer, part of why I’d been put in isolation.

      The drugs, a blend of five from different chemical family groups, couldn’t distinguish between good cells and bad ones, resulting in a destroyed immune system.

      Method two involved a ridiculous number of incisions across my body and implanting tiny wafers made of more chemotherapy drugs, also meant to help slaughter the cancer cells.

      And any cells the drugs wanted, really.

      Assuming I survived, I would be one big ball of pain and misery with a fuckton of healing ahead of me.

      Method three involved pills, which I got to take by the handful three times a day.

      In conjunction with their decision to assault my body through various chemotherapy methods, the hospital opted to knock my ass out for the first three days. I appreciated that. My first coherent day following treatment, I regretted my generosity thanks to the rather unpleasant dosage of pain to go along with the drugs.

      Pain sucked. The cancer had notified me of its presence with a hefty dose of misery, and it refused to go out without a fight, insisting on subjecting me to bone-deep flares of agony, the kind I expected to be dished out in hell.

      I could understand why people wanted to dodge hell through religion if hell involved even a fraction of the suffering I endured. The hospital’s pain management tactics helped some, although I questioned if the limited relief justified the ridiculous bill I would pay for the meds.

      By day six, I’d lost most of my hair, and I didn’t appreciate my scalp’s desire to set records. Had I been a little more normal, I would’ve had my hair for at least another week. It didn’t take me long to accept little about my situation counted as normal.

      On the seventh day following treatments, one of the nurses cleansed a phone—a much newer and better model than the one I owned—and my glasses of any potential contaminates, and brought them into my plastic-wrapped medical prison. Upon closer investigation, the new phone had my old number, and someone had loaded in my contacts, including a new one named Internship Client.

      I thanked the woman, regretting I couldn’t address her by name. The staff changed often enough I struggled to remember their names. Thanks to the realities of chemotherapy, my vision barred me from casually reading name tags without my glasses.

      Glasses made life better, and I thanked her again before shoving the pair onto my face where they belonged.

      At least I could say the cancer had only worsened my preexisting problems on that score.

      According to her tag, her name was Marie, and she wasn’t actually a nurse, but a radiologist, one of the people who helped translate the readings from the fancy machines and turned them into something almost sensible. Not only had she brought the phone with her, she had a charger, too.

      “Am I in one of the fancy rooms that can use cellular without breaking the equipment?” I asked.

      “You won’t damage any equipment in here with your phone,” she confirmed. “We’re currently cleaning some other items for you so they can come into the room, but it will be another hour or two. It’s tricky making sure electronics can come in, and the practitioner can only purify one item at a time. You also have some letters and mail we can bring in once they’re cleaned, but I brought your phone so you had something to do while you wait. I’d like to discuss your latest test results with you.”

      “Well, I’m not dead yet, for which I’m grateful, so I’m assuming the treatment went better than expected. The odds of kicking the bucket were fairly high going into this. How am I doing, doc?” I’d taken to calling everybody, even the nurses, doc; I figured anyone who could make sense of the ridiculous number of wires, tubes, and other doohickeys in the room deserved the recognition. I suspected the nurses had clued in fairly quickly I couldn’t see jack shit without my glasses. “Also, thank you for my glasses. The cancer has beaten the crap out of my prescription, but at least they mostly work.”

      Assuming I escaped the hospital for any period of time, I’d need to go to the eye doctor for a new pair, adding yet another bill to the pile, albeit a payment I’d have to dish out for immediately if I wanted the luxury of sight.

      Oy.

      “Yes. The cancer has spread to your occipital lobe, so it’s no surprise that you have been suffering from vision impairment. In good news, the first treatments have been deemed successful. Unfortunately, the damage from the cancer is extensive enough we’re not sure what your odds of a full recovery will be. In addition to this, the specialists are concerned your chance of recurrence is fairly high. The initial tests are showing significant shrinkage of the cancer in all known locations, which is good news for you. And while resistant to the common drugs and magic, mixing them has done better than we projected possible. That means you have some important decisions to make. We don’t think the magical treatments will start working at this stage, but there are some options.”

      “Lycanthropy?” I asked, as someone from the CDC had proposed it as a potential option if the chemotherapy worked enough to buy me one to three years. There was no point in infecting me with the virus if the virus wouldn’t have time to take root so it could destroy the cancer.

      The CDC representative I’d spoken to hadn’t believed I’d survive any attempts to induce early onset lycanthropy. While early onset could happen during cases of injury bordering death, the known successful cases had been in good health prior to the experimentations. The sole cancer patient tested had been thought to have several years of life left in him before he became terminal.

      I had months.

      Marie sighed. “Yes. Like the rest of your treatments, it’s risky, but you might now be a candidate for an early onset lycanthropy treatment. Since your immune system is so compromised, you would be guaranteed infection, and the infection should replicate without requiring any drastic measures. The question is if the lycanthropy virus will attack the cancer before the cancer is able to replicate or if the virus works to restore organ function. Frankly spoken, we don’t know. Even with the lycanthropy infection, you would need to undergo future treatments. We do not know how chemotherapy and other treatments will impair the lycanthropy virus’s development. Your other option is to attempt a chain of similar treatments and hope the cancer is completely killed. If that is the case, you can potentially opt to pay for angelic intervention, but the cost is quite high if an angel agrees to give you the treatment. You have a great deal of damage that would need to be healed. Your age and financial situation might give you some opportunities. But angels can be odd about their offers when it comes to miracles. Once the paperwork is cleansed, I can bring your options to you.”

      “I appreciate that, doc. How bad is the organ damage?”

      The organ damage would determine how long I lived—assuming the cancer didn’t get me first. Or the drugs meant to kill the cancer didn’t get me first. Or some pesky virus the hospital worked hard to keep out of my plastic-shrouded room got me first.

      I put my bets on some random, pesky virus, including the common cold, sneaking into the room and having its way with me.

      Once again, Marie sighed. “During your last scan, we found damage in several places in your brain, your lungs are severely compromised, there is damage to your heart, and you may need to be put on dialysis until an organ donor can be found. And that’s assuming we can get you through the transplant operation. We’ll need to do more tests.”

      I expected the rest of my life, however long or short, would involve more tests. “Is lycanthropy my best chance of beating the odds?”

      “At current, yes, unless it is determined you’re a candidate for angelic intervention. Most angels view cancer as a mortal consequence and typically do not work with adults. It happens from time to time, but usually because a divine has an interest in the adult. You’re simply too old for their typical interventions. Lycanthropy has proven effective for some cancer cases that are resistant to magic or other treatments.”

      “What strain of lycanthropy?”

      “That’s an issue. We have a donor of a lycanthropy strain, but one of the conditions of the strain is a lack of disclosure of the species. This hospital does not typically treat or deal with lycanthropes, so we have no donors, and the CDC won’t provide a strain for experimental treatments they haven’t approved or recommended. Your case would take longer than you have to work through the courts to get approval. A wolf strain could potentially be found if you do the work to find a donor yourself. According to our scanners, the strain we have been offered is strong, the volume may be sufficient to induce early onset, and we have an offer of angelic verification to confirm you would not be mated to the donor. It will be far simpler for the paperwork if we can get approval from the CDC for the experimental treatment if we have all the pieces in place. The strain would be donated at no cost to you.”

      Becoming mated to a potential donor was a lecture the CDC had shoved down my throat when I had first been diagnosed but before the doctors had come to the conclusion I wouldn’t likely survive long enough for an infection to do me any good.

      Some chance was better than no chance, and being mated to some random lycanthrope but surviving seemed like a small trade-off to me. To have the opportunity without the man appealed, as men tended to get in the way of things like acquiring law degrees and pursuing difficult, time-intensive careers. “And my schooling should I be infected?”

      “There are no rules barring lycanthropes from practicing law, and we have confirmed with your school there would be no issues with you continuing your education should you survive the treatment.”

      “What are my chances at this point?”

      “That’s what we don’t know. No one has ever attempted to use the lycanthropy virus on someone without an immune system. At this stage, your immune system is completely dead; we may need to bring in a specialist to revive it. This gives us an opportunity to test if the lycanthropy virus can correct immune-deficiency disorders. This is where the good news for you comes in.”

      “Wait, there’s good news?”

      “Yes. Because there are so few patients with your specific cancer type in your stage, you’ll be compensated for all test treatments. Part of the compensation will be clearing out most of your medical debt. Everything you’ve accrued during this hospital treatment will be paid for in a mix of donations, CDC compensation, and the hospital waiving payments for testing treatments.”

      While I would be left with significant medical debt due to the diagnosis process, not having to pay for the critical final treatments would put me in a good place—and leave less of a mess for my family, who couldn’t afford to pay my cancer bills even if they wanted to. Necessity had dictated I notify my parents about my cancer, but I’d skimmed the details, including the low probability of my general survival.

      My cancer worried them, but because I hadn’t told them the complete truth, if I had died during the treatments, they would have believed I’d been one of the unlucky ones rather than fast-tracked for the grave. If I survived, I’d confess my sins and beg for forgiveness.

      If I didn’t, I would die knowing I’d minimized their suffering rather than making them believe they guarded me from death’s door, not that there was anything they could do to spare me from my fate.

      I’d even convinced the doctors to play along for their peace of mind, downplaying the severity of my situation.

      Maybe I should have told them about the potential for willfully contracting the lycanthropy virus. Then again, I could use the infection as an excellent distraction. In their book, lycanthropy beat death from cancer any day of the week. “I am willing to sign off on being a guinea pig. This cancer sucks, and if it helps someone else recover better and faster, if I do die, I’ll at least have gone out with a bang—of the good kind, that is.”

      “That leaves the matter of the lycanthropy virus.” Marie went to the door with the clipboard for the doctors to reference, pulled it out of its holder, and brought it over along with a pen. “If you don’t want an unknown strain, we can attempt to find a donor for you.”

      “Sign me up for some mystery. If I live, I’ll get a surprise down the road. Generally, I enjoy surprises, especially if I’m alive to enjoy them. Is there really a bad strain of lycanthropy?”

      “Not particularly, but you won’t be a wolf. I am allowed to disclose that much.”

      “I’d guessed it wouldn’t be a wolf strain,” I replied, as I’d been essentially bludgeoned with the warning they didn’t have a wolf donor. “I’d like verification I won’t become a spider, though. I do not like spiders, and I’d probably try to swat myself with a rolled-up newspaper were I to become a spider. It’d just be bad, doc.”

      “I can request verification you won’t become a spider. Are there any other species you would have severe issue with?”

      “I wouldn’t mind becoming a unicorn, because there’s something highly appealing about stabbing somebody with a horn if they annoy me. I could cope with being a fierce sabretooth tiger, too. But as far as creepy-crawlies go, please no spiders. No flying cockroaches, either. You know what? Let’s just skip bugs.”

      “Considering there are no known strains of insect or arachnid lycanthropes, you are likely safe, but I will inquire.” Marie flipped through the papers and pulled out three sheets, which she handed to me along with the pen. “You can write your request to avoid being turned into a creepy-crawly, and you may also write in your request to become a unicorn or a sabretooth tiger, although there are no strains of either as far as I’m aware.”

      The first sheet served as a waiver for the hospital, claiming I understood I might leave the place dead rather than alive as a result of the experimental treatment process. I signed off on it, and in the comments section below, I requested all of my various bits be given to research hospitals or whatever institution might require bits of some human for medical training or study. The second sheet acknowledged if I survived, I would be leaving the hospital with the lycanthropy virus and would need to abide by all rules and regulations involving those infected with lycanthropy. On that sheet, I made a notation of my dislike of creepy-crawlies and my interest in unicorns and sabretooth tigers. As I was on a roll, I also listed a few species of dinosaur, foxes, honey badgers, and the slow loris, a rather venomous mammal capable of killing humans with its bite. As I was venturing in the badass and lethal category, I also added some mythical creatures, include a phoenix, a kitsune, and a dragon.

      With nothing to lose and the ability to breathe fire to gain, I figured adding wishlist species counted as fair play.

      When Marie reviewed my notes, she laughed. “Slow loris? What’s that?”

      “They’re big-eyed little primates, they’re ridiculously cute, and if they do bite, they can kill people. They don’t usually bite people, but exotic animal traders are careful and take precautions. The bite can cause anaphylactic shock in people. Unfortunately, they will bite each other, and they’ll often die as a consequence. The wounds will fester. They’re a common target of animal smugglers and the illegal animal trade, but you really don’t want one as a pet, no matter how cute they are. Worse, to stop people from being killed when bitten, the illegal traders pull their teeth out. It’s pretty awful. It’s one of those species that just belongs in the wild.”

      “Well, I learned something new today. You like animals?”

      “I fucking love animals,” I informed the woman.

      “Then you likely don’t see many downsides to the lycanthropy virus, do you?”

      “The whole mate business is a little off-putting, but as far as disadvantages go, it could be worse. While I tend to be a one-man woman, I’m trying to become an attorney. Do attorneys have time for love lives and men? Or even a man?”

      Marie laughed. “I’m sure you could find time if you met a good one. But there’s nothing in the rulebook stating you can’t corner an incubus and have your way with him. Any incubus who can show his wings is capable of handling a lycanthrope without forming a mating bond. That’s something we’re trained to disclose. Now, we’re also told we need to disclose your virus absolutely can tame an incubus with sufficient exposure. Unless you want to keep an incubus, the CDC recommends you limit your flings to single evenings. Repeated exposure to the same incubus might result in you having to put up with the incubus for a while, and there is evidence an incubus will become monogamous when under the repeated influence of an active lycanthropy virus. There’s at least one documented case of a succubus having been caught by a lycanthrope.”

      Huh. “I could actually catch an incubus? Permanently?”

      “The lycanthropy virus is quite potent, and it can override even an incubus’s base tendencies.”

      How interesting. “Medically, how much exposure would an incubus actually require to be tamed by a lycanthrope? I mean, incubi are pretty in demand.” According to the magical biology courses I’d taken in high school, incubi made excellent fathers, especially when tamed over the long term. They had a tendency to stray if not kept well-fed, a problem lycanthropes wouldn’t have, as one of the consequences of the lycanthropy virus in women involved a heightened desire for her man.

      Marie went to the door and pulled out the digital tablet they used for medical referencing, and she unplugged it from its charger before bringing it over to my bed. She sat on the chair beside me and tapped at the screen. “This is preliminary data only, but according to the CDC’s files, it is believed it would take a contagious virus the equivalent of twenty hours of intercourse for the virus to take root in an incubus. Two evenings with an incubus is thought to be sufficient, but according to this, it hasn’t been sufficiently tested. A bond can be formed in a single day if the lycanthrope is caught by a hungry incubus or succubus, although most demons and devils usually manage to calm their hunger before the bond can take hold. The CDC also has a notation that lycanthropes are ideal for feeding starved incubi or succubi, as they can handle more vigorous attention. The CDC offers twenty thousand for the risk involved with becoming potentially mated to a demon in extreme circumstances.”

      “Wait. I could be paid how much to do what with an incubus?”

      “The standard CDC fee to feed a starved demon is twenty thousand due to the potential risk of a mating bond plus the inability to leave the situation until the demon has been fed.” Marie tapped the screen. “According to this, there have been no instances of a hired lycanthrope complaining about being the partner of a demon for a period of twelve to eighteen hours. There was one hospitalization of a lycanthrope due to a demon. This resulted in a bonded pair, and the lycanthrope, a wolf female, emerged from the incident quite happy to be bonded to her incubus. That couple is still together, and they have six children. If you would like to discuss the situation with them, there is a note in the file stating they welcome communication from lycanthropes interested in assisting the CDC in feeding starved demons.”

      “I have a question. How do these demons get starved in the first place? Aren’t they apex predators? Most work at brothels, don’t they?”

      “There are those who hunt demons for sport and keep them as pets, and the ones that have menageries take precautions. The demons go hungry while put on display for the enjoyment of those operating and using the black market. The CDC then needs to feed the demons that are rescued from the black market, although this resource states the Devil can be called to retrieve the demons—or devils—as needed.”

      “The Devil actually retrieves them if starved?” I blurted.

      “Yeah, that surprised me too.” After tapping on the screen a few more times, Marie said, “According to the CDC’s statistics, there are five to ten incidents of a starved demon requiring CDC care and a volunteer.”

      “Are they really volunteers if they’re being paid?”

      Marie giggled. “The twenty thousand dollars is nice, but I mean, I would not need to be paid to do that work. I’m single, and for me, there’s nothing worse than an okay date followed with disappointment in bed. There’s no date with the demons, I’m guessing, but there’s not going to be any disappointment, that’s for sure!”

      “Do you think an incubus would make an expensive husband?”

      Marie narrowed her eyes and eyed the tablet with interest. “I don’t know, but now I’m rethinking everything I thought about lycanthropy infections and if it might be worth it to catch an incubus permanently. I am so tired of bad dates.”

      I had gone on a few bad dates in high school, figured out the boys wanted sex and little else, and I hadn’t wanted to play those games, so I’d skipped the sex and ditched the boys the instant they’d gotten too pushy. I could have gone to the parties, but I’d been more interested in making sure I hadn’t wasted my chance to get an education and mitigate the worst of my expenses through maintaining my grades so I wouldn’t lose any scholarship money.

      I could buy sex any day of the week, but I couldn’t magically make student loan debt disappear—and I’d have a lot of debt assuming I made it through my cancer treatments alive and could finish school.

      “Bad dates are pretty horrible,” I agreed. I checked over the last page, which confirmed I was really, really aware I might die as a result of the treatments. “How long to get this show on the road?”

      Marie turned off the tablet, collected the signed papers, and reviewed something on my clipboard. “We should be able to get the strain donation today, so we’ll start treatments tonight. We’ll have to check blood types, the health of the donor, and so on. If the donor has a compatible blood type, we’ll be able to do a proper transfusion, something you could use thanks to your cancer treatments, anyway. It’ll add a few hours if we have to extract the virus from their blood.”

      “My blood pressure dropped again, didn’t it?”

      “You’re borderline for needing a transfusion, so if the donor has a compatible blood type, this will really help your general prognosis. Lycanthropes have the safest blood for transfusions; the virus works with their immune system, which means when they do get sick, they aren’t sick for as long and rarely suffer from long-term consequences of the illness.” Marie stood and tucked the tablet and the clipboard under her arm. “I’ll notify the doctors you’ve signed off on the treatments, and hopefully by this time tomorrow, you’ll be on your way towards recovery.”

      I could only hope.
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            I would always choose the samosas.

          

        

      

    

    
      The lycanthrope donor had a compatible blood type. Had I been wiser, I would have been more aware of the consequences of accepting a large transfusion. The desire for survival made me stupid with a dash of reckless. The sudden influx of the lycanthropy virus hurt like hell, and thanks to the chemotherapy and its damage to my various organs, the virus opted to attack my bones first before taking aim and firing at the rest of my beleaguered body.

      Three weeks after the first transfusion, I needed a second one to encourage the virus to develop. Despite having been given two units of a lycanthrope’s blood in the first treatment, the cancer had given the strain quite the beating, resulting in a weak infection destined to take decades to mature while I had numerous organs in dire need of help.

      I wouldn’t survive through any transplants, and while the cancer had either gone into remission or had been eradicated, the doctors wanted to continue using me as a human test subject to see how far the lycanthropy virus would go to save its host.

      As their tests might buy me a lengthened lifespan, I signed the second series of waivers and prepared for another visit to living hell.

      The first few days after the second treatment went by in a pained-filled blur, but within a week, they freed me from the plastic-shrouded prison and sent me to a private room on the other side of the hospital to test if the virus could rebuild—and function as—my immune system.

      To test the theory, they injected me with a live sample of an influenza virus.

      The lycanthropy virus won, and to celebrate having jumped a critical hurdle in my recovery, my team of doctors and nurses conspired and brought in some forbidden treats from the outside world in the form of Indian food, good coffee, and my parents.

      I suspected my parents had been the informants on my enjoyment of Indian food, and somebody had gone out of their way to make my meal as spicy as possible. Eating while having guests counted as a little rude, but my parents would eventually forgive me.

      My mother, who still questioned how and why an introvert like her had married an extrovert like my dad, gave me a severe case of the stink eye while Dad opted for the crossed arms and scowl version of parental disapproval.

      When given a choice between facing the wrath of my parental units or eating samosas, I would always choose the samosas. I dipped mine in the provided yogurt sauce and met their gazes, wondering which of us would crack first. I assumed Mom would hold on until the bitter end.

      Introverts tended to win any contest involving people and silence for some reason.

      As I took more after Dad, the real struggle would be between us. With four samosas to devour before I ventured into the spicy world of vindaloo, I gave myself half-decent chances of taking the second-place prize.

      “She gets this from you,” my mother accused, and I stared at her with wide eyes, wondering which of my offenses had transformed her into the leader of our family rather than the observer.

      Dad shrugged. “I can’t say I’d sneak off to the hospital for cancer treatments without telling my parents first, but I do understand the logic. Mostly, I suspect the cancer targeted the portion of her brain responsible for common sense, but she did so trying to make our lives a little easier and to limit how much stress our poor, fragile hearts have to handle.”

      Victory belonged to me, and I wasn’t sure what to do with having finally, probably for the first time in my life, beat them at a staring match. My victory wouldn’t do me much good, as I’d lost on all other fronts.

      Maybe dodging the unwanted conversation regarding my cancer with my parents hadn’t been all that good of an idea. “In my defense, today is the first day I’ve been allowed to see anyone who isn’t on my medical team, and I was kept in one of those fancy quarantine rooms you see on television. I even got staff wearing hazmat suits for a while, but that was when the chemotherapy finished trashing my immune system. I opted to contract a disease to help increase my odds of surviving the cancer, so you should be showering me with praise and extra vindaloo.” As I often enjoyed taking strange adventures with my food, I dipped a samosa in my vindaloo and gave it a try, discovering a new favorite combination of flavors. “I didn’t want to worry you when there was nothing you could have done either way. I’m sorry I upset you.”

      “I can respect that,” my father replied, and he turned his stare onto my mother. “See? I told you that she had a good reason for staying quiet on the matter. Frankly, this is our daughter we’re discussing here. We’re lucky she told us she’d been diagnosed with cancer.”

      “She only told us because I told her something seemed off, and she hadn’t been feeling well,” my mother retorted. “I will concede the point, but only because it seems she’s trying to do good things in bad ways.”

      When honest with myself, I adored both of my parents, who liked being right but would accept being wrong when given a good reason they could understand.

      They understood the road to hell was paved with good intentions, and they tried to mitigate the hell however they could.

      “How did two nice people produce a fledgling attorney?” I asked, pausing in my eating frenzy to scrutinize both of my parents. They stood firm under my stare, much to my pleasure.

      Mom tended to fold under pressure, and Dad tended to change the topic away from uncomfortable subjects if at all possible.

      My father relaxed, uncrossed his arms, and stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans, his way of indicating I’d been forgiven for my latest crime. “The hospital said you’d already cleared your bills? We wanted to inquire about the payment plan and get it set up.”

      My parents couldn’t afford a payment plan for my medical bills, but they’d find a way to make it work despite their low income. The only reason they hadn’t run themselves into the ground over my college debt involved my student loans and scholarships. My scholarships meant far more to them than they did to me, as I would have added onto my debt without complaint to get my legal degree.

      Sometimes, I questioned why they’d been given me as a daughter.

      They deserved better.

      Then again, I’d opted to become an attorney so I would be able to give them what they hadn’t been able to give themselves. If I worked hard enough and had a knack for defense, I might even eventually be made a partner at one of the larger firms—or I could go corporate and make a killing keeping some company on the right side of the law.

      I still had time to decide, although I’d ultimately look at how I could get paid the money I needed to be able to take care of my parents.

      To ease their worries, I said, “I qualified for a test treatment for my cancer, so they’re footing the bill. There’s no payment plan because I won’t be paying any bills for this visit. That’s part of why I didn’t say anything. It’s a test treatment, and nobody really knew how it would work out.” I braced for parental disappointment. “It involved the lycanthropy virus.”

      My mother’s eyes widened. “Are you infected?”

      “Yes, I’m infected. But it got the job done. The lycanthropy virus made my cancer its little bitch.”

      My dad snorted, although he didn’t chide me for my language for a change. “Was the donor a male wolf?”

      I could trust my dad to fish for grandchildren, and I almost felt bad about disappointing him. “The donor is at no risk of being mated to me, which is why they were my donor. The strain and donor are anonymous, which is fine because I couldn’t afford a male wolf, and I had a choice of the free, anonymous donor or paying a ridiculous amount. The only downside is that I won’t know what I’ll become until I shift for the first time. I have been informed I will not become a spider, so I won’t have to burn my own house down if I caught a glimpse of my spider-self in the mirror. Or swat myself. I also am not a flying cockroach or some other horrific bug.”

      My mother giggled. “You didn’t actually ask about the virus being a spider strain, did you?”

      “I got it in writing I would not become a creepy-crawly,” I announced, rather proud of my foresight. “I think my requests of cool species were denied. All I know is the donor doesn’t have a wolf strain and that I’m at zero risk of being mated to the donor.”

      “A mated male or an unmated female, I’d presume,” my father said. “Lycanthropes have a reputation about refusing to donate their blood or their virus, though, unless it’s really important. Why the secrecy?”

      I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me, honestly. If the donor wants to be anonymous, and I don’t become a creepy-crawly, I’m good with that. I’m quite grateful, really. The virus is doing its job, and chemotherapy wasn’t cutting it. The chemotherapy made it so the virus could work, though. I think one of the docs tried to explain it, but that was after the chemo had its way with me. That part of the treatment was really unpleasant, but I got through it, and that’s all that matters. I might even get to leave the hospital sooner than later, since they’re letting me have visitors now. I also made an arrangement with my school, so I won’t fall behind despite my treatments. Look at me. I’ve become a responsible adult, and I haven’t even finished school yet. You deserve a certificate for having successfully raised a human being to adulthood. Well done. I will make arrangements for various compensation to be distributed on the expected days.”

      I assumed I would live to see Christmas, and I’d make good on my promise, even if it meant raiding my childhood selection of art supplies and making them cards and crafts. On second thought, I’d try to work miracles with money, as I possessed zero artistic ability outside of my knack for practitioner magic and the circles and shapes required to make my magic work.

      My father shook his head and clucked his disapproval. “You know that isn’t necessary, Sandra.”

      It was, if only to make up for my poor decision-making process in the face of cancer and the probable death I’d dodged thus far. In an effort to distract from the reality I’d be disregarding his request, I pointed at my bald head. “I’ve decided bald just isn’t a good look on me, Dad. You know that practitioner buddy you have? The stylist? He would make my year if he came over for Christmas and helped fix this mess. I’ll even pay him for the work.”

      Technically, I could do the magic myself, but I went out of my way to avoid people learning I could do more than a few basic parlor tricks. It helped do things like keep the Devil from learning I’d torched his house.

      I regretted my impulse on the other side of my treatments, although I gave myself some credit: getting spanked by a divine and exiting life in a hurry beat a long, drawn-out battle I couldn’t win. Winning hadn’t been an option before.

      As winning had become an option, I needed to step with care and escape the notice of those who might be able to figure out I’d been the one with a grudge, some gasoline, and matches.

      My father smiled, a good indication he liked my request, as it was something he could afford. “I’m sure that’ll be fine, but I’ll ask him. He’s worked with cancer patients before. Is there anything we can get from your apartment?”

      “I have everything I need.” I wouldn’t inform them I’d been planning on dying, resulting in having pared most of my belongings down to what could fit in a box or two, which had already been packed. The apartment, which I had thanks to one of my scholarships focused on providing housing for promising students, would be mine as long as I held full-time student status.

      I’d have to see how the internship with the university’s client went—and if I’d be able to afford somewhere on my own.

      “Good. If you change your mind, let us know, and we’ll go get whatever you need.”

      My father would not give up until I agreed to his terms, preferably forcing my parents to go to my apartment to feel useful. Instead of to my apartment, I’d send them to the library, assuming the hospital would let me bring books in. I pointed in the general direction of my stuff, which took up a corner of the room. “You could always take my library card and bring me some new books to read. Since it doesn’t look like the cancer is going to get me quite yet, I don’t want to perish from boredom. Then you’ll have to ferry books to and from the library for me.”

      My mother pounced on my cheap briefcase which also served as my purse. When I needed more space, I took a backpack to the university, but the briefcase helped remind me I aimed for a career where I needed to maintain appearances and present myself as a professional. She located my wallet and retrieved my library card from its disorganized depths. “Are you ever going to sort that like a proper adult?” she complained. “It looks like a twister tore through your cards. You do not need your elementary school identification card anymore, by the way.”

      Like hell I didn’t. “That card is proof I survived elementary school, and it keeps the rest of my identification cards company. Also, that picture of me is wretchedly adorable, and it can be used as a weapon against unsuspecting people.”

      “The doctors said you need to get a lot of rest, so we’ll go to the library and see about bringing some books to you. I’ll grab some of your blank journals from the house and some pens so you can take notes. If you’ve been in here studying for weeks, you’re out of space in whatever journals you brought with you,” my mother announced, wielding my library card as though it were a weapon rather than a laminated piece of cardboard. “We will return. We expect you to be here when we get back. No trouble, Sandra.”

      Somehow, I kept from rolling my eyes at my mother’s edict. “I’ll do my best,” I promised.

      “Good. Come along, dear. We must go tend to our daughter’s needs, and if we don’t give her books, she might try to end the world.”

      “I wouldn’t actually try to end the world, you know. I need to live here, so it’d be really stupid to destroy where I live.”

      My mother faced me, and she grinned at me. “I always knew you were a smart one. Remind yourself of that if you get any destructive urges.”

      “Why do you think I’m going to get any destructive urges?” I demanded.

      “I remember what you did to your swing set when you were five,” she replied on her way out the door.

      My father laughed, came over to my bedside, and kissed my forehead. “She’s just worried, although you did have it out for that swing set for some reason I still don’t understand.”

      At age five, I’d been obsessed with horses and bananas, so I’d done my best to turn my swing set yellow. I couldn’t remember where I’d gotten the paint, but I’d been successful in my attempts, although every moving part had required extensive cleaning or replacement by the time I’d finished. “It wasn’t yellow, Dad. We’ve been over this before. If it had been presented to me in the one true color, which is yellow, I wouldn’t have needed to steal the paint and turn it yellow.”

      “Whatever you say, Sandra,” my father replied before strolling out of my room. “Listen to your mother and stay out of trouble.”

      I waited for them to be out of sight before I shook my head and wondered how I, a terror tyrant of a child, had deserved such good parents—or what they’d done to deserve me.
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      After one of the doctors informed me I had more guests and inquired if I could handle seeing them, to which I declared myself more than ready to escape the boredom of being on my own, the Devil, his wife, and a woman I recognized as a handmaiden—or the handmaiden?—of the Devil stepped into my room.

      Yep. I was dead. I was worse than dead. I was about to be escorted to my demise. While deserved, why had the Devil brought his wife and his whatever-she-was? At the courthouse, she’d been introduced as the Devil’s secretary, curtly informing the prosecution she would absolutely take offense if anyone tried to sugar-coat her role in the Devil’s operations.

      I couldn’t remember her name, but I blamed the cancer for that. Names had become somewhat sketchy since it had opted to make a mess of my brain. Would the lycanthropy virus help me survive the Devil’s wrath? Would being part of such an experiment pay for my funeral?

      Before I could tell the doctor I had changed my mind about having visitors, the man fled.

      I couldn’t blame him for bailing, although I worried about my survivability in the face of the worst the hells had to offer. Well, if I was going to end up in one of the Devil’s many hells anyway, I’d do my best to earn the trip. “I know it’s bad of me to forget my doctors’ names, but I wasn’t aware that was a good reason to actually send me to hell. I’d say make yourself comfortable, but if you’re here to flay my skin from my bones, I’d rather make you work for it, honestly.”

      The Devil’s wife, who appeared as a human but with a snow leopard’s tail and ears, tossed back her head and laughed. “I have no idea how you came to that conclusion, but you’re adorable. We’re not here to kill you, flay your skin from your bones, or even torture you. If you’d like to learn some torture techniques, I have a dungeon and we have some really nasty fucking assholes we have to rehabilitate. I’d be happy to teach you.”

      Wait. What? I stared at the woman, and after some concentration, I remembered her name was Darlene. “Are you serious?”

      “Absolutely. Teaching one of the newbies how to properly torture a fucking asshole makes the time go by—and the fucking assholes tend to clean up their acts faster, as we tend to pull out all the stops when we’re training. Diana here was a quick study. It took her all of about ten minutes to figure out how she might creatively discipline the fucking assholes in her care. Not that she particularly cares about them unless they demonstrate they’ll change their ways. It’s a coin flip with some of them.” Darlene rubbed her hands together. “Lucy, I could spend entire weeks with her in the dungeon.”

      The Devil’s patience-tested sigh intrigued me. “My darling, we’re here to discuss the internship, not convert her into a dungeon queen. Don’t I already have enough dungeon queens? I’m not going to be allowed in my own dungeons at the rate you two fiends keep stealing my work.”

      In unison, the women shrugged, and according to their expressions, they couldn’t care less if they broke the Devil’s heart.

      The Devil’s handmaiden sighed and bowed her head, and her dark hair fell over her face. Huffing, she shoved the long, thick locks out of the way. “Nobody from your school warned you we were coming, Miss Moore?”

      I blinked. “From school? What?” I pointed in the general direction of my phone. “It’s been quiet, and I’m supposed to be recovering from barely dodging death, so I’m out of classes for the moment. I mean, I’m in some pretty hellish classes right now—or was before the cancer got me—but this is a little ridiculous. Also, please. Call me Sandra.”

      “Diana,” she replied, and she turned a narrow-eyed stare onto the Devil. “Is there something you forgot to do, Lucifer?”

      “Forgot? No. Chose to ignore? Yes. This is far more entertaining. Look at how well she’s handling this. Her general assumption we’d come to escort her to my many hells to be one of the fucking assholes amuses me, but she’s tolerant. She needs to be tolerant. When I asked the school for recommendations, I specified I needed someone who had a quite high tolerance for the insane and absurd, and I’ve already created mayhem for her in court once. She survived that.”

      Darlene placed her hands on her hips. “I swear, you and Kanika can’t behave yourselves even when you try. I think you like the courts here with how often you make appearances, and you keep dragging our daughter into it. Worse, you actually go to every hearing. You could try to skip at least one.”

      “But why would I do that? They’re delightful. Kanika gets so mad at me every time, and you know how I love when my little cupcake gets all bristly. My little candy cane doesn’t bristle all that much, and my little saltwater toffee tries to ignore my posturing because he’s smart.”

      Diana flexed her hand, and blue flames burst into life, dancing over her skin. “Your little candy cane wants to punch you so hard you wake up in next week for being a pain in the ass. Why didn’t you call Miss Moore? She has cancer, and she does not need any stupid surprises from you right now.”

      “She had cancer,” Lucifer replied. “Past tense. That’s important. She had cancer. Of course, she also had an immune system, but that’s a different matter entirely. Don’t get so wound up. She’ll be just fine. Relax, Diana. Relax. And no, I didn’t do anything nefarious for a change, nor did I recruit anyone to do anything nefarious on my behalf. I kept my word, and I have behaved, much like an angel, for the entire week, just as you demanded.”

      “Angels are assholes,” Diana muttered, and she gave her flaming hand a shake. The blue fire winked out. Inhaling, the woman regarded me. “I apologize, Sandra. Please allow me to handle the formal introductions and explain why we’re here. This is Lucifer, whom you would know as the Devil. This is his wife, Darlene. I’m Lucifer’s secretary, and I’ve been cursed with handling most of his important affairs.”

      “You poor woman.”

      She smiled. “He pays well enough for me to put up with him, so don’t you worry about me, Sandra. Due to some business dealings he has become involved with, he needs a good intern to help handle the workload. After lengthy discussions with the local universities, you were picked as our best option. We come prepared to offer you good financial incentives and schooling opportunities to work with Lucifer. In reality, you’ll be in a secretarial role, handling scheduling, taking notes at business meetings, reviewing various legal documents for potential snares, as well as meeting and coordinating with Lucifer’s contacts when needed. You will be paid an hourly wage, your schooling will be handled, with credits being issued for the relevant work you do, and you will be given opportunities to work with private mentors and professors to maintain your full-time student status, as we’re aware your lodging is dependent on your status due to a scholarship. That said, if you can’t maintain full-time status due to your work, lodging will be provided.”

      I opened my mouth to inform the trio someone had lost their damned mind, but I spent a few minutes thinking it through.

      From what I’d seen in the courthouse, Lucifer needed all of the help he could get, and I needed him to not destroy the world where I lived, which trumped all of my other general complaints. If he didn’t get the help, what were the odds of my home surviving?

      “How on Earth did you jump to that conclusion?” Lucifer blurted.

      “Where you go, chaos follows,” I replied. “I thought I was being somewhat sensible. If I’m not being sensible, blame the drugs. If it’s a drug, I’ve probably taken it lately.”

      “That’s not much of an exaggeration.” Lucifer checked the IV stand and the computer attached to it, which automatically distributed some of the drugs. “They have you on some pretty high-grade painkillers, too. If you have dependency issues, I will address them.”

      “Well, they weren’t precisely expecting me to survive, so they weren’t all that concerned about dependency issues,” I admitted. “You know it’s bad when they’re whipping out the entire pharmacy when trying to eradicate the cancer, and even then, the only reason it worked is due to the lycanthropy virus. I hope lycanthropy isn’t an issue for whatever it is someone like you needs an intern for.”

      Dr. Lakset would pay for not disclosing the Devil was the client. The last thing anyone needed was a client from hell. I had gotten the client from hell. Maybe Lucifer liked lycanthropes for lunch. I could see that as a viable option. As I wouldn’t become a wolf, I likely had some form of exotic flavor.

      The Devil shook his head. “I rather like lycanthropes, really—and not for lunch, no matter what you may be thinking. They’re fun, especially when they’re unmated and cranky. I expect you’ll redefine what it means to be cranky, especially as the virus isn’t having to compete with your immune system to replicate. Diana, why don’t you pull out your little toy and see what her levels are at?”

      I sat up straighter. “You have a scanner?”

      If hanging out with the Devil meant I could indulge in playing with the types of toys the CDC didn’t let most touch, I could cope with having him as a client—or a boss. Whatever. I’d figure out the business relationship after I got to see the fancy scanner I’d only heard about.

      Diana set her briefcase down on one of the visitor chairs and pulled out a rectangular device I recognized to be one of the CDC’s fancier meters, which showed up on the news during big events. “It doesn’t get much better than this one, so we’ll be able to get a good look at your condition. Most hospitals don’t even have access to these puppies. I received it as compensation for putting up with His Sulfurous Majesty over there. If he’s wise, when this one is no longer effective, he will replace it with the current best-in-line. I get to use it a lot more often than I expected, too.”

      “Diana really likes her scanner. She did not get to study science sufficiently as a child, and she tries to make up for this as an adult. Last week, she learned the scanner also has access to educational videos and recordings on every test result. I was concerned I’d lose her to her toy for a few hours there, but I learned how to turn that feature off, so I only let her play with it when it’s needed.”

      “You’re a fucking asshole,” Diana muttered under her breath, although she would need to work harder at not being heard—unless she could shield her thoughts.

      “She can’t,” Lucifer confirmed. “It’s delightful.”

      “It really isn’t.” Diana grabbed one of the free chairs, pulled it to my bedside, and sat. “First, you don’t have to worry about your virus with any one of us. We can’t catch it from you. The only person in our close circles at any risk of contracting the virus is Darlene’s brother, and he has the ability to purge the virus at his whim. He’s an incubus.”

      “A single incubus, available for your enjoyment if you would like to take him home with you,” Darlene announced.

      Lucifer lifted a hand and rubbed at his temple, the gesture so human I stared at him at a loss. “My darling, why are you throwing your brother at my intern?”

      “She’s adorable, she’s spunky, and she’s tolerating you so well I feel she might be able to handle Jonas at his worst. He’s always at his worst. The last succubus you gave him left him to work a brothel. He’s whining. A new lycanthrope isn’t going to leave my brother to go work a brothel. He was taking good care of her! She had no reason to leave, damn it.”

      “She’s a succubus, my darling. Perhaps I was a little hasty in making certain I flipped certain switches in his DNA, but he was supposed to feed her until she recovered, not keep her permanently.”

      “Well, give him one of your unicorns, then. I’m tired of the fucking whining.”

      “Sandra, any seductions of available men, devils, or demons in my many hells is entirely optional. Don’t listen to my wife. You do not need to attach yourself to her brother unless you want to.”

      Darlene hissed at the Devil, and her ears turned back. “Why are you being an asshole?”

      “I’m not being an asshole. I’m actually doing a good deed for once in my life.”

      “How is preventing Jonas from having a stable relationship doing a good deed?”

      The Devil rolled his eyes. “I’m giving her a chance to decide if she would enjoy having a permanent relationship with an incubus.”

      “She’ll love it. She will never wake up cold and alone in bed, unlike me, who did this morning. Because someone had gotten out of bed.” The woman hissed at her husband again. “You’re evil.”

      “I’m the Devil. Were you expecting something other than pure evil?”

      “Yes. I expected you to be in my bed every morning. That is where you belong.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s my bed.”

      “It’s my bed now.”

      The two settled into their spat. I’d seen my parents fight a few times, but never over something like that. I blinked, and I turned my attention to Diana. “It’s like the courthouse again, except this time, they’re fighting about their sex life.”

      “Darlene is a succubus, and she’s on a very restricted diet. We received the call early in our morning that you were able to receive guests, so he wanted to finalize some of our preparations to meet with you, which involved him leaving bed. Darlene does not like waking up without him around, and he was busy enough he neglected to acquire an iced coffee for her, so she’s grouchy. Iced coffee tames the beast.”

      Without any evidence the pair remembered they weren’t alone in my hospital room, they flung barbs at each other, with Lucifer adding in a few hints of what he might do to his wife once he got her home. The threatened good time served to infuriate his wife, adding fuel to her fire. “I can’t tell if he’s provoking her on purpose or not.”

      “He’s provoking her on purpose. They’re always like this. The instant she tries to strangle him, she’ll end up ripping him out of his clothes, and he’ll take care of feeding her. She’s been difficult to keep fed lately. Lucifer thinks she’s about to go back into her fertility cycle, earlier than expected, but that happens with succubi sometimes. Unfortunately, the other demons and devils tend to feed off her general frustrations, so there are a lot of hungry folks running around hell right now.”

      “Thus the commentary about her brother?”

      “She’s just a bleeding heart, and he’s moping because he is a lot like her. The Devil made him that way. After he finished being converted into an incubus, he became a hardline monogamist, so he will only engage one female at a time, and he is inclined to want to form permanent relationships. Succubi are typically on the exact opposite end of the spectrum, so they stray, he whines about it, and Darlene gets riled up. Because Darlene is riled up, unfortunately, part of your internship will involve potentially partnering Jonas with eligible women or succubi in need of therapy.”

      “Succubi need therapy?”

      “Sometimes, they get caught by a human or other species, and they’re starved. Jonas is one of the best at all forms of therapy for them. He has sufficient base energy to handle any succubus at her worst, and he has a gentle touch, so he doesn’t scare them while they’re feeding. A lot of them come back abused, and Jonas is the one who gets them back on their feet. Unfortunately, the instant they’re on the right side of the line, they’re off to hunting again, because they don’t like just sticking around with one man unless they’re bonded. Jonas doesn’t want to raise any little ones outside of a permanent relationship, so he never bites on procreation offers.”

      Well, I’d learned something new. “Are you saying that this incubus is the marrying kind?”

      “And he wants the white picket fence with the little kids under foot image to go with it. He’s, frankly, pretty messed up for an incubus.” Diana pressed a few buttons on the meter and held the device out, which had a metal probe extending from it. “Prick your finger on that so we can get a look at your health. In good news, I can probably submit some of these test results to the hospital for you to spare you from some testing today.”

      I did as directed, and the machine beeped. “I’ll totally understand if those test results bar me from being an intern.”

      “You’re stuck with Lucy, I’m afraid. Once he decides he’s taking on a new minion, that’s it. He’s getting his minion. In this case, he’s after you. Your health is now an obstacle he will overcome, and he’s not against indulging in nefarious behavior to get what he wants. You’re not the only cancer survivor in his employ, but he caught mine early enough I dodged the hospital stay. I also got divine intervention, as there’s little worse than Lucifer when he’s whining about the misfortunes of his favorite mortals.”

      “He just met me.”

      “I never said he was sensible.” Diana’s meter beeped, and she glared at the screen, tapping at it. “All right, let’s go over the basics. Your lycanthropy virus is developing well, and you need to be registered as being contagious. That’s ahead of schedule. Your blood pressure is low. Lucifer, stop arguing with your wife long enough to notify the staff she needs at least a unit and a half, preferably two. Check if the donor is available for that much. If not, get a universal human donor or recruit Jonas to serve as a blood bank.”

      The mention of her brother’s name caught Darlene’s attention. “I’ll break his legs if he doesn’t agree if he’s needed.” Grabbing hold of her husband by his ear, she dragged him to the door. “We’ll be back within an hour with an appropriate donor. Does the machine think she’s hemorrhaging?”

      Diana tapped on the meter’s display before shaking her head. “I don’t know why her blood pressure is low. You’ll have to take that up with the doctors. The meter is recommending a unit and a half or two to be on the safe side, and that’s all it’s telling me. I’ll send the test result to your phone, Lucifer.”

      “Do, and send any other results you think are important. I’ll make the appropriate arrangements, and if it falls outside of their approved testing and care, I’ll handle making sure they handle any treatments required.”

      Shaking her head, Diana returned to her work. The Devil and his wife left.

      “Should I be concerned?”

      “I suspect the hospital was probably planning on a transfusion. We were told we had a set time limit before you were going into more treatments, and the transfusions can take several hours. Your blood pressure is not dangerously low, and from the initial results, the meter doesn’t appear to be reporting any active hemorrhaging, so it’s fine. Try not to worry. Next. You’re registering as someone with similar genetics to a triad’s child, but it’s also stating you have human parentage. Is that correct?”

      “That’s correct. I’m weird.”

      “You’ll fit right in with us then, so don’t you worry about that. The meter states you have a general aptitude for practitioner magic, so if you are not trained, you’ll need to be. There’s a flag to check for your ability to perceive the shrouds.”

      My eyes widened. “The meter can tell that?”

      “Yes. There is a genetic marker that flips to on, which can permit humans to pierce through the shroud. Your marker is on.” Diana picked up her phone, tapped on the screen, and held it to her ear. “Lucifer, be careful of your shroud. Her marker is activated, and she does not have the matching markers to survive through any mistakes on your part.” Without waiting for an answer, she hung up. “I will layer additional shrouds on Lucifer until he rectifies that situation. There are ways he can activate the appropriate marker to make certain you are not accidentally eradicated due to seeing something you shouldn’t.”

      “So, that shimmer around him is the shroud? I saw it at the courthouse.”

      Diana grimaced. “Yes, that’s the shroud. How long have you been seeing the shimmer?”

      “I’ve only seen it once, when he was at court. That was right after my cancer symptoms started. I saw it around some angels, too.”

      “The cancer probably flipped the marker to on. It happens, rarely, with humans who are dying. Lucifer will take extra care with you until he can make certain adjustments that will prevent you from being killed should you see through the shroud.” Her grimace softened to a smile. “Take Lucifer for all he’s worth. He makes good starter offers, but you should be aggressive and negotiate. It’s good practice for you, and he enjoys the game. His lowest offers are always reasonable, but he expects to negotiate. He does not expect his lowest offer to be the accepted offer. Being an intern is not another word for consent to be abused, although you’ll find he can be a bastard at times. Establish your limits, and you’ll find they’ll be respected. The first few weeks I worked with him, I walked like there was broken glass on the floor, and I thought I’d die the first time I asked for a day off. My advice? Take your sick days. Lucifer is nosy, and if he realizes you’re working while sick, he will flip. It’s hilarious, so do it just once to test him or put him back in his place. I’ve gotten ill twice since working with him, and the first time, I assumed I was not sick enough to take time off. I was corrected. The second time, my fiancé made me stay home so he wouldn’t get in trouble with Lucifer. Amusingly enough, Lucifer panicked more the second time. How dare I get sick without his permission?”

      “Should I be concerned?”

      “Only if you get sick often. Considering what the meter is saying about your immune system, you will for the first while. You need all of your vaccinations redone. In good news, your immune system is functioning, but your white cell count is abysmally low. Hopefully, the blood donation will help with that. The lycanthropy virus is usually smart enough to work with the immune system rather than against it.” Diana tapped on the meter, and after a few minutes, she reported, “The meter has identified the fault responsible for your cancer development, so I’ll send that test result to your doctors, and I expect Lucifer will address that fault personally. He can do genetic manipulations like that when he wants, and this fault will essentially put you at high risk of the cancer coming back. The lycanthropy virus will try to kill the cancer as it shows up, but you’ll end up with lower virus levels as a result, which can have long-term consequences.”

      “You’re really knowledgeable about stuff like this.” I eyed the meter. “Can you teach me how to use that thing, too?”

      “Absolutely. You might need to be able to use one if I’m not around. Do yourself a favor: demand one as part of your internship package. Lucifer is a pain in the ass, especially when he’s trying to pretend like he is okay with being separated from his wife and daughter. He’s really not, and he gets grouchy. He tries to hide it, but as you get to know him, you’ll realize half the reason he goads his wife on is because he needs the attention just as much as she does, and if she’s hungry, he can hide behind the shield of feeding her.”

      Only an idiot would be blind to how much Lucifer enjoyed his time with his daughter, even when they were making a mess of a court hearing. “Why me?”

      Diana glanced up from her meter to regard me with a frown. “Why not you?”

      That was a different approach, one I’d never had to answer before. “Well, the cancer is fairly problematic. The last I checked, it could be months before my immune system recovers. I’ll be getting sick often until then.”

      “Two weeks at worst, but that’ll be because Lucifer will step in once the hospital has the research data needed for your treatment. They won’t be able to follow your progress long-term, but the work he’ll do with you can be acquired for a pittance from an angel, which the hospitals will hire to give cancer patients the best chances following extensive but successful chemotherapy. The angels don’t take every case, of course, but they’ll step up when they feel someone has gotten the short lot in life. You have gotten the short lot in life, so Lucifer is riled up. To him, we’re just babies, and we should be enjoying our childhoods still. And yes, he is a bastard, and if he doesn’t think you’re having enough fun, he will give you toys. The less fun he thinks you’re having, the more absurd the toys become. Last week, he gave my fiancé building blocks with letters on them and a hint he needed to go back to the basics on what it means to have fun.”

      I raised a brow at that. “I’m accepting gifts of LEGO to be delivered at least once a week, and the more complicated the set, the happier I’ll be.”

      “He has rules for those.”

      “What? There are no rules with LEGO!”

      “You have to play with your sets. He will bring children over if he does not think you’re playing appropriately.”

      “What’s the point of building a set if you don’t play with them?”

      Diana shrugged. “I haven’t figured that part out myself, but those are the rules.”

      “Some rules do not bother me. Those rules do not bother me.”

      “Then you’ll fit right in. There is the matter of Lucifer’s schedule.”

      “Hit me with it.”

      Diana set her meter aside long enough to fetch a thick envelope filled with papers, which she handed to me. Inside, I found a printed copy of the Devil’s schedule, which accounted for every minute of his day for two weeks. To my amusement, feeding Darlene was scheduled in most days of the week, and the days she wasn’t scheduled in, there were notes that Lucifer wanted to rile her up and she was to be distracted when she’d normally be fed. Distractions included bringing over the children of their various nieces and nephews, arranging tea with Him in the high heavens, and scheduling meetings she needed to attend but Lucifer did not. To my surprise, Lucifer rarely spent more than an hour or two of each day working with the fucking assholes. “Fucking assholes?”

      “The souls in need of an alignment change. Right now, his schedule in the dungeons is light at His request; Lucifer’s been a little crabby lately, mainly because of the current workload.”

      I waved the papers. “According to this, the only time he sleeps is if he happens to have successfully tended to his wife’s every need and she’s napping. That can’t be healthy, can it?”

      Diana laughed. “He has all of the powers and abilities of an incubus, so he recharges when he’s feeding his wife. The better a time he gives her, the better he feeds. He can also sustain himself on regular food, but that tends to make him grouchy. Sleep isn’t something he technically needs much of, but he usually gets an hour or two a night. Darlene latches onto him after she’s fed, and he hates disturbing his sleeping kitten. After about two hours, she’ll roll over him, wake him up in the process, and he has a chance to escape. We find ways to be flexible with the schedule if she doesn’t let him go. It depends on her hunger levels. Having seen other incubi and succubi, someone meddled with Darlene and gave her a rather restricted diet consisting only of Lucifer. Regular food is something she enjoys, but it doesn’t sustain her much. I suspect He is the culprit. He made her seed and cultivated her from the very beginning, and Lucifer tends to be voracious—and needs to be able to pamper and nurture someone. For all he’s the Devil, a surprising amount of his angelic tendencies survived his fall.”

      Goodness. “She just eats for show, then?”

      “She eats because she likes it, but essentially, that’s correct. Most succubi don’t have her issues. They can go decades without sexual energy, but it leaves them in poor health. We don’t know what would happen to Darlene, and we don’t want to find out, thus the schedule. She’s held out from feeding for a month or two at a time, but let’s say Lucifer had his hands full once she caught him. And before you get upset, that was a situation of her own making, so don’t feel sorry for her. I’ve been told I will mind my own business if she tries another stunt like that, too.”

      I reviewed the Devil’s schedule again. “On the average day, how much of this list actually gets done?”

      “With your contributions, we’re hoping we can get almost everything handled. To begin with, you’ll be accompanying him to all of his meetings, taking notes, and tracking any oddities you locate during his conversations in the contracts, and so on.” Diana gestured to the briefcase. “I have a list of oddities we’ve already identified, but we’re hoping another pair of eyes will be able to catch more.”

      I wondered what constituted as an oddity, although I could make a few guesses on what was needed of me in contract form. “Oddities as in someone attempting to mask illegal activities? I had an entire class dedicated to how companies attempt to use loopholes to bypass the law.”

      “Yes, those sort of oddities. This is outside of your schooling level, I know. Frankly, it’s outside of mine. You’re actually ahead of me. I have no formal college education, so we’ll both be learning as we go. Lucifer’s attorneys are flummoxed, because we know there are people making use of loopholes, but they’re having trouble finding them, too. We’re hoping by having someone dedicated to tracking them and general research we can get down to the bottom of the problems plaguing us.”

      I had questions, but I suspected until I signed a lot of paperwork, I’d get no answers. “Dr. Lakset said this would be a paid internship. What can you tell me about the offer?”

      “Well, I can tell you that Lucifer is going to scrap the entire offer he put together upon meeting you, and he’ll come back with something else, probably in the morning.”

      I referred to his schedule for the day, which had given him time specifically to meet me. Someone had labeled me as Intern Supreme, a title I found to be amusing. “Who made this label?”

      “He did. He has a twisted sense of humor. Do yourself a favor. Think about what nickname you would like, make sure it sounds all right with ‘my little’ prefacing it, and come to terms with that becoming part of your life. He’ll use your name some of the time, but when he wants attention, he will use your nickname to annoy you.”

      “I’m adding twenty thousand to the bill if I have to put up with that.”

      “Trust me, make it yearly, demand a salary, and get every benefit you can worm out of him. Before I leave, I’ll set up a tablet for your use, hook you up with an email address, and email you with research information you can go over along with your test results. The meter is taking its sweet time going through your results, so it might be a while before I have something useful for you. The tablet has a cellular plan, so if your phone isn’t sufficient, you can use the tablet to make calls and use the internet.”

      “I have the phone somebody got for me.” I could only presume the phone had come from Lucifer.

      I had not expected the Devil to be the kind to give somebody a phone without pestering the recipient for everything he needed.

      “It’s a piece of shit, but Lucifer had it and he wanted you to have access to a phone immediately, so we’ll replace it with something better. Once you’re out of the hospital, I’ll take you to a store to pick a phone you like.” Diana rummaged through the briefcase, pulling out several papers, which she tucked under her arm. “I’ll leave this with you. The initial agreement is in here, so you can review it. My number is also in here, so call me with any questions. If you’re ready to sign based on that, give me a ring, and I’ll make sure the new version Lucifer has drawn up exceeds that, and I’ll send someone over so you can review and sign. I’m going to make sure those two don’t wreck the entire hospital, as neither have any self-restraint this week.”

      At a lack of anything else to say, I replied, “Thank you, Diana.”

      “You’re welcome. Rest as much as you can, and try not to worry too much over this. Despite appearances, Lucifer is a good employer. He’s just a little crazy sometimes.”

      “A little? Sometimes?”

      Diana laughed. “At least it’s a good crazy.”

      “If you say so.”
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      Several hours after the Devil and his entourage left, the nurses came armed with fresh bags of blood and a determination to get me out of their hospital sooner than later. As I couldn’t do much during the four hours it took to pump the new blood into me, I made use of my free hand to go over the internship documents Diana had left with me. At first glance, the paperwork promised a good future, one where I’d exit the internship with my JD and any additional education I might desire along with an opportunity to continue working for my hellish client.

      The Devil, as always, was in the details. Travel expenses would be paid through a credit or debit card issued in my name drawing from his accounts, all future medical bills would be paid along with lodging, travel expenses, any technology I needed to complete my work, and business-appropriate attire would be provided. To cap it all off, I’d be paid thirty dollars an hour, which fell in line with what an entry-level attorney would make with a firm.

      The entry-level attorneys also needed to worry about paying their rent, buying clothes, and the million other little things that chipped away at a paycheck and left little behind in their wake.

      I could work with thirty an hour with a chunk going to taxes and the rest paying off the debt the Devil wasn’t covering.

      Living debt-free and able to give back to my parents counted as my top priority, and I’d save the fancy new car, a gaming computer, and all the little things that made life fun for after I covered the things that mattered most to me.

      However, following Diana’s suggestion I should take the Devil for all he was worth, I planned to request forty an hour, justifying it through taking away from my schooling time, a minimum requirement to get a master’s degree in something, which would be negotiable, the option to pursue a doctorate if desired, and the Devil had to provide the vehicle if I needed to have one, otherwise all transportation would be his problem, along with his other baseline offerings.

      Then, as I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life working, I requested three weeks of vacation a year with future increases of vacation time to be negotiated but mandatory, depending on how long I stayed in the Devil’s employ.

      Three hours into the transfusion, Marie came in armed with x-rays, her clipboard, and her tablet. “How are you feeling, Sandra?”

      “Hey, doc.” Careful to keep my left arm still so I wouldn’t inflict unnecessary discomfort on myself, I waved the internship offer at her. “I’m not doing too bad. How about you?”

      “Not too bad myself. Do you want the good news or the bad news first?”

      Damn it. Did I really need more bad news? “Hit me with the bad stuff, and if it’s that bad, please spike my IV line with some vodka.”

      “You aren’t old enough to drink yet. Come back in after you’re twenty-one and try again,” she teased.

      Interesting. The bad news couldn’t be that bad if Marie was up for cracking jokes. “Can that be my bad news for today?”

      “Your bad news is that we’ll be evaluating if you can be discharged the day after tomorrow, which means you get to undergo even more tests. You dislike several of the tests.”

      I disliked most of the tests the hospital kept inflicting on me, which didn’t count as bad news in my book. “What’s the bad news, then? Potential discharge is never bad news, doc.”

      “The bad news is, assuming your blood pressure stabilizes and your virus levels are acceptable, you will be expected to venture into the wilds of humanity in an effort to contract illnesses, and you’ll have to return for appointments to do more tests. Those tests are covered as part of your treatments, along with any other care you require as a result of your early release.”

      “I’m failing to see how this is bad news.”

      “We’re expecting you to become very ill and have to be hospitalized again.”

      I considered that, and I nodded. “That could be bad news. If that’s the bad news, what’s the good news?”

      “According to your latest blood tests and scans, the lycanthropy virus has restored basic function to your liver and your kidneys. If your numbers continue to improve, you won’t need to undergo dialysis. The bone scans are also showing improvement.” She showed me a pair of x-rays. I recognized the one as my pre-treatment scan, which showed the cancer having done a good job of eating away at my bones. The second x-ray may as well have belonged to somebody else. “We’ve determined your pain levels were tied to the lycanthropy virus attacking and rebuilding your bones.”

      “Wait. The virus attacked my bones?”

      “It appears the virus viewed a layer of cells bordering all cancer sites as cancer, eliminating them before encouraging the body to restore them. What we know of the virus implies the incubation period before shapeshifting to be the virus preparing the body to handle the shifting process, which breaks down and rebuilds cells from the ground up, using magic to account for any differences in base body mass. We’re still not sure how that works, but the CDC suspects that the virus uses base caloric energy from its host to convert into mass. Those who have small animals often have higher caloric intake needs post shifting. Anyway, we suspect that was the primary source of your pain. Your pain levels will gradually improve, but it could be a process taking several months. The virus has a lot of work left to do. That leads to the more neutral news.”

      “I’m going to have to keep getting transfusions from the donor?” I guessed.

      “This is a distinct possibility. The amount of blood you’ve required for the treatments isn’t going to make this widely available for most. There just aren’t enough willing lycanthrope donors.”

      “But it’s possible, which means it can be studied.”

      “Yes. You’ve proven the theory is plausible. If you were to have a mate, it’s possible the virus would be able to sustain itself throughout the treatments. Essentially, your mate’s virus would work with yours to boost it while you heal. Honestly, this method of treating cancer is something that could, potentially, become viable for those who are willing to take a mate, as their new mate would be a willing donor. If their blood types don’t initially match, the virus can be extracted and donated, although it’s less efficient until the woman’s blood type changes to match her man’s.”

      “Wait. Until the woman’s blood type changes? Is it always the woman’s blood type?”

      “Yes. The virus always seems to adapt the woman’s blood type. We suspect it has to do with the human reproductive cycle. It’s currently believed the virus works with the woman’s menstrual cycle to eject the old blood type during the blood conversion process. Since men don’t menstruate, it would be more challenging for the virus to do the work. Something about the virus’s magic keeps incompatible blood types from causing death, although those in the medical profession are unwilling to attempt non-matching blood type transfusions.”

      “Essentially, lycanthropy is the cure for cancer.”

      “There are no known cases of a post-shift lycanthrope having cancer. The virus does need to be matured or given in a high enough quantity before it is able to combat cancer. This treatment wouldn’t work through natural lycanthropy infection. You would die from the cancer long before the virus was able to help you. That puts us back to step one in terms of cancer research, although we might be able to help others in similar shoes to yours if they’re willing to take the risks.”

      I nodded, wondering how long I would’ve lived if I’d been prejudiced against lycanthropes. Many feared the virus—or, more accurately, they feared the restrictions the infection brought along with a lengthened lifespan. For some, freedom trumped all else. I wanted to live, and coping with the restrictions bothered me a great deal less than looking down the barrel of terminal cancer.

      “The really good news is that you’re improving much faster than we anticipated, even considering how much infected blood you’ve received. So, try to bear with it a little longer. Tomorrow, we’ll conduct some tests in the morning and the evening, but you can have visitors starting at ten until the end of hours. I spoke with your doctors, and they approved you having whatever food you want brought in if you’d like, but make sure you have at least five thousand calories. You need to feed the virus and yourself.”

      “Five thousand?” I blurted.

      “I know it’ll be a challenge, but view it as an opportunity to binge on whatever you want. Your virus has established itself enough you should be digesting faster than you’re used to.” Marie set both of the x-rays on the table near my bed along with her tablet. “Try to walk around if you can to start rebuilding your strength. The tablet has your complete medical record on it, and I’ve been instructed to give you an opportunity to review everything. There is an explanation of all results, in layman terms, with the records. If you have any questions, ring for a nurse, and someone will help explain things to you.”

      “Thanks, doc.”

      Marie smiled and headed for the door. “I’m glad to help, and it’s nice when we get a chance to beat the odds. It’s rare.”
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      To make my doctors and nurses happy, I walked as far as I absolutely could, which was roughly fifty feet. Then, after catching my breath and drinking a protein shake, I aimed for fifty-one feet. As I still needed special drugs and counted as fragile, a nurse kept me company the entire time, and her praise fueled my determination almost as much as my desire to leave the hospital. I occupied myself for three hours, reaching sixty-three feet before I surrendered to my general exhaustion and returned to my room to review the internship offer one more time.

      I debated between calling Diana or emailing her, and I determined I was so starved for conversation with someone who wasn’t a doctor or nurse I’d make use of her invitation to bother her.

      On the third ring, she answered, “Good evening, Sandra. How are you feeling?”

      “Pretty good, actually. I might get discharged the day after tomorrow, although I’m under the impression I’ll be back in the body shop due to illness in a hurry. My marching orders are to go expose myself to sick people. I find this to be a little strange, as I’m in a place where sick people go to get better, but I’m guessing they don’t want me to infect the sick people trying to get better. Not with lycanthropy, but with whatever germs I’m supposed to be contracting in the wild. I have a counter offer I wanted to pitch to you.”

      “Let me grab a notepad and a pen,” she replied, and a few moments later, I heard the slap of papers hitting a hard surface. “Whatever your salary counter was, add at least twenty-five percent. I’ve been reminded women are expected to be happy with the offers they receive. I’m guilty of this. My fiancé spent an hour earlier proving he was right, and the bastard enjoyed it.”

      In the background, someone laughed.

      Upon evaluating my notes, I decided her fiancé was onto something. “Okay. I’m taking that advice. I was initially going to request forty an hour. As such, I’m now requesting sixty an hour, as sixty sounds better than fifty-five.”

      “I cannot dispute that logic, so I won’t. Good. Sixty an hour is reasonable for the headache Lucifer will inevitably give you. Now, add your twenty thousand bonus for putting up for Lucifer’s idiocy. That’s on top of your base sixty per hour, with it reoccurring yearly. As Lucifer’s idiocy truly knows no boundaries, you should request a ten percent per year minimum increase to that bonus.”

      “Am I allowed to be a little gay? At least a little gay enough to say I think I love you and how you think?”

      “You don’t have to be gay to love someone of the same gender. Good friendships are founded on love, and I find that being friends with my co-workers makes life a lot better. But I am not the kind to become offended by such affections. I deal with succubi on an almost daily basis, and I’ve gotten used to being fondled, hugged, cuddled, and otherwise handled by other women. Maybe I should suggest you add a bonus to deal with the various demons and devils. It’s quite the adjustment.” Diana sighed. “The more I think about it, the more I think this offer, even Lucifer’s upgraded offer, is just not high enough. He has had an idea.”

      “Ideas are dangerous things in the wrong hands,” I muttered.

      “Lucifer’s hands are always the wrong hands. Always. It took me about a month in his employee to learn this terrible truth. Worse, my fiancé is one of his nephews, so I simply can’t get rid of him. It doesn’t help I literally live in hell, and technically, he’s one of my neighbors. It’s a decent hike to his house from mine, but it doesn’t change the fact there are no beings offering any form of buffer.” Diana chuckled, and then she added, “It would not surprise me if you become one of my neighbors, too. Lucifer keeps his preferred people close, and Darlene has stars in her eyes regarding her brother.”

      Who had time for an incubus around permanently? Not me. Or maybe not me, depending on the realities of the incubus. “She has stars in her eyes because he’s whining?”

      “The whining is a real problem, but really, Jonas is lonely, he’s too dedicated to his partners to make a good incubus, but Lucifer was concerned he would become violent if converted into another demonic or devilish type. Incubi are pretty varied.”

      “He wasn’t always an incubus?”

      “Oh, no. He had a bad run as a mortal, and Lucifer saved him to get on Darlene’s good side.” After muttering a few curses and something under her breath, Diana said, “If they want to tell you about how he became an incubus, they will. But he started out as mortal as you and me, as did Darlene. The Devil has his way of corrupting the poor unfortunate souls stuck with him.”

      “Hey,” the Devil protested in the background. “What did I do now?”

      “You’re bothering me. I’m on the phone, and if you keep bothering me, I’ll instruct Sandra to be more ruthless with her counteroffer.”

      “That’s not encouraging me to stop bothering you,” Lucifer replied.

      “Go away!” A moment later, something crashed, and the Devil yipped. “Damn it, I even liked that lamp.”

      It took a moment or two to gather my courage, but I asked, “Did you just throw a lamp at Lucifer?”

      “Not only did I throw a lamp, I hit him in the face with it. I really need to stop putting lamps I like on my desk. He comes and bothers me, and it’s the closest projectile with sufficient weight nearby to make it actually hurt if I hit him.”

      “He lets you do that?”

      “He encourages it. If he didn’t want to be hit in the face with a lamp, he’d stop giving me lamps.”

      “Such a cruel, low blow,” the Devil complained. “How will I ever recover?”

      Diana snorted. “I don’t know. Go ask Darlene. While you’re at it, send that idiot brother of hers here. I need him to do me a favor. Anyway, I’m sorry about that, Sandra. He’s leaving, probably to pick glass shards out of his face. That’ll keep him busy for a few minutes.”

      “You really hit your boss in the face with a lamp?”

      “I absolutely hit him in the face with a lamp. Once he’s done picking glass shards out of his face, he’ll send one of the fucking assholes over to clean the mess up, and it’ll let him do some minor rehab work without it cutting into his schedule. You’ll have to learn how to do that sort of micromanagement. Sometimes, the best way to get something done around here is to make a mess that Lucifer needs to clean up. Just plan the messes accordingly. If you spot a good opportunity to force him to do some light rehab work, do so. We want to keep his workload light, but we also need to make sure he’s visible. And yes, we really do call the souls in need of rehabilitation fucking assholes. It was Darlene’s idea. Souls don’t make it here without needing some serious alignment adjustments, so it’s fitting.”

      Life, just when I’d thought it was going to be over, had become strange. “There’s the problem of my education.”

      Diana made a disgruntled noise before clearing her throat. “Your education is not a problem. Lucifer wants us minions to have the schooling we want. I’m taking classes in the evening, because higher education was denied to me due to my circumstances. Now I go in to learn what I want, and I have a tutor to help me catch up on what I missed due to religiously restricted learning. Your record implies you come from a poor background, but your parents took your schooling seriously, so you went into higher education ahead of the curve—and your grades up to now have been stellar. Better than perfect, really. We’ll adjust your schedule so you can continue your education, and Lucifer absolutely will make use of the fucking assholes to help you on that front. There are some truly brilliant minds here, and they will work with us to avoid the harsher punishments. It cultivates a more nurturing spirit down the road, too. The soul remembers.”

      “But will he pay for it if, say, I want to be an academic attorney with a doctorate in European history?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Huh. “Am I really lucky or really unlucky? A few weeks ago, I was dying of cancer. Now I’m getting a free ride for all the schooling I want?”

      “You’re both. You’re lucky in that you qualified for the treatments, but you’re unlucky in having caught Lucifer’s attention. That said, you’re also lucky you caught Lucifer’s attention, because for all he’s the Devil, his capacity for affection and love is matched by few. You’ll get used to him and his contradictions. My recommendation is to try not to worry about it.”

      “Diana, I have requests,” Lucifer announced in the background.

      “Didn’t I just get rid of you?” the Devil’s secretary complained. “I need more things to throw at you, damn it all. What requests? I’m trying to use the phone here.”

      “My requests are errands for Sandra once she’s released. You may use this as ammunition against my wallet.”

      “I have changed my mind. You may enter my domain and give me your list of requests.”

      “I even wrote them down for you.”

      “In the like ten whole seconds since I hit you with my lamp?” Diana sighed.

      “No, not precisely. I had the list already, but I got distracted when you hit me with the lamp,” Lucifer admitted. “I am going to go fetch someone to clean the mess up. Do you want an artist, a musician, or a dancer?”

      “Musician, harp, and make it somebody who can teach me how to play,” she requested.

      “It shall be as you wish. Clothed, tastefully undressed, or nude?”

      “Clothed, else Darian will…” After a long moment of silence, Diana cleared her throat. “Tastefully undressed, now that I’m thinking about it. And send for that fiancé of mine. I suppose I could use some evening entertainment.”

      “I’ll even have someone to make you a new lamp on the promise you don’t break it on my face.”

      Diana huffed. “Always conditions with you. Fine, but you better have somebody make me some vases I can chuck at you.”

      “I think I can handle agreeing to those terms. Enjoy your call.”

      A door thumped closed, and a moment later, Diana giggled, “That’s his way of saying I need to stop working, and that he will be enforcing my off-work status through evening entertainment. He does not appreciate overtime unless it’s really important, so while he views my call with you to be important, I’m otherwise done for the day. You’ll have to get used to that—and you’ll have to be prepared to justify the overtime. That’s not a bad thing. You’ll learn to determine if something is actually important within a few months of working for him. So, where were we?”

      “Finalizing this internship offer.”

      “Right. Anyway, your education will be paid for until you’ve decided you’re done with being educated. He’s not hiring you for your degree. He’s hiring you for your intellect, work ethic, and drive. You could decide to stop pursuing your JD tomorrow, and he would still want you to intern for him. Any other requests?”

      “No, I can’t think of anything assuming clothing, tech, and travel expenses are all covered like it says in these papers.”

      “Meals will be covered, too. I’ll draw this up and check into Lucifer’s list of errands. If they seem sane enough, I’ll send them over so you can get to work once you’re out of the hospital until you end up back in there. But I wouldn’t worry too much about getting sick. Lucifer’s invested, and while he’ll allow the hospital to evaluate you to help establish treatment plans for future patients, you’re almost guaranteed survival, though I can’t promise you’ll emerge fully human once he’s done with you.”

      “I’m already no longer fully human, Diana. I’m infected with lycanthropy.”

      “Lycanthropes are humans. A disease doesn’t stop you from being human. That’s just what prejudice elitists say to make themselves feel superior. At heart, you’re still human. You just have a few extra advantages now.”

      “Well, I have it in writing I won’t become a creepy-crawly, so I’m pretty happy with the situation. Am I allowed to counter the counteroffer?”

      “You absolutely are, especially if you feel you’ve been low-balled. If you want to spend a few weeks haggling, do so.” Papers shuffled, and Diana chuckled. “Lucifer’s list of errands is a little ridiculous, but you should have fun. I have a note to send a card you can use for any purchases. I’m going to send Jonas with you for some of these, because I expect you’ll try to complete the entire list, and by the time you’re done with half of it, you’ll be exhausted. It’ll also keep Darlene off my back for a while. Remember, no is an allowed answer, and Jonas may be a jackass at times, but he respects consent. That’s part of why he starves. If you say no, that’s it. Succubi say no because they like the game and they want him to convince them to say yes. He doesn’t play those games with women. So, if you want him to pursue you, always reply maybe, because no means no and that’s that. That said, Jonas is a liar, a thief, and a whole bunch of other unsavory things, but the one thing he isn’t is a cheat. And don’t expect him to reform.”

      “Diana, I’m training to become a professional shark out for the blood of other attorneys and the unwary. I’m literally educating myself on how to be paid to twist the truth to best benefit my client. He better watch himself with the thieving, because I’ll beat that out of him if he’s around me much.”

      “Trust me, you’d be doing us all a favor. Last week, he stole Lucifer’s wallet and put it behind the milk in Darlene’s office—the emergency milk, which is usually only assaulted once every two or three weeks. The emergency milk had just been replaced.”

      I frowned. “I’m not sure what the problem is.”

      “Well, he stole Lucifer’s wallet.”

      “Diana, he stole Lucifer’s wallet.”

      “We’re using the same words in the same order, and for some reason, I feel like we have entirely different meanings to what we’re saying,” the Devil’s secretary admitted.

      “That’s just amazing. He really stole Lucifer’s wallet and hid it behind his sister’s milk?”

      “Yes. It was really childish.”

      “It was really bold. I mean, we’re talking about Lucifer here.”

      “I will acknowledge it was bold, but it was childish.”

      “I don’t see a problem with people having fun at the Devil’s expense.”

      Diana grunted. “I’ll acknowledge it was amusing until Lucifer needed his wallet for something important.”

      “Well, where did he leave it that Jonas could get his hands on it?”

      “On his desk.”

      I grinned. “It sounds like Jonas was reminding the Devil he can’t leave important things out where anyone might wander by and take them.”

      “While I’ll give you that, please don’t encourage Jonas. He targets panties, too.”

      All right. I couldn’t figure out why an incubus who didn’t get laid often needed panties, and curiosity drove me into asking, “But what does he do with the panties?”

      “He usually hangs them inappropriate places along with a note complaining about the general sexual frustration levels in the place. Apparently, we annoy him when we don’t get laid often enough.”

      “So, you’re saying he’s trying to help in unconventional ways?”

      “Basically.”

      “I’m still not seeing the problem.”

      “He targeted mine the last time. He hung every scrap of underwear I own throughout the entire place. Every demon and devil in residence saw my bras, Sandra.”

      “How’d your fiancé handle it?”

      “The jackass loved it, because he’s the only one who gets to see me wearing them, and he knows it. As do the devils and demons.”

      Understanding struck me, and I giggled. “You’re a control freak, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe a little.”

      “I’m sure you’ll survive through a few little pranks.”

      “Little?”

      I blinked. “How many bras do you own?”

      “Maybe more than I should,” she confessed. “The worst part of this is? I’m still missing a few, and it’s really starting to freak me out.”

      “Have you asked him nicely to return the missing bras?”

      Diana sighed. “I did ask, but he said there had been so many of them he started getting creative, and he genuinely doesn’t remember where he put them all. So, inevitably, my bras will turn up at the worst times. He didn’t mean to forget, but I have missing bras, Sandra.”

      “Is one of my errands to help look for your missing bras?”

      After a moment of silence, the woman laughed. “No, but there are bras in your future. You’re to buy clothing, and he’s specified the exact number of everything you should get with a note you may meet or exceed, but you may not be a skinflint and go under the specified amount.”

      I could handle that. “I’m still not seeing the problem here, Diana.”

      “You’ll learn soon enough,” she warned. “And my evening entertainment has just arrived, so I’m going to let you go. Expect a guest tomorrow morning with the paperwork. If you like it, sign it. If you don’t, send him back with counters until you’re ready to sign. He can teleport, so you can probably get at least six or seven counters in during the day if you want. I’ve been given orders to make the time to review the paperwork throughout the day, so don’t be shy about negotiations. It’s a good time to learn. If you’re uncertain about something, call me.”

      Without waiting for me to reply, Diana hung up, leaving me to wonder what tomorrow would hold.

      After a little reflection, it amazed me I had a tomorrow at all.
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            Some was better than none.

          

        

      

    

    
      The virus donor had a ridiculous amount of blood; first thing in the morning, the doctors and nurses subjected me to yet another transfusion courtesy of my incubating virus’s determination to repair my vital organs. Apparently, a virus on a mission consumed blood as fuel, or so my doctors believed.

      It turned the experiment with my health rather dangerous—and improbable for others, as several donors with the same strain would be needed before testing to see if my success could be duplicated. If it could be duplicated, lycanthropes would be the final last-ditch effort for cancer patients.

      I doubted all—or even most—of them could be saved, but some was better than none.

      It took two units to get my blood pressure back up to where they wanted it, but thanks to an early start and a lack of care if anyone watched somebody’s blood seep into my veins, they permitted visitors. The human man with darker brown hair looked me over while I gave him the same treatment. I recognized the suit as something Lucifer would wear, and as the two shared similar builds when human, I suspected the Devil had tossed Darlene’s brother into his clothes in an effort to up his general appeal.

      It worked, and I eyed the red tie with interest. “You must be Jonas.”

      “I am. You must be Sandra.”

      Interesting. Had he wanted to be dressed up? Had the women in his life held him down while Lucifer stuffed him into his clothes? Either option amused me, as did my awareness he’d been dressed to the Devil’s standards, which involved designer tags and zero respect for money. “I am. First, no is allowed. You do not have to play to Darlene’s hopes and dreams for your love life. I’m not sure if virgins count as treats to incubi or not, but if I do count as a treat, I’m accepting rain checks.” I pointed at the line feeding blood into my arm. “I keep leaking, and frankly, I’m concerned any amount of exertion at this point will finish me off.”

      “I see you’ve been informed I’m an incubus.”

      “I’ve been told you’re a strangely monogamous incubus in need of a love life,” I replied, unable to keep from grinning. “I can’t tell if I’m infernally lucky or unlucky.” Thinking on my feet was a requirement in my future work, so I decided to live on the wild side for a change. The wild side also ran decent odds of acquiring a reliable bedwarmer. “Here’s the deal. I engage with one person at a time, I do not have time in my life for a man, but I do have time in my life for a consistent bed buddy. The way I see it, we can help each other out. I go to bed happy, you go to bed fed, and we’ll maintain a non-relationship for however long is required or desired. Think of it as free dinner for as long as we’re both hungry. That said, I’m infected with lycanthropy, and I really don’t have time to shop around for some man who’ll get in the way of my career, so if you get stuck with me, that’s a you problem and not a me problem, especially if it means I go to bed happy most nights of the week. I’ve got parents to take care of, and no mere man is going to put the brakes on my general ambitions and job security.”

      The incubus snickered, stepped out in the hallway long enough to drag in a bulky duffle bag and a briefcase, and hauled the lot over to my bed before taking a seat. “I appreciate your candor. I see my sister has already gotten to you.”

      “Diana did, but I’m guessing that’s the same thing.”

      “It really is.”

      I almost felt sorry for the guy. “Let’s get down to business. If you were a student in the legal world, would you accept the job offer in that briefcase?”

      Jonas laughed. “I’d put some serious thought into it, and I’d be putting serious thought into it because I know my brother-in-law. Without my extensive experience dealing with him, I’d probably accept it without hesitation. Darlene asked me to sanity check the offer, and I made a few recommendations to sweeten the deal for you. Lucifer would rather not dance around all day about getting you in his employ, although he’s willing to. He’s edgy because you haven’t been secured yet, and when he’s edgy, he makes everyone around him miserable.”

      “And he dresses you in his clothes, apparently.”

      “I was going to wear good jeans and a nice shirt, and this offended His Sulfurous Majesty.” Jonas huffed. “Rather than let me go back to my own damned room and wear something else, I got ambushed. Frankly, I’m a dream in jeans, and I was thinking about your happiness. I’ve learned women who are in hospitals enjoy when the men visiting them look appealing. I’m just as good in jeans as I am in a suit.”

      I took my time admiring him. “That’s really good advice. Who gave it to you?”

      “One of Lucifer’s nephews, who is part incubus. He was visiting his wife in the hospital before they got together, and he had worn jeans since it was his day off. He discovered she gets really hot and bothered when he wears jeans. He kept her amused dressing in various outfits for her while she was ill. He’s almost as much of a prankster as I am at times, so he also tested to find out which outfits she hated the most.” Jonas placed the briefcase on his lap, opened it up, and pulled out a thick stack of papers. “Before you worry, it’s three copies of the same agreement, as Lucifer is really hopeful you’ll like it and want to sign. He’s already signed all of the copies, so if you agree, you just sign, keep one for yourself, Lucifer will keep one, and one will be sent to your school. The one sent to your school is modified so that it only includes the education agreements, the lodging agreements, the travel agreements, a line stating it was a paid internship and you were being compensated a minimum of twenty dollars an hour, and the provisions for tech and attire. Lucifer did not want your full package disclosed to some academics who might try to make your life miserable. They will if given a chance. We’ve discovered that with Diana.”

      I frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “They keep trying to scalp her on the costs for her credits. She has shot down those attempts every time, but Lucifer is well-aware of mortal greed.” Jonas shrugged. “He’s a dick, but he usually means well, at least when his family is concerned.”

      “And since you’re Darlene’s brother, you’re family.”

      “Technically, I’m not. Let’s just say He played around with Darlene’s genetics, so while we have the same parents, we don’t actually share the same genes. This is something that bothers the hell right out of Darlene, and she heads upstairs once a month to cry at Him over having removed our parents’ genetic contributions to her general existence. He just reminds her family is where the heart is, and Lucifer backs Him, which gets the entirety of the hells agitated, because those two aren’t supposed to agree on anything. She’s my sister, and I don’t care what the blood tests say.”

      I wondered what it would be like to have a brother or sister, although I would never blame my parents for not having another child. Between my various exploits and destructive tendencies, they hadn’t been able to realistically afford even me, although they’d made it work somehow. “He?”

      “Yahweh as modern folks tend to pronounce it. The God of Christianity. Usually, we just say He or Him. Don’t ask me why. Last time I used Yahweh, Lucifer cuffed my ears for being too familiar. He is literally one of my in-laws, and I still get my ears cuffed. But, as Lucifer isn’t here to stop me, Yahweh. It’s just consonants in the original Hebrew version of the Bible, but if He wants to be named, we tend to use Yahweh. You won’t see Him, though, not unless Diana is around to help out. He is really cautious around mortals.”

      “Am I at much risk of actually meeting Him?”

      “Unfortunately. He meddles almost as much as Lucifer does. Or fortunately, if you happen to be devout.”

      If I happened to be devout? Had nobody thought to look into what I believed in? Or did Lucifer simply not care? “Would Lucifer actually go after someone who is devout?”

      “Absolutely. It amuses him.”

      “Well, I’m not precisely devout, but I’ve gone to church a few times. I have no urges to go back to church, although I do like some of the Christmas celebrations. Those are pretty cheerful and nice, and the plays are cute.”

      “I sometimes sneak to a church to watch the plays. Some of them are absolutely hysterical. This Christmas, I would be pleased to help you go to a prime viewing. I’ll ask one of the other in-laws to tell me which one is most likely to produce hilarity. We’ll have a great time.”

      “And they don’t mind a demon going to their Christmas celebrations?”

      Jonas grinned. “What they don’t know won’t hurt them.”

      I suspected his friendly, outgoing exterior hid some form of dark interior, but would he be more like sinfully delicious chocolate or something less pleasant? Tar would match well for his home in the Devil’s many hells, but I’d hope for chocolate—and that his flaws were more like pieces of broken almonds mixed in with his chocolate rather than the whole almonds.

      I loathed when I got broken almonds in my chocolate bars, but I ate them anyway.

      “Your sister seems to think you’re severely flawed. Diana agrees, based on you opting to hide Lucifer’s wallet behind Darlene’s milk. Personally, I don’t see what’s wrong with them. Pranks are entertaining, and that seems fairly harmless as far as pranks go.”

      “If he hadn’t left his wallet out unattended, I wouldn’t have moved it into my sister’s office, hiding it behind her milk. Honestly, they’re mad at me because I tricked Lucifer into blaming Darlene for something I did. Once they realized I was the aggressor, I paid for it.” Jonas sighed, gesturing to the duffle bag. “This is part of my payment. I was ordered to, while wearing my brother-in-law’s clothes, go buy games suitable for two players, get your signature on these papers, and keep you entertained for the rest of the day. That’s only the beginning of my punishment.”

      I raised a brow. “I mean, I guess having to babysit a not-quite-dead chick with no hair is a bit of a punishment. I already miss my hair. It used to be blonde and pretty long, and I could make it curl nicely when I wanted.”

      “Hair restoration is not beyond Lucifer. You can stipulate he attend to your hair needs as part of your contract.”

      “That’s okay. I already asked my dad about it. He knows somebody, and it makes him feel useful. In the meantime, I’ll cope or wear a wig. And I don’t need Lucifer to scalp some blonde for her hair.”

      Jonas snorted. “He just might, too.”

      “He does seem quite unreasonable. How flustered did he get when you stole his wallet?”

      “It was pretty amazing. I thought he’d finally blow smoke out of his ears after the first twelve hours of being absolutely certain he’d left his wallet in his office. I mean, he had. It’s not my fault he left his office unattended with the door open and the wallet in plain sight. My fingers got itchy, so I helped myself. I rewarded myself with a twenty for having successfully stolen his wallet, and then I tossed it in the fridge, after making sure I inventoried everything in it, in case someone else found the wallet first. I may have stolen one of my sister’s little love notes and slipped it in with his cash while I was at it. I don’t see why people think I should resist temptation. Lucifer didn’t turn me into an angel. I’m a demon, and I have a reputation to maintain.”

      As Jonas wouldn’t be maintaining his reputation through his sexual exploits, I could understand how indulging in a little evil might appeal to him. “You let him off lightly. Only a twenty?”

      “He didn’t have that much on him, and he usually keeps cash for disgustingly benevolent deeds, so I didn’t want to clean him out.”

      Apparently, the incubus was inflicted with goody-goody tendencies, which meant I needed to take care about mentioning anything to do with my magic.

      Then again, would the Devil punish or reward me for having burned his little mansion down? Time would tell—or not.

      I would hope for not, as an extended lifespan hadn’t been on my agenda when I’d lit the first match.

      “Honestly, I’m confused. Lucifer doesn’t exactly strike me as a malevolent being. He’s an annoying being, but he doesn’t seem malevolent.”

      “Oh, he can be plenty malevolent. Making me a monogamous incubus is malevolence of the highest order. I’m basically the laughingstock of his hells, and the bastard knows it. It beats the alternatives, but he went slightly overboard with my conversion. He takes more care now—and he’s far more careful when picking species for his newest targets.” Jonas frowned and regarded the papers before staring at the IV pumping me full of some lycanthrope’s blood. “Would you prefer if I read the documents to you?”

      “Spare us both the headache.” I held out my sole available hand for the sheets. “One paper at a time so I don’t have to juggle them, and if someone didn’t send a notepad with you for questions or modification requests, there should be some scraps of paper or something in the pile near the door.”

      Jonas passed over the first sheet, and I read over the internship proposal, which boiled down to upgrades of everything I had requested, a horse capable of surviving in the Devil’s many hells, as I would require transportation between the various residences, a residence in hell, a permanent residence in a location of my choice just about anywhere on Earth, a vehicle to be parked at the permanent residence of my choice, all the education my greedy little heart could want, enough money I questioned if I needed the education at all, and legal representation should I ever require it.

      It took pressing my lips together to keep from cackling over the offer of legal representation. “How good is his legal representation, anyway?”

      “Lucifer is a disgustingly good attorney when he wants to be. Don’t let him trick you. He goes to the courts on Earth to keep an eye on the current times and the law. If he’s playing attorney, I wish the mortals luck winning a case against him, and that’s even if they bring in archangels. The offer of representation is a good one. I suggested that, as I’ve had more than my fair share of incidents. I get representation grudgingly, because Lucifer would be embarrassed if his brother-in-law got into trouble.”

      “Yet Kanika gets into trouble all of the time.”

      Jonas snickered. “That poor girl just can’t help it. It’s simple, Sandra. Kanika is absolutely incapable of sensibly showing affection to most people. So, Lucifer tries to be a good father for her, she gets flustered, and while she’s flailing, something inevitably gets broken. Then she gets even more flustered. Lucifer is an empath when he wants to be—he needs to be able to tell how the fucking assholes tick. So, when his attention flusters her in a good way, he shows her more of what’s making her happy. But this ultimately results in property damage. Here’s a good example. Lucifer took her to a car dealership, because he wanted her to have something nice that was hers and not Malcolm’s. She fell in love with a car, and Lucifer said it was hers. She got so flustered she about entered orbit, shifted into one of her larger forms, and did a significant amount of damage to the car she loved as a result. For the record, Lucifer bought the car at full price, paid for it to be restored to like new, and gave it to her. She cried, and she gets seriously embarrassed when she cries, so she did what startled cats do. She ran. Unfortunately, he gave her the car after dinner in Athens, and she ran right out into traffic, thus creating a traffic accident and damaging even more cars. Some of the court cases were settlements about that.”

      My mouth dropped open at the source of my woes. “He was trying to buy her a present?”

      “Yep. That’s it, that’s all. He was trying to show her he cared by getting her something she liked. This crap happens all of the time. And then they fight because they like it. Really, living in the same household with Lucifer is a treat. There’s so much drama, and I’m not the one causing it.”

      “Except with your whining,” I muttered.

      “That’s all on Lucifer. I didn’t ask him to make me among the most dedicated of men. After my conversion, I tried to be a proper incubus. I about threw up on my second date. It turns out I have a cooldown period between women. I do not handle rebounds well. Of course, I will deny that should such an accusation be leveled in my direction. I have some pride.”

      “Have you tried burning Lucifer’s house down? I mean, that sounds like an offense worthy of some arson.” Shit. I eyed the IV, wondering if there’d been something other than some lycanthrope’s blood lurking in the line, removing my ability to control my mouth. “That wasn’t a nice thing of me to suggest.”

      Jonas cleared his throat. “No, but lately, that’s only because someone beat me to the chase. The main house is in the heart of a lava field, so it’s invulnerable to fire. Let me tell you, though. Lucifer has a serious crush on the arsonist. I do not envy the poor bastard once Lucifer gets his hands on him.”

      “His hands?” I asked, hoping the incubus viewed me as curious rather than guilty. I also found it promising that Jonas didn’t question my suggestion of arson.

      Then again, in Athens, the Devil always made the news.

      “Diana worked some practitioner magic because Lucifer refused to peek. He likes rewarding ballsy humans, and it doesn’t get much ballsier than that. As such, he’s determined to find the arsonist the good old-fashioned way. That’s actually one of our errands once you’re released from here. We’re to go have a look at the site and see if we can find anything. I figure he just thinks you could use some country air and is using a visit to his burned-out mansion as an excuse. Diana was able to get a basic description, but she wasn’t able to pierce the arsonist’s shroud. That revved Lucifer’s engine, because he always needs people capable of making shrouds—and shrouding is some pretty significant magical work.”

      No kidding. I’d worked long and hard to make sure nobody could figure out I’d torched the place. “Wait. Lucifer wants to reward the arsonist?”

      “The arsonist was that brilliant. From what Diana could tell, there was zero actual malevolence from the arsonist. She speculates it was possibly a mercenary hit, but an ethical mercenary did the job. There was evidence the arsonist had checked for living beings inside. We’d just emptied the house because the chain of court cases were done, so Lucifer wanted to head home for a while. So, outside of some random stuff nobody will really miss, it was just a house. It was an expensive hit, but it was harmless.”

      “Arson is harmless?” I blurted.

      “Realistically, the only thing actually attacked was Lucifer’s wallet—and Lucifer really respects successful assaults on his wallet.”

      I eyed the paper I held before handing it over so I could check over the next sheet. “The more I learn, the more I believe Lucifer is even crazier than I thought.”

      “Running the hells is hard on a man. I respect Lucifer a lot for what he handles. Honestly, I had a lot of reservations about my sister falling in with him, but he’s the best thing to ever happen to her—and I’m pretty sure she’s the best thing to have happened to him. Darlene wants everyone to be as happy as she is, and as her brother, I get the lion’s share of her attention if she’s not working on another project. For that, I’ll apologize in advance. Should we pursue a relationship founded solely on evening trysts, that will drive her insane, as she knows I need to feed but wants me to enjoy the rest of the benefits of a relationship. Once you’re out of the hospital and healing, we can discuss an arrangement, but I prefer my women to be completely sober when making decisions like that.”

      Damn. Lucifer must have done a lot of adjustments to the poor incubus for him to potentially risk a guaranteed meal most nights of the week. “Just because they give me drugs through the fancy line attached to my arm doesn’t mean I’m not sober. I’m just a tiny bit high.”

      Jonas glanced at the IV stand and its attached monitor. “You’re on morphine, Sandra.”

      “Really? I feel like I should be much higher than I am if they have me on morphine. Damn. Honestly, I don’t feel impaired. Now, granted, the pain has been a beast, but it could be worse. Hell, it was worse before that lycanthrope decided to serve as my blood bank. For which I’m exceptionally grateful, by the way. I’d be dead right now without that lycanthrope.” Shrugging, I checked the sheet and handed it back to Jonas. “Seriously, I feel like I should counter this offer out of pure spite, but I don’t see anything wrong with this. I’m going to be compensated far better than entry-level attorneys with a new JD. This is more than fair.”

      “I’ll put a note to compensate you for having to deal with a hungry incubus but otherwise leave the contract as is. Basically, I live to nag Lucifer, and this gives me an excuse to nag him.”

      “Maybe you should be his intern?”

      “According to him, my full-time job is to make sure I’m accessible for when my sister wants a hug. Really, I’m Darlene’s bitch, and I do whatever she needs. I’m like an office gopher who rarely has to actually work, so I entertain myself cooking and handling things in the kitchen and around the house. I’m not sure if that was one of Lucifer’s nicer adjustments, but I’ve grown to actually enjoy a lot of domestic things. Gardening in hell isn’t precisely simple, but I whined until I got a greenhouse. Now my greenhouse is one part greenhouse and one part aviary. I’m the only one right now having any success getting an endangered bird species to breed in captivity. I’m not even cheating. I just got a little overenthusiastic and grew every native plant I could find and gave them a mansion in Lucifer’s mansion.”

      “You garden?”

      “It fills the time, and I find it to be calming. Hungry demons need calming activities, and it turns out gardening is my calming activity, and I love all things tomatoes. I hope you like tomatoes, because I’m overwhelmed with tomato plants.”

      I eyed the incubus with interest. “I do like tomatoes, especially when they’re transformed into sauce or chili. You lie and steal, but you cook and garden. I am going to need disclosure about your other bad habits.”

      “I lie and steal a lot. I have itchy fingers and a prankster’s heart. Frankly, I’m morally and ethically twisted on a good day. I’m terrible husband material.”

      “But do you clean?”

      “That depends on if I’m being paid in sex,” he admitted.

      I considered my choices, which involved a bad husband that cleaned or more lonely nights and inevitable continuation of my virginity on grounds of being too lazy to go get laid. When I considered the downsides, was he really that bad of a husband? “I have no tolerance for domestic violence, and I will carve parts off any man I’m in a relationship with that even tries that shit. Consider yourself warned.”

      “I don’t cheat or abuse my partners. Usually, I’m the therapy plan for abused women, so I’m more likely to pamper you to a near-death state than actually hurt you. Well, sprains during vigorous engagements are possible.”

      I pointed at the papers. “Give me those damned things, give me a pen, and I’m handwriting a note that until further notice, you’re my bitch. Darlene will just have to go find another bitch.”

      Jonas snorted, but he handed me the papers and a pen. “I’m not sure a man who doesn’t condone violence against his partner should be a foundational point for a long-term relationship.”

      “Obviously, you haven’t investigated domestic violence rates, Jonas. I have. Use your phone and have a peek while I sign these and add an addendum that this contract is dependent on you becoming my bitch.”

      With a frown and furrowed brows, Jonas pulled a phone out from his pocket and tapped at the screen. While he researched domestic violence rates, I signed the papers, and on the back of the copy meant for Lucifer, I declared Jonas was now my bitch and that Darlene would need to find a replacement bitch, although she could borrow him for hugs as needed to keep the whining to a minimum. Once done, I showed him my addendum. “Think this will work?”

      “I’m pretty sure this confirms you’re rather high from your medications. My name is Jonas, not Darlene’s bitch—or even formerly Darlene’s bitch. At least use my name if you’re going to turn me into your property.”

      I frowned, and then I put a star beside every reference to Darlene’s bitch and wrote Jonas with a matching star beneath it. “Do you have a last name?”

      “For purposes of that document, I think you’ve established the identity of Darlene’s bitch well enough.” Jonas sighed at his phone. “Considering these numbers, I admit I might be convinced to make similar bargains and demands in your situation. It’s just safer not to date, isn’t it?”

      “It’s really not. I’m debating corporate law or representing domestic violence and rape victims. The domestic violence and rape cases are hard. The prosecution always tries to paint the woman as deserving to be raped or abused.”

      “Lucifer abhors abusers and rapists, and he works on those fucking assholes when he’s in his worst mood. You’ll find if Lucifer is matchmaking, you’re being set up with someone who lacks those tendencies.”

      “Says the incubus who can control someone’s desire.”

      Jonas chuckled. “I can turn you on, but you ultimately decide if you act. We do not take free will away—we just do a damned good job of making humans want to jump the nearest person for a good time. A human always has the ability to walk away and say no. Most just don’t make that decision. Once you’re recovered, if you’d like to be influenced to see how good you are at resisting temptation, I’m happy to oblige. I won’t even act on the opportunity, although I’ll immensely enjoy you begging me to change my mind.”

      Oh. Nice. “What do I get for resisting you?”

      “Nothing, which is why resisting is so difficult. All you get from resisting me is disappointment.”

      I scowled. “Should I resist you successfully, you will cook dinner for me using things from your garden. I like most meats, but I don’t like weird organs.”

      “And what do I get if you don’t resist?”

      “Fed.” I engaged him in a staring contest, raising a brow. “Aren’t virgins delicious treats to a fine incubus such as yourself?”

      “You are playing a dangerous game, Sandra.”

      “I’m not playing a game. I’m making a bet with equivalent odds and a great payoff. That society seems to think my virginity is actually worth something is ridiculous. I don’t get anything for having my virginity, and I’m not compensated for losing it, but people seem to think they have the right to tell me—and other women—what to do with our bodies. A man’s virginity is worthless. Nobody cares if a man goes to his wedding day a virgin. There are no campaigns to preserve his precious virginity because a man’s virginity has no value. It’s expected most men are practiced at sleeping around. Women are the ones who pay the price in the eyes of society. Although, that said, are virgin men delicious to succubi?”

      “Considering their rarity, they’re an extremely rare treat they try to enjoy when they find one. And you’re absolutely correct. Women do unfairly carry the burden of virginity.”

      I displayed my middle finger for Jonas to admire. “This is how I feel about the situation. That said, I’m sure my parents think I’ve been around the block three or four times by now. I’m in college, and there are frat parties. I never attend the frat parties, by the way. I’ve no interest in them. I also have no interest in being drugged or raped, which is an unfortunately common occurrence at those parties.”

      Jonas returned his phone back in his pocket and shook his head. I finished signing the papers and handed them over. “I’ll return shortly, as I’ve been told I will keep you amused today, else I’ll be one of the fucking assholes for an afternoon, and it took exactly one round of that to learn I do not want to repeat that experience again.” He vanished.

      Well, the rest of my day would be interesting, which beat the relentless boredom of waiting to find out if I’d die or not.

      I appreciated having something to look forward to.
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      After giving me two units of blood, the nurse checked my blood pressure, which insisted on remaining low. When she left with a frown, I worried. Within twenty minutes, she brought a collection of doctors back with her. Jonas showed up at the same time they decided to pop me back into a full round of testing.

      “You’ll have to leave, Mr. Esmaranda,” one of the doctors informed the incubus. I checked his name tag, which had been covered with a sticker reading Mortan. I realized all of them had gone with first names, something I hadn’t paid much attention to as I’d continued to call everybody doc because doc was easier than trying to remember names.

      The handwritten stickers with first names intrigued me. “I mean, if he wants to watch you all poke me with sticks and stir my insides, I don’t have a problem with it, doc. I’m sure he could be useful.” I squinted to make certain I’d read his name tag correctly. “Testing sucks, and I wouldn’t mind an incubus holding my hand or stripping while I endured, Dr. Mortan.”

      The doctor grunted. “Unless your incubus is owed a favor by an angel, I’m afraid he’ll have to leave until the tests are over.”

      Jonas shrugged. “Well, I mean, if an angel is needed, I could probably get one with minimal fuss. What specialty do you need? Some are better at certain things. Unless it’s her reproductive system, in which case, you just need me. I’m a one-stop shop for anything involving women and their reproductive systems. I’m also good at general female hormonal therapy.”

      That caught my doctor’s attention. “If I asked you to check her hormone levels, how good are you at getting accurate results?”

      “Do you want accurate hormone levels or corrected hormone levels? If you want accurate levels, I’ll just steal Diana’s scanner. I mean, I’d have to steal Diana, too, but I don’t mind a little kidnapping now and then. I would find that to be entertaining.”

      “Miss Moore? While it wasn’t a part of your planned treatments, at this stage, it would not go amiss to have him do a check. It would remove some strain from your virus. Do you consent to Mr. Esmaranda being informed of your current health problems?”

      “I want to be out of this place as soon as possible, no offense to you meant at all, Dr. Mortan. Tell him whatever you want. You better give him the warning about how lycanthropy is a contagious disease, and while I haven’t started looking at men like they’re dinner yet, it could happen soon.”

      I really needed to deal with my glasses. I’d been able to handle things close to my face, like my paperwork, but my inability to see far clearly hadn’t improved since the chemotherapy. I hoped I could still drive, as I’d have to drive to get to a place I could fix my glasses. If anything, my prescription had worsened. The blurred figures of the doctors and nurses did their best to keep from laughing, although Dr. Mortan grinned before replying, “This is a valid concern. Mr. Esmaranda, I recommend against engaging in any adult activities with Miss Moore unless you wish to become bonded to her. It would also stress her already strained virus. When we started this experiment, we did not anticipate the virus would continually plunder her blood to repair her internal organs to this degree.”

      Jonas chuckled. “Let me contact an angel or archangel first. Give me twenty minutes, and I’ll be back with an assistant. I’ll handle the hormonal therapy, and if there’s damage to her reproductive system, I can make myself useful on that front.”

      “Her reproductive system is currently rather mangled,” my doctor admitted.

      “What do you mean by mangled?” he asked with a frown.

      “The cancer destroyed most of it, truth be told. One ovary is still somewhat intact. The rest is a write-off, and we’re hoping the lycanthropy virus will repair it over time. Without the lycanthropy virus, we’d be removing everything except the one ovary.”

      “I’m missing a lot of bits right now, Jonas. Honestly, it’s probably a miracle I haven’t left the hospital in a cardboard box on route for the morgue. These docs are seriously great. I mean, I’m a living experiment to see if a cancer treatment on terminal patients will work, but I’m way ahead of the game right now.”

      “I see. I’ll return within twenty to thirty minutes,” Jonas promised before disappearing.

      “You have the strangest guests, Sandra,” Marie announced. “I don’t know how you got an incubus willing to do that level of work, but you’re fortunate.”

      “Do you think the angel or archangel will talk sense into him once he starts asking for favors? He keeps coming around, and he’s handsome enough I find it difficult to suggest he should go away.”

      “He is easy on the eyes,” Marie replied with a grin. “And if he can take some of the strain off your virus, even better. The donor can’t keep up with you if you keep going through two to four units a day. Lycanthropes regenerate quickly, but this is more than they typically regenerate.”

      “We have another two units available, but it’s from a different donor,” Dr. Mortan replied. “I had wanted to save them for tomorrow, but that is unlikely at this point.”

      “Human blood?” I asked.

      My doctor shook his head. “No. It’s someone with a matching blood type and the same strain. The donor convinced someone with the same strain to donate in case you needed it. We simply did not anticipate how many units you would require.”

      Great. The last thing I needed was a setback when I was about to move forward with an internship that would put me in the perfect position to help care for my family, assuming the Devil didn’t discover what I’d been doing prior to his invitation to work for him.

      In a perfect world, I’d never think about my evening activities with some matches and gasoline ever again.

      Several flashes of light drew my attention, and Jonas returned with two angels. I made certain to keep from glancing towards their heads, uncertain if I’d be able to pierce through their shrouds.

      “Do close your eyes, Sandra, dear,” one of the angels said in a feminine voice. “That will make things easier for you. I am Camael. My brother is Anael. Jonas inquired if we might be able to offer assistance in your quest to better treat patients inflicted with cancer. It would be an honor to do what we can.”

      When an angel said I should close my eyes, I accepted the advice without question or complaint. “It’s appreciated. This whole dying young thing is not really up my alley, although if you actually owe Jonas a favor, I feel like you are in just as tough a spot as I’m in.”

      Jonas snickered. “They used to owe me favors, but they’re freeing themselves from such a terrible burden with something that is probably trivial for them when they’re working together. Dr. Mortan, if you could explain the situation to them?”

      Dr. Mortan, without bothering to use any of the layman’s terms he’d used with me, launched into a rather detailed explanation of what my cancer had done to my body. From the little I could translate of his medical lingo, I was up a shit creek without a paddle or a boat, and the shit creek was due for a diarrhea disaster.

      The angels’ laughter chimed.

      “That is an apt translation, young Sandra,” Camael replied. “While my brother is what you would call only an angel, I am an archangel. I felt your curiosity.”

      “Well, holy shit, Jonas. What filthy work did you do to be owed a favor by an angel and an archangel?”

      The incubus laughed. “What makes you think I was doing filthy work?”

      “You’re a sex demon. Isn’t that what you do?”

      “My work is never filthy. It’s pure pleasure.”

      “Please save your flirtations for later,” Camael scolded. “My apologies, Dr. Mortan. Please continue. We shall try to limit our interruptions.”

      “There’s not much more to tell. All of her organs have been compromised in some fashion or another, her brain is damaged in numerous places, and the lycanthropy virus is working hard trying to restore organ functionality, but it’s consuming her blood to do it since she no longer has any muscle mass left for it to plunder from, nor can we feed her sufficient calories to fuel the healing work. Unless we can arrange for multiple donors of the same virus strain, once we’re out of blood, that’s it. I don’t think we’ll be able to keep her topped up with enough human blood to counter the virus’s rate of consumption. This was not an expected hurdle.”

      The archangel made a thoughtful sound before she said, “So, we can either provide fuel for the virus, or we can repair the organs so the virus can rest and recover—or we can do both. Young Jonas here is a suitable caretaker for her should we handle such care. You would want to discharge her, as her virus would inevitably spike. You would not want a new lycanthrope with no control caged in a room such as this. I am certain he can keep her out of trouble while she adapts to her virus.”

      “I can take care of her,” Jonas said. “Anael, if it would not be a burden, could you make an arrangement for a lycanthrope-friendly hotel in Athens? Some of the errands Lucifer wishes for her to run are ideal for a fidgety lycanthrope who needs some exercise and fresh air. He likely anticipated something like this happening. He’s an asshole like that.”

      “I will take care of this matter and return soon,” the angel stated before something popped.

      I resisted the urge to peek, keeping my eyes closed so the angel or archangel wouldn’t eradicate me. “You better talk to your brother-in-law about getting paid for this, Jonas. I’m pretty sure losing favors owed to you by an angel and an archangel is worth a pretty hefty paycheck. Make him build you your own house and greenhouse somewhere nearby his residence so you can have some personal freedom. Then make him maintain your current greenhouse.”

      The archangel chuckled. “I see you have charmed yourself a fledgling lycanthrope, Jonas.”

      “I wouldn’t call myself charmed. He just has my attention, he’s offering the goods, and he’s tolerable company so far, and I didn’t have to get him out of his clothes to be tolerable. That’s actually a pretty good start to a friendship, honestly. And the fact he’s trying to keep me from meeting a premature end is definitely helping his cause. Also, I don’t know if headless beings even have eyes, but look at him. He’s pretty handsome.”

      “He is an incubus. They are always handsome. An ugly incubus would have difficulties feeding himself.”

      “His personality is, despite what I’ve been told, actually pretty decent. That’s rare, Camael. I’m evaluating if he has a suitable number of positive traits right now. Honestly, don’t tell me if he doesn’t. I’m enjoying my delusions. That, plus he’s handsome.”

      “I’m right here,” Jonas complained.

      “Yes, yes. Since I can’t open my eyes right now, you may as well just not be there at all. I’m trying to find out from a higher power what you bring to the table.”

      The archangel giggled, and the sound reminded me of the tinkling of bells. “Jonas, my darling little brother, you will find this one will bring you much trouble should you let her.”

      “If you’ve ever listened to Darlene, you will have known for years I’m nothing but trouble and deserve nothing but trouble for my various sins,” the incubus replied. “Though out of the extensive collection of in-laws, you’re one of the nicer ones. You don’t make me think you’re contemplating the benefits of wiping me from existence.”

      Camael’s laughter bloomed. “My siblings only do that because you were so delightfully skittish when you were first converted. You’ve become much steadier since then. I will leave all tormenting of your person to the young lady putting serious thought into keeping you. After we have treated her, we will teleport her to your hotel, where you can indulge in your base nature and pamper her. You can do your share of your work there, as it will be lengthy and tiring for you both. I will confer with Lucifer to make certain you are fed through an alternative fashion. You will become quite hungry after the work you put in, and she will not be capable of feeding you for at least a week.”

      “I’ll be fine. I have good control over my hunger.”

      “That is a sad truth,” the archangel replied.

      Something popped, and a moment later, Anael announced, “I have made arrangements for a hotel room, but it is not directly in Athens, although it is close enough. There were no places appropriate closer. I notified Lucifer to mitigate his complaints, and he agreed with my choice. He will send an amended list of things she should do as soon as she can.”

      “Then we will begin. Doctors, nurses, your work has been done, and it has been done well, but we shall do what you cannot without great effort on your part and greater suffering on hers. We shall compensate your lost research by evaluating each future for treatments and providing the information you need to help other humans suffering as she suffers. You did well by her, although you were not prepared for the realities of the treatments you attempted.”

      One of the doctors sighed. “We weren’t expecting her to survive the first phase, but she did not want a slow and long demise, and there was a chance.”

      “A chance is better than no chance when one has her will to live,” the archangel replied. “You learned something very important with the combination of treatments you gave her. You will save many lives because you were willing to risk hers. Continue such research. You have made another step forward for the caring of other humans, and that is an important thing. Now, please go. Jonas, you may stay. Your first job is to rig a blindfold, for we will need to expose our halos, and it will be easier without the shrouds.”

      Footsteps ushered in the closing of a door. I could only assume the doctors and nurses had obeyed and left. “And since I’ve been flirting with death, I can see through the shroud anyway. Or might soon. I’ve been warned.”

      “You have flirted with more than merely death, and your vision is not a consequence of your mortality but your adept skill with magic. You did not pursue any forbidden arts, which makes your discovery of how to create a shroud all the more impressive. You learned because you needed to conceal something, and you did not know what magic you awoke within you. To create a shroud, you must see the shrouds—and you must see through the shrouds. But your soul is mortal, and that dooms you. I shall correct that.”

      “You’ll what?” Jonas blurted.

      “He loves His fallen son, Jonas. You know this well. This girl’s demise would hurt my brother, and He is a compassionate being. She broke no universal laws. She did not even skirt breaking any.” The archangel giggled. “You, young Sandra, should not be permitted near matches. They are a temptation you cannot seem to resist.”

      Damn it. I hadn’t even thought about what had led up to needing to create a shroud in the first place. “Busted,” I muttered.

      “You were, as you say, busted the instant my brother refused to look and his little nightmare could not pierce what you created. He found your daring to be charming, and He instructed we were to preserve your soul, for you uncovered the secret through nothing more than forcing my brother to pay consequences for his actions—and He appreciates that.”

      Jonas sucked in a breath. “You’re the arsonist, Sandra?”

      “I was dying, he crashed the courthouse, I wasn’t ready to play attorney yet, and I was going to die anyway, so I figured the Devil would kill me off a lot faster and cheaper if he figured out I’d done it.” I inhaled, forcing myself to calm down. “I figured he would track down who had burned his little mini mansion in a hurry and escort me to hell. It would have done me a favor, really. But I made sure nobody was in the place first. I even made sure all of the fish were gone, because they have nothing to do with their owner’s shitty behavior in court.”

      Jonas snickered. “That’s just incredible. You learned how to create a shroud so you wouldn’t suffer from cancer for longer than necessary? And you targeted Lucifer?”

      “Who else would I target? He was the one who turned the court into a circus. I can’t even blame his little cupcake of a daughter. She tried so hard to strangle him. I respect that. I wanted to strangle him, too.”

      “Who doesn’t want to strangle him at least once?” Jonas laughed. “And to think, Lucifer became interested in you because you were so damned patient in court, too, which made you perfect for tolerating his bullshit.”

      “It’s just wrong. I worked so hard on that hit, convinced he’d figure me out within ten minutes, and then he comes to my school and tries to hire me rather than fire me. As in burn me to a little crisp. I mean, firing me as in punting me out of his employment seems to be an option now?”

      “Considering you signed the employment papers, yes. Camael, Anael, I don’t know what you need from me, but I would offer you favors to make this work out for the best, whatever that is.”

      The archangel and angel both laughed, and the sound soothed me better than any drug I’d ever taken. Camael said, “There will be no owed debt, young Jonas. He would have interfered eventually, and this balances the scales between us. Sandra, you do have a choice to make before we begin.”

      “What choice?”

      “The deception began with your lycanthropy virus infection.”

      “The unknown strain?”

      “Yes,” Camael confirmed. “It is unknown because there is no animal associated with the virus. You have the virus, but the animal DNA has been stripped from it. The donors are two people who were infected with this human-made virus, and you were never at risk of a mating bond because these two lycanthropes are mated to each other. As such, your virus has no purpose beyond healing your body. Of course, the instant you begin seriously pursuing a male, that portion of the virus’s nature will awaken. Your issues are due to the lack of an animal’s DNA guiding your virus. Because the virus does not have any cues from the animal strain, it does the only thing it can, which is heal your body. It does not understand it kills you trying to help you.”

      “Diana and Darian are the donors,” Jonas informed me. “While Diana was meeting with you, Darian was donating his blood. When Diana left, she would donate as well. Lucifer has been abusing his holy fire trying to crank their blood production to make sure you have enough units, but they’re becoming tired and can’t sustain so many units for so long. That’s part of why they want me to stick close. I can monitor you, and because I can teleport and take someone with me, if your condition worsened, I could take you to Lucifer. I wasn’t supposed to tell you, but considering the situation, well, it’s not my problem you know, and knowing gives you an edge. Lucifer asked them if they would donate to test something about their virus strain and applications in medication.”

      My mouth dropped open. “They have a lycanthropy virus that isn’t attuned with an animal?”

      “Yes. It’s a situation Lucifer is investigating, and that’s part of why he needs your help. It’s just too much work for the staff we have.”

      Camael cleared her throat. “Lucifer will be displeased when he learns you told his secrets.”

      “When isn’t Lucifer displeased with me?”

      “While you have a point, he does like you. He just also enjoys giving you a hard time because you are stubborn and play the games by your own rules.”

      I could easily imagine Jonas shrugging off the archangel’s concern. “He’ll be pleased with me after he puts on a show because telling her improves her odds of a full recovery, and he wants her alive. I’m doing what he wants in a different way. Sure, I’m being self-serving, but at least I’m mostly honest about it.”

      I bet if I kept the incubus around, he’d keep me on my toes due to my awareness he would do everything but cheat if I didn’t keep a close eye on him. The bastard would cheat at everything except our love life if we were to develop one, too.

      I suspected Darlene harbored some deep-seated hatred for me.

      “She really does not,” the archangel informed me. “He cannot help his nature, and she cannot help her nature. You cannot help your nature, either. This is a dangerous combination for you, as your nature will drive you to the limits of your sanity, and you will end up enjoying the ride because you appreciate a challenge.”

      Well, fuck.

      “That would be a part of your appreciation and enjoyment, yes.”

      Hot damn. I’d need some time to recover from the archangel’s rather wicked sense of humor. “What does this realistically mean for me?”

      “It means you get to be a test subject,” the archangel informed me. “We will give you a choice of species. You will pick. We will attempt to attune your lycanthropy virus to that species. We have a backup plan if this does not work—and we may use the backup plan even if it does work. We will evaluate the reality versus the shadows of the future we have observed. These things are not necessarily the same.”

      “Hey, that’s a silver lining. I get to choose my species?”

      “The list is not extensive, but you do get a choice.”

      “I am automatically rejecting any creepy-crawlies. Don’t even offer them to me. Any sort of bug? I just can’t handle it. I’d try to assassinate myself the first time I saw my reflection.”

      The angel and archangel laughed, and Camael replied, “Do not worry. There are no creepy-crawlies among your choices. The species were selected to allow you to better thrive in Lucifer’s domain.”

      “Okay. Hit me with it. What are my choices?”

      The archangel cleared her throat. “You may become a spicy pony, a spicy pony with bite, a fox with some spice, a spicy fox with bite, or a feline of troublesome nature with some spice and bite.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I struggled against the urge to open my eyes and stare in disbelief at the archangel. “Did you just say a spicy pony or a spicy pony with bite?”

      “I absolutely did. He wished for the choices to be of ambiguous nature, as He has a sense of humor that rivals His fallen son’s. He feels these choices will cater well to your nature.”

      Jonas snickered. “The feline of troublesome nature with some spice and bite would fight with Darlene often, I’m sure. Cats do that.”

      “Let’s skip the feline of troublesome nature with some spice and bite. I have the feeling Darlene would win, and if Darlene didn’t win, Lucifer would. I want to survive this, not make myself a target for however short my lifespan as a feline of troublesome nature with bite would be.”

      “You are a creature of wisdom,” the archangel complimented.

      “While I like foxes, I think I’ll take the spicy pony with some bite. That sounds like an upgrade from the spicy pony. I really don’t have anything against foxes—I really like how they’re colored—but I know just enough about mythology to recognize a fox might end up biting me in the ass even more than some sort of demented equine, likely of hellish origin.”

      Camael’s laughter chimed. “You truly are a creature of wisdom. I will return shortly. I will have you drink a brew, and it will not be the most pleasant of things, but you will survive it, and you will learn what it means to be a spicy pony with bite in time.”

      “But what is a spicy pony with bite? There are so many spicy ponies with bite around I can’t even guess,” Jonas complained. “Don’t get me started on those damned cindercorns.”

      “Those are definitely spicy ponies with bite,” Camael agreed.

      “And then you have the damned nightmares.”

      “Those are also spicy ponies with bite,” the archangel replied.

      “The Four Horses of the Apocalypse.”

      “They, too, have much spice and a great deal of bite.”

      “The standard unicorns are spicy perverts, and they bite,” Jonas complained. “Damn it, every single horse from hell is spicy and bites.”

      “It does leave a great deal of room for interpretation. I will return soon. I will say this much, her variant of a spicy pony with bite is not a cindercorn.”

      Something popped, and Jonas cursed.

      “I like horses,” I informed Jonas. “If I’m going to shift into something, becoming a badass horse of some sort really appeals to me.”

      “Hellish equines have stronger appetites than even incubi and succubi, Sandra,” Jonas replied.

      Oh? “But are they whores?”

      “They’re coupled with rather strong monogamous tendencies, much like lycanthropes. Standard unicorn stallions can—and have—trapped succubi in their wicked clutches, and they do not let go once they have secured their mate.”

      “I am not seeing the problem with this, Jonas.”

      “They can live to be over a thousand years.”

      “I’m still not seeing the problem with this. You’re giving me a pretty good sales pitch for this, honestly. I’d have to find another spicy pony with bite or tame an incubus, but it seems there are matchmakers in my life, so I won’t even have to do any of the real work. That might put a damper on your bed buddy plans for a good meal, though.”

      “I’m monogamous, Sandra. We’ve already discussed this.”

      “I’m still not seeing the problem. What are you complaining about? I don’t have time to take care of some needy man, you need a reliable bed buddy, and we certainly don’t have to love each other to have a functional sexual relationship. You might get bored after a few hundred years, but you’d be well-fed while being bored. I’ll kick the bucket eventually, so you can resume moping and being hungry at your leisure at that point. And you could purge the bond should one develop.”

      “It’s much harder to escape one of the equines,” Jonas complained.

      “If I could open my eyes without being at risk of eradication, I would be rolling them at you right now. Don’t be a baby. We both win and lose with this arrangement. You get fed, I go to bed warm and content, and we otherwise leave each other alone and do our own thing. You have to work as Darlene’s bitch, and I’ll be Lucifer’s intern. These things likely do not overlap that much. And if you piss me off enough, I’ll just tattle to Lucifer and make him deal with your disciplining. But as long as you aren’t cheating on me with some other woman, I’m not your mother or your babysitter. Just don’t be a complete dick.”

      “Why do I have a feeling I’m going to regret this?”

      Poor Jonas, forced to accept he couldn’t have everything his way. “I already told you I don’t have time for a man, but a bed buddy would be a nice addition to my life. Just keep your eye on the prize. You get a good meal most nights of the week, and you don’t have to buy me chocolates or roses to get it. If you get lonely, I might even be able to pen you into my schedule, but it’s going to be quite busy.”

      “You are a ruthless woman, Sandra.”

      I was? “If you like buying women chocolate and roses, I like both of those things and won’t object to you indulging your romantic side. It’s just worth reminding you that you’re an incubus and I’m a smart woman. Incubi aren’t in it for love. I’m just cutting through the bullshit so we can both benefit from our agreement.”

      “You are right, Jonas,” Anael stated. “She is a most ruthless woman. I wish you the best of luck with your arrangement. You will need it, but at the very least, you will not wander around as a shadow of your proper self. There is something to be said about properly feeding, and she is making a good offer. While there are consequences to her offer, your needs will be met, which is important for your ongoing health. And think what you will about your sister and her wicked ways, but her love for you is second only to her love for Lucifer, and there is no power in this universe that is capable of coming between those two. Until you discover the woman who makes your soul sing, there is something to be said for a relationship founded on more than merely passing lust or fragile love. You have much to learn, and she can teach you. But I recommend you make use of the roses and the chocolates. You will inevitably annoy her to the limits of her sanity, and it is wise to attempt to appease the angry women in your life.”

      “Women is plural,” Jonas muttered.

      “Did you think establishing an evening arrangement would stop your sister?”

      “I was certainly hoping!”

      I bit my lip so I wouldn’t laugh. Once I had better control of myself, I said, “Keep on dreaming, Jonas.”
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      The next time an archangel warned me something would be unpleasant, I would listen—and I would flee as fast as my feet could carry me. The concoction tasted like honey, a mellow honey I could drink all day without complaint. The taste deceived—and made sure it all ended up in my stomach, where the brew worked its dark magic on me.

      It began as an unpleasant yet familiar burn in my bones, the same kind of all-consuming pain the hospital used the nasty drugs to dull.

      Archangels didn’t believe in drugs. Camael believed in fiery restraints, which bound me to the bed so I couldn’t get up and attempt to strangle the bitch through her shimmering shroud.

      “Before you panic, Jonas, she may now see through the shroud without it destroying her,” Camael announced. “Her temper will be fierce for a few minutes. I did not imbue her with the essence of a sparkly pony capable of farting rainbows and roses, after all. She will be most spicy once He is finished with her. You will appreciate His working. You will have a hungry filly to please, and your nature will enjoy her attentive company.”

      “I appreciate early Christmas presents as much as the next man, but that looks rather painful. Did you have to use holy fire?”

      “Yes. It was necessary. The potion included some ambrosia to go along with the essence. It also included some other components meant to help heal her body, including holy fire. Once the potion’s potency has dulled, I will make use of more holy fire to help her body heal and boost her wavering virus. Make no mistake, young Jonas. While she will be a spicy pony with bite, she will also be a lycanthrope, and her health is tied to her virus’s health. Her virus will be strong once we are finished with her, but for the moment, she must pay the price for her healing in suffering.”

      “You’re using holy fire to chain her to the bed.” Jonas growled something under his breath. “Doesn’t that constitute as cruel and unusual punishment?”

      “Silly incubus. It heals her even as it burns her. Diana suffered through similar, though to a far lesser extent. Did you know?”

      “I knew. Her cancer had just started, so it was easier to remove. I don’t understand why he didn’t just cure Sandra of her cancer. He can.”

      “Ah. I understand now. This is the source of your irritation. Lucifer cured Diana, so why could he not cure Sandra?”

      “That had crossed my mind,” Jonas admitted.

      “It is simple. Lucifer would have had to do a conversion to save her. There would have been no pleasant choices for the conversion. No spicy ponies with bite, nothing with a kinder nature. He would have had to draw from the darkest pits of his many hells for a form for her. It would have destroyed everything she was and could be. She was too far gone for such a ploy to work. He needed to provide ambrosia for this method to work—or a seed. He works to give my brother a gift, although I suppose the gift is more for Darlene than it is for my brother—Lucifer wants Sandra for her, after all. Many good deeds have been done using this way—and this way is the kindest for young Sandra.”

      Jonas heaved a sigh.

      I spat a few curses at the archangel for subjecting me to torture. “Is this a sneak preview of the hell Lucifer is going to put me through once he figures out I torched his mini mansion?”

      “Oh, no. Not at all. He will adore you more than he already does for that,” the archangel promised. “My brother is a sentimental creature, and he was aware of your struggles, your uncertainties, and your fears when he toyed with his little cupcake in that courthouse. You defied your emotions and did what was needed in his presence. That is no small feat. His presence is hard on mortals, and he is aware of how mortals react. You shouldered the burden of his presence far better than most, and he disgusted you. You did not fear him. He does not even suspect you are the one who held the grudge, although it will occur to him once he stops and thinks about it. He trusts Diana’s magic, and he allowed this to blind him. He will learn her magic is not without fault. In a way, you are His gift to Diana, too. You complement her. You have much you can teach each other, although I do not want to guess what you might summon should you learn Diana’s ways.”

      Talking helped distract me from the pain eating away at my bones. “The incubus, to my bed each night.”

      “You will not need to work much in the way of magic to accomplish that goal. You just need to call him, text him, or holler where he might hear. He will come for his evening dessert without hesitation.”

      “Hey, I classify as dessert, Jonas. Does that mean I’ll be terrible for your health and prone to add pounds to your waistline?” I sucked in a breath through clenched teeth. “Why do these things always go for my fucking bones? The virus attacked my bones, too. But the doctors drugged me to hell and back to control the pain. I now recognize how well those drugs worked. Fuck!”

      “It is the heart of your cancer,” the archangel explained. “Your bones were damaged beyond what modern medicine can heal, and the potion is rebuilding what you have lost. When it is done, you will begin producing blood on your own again. This is a good thing. The pain won’t last for much longer. Carry the burden the best you can, and no one here but you will judge you should you faint.”

      “I guess that would explain why I needed so many units. Not producing my own blood while my virus is gobbling my blood to heal everything else would be problematic.”

      “Yes, indeed. There. The pain should be easing some by now, yes?”

      I considered the burn deep within, and after some contemplation, I nodded. “It isn’t pleasant, that’s for certain. I no longer have an urge to try to strangle you, however.”

      “For which I am grateful.”

      Jonas grunted, and he sat near my hospital bed, crossed his arms, and grunted again.

      “Why are you upset, Jonas?”

      “He’s upset because incubi are empaths, and you’re undergoing a lot of pain. He’s aware of it, and he doesn’t like what I’m doing to you, but he understands the necessity of it. You should see him when his sister is distressed. Despite his many flaws, he has learned to be rather compassionate, although his compassion tends to be limited to those he is interested in. Your offer of sustenance is only a facet of his interest. He appreciates tough women, and it takes a tough woman to deceive the Lord of Lies.”

      “I’m pretty sure I was mentally unstable when I decided to torch his house,” I admitted.

      “Well, the cancer had done significant damage to important parts of your brain, hampering your ability to make sound decisions. Your decision had some merit, however. You hoped for mercy, which he would have given you. Alas, your plan has backfired, and you will be burdened with my brother’s adoration for a disturbing period of time.”

      “I’m thinking about kidnapping you and running far away. I can still be your bed buddy even when we’re running away from Lucifer and his general insanity,” Jonas muttered.

      “Do not mind Jonas,” the archangel advised. “Lucifer has been attempting to mold him since his conversion, and while some elements of Lucifer’s plans have worked, others have not. He is weary and hungry, as Lucifer will only provide should his health begin to fail. His health is not to that point yet, so do not worry. Making him wait to enjoy your company would not bring harm, and it might teach him patience.” The archangel shrugged, a rather disconcerting sight thanks to Camael’s lack of a head. “It might take a miracle to teach him good manners, so I will wish the best of luck to you on that front. It is a most excellent thing you enjoy challenges. He will be one of your tougher challenges in life.”

      “But will he send me to bed satisfied most nights, and will he tuck me in?”

      “Absolutely. He will even do things like bring you breakfast in bed, especially if he thinks you are unwell. You will enjoy a great deal of pampering in the near future, for you will be unwell for quite some time.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “How viable is his kidnapping plan?”

      “He would run and take you with him, and Lucifer would chase because the game intrigues him. You would be wise to do the errands Lucifer listed out. They have an important purpose.”

      “Right. Errands first, kidnapping or fleeing second. How long will this torture session last?”

      “For you, approximately five more minutes, after which I will hit you with holy fire, which will result in your abandonment of consciousness. Things will be better when you awaken, that much I can promise you. Things will be different for you, but they will be better.”

      “Show me what you’ve got, Camael.”
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      The silence startled me awake. Over the weeks since my hospitalization, I’d grown used to the constant sounds. The machines buzzed and beeped. The nurse’s feet pattered in the hallway. Murmurs of conversation outside my door exposed when the staff discussed my fate in hushed tones. None of those sounds, comforting in their regularity, disturbed the peace.

      It’d been long enough since I’d enjoyed any form of peace I waited, my body tense, for the truth to reveal itself. In the hospital, the pain often came on the heels of the quiet moments right after waking up.

      Not even an ache bothered me, not even when I waited for the suffering to begin.

      Upon my diagnosis, the various doctors I’d worked with had all said the same thing: I would suffer, and then I would die. Death would not come on quiet feet, either. Pain would be a constant, a foe they would need to battle for the remainder of my life.

      I spent a long time appreciating the warmth, the comfort, and the stillness.

      Only after boredom set in did I open my eyes. The opulent splendor of some prissy hotel room surrounded me, and I shared the bed with an amused Jonas, who stretched out on top of the blanket, staring at me with a smile promising trouble. To my delight, he wore a pair of jeans and a plain t-shirt. “I have been with many women, but you are the first to spend forty minutes wiggling your toes in the blanket. It is a comfortable blanket, but your patience should have limits, Sandra.”

      “It doesn’t hurt,” I informed him. In my opinion, my statement explained everything.

      Something in his expression softened, and his smile lost some of its smug edge. “I know. That’s why I left you to indulge in your toe wiggling and waited until you were ready. Camael said you have been in enough pain for long enough she was uncertain of how you would react to the lack of misery. It’s been two days, and I’ve been caring for you, although I can state it’s the first time I’ve handled a naked woman without sex being involved. Most of the time, you weren’t sufficiently coherent to handle more than the very basics, and you were determined to bathe often.”

      “I can’t blame the drugs, can I?”

      “The drugs played a part. There are some you need to be weaned off of, and I have the prescriptions for you. The rest was exhaustion due to your treatment.” Jonas stretched. “It worked out well, as it gave me time to work on my share of the healing. Camael is an excellent healer, but I’m better than her at hormonal therapy and reproductive organ restoration.”

      “Does that mean I’m no longer sterile?”

      “You may have children if you choose. I have taken the liberty, at Camael’s recommendation, of preventing pregnancy. It can be reversed at any time, but a pregnancy would not be good for your health—or the baby’s health—right now. As such, I made certain there are no unplanned children conceived. She recommends at least a year for your body to adapt to your adjusted biology and the virus, but she recommends I evaluate your health then and give a recommendation of my own.”

      I would need more than a few minutes to come to terms with the rollercoaster that was my health. “I don’t know if I want children, but I like that I could have them if I wanted. Thank you. The doctors had been pretty clear I’d be sterile.”

      “You wouldn’t have been sterile. You would have been dead. Which reminds me. You’re going to come across this in the future without fail. Lucifer and many of his ilk call infertility being barren, no matter the gender. It’s a consequence of their age. People get offended because it’s not packaged in a way they approve of or appreciate.”

      “Jonas, he’s the Devil. Doesn’t he exist to offend people?”

      “Yes, but if the discussion of your sexual health comes up, that’s the language they will use. Lucifer often tells it as it is, and barren ground bears no fruit. That is how it is with the lot of them.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I am not so easily offended.” Sitting up without a care I lacked even a stitch of clothes, I pointed at my stomach, doing my best to ignore the prominence of my ribs. “This gut wasn’t gonna be producing any fruit, so I don’t give a fuck if someone calls me barren. If the shoe fits, I’ll wear it. It all means the same thing.”

      “That gut, as you say, won’t be producing any fruit until you want it to, and when you want it to, you will be able to enjoy the consequences of taking a lover.”

      “How long am I on bed rest without a bed buddy? I finally lured a man to bed, and he’s dressed and I’m not. Honestly? This is slightly disappointing.”

      Jonas smiled, reached over, and pressed his hand to my ribs, careful to keep his hand away from my breasts. “When I can’t see these poking out and on the verge of snapping at a wrong look, you’ll be able to indulge in your plans to acquire a bed buddy for yourself.”

      His skin ran a high risk of burning me with his heat. “I need pajamas before I freeze my ass off.”

      “The virus and the cancer trashed your reserves. I’ll draw a warm bath for you so you can get your body temperature up. I do have pajamas for you, but you’ve been bathing so often I stopped bothering with them.”

      “That is more than fair. Am I going to be able to walk to the bathroom?”

      “Not yet,” he admitted. “I’ll carry you, because a fall would not be good right now. I told Lucifer to shove his errand list up his ass. Instead of coming over and whipping my ass for defying him, he laughed and ordered me to give him a call when you are ready to go on errands. He’ll reissue a list. In the meantime, it’s you, me, this hotel room, and a ton of board games. Lucifer has been over several times with more games, two laptops we can game on, and he even brought a pair of screens to plug the laptops into. Then he said children needed toys and ordered me to make sure you play with the new toys.”

      I stared at him, uncertain of who was crazier: Lucifer for being convinced we were children in need of toys, or Jonas for his tolerance for the Devil’s absurdity. “He really said children need toys? In this case, us? We need toys?”

      “Yep.”

      “How good are these laptops?”

      “They’re good.”

      “All hail Satan. I am a child, and I need toys, Jonas.”

      Jonas laughed and rolled out of bed. “You’re not going to hear me complain, either. Let’s get you warmed up, fed, and dressed, and then we’ll explore our new toy collection and have some fun. After the hell you’ve dealt with lately, you deserve some fun.”
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      Peace came in many shapes and sizes, but nothing surprised me quite as much as discovering tranquility in a hotel room with an incubus without even a hint of sex being involved. It took a few board games to realize the Devil had played us both, as Jonas had a competitive streak the match of mine, and neither of us liked to lose. The chess board saw a great deal of use.

      I appreciated Jonas’s determination to beat me, his patience when I took my time considering my next move, and his utter frustration when I crushed him. Defeating him rose to become my newest favorite hobby, although every now and then I left him an opening so he might enjoy a rare victory.

      No matter how many times I knocked him down at chess, he came back for more.

      After chess, we explored other classics, playing each one three times to determine who was the champion at the game. To my delight and his mortification, we proved equal matches.

      “I’m supposed to be destroying you at this. I’m older, I have more experience, and I play half of these games all the time. How are you beating me?”

      “I’m brilliance and beauty in the flesh,” I quipped, eyeballing our collection. “Really, I just hate to lose.”

      “Same. Who taught you to play chess?”

      I frowned, and my efforts to dredge up the memory produced nothing but annoying confusion. “I don’t know.”

      “Some parts of your brain were destroyed, so it’s not surprising some memories are missing. Camael did what she could, but she can’t restore things completely gone like that without a great deal of effort, and healing you was challenging enough. She can, however, look into the past and tell you the answer if it bothers you a lot.”

      As I refused to pitch a fit over a small consequence of being alive and in questionably good health, I shrugged. “It was probably my father.” Sucking in a breath, I stared at him. “Oh, shit. Do my parents know?”

      “Lucifer paid them a personal visit, playing a human, to inform them you would be in rehabilitation for a while and unable to take visitors until your health stabilized. They aren’t aware he’s Lucifer, but he wanted to make certain they were cared for. He is aware your motivations involve caring for your parents, so he wanted to evaluate the situation.”

      Crap. “If he’s prejudiced against the poor, I’ll kick his ass so hard his tail pops out of his ear.”

      “When I last spoke to Lucifer, the situation involved him recruiting several of the fucking assholes to repair their car. He borrowed it for a day after pretending that his broke down, and he took your library books back so there wouldn’t be fines—and he made sure any old fines were covered.”

      My mother tended to read books to death, which often resulted in fines she couldn’t afford to pay. “I’m going to owe him for that.”

      “Not necessary. Repairing the car cost him little, it let him work with some of the fucking assholes who didn’t really need to be tortured but did need some ethical adjustments, and covering the library fines is habitual because Kanika is the same way.”

      “Kanika goes to the library?” I blurted.

      “Early and often. I love her, make no mistake about that, but she can be an utter skinflint. She doesn’t think to just go buy the books she wants. She goes to the library. And then she gets caught up in work and forgets to return the books she has finished, gets fined, and freaks out because she hasn’t managed to free herself from the past yet. So, Lucifer gathers the books she’s forgotten about and has already read, takes them back to the library, makes sure the fines are paid, and goes back to his business. He tries to extend the books she hasn’t read, and if they can’t be extended any more, he buys that specific book. He has an agreement with the library; they’ll call him if she’s having an episode of book hoarding, give him the titles in question, and he’ll take care of it.”

      “Are you sure he’s actually the Devil? People keep telling me he’s the Devil, but I’m not seeing good evidence of his evil behavior. That’s disgustingly good behavior, Jonas.”

      “Having been kicked into lava pools numerous times by that asshole, I can confirm he’s an evil jerk and enjoys making me suffer.”

      I giggled at the thought of the Devil kicking an incubus into a lava pool. “Yet, he’s tossed you in with me, expecting you to play board games and enjoy consistent meals for a change. Of dessert, apparently.”

      “Virgins are delicious treats, and they remain delicious until said virgin selects a second partner,” he admitted. “A lot of people don’t realize that. It’s not really the virginity that trips our triggers, but the unworked potential. It doesn’t fade until our partner beds someone else. So, an incubus partnered with a virgin woman over a long period of time reaps full benefits from her for even years. Same with virgin men and a succubus. I think Lucifer set it up that way to control how far afield his demons and devils will go. It encourages procreation, too—we’re more likely to procreate with a human if we’re partnered with the same human for a while. We’ll procreate with other demons and devils, but we usually require a seed, so we just get a lot of exercise.”

      Interesting. “So, as long as I only sleep with you, you really do get a scrumptious dessert every night?”

      “And if you’re a species that has the same sort of magic, you’ll likewise benefit from a virgin partner. I am not a virgin partner, although that wouldn’t bar you from feeding. But, I can never tell with unicorns and the other species like that. They act like their permanent mates are virgins, but that’s often not the case. Honestly, I leave the unicorns alone. They are not to be trifled with. They redefine what it means to be grouchy if they haven’t gotten laid. Just watch Diana in the future. If Darian hasn’t been catering to her, she becomes a literal nightmare within three or four days. He went off for a whole week once, and she chewed on rocks in general frustration.”

      Poor Diana. “Do you think spicy ponies with bite are going to have this problem?”

      “I would count on it. He has a rather wicked sense of humor, and He has planned for you to be able to tolerate living in hell with Lucifer. He is well aware my sister is trying to get me hooked up with someone permanently, too. If He makes you a voracious species, we’re both happy with the bed buddy arrangement. And nothing says we have to do anything other than play board games and be active bed buddies. We could hate each other and get along just fine in that sort of relationship. We could become masters of the frequent booty call.” Jonas shrugged. “I’m not exactly the easiest person to get along with. For some reason, people get annoyed when I resort to trickery, and when I get bored, I resort to trickery. And then I lie about being the source of the trickery.”

      “Jonas, I burned the Devil’s house down. I don’t think I have any grounds to complain about any trickery you may be involved with, have been involved with, or plan to be involved with.”

      “Look, you can’t tell me things like that when you’re not ready to be my bed buddy. All it does is turn me on.”

      I giggled. “How long until I can apply to be your bed buddy?”

      Jonas frowned, reached out, and pressed the back of his hand to my forehead. “No sooner than two weeks. That’s a guess, but I’ll check you daily. Your hormone levels are still a mess, and your organs are still healing. Your virus also needs a chance to get comfortable without the strain of starting a campaign to tame me. The virus doesn’t understand I can purge it at will, so I’ll likely let it do its thing until we decide we no longer want to be bed buddies. That said, your virus will become very upset when I purge it, and you’ll deal with the same general consequences of a broken mating bond between lycanthropes. Disclosure is important.”

      “You better make being my bed buddy worth it,” I informed him.

      “Broken mating bonds are not pleasant,” he warned.

      “I’m woman enough to handle my virus’s heartbreak. It—”

      “She. Your virus is female because you are female.”

      I considered him with interest before shrugging. “I’m woman enough to handle my virus’s heartbreak. She will get over it, and we’ll catch a man who’ll want to stick around with a spicy pony with bite. I’ll just view it as a lesson in the bad side of relationships, as love doesn’t have anything to do with this equation.”

      “Now that we’ve gotten the important details hammered out, tomorrow, we’ll see if you’re capable of handling a walk and start some physical therapy. If you progress through physical therapy well, then we can begin physical therapy in bed.”

      “So, you’re saying if I want you to be my bed buddy, I need to get off my ass and work like I mean it.”

      “Precisely.”

      “The game is on, Jonas. However much I like board games, I’m ready to be able to go do these dumb errands Lucifer has for me. Honestly, there’s only so many times I can crush you at chess before I become burdened with guilt over crushing your fragile ego.”

      “Excellent. Bath first, and then we’ll go on our first adventure to the restaurant in the lobby. You will deserve a treat for having walked that far.”
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      It took a week for Jonas to declare me healthy enough to attempt Lucifer’s errands, and while I got dressed, he called his brother-in-law to get the updated list of things we needed to accomplish. Judging from how long Jonas spent jotting down notes, we would be out all day, and I would be an exhausted, quivering mess by the time we finished.

      I could live with that, especially if it helped unlock him as my bed buddy. Technically, he served as a bed warmer, as I had a difficult time keeping warm due to my non-existent body fat. When I viewed my life as a video game, I was stuck on a hell level, but I got an excellent prize when I beat the level’s boss. For defeating the first hell level, I would receive Jonas as my prize. A few extra weeks might leave him hungry, and from what I’d researched on the internet, little beat a hungry incubus out for a meal.

      To make sure my plans succeeded, I’d have to make sure our errands included a stop at a lingerie store.

      While it would be months before I became healthy, I would at least feel pretty when I hunted an incubus and enjoyed his hunger.

      Jonas hung up his cell and grunted. “Lucifer’s list is ridiculous.”

      “Lucifer is ridiculous, so it comes as no surprise to me that his list is also ridiculous. What’s on our schedule?”

      “He has selected a vehicle for you. We’re to go pick it up. It’s been waiting at the dealership. Both of our names are on the vehicle’s insurance, as he wasn’t sure if you’d be able to drive it yet. It’s probably a manual, judging from his concerns over if you’d be able to drive it without lessons.”

      “I can drive a manual,” I announced, rather proud of being one of the few who could. “My parents used old cars, and they learned because sometimes the only car they could afford was a manual. I learned to drive on a manual because of that. Their current car is an automatic.”

      “Ah, yes. Their current car is basically new inside while using the old body. They will find it is much better on mileage and has a blatant refusal to break down. Their mechanic might get a little confused when they go to give it an oil change, but that’s a small matter. They’ll never fail an emissions test again, that’s for sure.”

      My parents would be shocked when their car made it to its next oil change without some problem cropping up. “The poor tax sucks.”

      “The poor tax? Oh, you mean having to keep buying, repairing, or replacing something because you were forced to get it cheap, thus spending more money than if you’d just purchased the better item to begin with?”

      “Yes, that. The poor tax.”

      “I remember the poor tax from when I was a mortal. It was not pleasant. Darlene did her best to mitigate the poor tax, but I was not much help with that. After we were converted, she claimed the car that had caused all of the problems for us, and she gave it to Lucifer as a present. My sister is an entity of pure evil, by the way.”

      “Lucifer loves your car, doesn’t he?”

      “Second only to his family. To him, it’s the ultimate trophy. He likes reminding me how I’m responsible, but then he gets ticked off because he has to thank me at the same time he’s scolding me, as because of me and that damned car, he has Darlene in the first place. Sometimes, he lets me drive it on errands, though.”

      “You love the car, too, don’t you?”

      “Definitely. I learned a lot of lessons from that damned car.”

      Having a new car—or any car with fewer than a hundred thousand miles on it—would be a novelty. “All right. After we go to the dealership, what’s next?”

      “Clothing shopping. His directions are to fill the trunk three times with clothes, twice for you, once for me. Honestly, I’ll teleport with everything back to the hotel to save the trips. You are to dress me to your standards rather than mine. Apparently, I need help, and he’s tired of having half-starved, cranky demons in his house.”

      Some errands were easier than others. “If Lucifer is trying to work his way into my good graces, he’s doing an excellent job of it. But to make the sting a little more tolerable, one trunk load of clothes can be you dressing me. Bed buddies should be able to dress each other sometimes.”

      “Deal.” Jonas referred to the errand list, and he sighed. “Lucifer has informed me there will be abandoned, needy kittens at a set location at a set time. He gave me the times and the location. He expects us to go pick up the kittens. He was not precisely clear what we should do with the kittens once we have acquired them, but I have been warned they are infected with some form of contagious disease, so we are not to let anyone other than us handle the kittens.”

      The poor kittens. “May I borrow your phone, please?”

      Jonas unlocked and handed me his phone. Upon poking through this contacts and recent call list, I identified Lucifer’s number and pressed the connect button before holding it to my ear.

      On the second ring, Lucifer answered, “You have your own phone, my little spicy pony with bite.”

      Huh. I liked the name, and I would make no comment regarding it beyond a single grunt to acknowledge he’d gotten me good. “I forgot I had a phone that actually works,” I admitted. “And Jonas was right there with his. Jonas? Can you help find my phone and my tablet? We’ll probably need it for the outing.”

      The incubus bounced off to do my bidding, and I chuckled at his antics. “Anyway, sorry about that. I had a question about the kittens. Jonas said you hadn’t given instructions on how to handle them. I need instructions, or I’ll have a kitten-fueled meltdown, especially knowing they’re ill.”

      “They’re infected with lycanthropy, and the individuals who infected them with lycanthropy are trying to infect the general populace. You weren’t given instructions because I’ll be picking them up shortly after you acquire them.”

      I sucked in a breath. “The kittens have lycanthropy?”

      “Yes, that is what I said.”

      “You’re not going to hurt them, are you?”

      “Of course not. I’m going to take them to a lycanthrope vet and put them in the appropriate new home so they don’t infect any unsuspecting humans. If you like any of the kittens, you may keep one or two. They’ll need special homes, and they’ll be happy enough in your residence here in hell.”

      “I have a residence in hell?” I blurted.

      “You do now. Diana helped me design it, and we’ve been keeping ourselves busy. You may even keep your bed buddy at your residence, although I do ask you return him every now and then so his sister can get her hugs.”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised that my inclination to keep Jonas as a bed buddy had made its way to Lucifer. “You can even take him back whenever you need therapy, although I’ve been told I’ll be a depressed lycanthrope once he purges the virus.”

      “I’m working on converting a pair of hellish therapists. This time, I’ll couple an incubus and a succubus who will be mostly monogamous with a willingness to handle the therapy cases. That’ll let them do group therapy as required, and hungry incubi and succubi do not care how many people are involved when they’re desperate to feed. Don’t tell Jonas this, but he got the short end of the stick because he had to pay his dues from his mortal life. He no longer owes any payment, so it’s time to kick his ass out of the nest and let him get on with having a proper demonic life. One where he doesn’t mope around my house and cause me trouble. If I do require him for therapy and he needs to purge your virus, you’ll be compensated—as will he. Honestly, I doubt he’ll pan out as a therapist again, but he’ll have to learn this on his own. I expect the first time he tries, after purging the virus, he’ll be unable to follow through.” Lucifer chuckled. “And, of course, because you’re you, you’ll be a pain in the ass before accepting him back as your bed buddy, even if he doesn’t sleep with another woman. I encourage this, because that boy still has some growing up to do, and you’re not his mother.”

      Yep, I foresaw a great number of battles waged between Lucifer and Jonas. “He’s to be a bed buddy, which means I’m not responsible for encouraging any responsibility outside of what goes on in my bedroom. If you want to cultivate responsibility, I recommend you hire a therapist for him. That person is not me. But, as you’ve been poking your nose in my business regarding my bed buddy, you can pay me extra for keeping your little brother-in-law fed once I’m cleared to obtain a bed buddy. Which won’t be for a while. Jonas says he’ll check how I’m doing in another week or two. Right now, I’m a mess.”

      “A little hunger won’t hurt him, but I’ll keep that in mind. Paying you off is a small price for lessened whining in my house.”

      “Does my new residence have a greenhouse?”

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “If you expect my bed buddy to stay at a residence other than yours, you’re going to have to provide motivation for the bed buddy to stay elsewhere. That means he needs a greenhouse. You can make it as an attachment or give me a nice, pleasant walkway or something so he can go to his greenhouse. There also needs to be a good kitchen to accommodate his cooking ways. Make sure there are a few spare bedrooms for the nights my bed buddy isn’t game for being a bed buddy, because bed buddies need their own rooms. We’re bed buddies, not a couple. I’m feeding him with the expectation of being paid in general satisfaction and frequent bed warming.”

      Jonas snickered, shook his head, and brought my phone and tablet to me. “You just lit a fire under Lucifer’s ass, by the way. That is never going to sit well with him. He might be a fallen angel, but he’s still an angel, and he doesn’t understand long-term sex hookups.”

      “Yet he creates sex demons.”

      “You’d have to ask him about that. I just accept what I can’t change, and I’ve accepted he makes zero sense when it comes to his matchmaking ways.”

      I snickered. “Lucifer, I’ve been informed that you are unfamiliar with the concept of a loveless sex hookup. He has a problem, I have a problem, his problem solves my problem, my problem solves his problem. Thus, I get a bed buddy, and I don’t have to worry about caring for a man. This one will just show up when he’s needed, and he’ll go away when he’s no longer needed and do whatever it is incubi do when they’re fed and don’t need to hunt.”

      “That one gardens, complains when things aren’t orderly, and annoys me.”

      “And hides your wallet behind your wife’s milk.”

      Lucifer sighed. “And hides my wallet behind my wife’s milk. I was hoping you’d become a grounding influence for him.”

      “Sure. I can do that. When he’s not grouchy because he’s hungry all the time, and he has a stable food source who isn’t going to be wandering off to work a brothel, he might be more inclined to do what you want. Your problem is simple. You allowed him to become bored, and you gave him an opportunity to do something about his boredom. You don’t need to find him a wife to solve your problems. Is there anything else I need to know about these errands we’re about to go run?”

      “I guess you’re not going to take the buy wedding rings portion of the trip seriously, are you?”

      “I don’t have to marry him to drag him to bed and do whatever I want with him. Why would I marry him? Be serious, Lucifer. I thought you appreciated when people lived in sin.”

      “Not when I’m trying to hook them up on a permanent basis.”

      “Question. Do you know what a spicy pony with bite is, by the way?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea, but I can’t wait to find out. The last time He got involved like this, He created Darlene. And if you are to Jonas as Darlene is to me, Jonas will have the ride of his life ahead of him. Do yourself a favor, Sandra. Have fun with him. If a bed buddy for life is what you really want, who am I to argue with you? But as I’ve learned from my little kitty, when He meddles, He tends to make His creations particularly jealous. Take him as a bed buddy if you want, but be honest. Will you want to let him go once you have him?”

      I considered his question, trying to step into the Devil’s shoes for a few minutes to contemplate my answer. My professors had tried to grill into me that an attorney invited trouble with certain answers to questions, but without any other honest answer, I replied, “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “How much you annoy me, how much he annoys me, how much I’m paid to keep him, and how good of a bed buddy he is? That’s only the beginning of the considerations, Lucifer. Or you can be happy I’ll take him as a bed buddy until I get bored of him. If he does a good job of being entertaining, it’s unlikely I’ll get bored of him, and then I’ll keep him around as my bed buddy for however long he wants to stick around. But I would like to remind you of one thing. I’m not the only player in this game. What does the bed buddy want?”

      “To have people use my name for a change,” Jonas muttered.

      Poor Jonas. “But you’re a pretty bed warmer, and you look like you’ll be such a good bed buddy.”

      The incubus sighed. “Well, that’s something.”

      “I’m sure your ego will survive until I can do my share of the bed buddy work. You’ll be okay, Mr. Incubus. Lucifer, Jonas is an adult. While I’m a fairly young adult, I’m an adult, too. We can decide how best to ruin our lives without any help from you.”

      “The idea isn’t to ruin your life, but to make it better,” Lucifer muttered.

      “What part of having a bed buddy I don’t have to otherwise worry about isn’t better? I mean, I’m coming out of this smelling like roses and happy every night—and possibly happy every morning, deciding how we decide to approach our bed buddy benefits. I don’t have to like or love him to enjoy his company in bed. He just has to perform.”

      Jonas tossed back his head and laughed. “You’re going to fit in just fine, Sandra. That was just ruthless along with evil.”

      “You’re going to be a harder nut to crack than I thought. Very well, Miss Moore. If you want to play, let’s play.” Lucifer hung up on me.

      Joining him in laughing, I gave Jonas his phone. “Your brother-in-law is certifiable.”

      “As what?”

      “A matchmaking busybody and a lunatic.”

      “He really is. Shall we get this show on the road? And if you become too tired to finish the errands, I’ll tell Lucifer to go fuck off, and we’ll finish the rest later.”

      Grinning, I gathered everything I would need for an adventure into the outside world for the day. “That’s how you get invited to become a permanent bed buddy who might be allowed to see other parts of my day, Jonas. I just thought you should know.”

      “However much fun it is to take an enemy to bed for a wild fling, there is something to be said about the enhancements only affection can bring to a shared bed experience. Personally, I prefer the unique foreplay of wagering on some form of game before retiring for the night. I find this to be relaxing and tempting.”

      “We can experiment with that after we survive the Devil’s errands.”
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      When the Devil went down to Georgia, trouble happened—and cities burned. Rather than send us to a dealership in Athens, his directions took us to Atlanta, a drive that should have taken a little over an hour but took three due to the deteriorating roads and traffic.

      While I’d been aware of the city being razed after some idiotic corporation had tried to end the world, I hadn’t realized Atlanta, much like a weed creeping up through a crack in concrete, struggled to be reborn. The outskirts of the city thrived, and construction crews worked to restore what the dragon had destroyed.

      “Does the rental company know we’re taking their vehicle to no man’s land?” I asked yet again, unable to believe we could actually take the fancy SUV into the site of a mini armageddon.

      Jonas chuckled. “It’s fine. Not only do they know, we won’t be taking the SUV back to Athens. We’re picking up a car, remember?”

      “While I remember, I’m struggling to believe that’s actually happening. Also, I thought Atlanta had been completely wiped out.”

      “It was. It’s been years, Sandra. A lot of residents actually survived. Kanika forced the Devil’s brothers to teleport out those who could be saved. Really, she’s a penny pincher because she’s spending all of her money on the rebuild. That one just never gets over her guilt, no matter what we tell her.” Jonas sighed as traffic ground to a halt yet again. “Do me a favor. Call Lucifer and tell him this is a really shitty idea of a joke.”

      I grabbed my new phone, dialed the Devil, and held it to my ear. Then, on second thought, I put the phone on speaker so I wouldn’t strain my arm holding the damned thing.

      “You again?” Lucifer complained. “Didn’t I give you enough work to keep you busy for a while?”

      Grinning at having annoyed the Devil, I replied, “We’re stuck in traffic on our way to Atlanta. Jonas thinks you have a really shitty sense of humor, and that this is a really, really shitty idea of a joke.”

      “Oh. Right. The dealership in Atlanta. I got lucky. The car was being showcased in the United States, and it happened to be in Atlanta for another month before being sent to a different dealership. It was available for sale, so I bought it. You treat that little lady good, okay? She’s hard to get, and there are only four others of her kind currently available, and they’re over in Europe right now, and nothing is quite as annoying as having to drive a new car through several layers of my many hells to relocate it from Europe to the United States in a few hours rather than shipping it—or worse, trying to find a plane that’ll take it.”

      “You could teleport it,” I reminded him. “Surely teleporting a car isn’t beyond you.”

      “You just don’t teleport a car that fine. She could be damaged.”

      Goodness. Had Lucifer hit his head? Had Darlene finally beaten him so hard his brain had gotten rattled in his skull? Had Kanika finally figured out how to strangle him, resulting in irreversible brain damage? “Are you feeling all right, Lucifer?”

      “Cute, Sandra. Very cute. I’m feeling fine, thank you for asking.”

      I chuckled. “Are you sure? Because to me, it sounds like you’re spouting nonsense again.”

      Jonas grinned, and we inched through traffic. While he hadn’t seemed like the patient type, he waited without complaint while every driver in the area moved at a snail’s pace. With a little luck, we’d be able to escape Atlanta with ease; the cars on the other side of the median zipped along without a care in the damned world.

      “Fine. I had buyer’s remorse, and the other car I bought wasn’t good enough. I had Diana pick that one up, and she’s going to drop it off at your parents’ house after I figure out how to irrevocably damage their vehicle without being too suspicious.”

      For fuck’s sake. Was Lucifer a child? “Why did you have buyer’s remorse?”

      I would have been happy with any car that worked, I could afford to maintain, and would take me around without running the risk of falling apart.

      “I had bought a Honda Civic because it was a little sporty, reliable, and seemed like something you would be comfortable with.”

      At a loss for words, I checked the screen to make certain I had called the right number. The phone reported I talked to the Devil. I replied, “You’re not wrong, but why would you think it wasn’t good enough? How old is it?”

      “It’s brand new.”

      I blinked. “And you think a new car isn’t good enough? What is wrong with you?”

      “I’m ridiculous, my standards are too high, and if I know what’s good for me, I’ll beg you to forgive me, and I’ll use other filthy words to appease my wife.”

      Ah. Darlene had to be listening in on the conversation. “Please bear with me a moment, but what filthy words?”

      Lucifer sighed. Jonas burst into laughter.

      Obviously, the Devil wanted me as an intern to serve as a bastion of sanity in a hell gone mad. Or hells gone mad. “Lucifer?”

      “Please don’t get upset for my standards, which my wife has informed me are unreasonable. She hit me with the whip while telling me this, convinced I will upset you with my vehicle of choice. I am hoping you will forgive me in exchange for giving the Civic to your parents after their other car has an unfortunate incident.” The Devil growled. “She made me use filthy words again, damn it.”

      “Don’t trash that poor car. Give it to some other poor family. Check the houses down the street from my parents’ place. I’m sure you’ll find somebody who needs a working car given about thirty seconds. Miss Martha might be able to use it, although she’ll bless your sweet heart until you’re blue in the face because you can’t scold a little old lady for being thankful, try to pawn off pecan pie, and make you cornbread while you wait because she’s got nobody and misses having family about.”

      Lucifer heaved another sigh. “Kanika, take Malcolm, go kidnap the fillies and their parents, and go invade on some lady named Miss Martha, who lives near Sandra’s parents. Take over some eggs or something, and say you got too many. Go play nice with the pecan pie lady, and save Darlene and me a slice. We’ll take some cornbread, too.”

      Apparently, Lucifer was having a family meeting, as Kanika said, “You just want pie.”

      Judging from the clarity of her voice, the Devil had me on speaker.

      “You better fucking believe I want pie.”

      What had I gotten myself into? Well aware the pair would fight for the fun of it, I said, “Before you argue about pie, if you start doing that, you’ll find out everybody in our neighborhood isn’t really all that well off. That’s just the way it is.”

      Those who could afford to move did, and those who couldn’t afford to leave did their best with what they had.

      “There, Kanika. You have a new project to keep you busy for ten minutes, and since it benefits Sandra, you can plunder my bank account without shame. I’ll have Diana go on a stroll with me, and we’ll select a gem to toss out into the world and cause some mayhem for a filthy amount of money, which you can then use to help those in the neighborhood. But I need some pecan pie, Kanika. I need it.”

      “So go to a grocery store,” Kanika suggested.

      The Devil gasped, and having lived in Georgia all my life, I couldn’t even blame him for his reaction. “Watch the filth coming out of your mouth, young lady. You do not buy pecan pie from a grocery store. Pecan pie needs to be made at home with love, else it just doesn’t taste right.”

      “For fuck’s sake. You’re sending me to Georgia to get you pie?”

      “Well, I’m actually sending you to Georgia to give that little old lady some company and keep an eye on Sandra’s parents and take over the Civic, but I figured since I’m sending you to Georgia anyway, you may as well try to acquire some pie for us. Just tell Sandra’s parents the car is part of Sandra’s hiring bonus, but she won’t need it for a while, so she is loaning it to them. Then I can make their car have an accident and gradually ease them into ownership of the Civic.”

      I could see that ploy working with time. “Make sure to tell them I won’t need the car soon, as I have a business vehicle to use, and that somebody needs to care for it while I’m in rehab. I’ll layer on some excuses later.”

      Kanika sighed. “I can do that. Fine. I’ll try to get you some pecan pie. Just try to behave yourself for once in your life.”

      “I did that already. I didn’t get mad when He decided to make my Sandra a spicy pony with bite. In fact, instead of getting upset, I became curious, and you know how much I enjoy a good mystery. What is a spicy pony with bite? I really want to know, and I can’t wait for Sandra to show us what she’s got.”

      How wonderful. I’d become even more of an interest to Lucifer and his family. Worse, I’d transition to Lucifer’s property. “I’m assuming a spicy pony with bite is some form of equine capable of breathing fire and likes to bite. From my understanding of the situation, not a cindercorn.”

      “That’s sad. I could always use more cindercorns,” Lucifer complained.

      “Becoming a cindercorn was fairly high on my list,” I admitted. “So were dragons. But honestly, any horse is a good horse in my book. A spicy pony with bite is probably like a horse, right?”

      “Ponies are like spunky small horses with more pride than sense,” the Devil confirmed. “You would make a stellar pony, so I’ll be pleased if you’re a pony or a horse. I must have done something to make my idiot father happy with me for a change. Darlene? I’m feeling dirty. You need to restore my sense of normality. Get naked.”

      “No,” Darlene replied.

      “But I like you naked.”

      “Are you trying to earn being put on the couch tonight?”

      “While I’m grateful to see evidence I’m not the only one Lucifer annoys, why am I stuck in traffic on the way to Atlanta?”

      Lucifer snorted. “We already went over this. The dealership in Atlanta has the car I want you to have, so you have to go to Atlanta. Jonas, despite his many faults, is actually a good driver and can be useful for other things, so you get to keep him as your pet for a while.”

      Darlene giggled. “While I won’t be getting naked for your amusement, you’re earning your way back into bed tonight with that talk. Have fun being Sandra’s pet, Jonas.”

      “I have a cruel sister,” Jonas complained. “What if Sandra murders me and puts my body in the trunk of her new car?”

      “Your body won’t fit in her trunk, even if she cut you into tiny pieces, so she’ll have to plan your murder better,” his sister replied.

      Ouch. What had Jonas done to earn his sister’s ire? “I have to try on lingerie later, Jonas. Look on the bright side. We can guess what my bra size will be in three weeks, and we’ll make some bets on it. You can cope with your sister’s hatred until then.”

      “Honestly, with those terms, you’re really right. I can cope with my sister’s hatred. It’d serve her right if you murdered me and dumped my body somewhere, though.”

      I rolled my eyes at the thought. “You’re no use to me dead, you idiot incubus. Is there anything useful we should know about your errand list, Lucifer?”

      “Just prioritize the rescues. If you don’t get to the rest, there’s always another day. Do as much as you can. Jonas, don’t let her push herself too far. Sacrifice your body if you must, but don’t let her overexert herself.”

      The incubus chuckled. “I’ll take care of her. Try not to goad my sister into trying to kill you.”

      “But why not? It’s so much fun. She’s wearing her spots and her wings today, and she’s very pretty.”

      Jonas sighed. “Darlene, is he not feeding you properly?”

      “He’s feeding me properly! I just last all of a few hours before I’m hungry again. It’s his fault. It’s that chest, and he keeps hiding his nipples from me. I’m hungry, and if he wasn’t wearing one of his best suits today, I’d probably last until tonight, but he’s prancing around in one of his best suits.”

      “And on that nice note, I’m hanging up now. Have a good day.” I pressed the button to disconnect the call. “Heaven help me, but your family is insane, Jonas.”

      “Heaven can’t help you now. No one can. I recommend you embrace the insanity with full enthusiasm. It helps on the bad days.”
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      I checked the address four times, but it led to the same place: a Lamborghini dealership. Jonas parked the rental in the lot, and he checked another four times, confirming we’d arrived at our destination.

      Then, as an additional confirmation shit had hit the fan and the Devil held responsibility, a sleek sports car waited in the front of the building. It had a white bow, which contrasted nicely with its forest green paint and chrome trim. Had I seen the vehicle on the road, I would have been staring until it was out of sight, drooling all the while.

      “Jonas, that car has a bow on it.”

      “Lucifer does like asking dealerships to put bows on the presents, to make sure the recipient understands they have been given a great gift from His Sulfurous Majesty. Just be grateful he didn’t ask for the whole thing to be wrapped. He gets ideas.”

      “But it’s a Lamborghini, Jonas.”

      “Yeah, that’s a little over the top, even for him. He usually goes for things like the Civic—practical and in his target’s comfort zone. Lucifer had to ease Kanika into things, and she’s still not all that good at handling gifts. Malcolm? He prefers receiving his gifts in key format. He wants to be handed the keys, and he wants to go look for his new toy. Lucifer will protect the car, hide it somewhere, give Malcolm some clues, and set him loose. Malcolm has a great time, Kanika has a great time because she goes with him, and everybody is happy. Lucifer goes top end for cars for Malcolm because he’s an enthusiast. I have no idea why we’re here. Are you an enthusiast?”

      I got out of the SUV and spent a shameful amount of time staring at the car with the bow on it. “I think I am now?”

      Chuckling, the incubus nodded. “Honestly, I’d convert shortly after seeing that baby, too. Maybe he’s getting ahead of himself and assumes it’s a present for both of us. You’d let your bed buddy drive your car, right?”

      “I’d put my bed buddy on the co-owner papers for that car, especially when the bed buddy is an incubus guaranteed to be a considerate lover who shows me a good time. We will have to make arrangements for who gets custody of the car at what times, however.”

      “Honestly, I can teleport. If you need the car, you get the car. I’ll just take it on a spin when you don’t need it. I’m good enough at teleporting now I could probably take the car with me, but I’d want to practice on some scrap heaps first. Consider me motivated.”

      “Wait, are you saying you could teleport us and the car somewhere to explore?”

      “Yes, that’s what I’m saying.”

      I leaned over so I could stare at him before admiring the car, and I struggled to decide which was better: the bed buddy, the fact the bed buddy could teleport my new car, or my new car. “How are you not married yet?”

      “I lie, steal, play pranks when bored, and otherwise do a good job of being a rather miserable excuse of a being. I’m just showing you my good side as part of my application to be your bed buddy.”

      “View showing me your good side as an ongoing part of the bed buddy hiring arrangement. Right now, we have a functional bed buddy arrangement underway. Really, I don’t give a shit if you decide to lie to others, but keep the lying you do to me to the white lies, like you don’t think a bra looks good on me. I don’t mind being pranked, but don’t make the pranks humiliating. If you steal my wallet, give me clues on how to find it, and I’ll be all right with it unless I need my driver’s license.”

      “How about I just promise to remove your driver’s license from the wallet? You’re on your own for the rest.”

      I nodded. “I can cope with that. I don’t like being humiliated, especially in public. I’ll keep a spare credit card somewhere if you steal my wallet. That said, I do not view my panties and bras being hung from a chandelier as humiliating, as I don’t think there’s anything humiliating about being a woman. Do some research before you prank, and you’ll be fine.”

      “But will you participate in the pranking?” Jonas asked in an amused tone.

      “Let me see if that green baby is my new car, and I’ll get back to you on that.”

      Jonas headed for the dealership’s front doors, and he whistled a merry tune. I followed, careful to watch my steps, as I doubted I’d heal all that well if I tripped and took a fall. Breaking something being stupid would not help my day—and could the Lamborghini even fit a cast?

      “For the record, I’m never going to lie about what I think is sexy, because if I don’t like the bra, I pay for this in being exposed to the bra I do not like later, and I’m selfish.” Jonas circled the Lamborghini twice, cooing to the vehicle before coming to a halt and pouting at me. “Lucifer’s tricky.”

      Pouting was a good look on the incubus. “What makes him tricky?”

      “That car is temptation, and he got the car for you, so the only way I have access to the car is if I stay your bed buddy. Since you’ve made it clear you view me as someone to warm your bed and I can bugger off otherwise, he’s trying to work me over at the same time he’s flinging presents your way so you’re more likely to want to put up with him. Lucifer is tricky.”

      I considered him, and then I eyed the Lamborghini with interest. “That scheme isn’t just tricky. It’s ruthless. You like cars that much?”

      “I like cars so much I pissed off a mafia group and got transformed into a chipmunk as a result. That’s what brought my sister to hell. She wanted to become the fucking queen of the place so she could get me transformed into a humanoid form. Basically, I was the catalyst for one hell of a catastrophe.”

      “I would like a bedtime story about how your sister became Lucifer’s queen and how you were the catalyst of this catastrophe. I’d also like details on this whole chipmunk thing.”

      “I was poisoned with transformatives of the permanent variety. My sister found out Lucifer was the only one who could give me a human-like shape, so she opted to storm the gates of hell. She took two archangels with her. Lucifer fell head over heels in about ten seconds.”

      “Well, your sister is pretty beautiful.”

      “Sandra, she had him licking out of her hand within minutes.”

      “So?”

      “She’s my sister.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And she’s been married to Lucifer for how long now?”

      “I try my best not to think about that,” he admitted.

      “You have issues, Jonas.”

      “I really do, and one of those issues is that Lucifer goes out of his way to make me as uncomfortable as possible.”

      I blinked, frowning at the incubus. “Why would you be uncomfortable?”

      “He’s after my sister.”

      No wonder Lucifer wanted him to have a permanent bed buddy. Jonas needed all the help he could get. The benefits of going with Lucifer’s plan made sense, especially when I took a long, hard look at the green car with a bow, which begged me to drive it. “Please tell me I can drive, Jonas. Please. I will cry in the parking lot if I can’t drive for a while.”

      “No more than half an hour, and you promise to pull over if you start feeling unwell or you’re having problems with your vision,” he replied. “If you’re still feeling okay after half an hour, you may continue driving, but at the first sign of fatigue, it’s my turn to drive.”

      “That’s more than fair. If this isn’t the car, I’m going to be crying in the parking lot. I won’t cry in the dealership itself, because I have pride.”

      “We can cry together, because honestly, I’ll be crying, too.”

      I nodded. “Then we are agreed. This car is worth crying for, and we will indulge in copious amounts of heartbreak if this bow is a lie. And then, because you can teleport, as soon as you think it’s safe for you to teleport me, we will indulge in copious amounts of heartbreak on the Devil’s doorstep, after which we will procure the necessary tools to start a fire.” On second thought, I needed to stop mentioning my urges to start fire when the Devil pissed me off.

      That would sink my ship.

      “Knowing what I know, that’s a potent threat. However, I live there, so I’m going to have to ask you really nicely to not target the house. It’s pretty resilient against fire, seeing as it’s in the middle of a lava field.”

      I shrugged. “A woman can dream, right?”

      “You sure can. Shall we?” Jonas held out his arm, and the gesture puzzled me for a moment before I remembered some men had been taught linking arms was how they escorted a woman somewhere.

      The dated yet charming gesture would give me something to think about later, but I danced to his tune. In a way, I appreciated I could lean on him—and use him to keep my balance while traversing the curb and dodging cracks in the sidewalk.

      A salesman met us at the door, an older man wearing a designer suit, the kind the Devil would wear if he wanted to preen in front of an audience. It annoyed me I compared everyone to Lucifer and his wicked ways, especially when he opted to turn on the charm.

      “Mr. Esmaranda, Miss Moore,” he greeted. “Shall we get the paperwork out of the way before I show you the vehicle and give you the keys?”

      I appreciated his no-nonsense attitude, although it annoyed me I came second string to the incubus. Then, as though sensing my annoyance with the stereotypical sexism, Jonas shrugged and gave my elbow a pat. “Miss Moore is the star of the show, I am merely her servant, driver, and whatever she wishes me to be today.”

      With a newfound appreciation for an incubus stating he could be whatever I wanted for the day, I put on my best lawyer face, smiled, and said, “Yes, let’s get the paperwork out of the way. I absolutely can’t wait to get behind the wheel. But I’ll let you drive me around as my servant in a while. I am a generous queen like that.”

      “You’re most generous,” Jonas replied in an amused tone. “Do I get to be the prince or the pauper this time?”

      “Pauper, but I’ll let you earn your way up towards prince with good behavior.”

      “You drive a hard bargain.”

      “And if you want to drive, you’ll accept it,” I countered.

      The incubus chuckled. “As I really want to drive it, I’m accepting it with a smile.”

      The salesman stared at us, but after a moment, he recovered and held the door open. “If you’ll come this way, Miss Moore?”

      I stepped inside the dealership, which featured three other Lamborghinis, all of which likely outran the wind and would result in numerous speeding tickets should I drive them. Taking care to avoid speeding tickets would become an unanticipated challenge in my life.

      My parents’ car could barely manage the speed limit on a good day.

      Taking notice of my interest in the vehicles, the salesman took the time to introduce us to the other cars, rattling off their specs and confirming my initial suspicion they would beat the wind without breaking a sweat the instant they were freed from the showroom. Once satisfied we had a thorough knowledge of the showcased offerings, he led us to an office which continued the showcase theme, declaring Mr. Porter to be the manager of the dealership and the proud owner of numerous customer service excellence awards issued by Lamborghini.

      As part of being an attorney involved tricking other attorneys with my pleasant expression and demeanor, I kept my thoughts and feelings to myself, sat in the chair Jonas held out for me, and prepared for an exercise in fine print.

      Maybe attacking the Devil’s wallet appealed, but he would not be taken on the wrong kind of ride because of a dealership’s paperwork. Mr. Porter offered a leather folder to me, which I accepted, placed on the polished wood of his desk, and opened.

      The top sheet bore Lamborghini’s embossed logo and a certificate of ownership for a rather limited edition car, and while I got first naming on the sheet, Jonas had a spot on it, too.

      Lucifer would pay for making the car a true co-ownership arrangement, and I bet the bastard had done it to encourage me to keep his brother-in-law around permanently—or for the lifespan of the Lamborghini. His ploy stood a high chance of working. As getting angry would do me no good, I purged my annoyance with a soft chuckle and handed the sheet over to Jonas so he could bask in the glow of co-ownership. “You owe your brother-in-law for life, Jonas.”

      “I already had, but I’m working on the next life now. I think I’ll hide his wallet behind Darlene’s milk again, as I have never repeated the same trick twice on him yet.”

      I could see the prank standing a good chance of working if he’d been careful to never repeat himself. “I want to watch the fallout.”

      “I’ll make sure to time it for your maximum enjoyment.”

      Mr. Porter handed over a pair of pens, and heavy metal ones with our names on it. I had no idea how they’d gotten the pens on such short notice, although I supposed Lucifer could have taken his sweet time making the arrangements for the car’s sale.

      Sneaky, sneaky Lucifer.

      The next page held the payment details, confirmed the account, confirmed my allowed usage of the account, and stated the car’s purchase had been processed over a week ago. The price of the vehicle about killed me, as my new bastard of a boss had paid out almost three million dollars, after sales tax, for the forest green beauty of a car waiting outside for me to take it home.

      Continuing the sexist theme, pink flags marked where I was supposed to sign, and I did before handing the sheet to Jonas and reviewing the next page, which informed me I had insurance under the Mephistopheles family account.

      Yep, the Devil would pay for his crimes. I signed the paper and promised myself at least an hour while in a bubble bath fantasizing about my revenge. “He got us good.”

      Jonas chuckled and took the paper. “It is one of his infuriating traits, his constant ability to blindside his targets. You won this round, though. He likes planning further in advance than a week, so you made him scramble.”

      “Well, that’s something.”

      According to the fine print, the Devil had already done his work protecting our souls, so we got to keep possession of them while we accepted two sets of keys. Lucifer had gotten to the dealership, as my key fobs had been custom made to be pink and sparkly. Jonas enjoyed a bronzed key fob, and his had a rather amusing amount of glitter imbued into the color. Armed with the folder containing our copy of the ownership papers and a huge giftbag each, heavy enough I wondered if someone had managed to stuff an entire tire into the damned thing, we went to make close acquaintances with the newest love of our lives.

      It took Mr. Porter an entire hour to go over every button and feature of the Lamborghini, explain the maintenance schedule, certified mechanics if we were not in range of a dealership, and a thousand and one little details he understood we would forget and promised were in the owner’s manual, which was located in the vehicle’s glove box.

      After an eternity of exchanging pleasantries, Jonas took the bow off the car, put it into the trunk, and handed over the keys to the rental, which Mr. Porter promised would be watched until the rental company came and retrieved it. One brief call to the rental company with the vehicle’s address later, and I slid behind the wheel of my new car and made myself comfortable.

      Jonas grinned at me, buckled in, and adjusted his seat. “That asshole looked like he’d swallowed a fish when he really comprehended that you’re the owner of the car and I’m just the extra.”

      I started the engine, and the car growled. “Do people like that end up going to hell, or do they get away with asking for forgiveness for their shitty ways just on the virtue of having asked for it?”

      “He really doesn’t accept last-minute confessions and half-assed apologies at death as a way of entering the heavens, Sandra. That’s something the religious whackos created to make themselves feel better about their sins and their final destination. That said, there are plenty of sexist pigs and assholes who have done a lot of good deeds in their life, so they’ll end up going upstairs because their souls ultimately balanced the right way. Rapists never make it into the heavens, ever. It’s one of His rules. A single rape damns the soul to Lucifer’s tender care, and there’s usually no mercy for them. Nowadays, Lucifer either gives them to Darlene or Diana, and they take some of the succubi along for the ride to give those souls some major attitude adjustments. On the really rotten souls, he sends them both.”

      “I take it they’re vicious in regards to rapists?”

      “That doesn’t even begin to scratch at the surface. I could ask Lucifer about the salesman if you want, though. I’ll admit, I’m a little curious. That one seems to hate women in general, and he gives me a bad feeling. I also don’t appreciate how he was looking at you.”

      “Seriously? I’m bald, I couldn’t get much more casually dressed if I tried, and I’m bald. That bears repeating.”

      “He comes across to me as the kind to not care as long as the subject is female or appears to be female.” Jonas scowled, dug his phone out of his wallet, and fiddled with it. “Do you want to hit a boutique in Atlanta or do you want to head back to Athens?”

      “Are there boutiques left in Atlanta?”

      “A few, yeah. Malcolm’s work brought back a lot of shopping to the area, outside of the raze radius. Honestly, he basically owns Atlanta now along with Savannah and Augusta. The surviving owners sold, the deceased owners couldn’t sell, so their estates were liquidated if no next of kin were available, and he got the whole shebang for a pittance. Kanika still doesn’t get the ramifications of her actions—or how much her actions benefited her husband. Malcolm keeps trying to tell her, but she doesn’t believe him. It’s insanity.”

      “Jonas, your brother-in-law is literally the Devil. Your entire life is insanity.” I eased the car out of its unconventional parking spot in front of the dealership, made use of the turn signal, and eased into traffic, as I wasn’t about to hit the gas without a thorough understanding of how my new baby handled. “A car this nice needs a name, and since we are co-owners of it, we should name her together. However, she is a lady, and you will accept her gender without complaint.”

      “I don’t mind our car being a lady car. I do not usually assign genders to my vehicles, but I can’t fault your belief she should have her own name. Gendering the car seems very strange, however.”

      “I need fortification in a sea of testosterone. Most attorneys are men.”

      Jonas laughed. “An ally in your quest to take over the legal world? All right, I can’t blame you for that. If we name her Lucille, we can tell Lucifer we turned him into our bitch.”

      “Lucille it is, named after your brother-in-law in our effort to crush him beneath our heels.”

      “I wish you the best of luck with that. You are going to need it.”
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      To my delight, I handled driving Lucille better than I anticipated, and I got us to three boutiques before I threw in the towel and handed over the keys. I’d left enough room in the tiny trunk for some basic kitten supplies, which we’d acquired at the nearest pet store before aiming in the general direction of the kittens, which we would find on the outskirts of John’s Creek, a booming town-turned-city north of Atlanta.

      According to Jonas, Malcolm owned most of John’s Creek, too.

      “Don’t monopoly laws exist?” I complained, tapping at the screen of my fancy new phone on my quest to investigate Malcolm’s business interests, which exceeded the sane.

      “He doesn’t have a monopoly, nor does he violate any of the monopoly-based laws. Essentially, he’s a landlord, and because he follows the law to the letter and doesn’t price control the area, allowing other landlords to compete and set prices as they will, he gets away with murder. His land management company buys up good lots, he develops them, and he’ll sell them for a ridiculous amount if an offer comes his way, otherwise he cultivates the lot for his use. If anything, he rent controls in the right direction, pricing competitively but fairly. The other landlords have to either produce a better product to justify the rent or keep their rent lower. Will he get nailed for having a monopoly? Maybe one day—but he has a plan for that, too.”

      “He does?” Was there anything Malcolm didn’t think of? “I mean, on paper, he’s the perfect man, Jonas.”

      “According to Kanika, he is the perfect man, and no other men can even attempt to compare. She embarrasses herself when she gets started, and Malcolm adores it, because she says exactly what she means, and he knows it—and appreciates it. You’ll get used to it. Anyway, if he thinks he’s going to run afoul of monopoly laws, I’ll end up the owner of yet another plot of land I don’t want. I have ten to fifteen of the damned things already, and Malcolm gifts the land with the employees required to manage them. It keeps him legal, and I get to keep some of the fucking assholes busy while they do their time, so my business is actually doing well, and I don’t actually do anything. Lucifer says it’s good I’m not a complete layabout, but honestly? I don’t do anything. I just get paid for putting up with the bullshit bureaucracy I hate.”

      I laughed at his fortunes—and his perceptions of his fortunes. “You poor, poor thing. Your family dotes on you, sets you up with a future business you could learn if you wanted, and pays you to put up with their disgustingly law-abiding ways.”

      “It’s so rude. I am not an angel, nor do I pretend to be one. I feel like I should go steal a car and take it on a joy ride just to restore some of my pride. I’m surrounded by goody-goody busybodies!”

      “I have some bad news for you, Jonas.”

      Jonas parked Lucille a five-minute walk from our destination, slumped over her wheel, and moaned. “Not another one. The Devil is going to make me bed the enemy? What did I ever do to him?”

      Giggling, I unbuckled, grabbed my bag, and eased out of my car, giving her dashboard a fond pat before closing the door. “But the enemy is eager and willing to keep you fed. You’re my kind of handsome, and you appreciate a dedicated woman, and I’m dedicated to having the same partner warm my bed. Look on the bright side. You may be bedding the enemy, but the enemy will take good care of you. You might even like your captivity as the world’s best-fed incubus. All you’ll have to do to rev my engine is take your shirt off and pose.”

      “You’re easy to please.”

      “No,” I corrected. “I’m easy to turn on. We’ll see if I’m easy to please once you get to work. I’m looking forward to it. I also resent that my engine appears to be dead at current.”

      “Your engine is literally dead at current because of a cancer. I’ll be doing your engine overhaul in the next few weeks. Your engine will be capable of purring for you again in a few weeks.” Jonas got out of Lucille, closed her door, and locked her, before he stared at me over the roof with a raised brow. “Honestly, I’m impressed you have any interest in me whatsoever considering your current physical state. Most in your situation are typically asexual due to the lack of hormones that create general arousal.”

      “I have always had a rather healthy interest in men. I am just very good at ignoring my whining ovaries and doing the work I need rather than chasing after some male tail. I am sufficiently motivated to enjoy your tail, so I will.”

      “I’m going to check for an overactive sex drive when I’m working with you. Too much of a good thing can be bad. I will make sure your engine is properly tuned to account for the evening seduction of your personal incubus.”

      “Please and thank you,” I replied. “So, where are the kittens? I am on doctor’s orders to contract as many curable diseases as absolutely possible on my outing, and I feel we haven’t done much in the way of exposure to germs, viruses, and so on. My immune system needs to be tested. It’s for science.”

      “I don’t remember feeding you any sugar earlier today, but you are acting disturbingly like my sister after she’s gotten her hands on multiple iced coffees,” Jonas muttered, and he joined me on the sidewalk and offered his arm, which I took. “It’s about a five minute walk, so if it becomes too much for you, I’ll go get the car and pick you up.”

      “I’m going to be depressed if I can’t last ten minutes plus however much work it is to catch some kittens.”

      “Lycanthropy infected kittens, possibly rabid,” Jonas replied. “Probably rabid? Honestly, I was busy driving and wasn’t really paying all that much attention to Lucifer.”

      “I can’t remember if he mentioned something about rabies, so I’m not sure, either. I was too busy thinking about the kittens to care what they’re infected with.”

      “He really hates when he’s ignored. If you yawn while he’s talking and look bored, you’ll tweak his pride. Of course, you’re toying with the Devil, and that tends to have consequences.”

      “Consequences you are familiar with?”

      “One of these days, he’ll run out of new tricks, and then I will consider it to be my victory. I will have tested his patience beyond the limits of his creativity,” Jonas replied in a solemn tone.

      “Do you think the kittens are a clever way of punishing us?”

      “Absolutely. I mean, he warned us the kittens were diseased and probably rabid or something like that. I really should have paid more attention.”

      “Me, too. I had other things on my mind, like the whole car problem. My parents’ car is more important than the list of new diseases I’ll contract. I mean, I already got the big incurable disease out of the way, so the rest are basically inconveniences, and you can cure even the supposedly incurable sexually transmitted diseases. And since the kittens can’t give me those, I’d say it’s all good.” Aware I would reach my limit for exercise sooner than later, I kept my stride slow and careful, watching where I put each foot so I wouldn’t crash to the ground in a pained heap. “I’m going to do my best to make it back to Lucille, but if I don’t, you totally have my permission to do nefarious things with my body as punishment for my failure to walk back.”

      “Lucifer asks this often, but I find myself required to inquire. Is it a punishment if you like it?”

      “Absolutely. You’re just going to soothe my battered pride after you get me back to the car. You’ll be healing my damaged pride, sacrificing your body to do so.” I smiled. “I’ll behave and do my best to make it to the car with my pride intact.”

      Jonas snorted, and using his free hand, he got out his phone and checked the screen for the location of the kittens. “According to Lucifer’s helpful notes he emailed to me, the kittens have likely wandered into the sewer from a broken storm grate, and there should be an easy enough way for us to get inside to retrieve them.” Jonas eyed the street. “I am fairly certain Lucifer is lying to us, as there does not appear to be any storm drains in this area. I’m not convinced there’s a working sewer system here.”

      “I am not allowing any of us to get into that car when we’re covered in shit or anything else that might be in a fucking sewer,” I grumbled. “I will call Lucifer and throw a temper tantrum of the likes he has never seen because he doesn’t have young children yet. I will revisit my childhood to throw this tantrum.”

      Snickering, Jonas checked his phone again, referenced the nearby street signs, and pointed down one of the streets that had seen better days, with the residences having been either abandoned or neglected to the point of no return. “Apparently, we’re in the bad part of John’s Creek.”

      “I had no idea John’s Creek had a bad part, but this does look rather sketchy.”

      Jonas frowned, checked the address again, and pointed at one of the decrepit houses down the street. “The address is that place, and I’m not seeing any storm grates ahead of us.”

      While I’d been able to drive without issue, I questioned the wisdom in my choice to have done so with an off prescription, although I could make out the building with minimal blur. “We need to take me to one of those one hour glasses places tomorrow, Jonas. Not today. I will not want to after dealing with literal shit.”

      “I agree. Shall we go explore the run-down house on creepy street?”

      “If this is Elm Street, I’m leaving, Jonas.”

      “Oak Boulevard.”

      I frowned. “For the record, I do not like this, and I absolutely will scream if there are any unexpected hauntings during this venture.”

      “I would like to remind you that I can teleport.”

      “But will you take me when you go?”

      “I’m selfish and want to enjoy being fed, so yes. I’m expecting good meals from you, Sandra. You do not want to experience the disappointment of a hungry incubus. I whine, and you know you’d hate the whining. And as I’m ruthless and a little evil, I’ll crank the whining until you either attempt to kill me or you drag me to your bed to shut me up. I’m confident I can turn your attempted murder into bed buddy time.”

      I grinned at his honesty. “As long as you take me when you go, you can whine while I put up a token resistance so we can get to the attempted murder transformed into bed buddy time portion of our adventure.”

      “It disturbs me that I’m the one who has to remind you that you need to be patient for a while.”

      “I can whine until you attempt murder, which is then transformed into bed buddy time?” I replied, furrowing my brows. “I don’t like the other options.”

      “How about, should teleportation be required, we’ll console ourselves with bed warming and book reading and game playing time, which will become bed buddy time in a few weeks,” Jonas suggested.

      I shrugged. “The bed buddy time is mandatory, especially if Oak Boulevard becomes the next site of some horrible horror flick.”

      “I take it you don’t like horror movies?”

      I wrinkled my nose and sniffed. “I’ll never tell.”

      “I will learn your secrets. Our room has a television. After we triumph over Oak Boulevard, we shall venture onto Elm Street.”

      Yep. Jonas had asshole tendencies. “You will pay for this, Jonas. Mark my words, you will pay for this.”
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      The house’s roof appeared to be one stiff breeze from caving in, the porch steps rotted away, and I eyed the disintegrating planks spanning the distance between the top step and the opened front door, which hung from a single hinge. The local wildlife had moved in, and a family of raccoons hissed and growled at us from the sitting room they had taken over. Once upon a time, likely a decade or so ago, someone had invested in a leather sofa, which clung together by mere scraps, and the foam beneath had been plundered by the animals living in the place.

      On second thought, a horror movie marathon appealed a great deal more than venturing into the home. As I could have a sense of humor at times, I grabbed my new phone, turned on the video recorder, and once I had a red, blinking icon, I said, “On this episode of Death Trap on Oak Boulevard, we demonstrate we might be too stupid to live. Our first foes are the wild raccoons with a moderate chance of being rabid.”

      Jonas laughed. “They’re only some raccoons, Sandra. They’re not going to do more than maybe bite you if you get too close to the babies. They’ll scream and hiss at us, though, and they can sound pretty terrifying. But they’re just some raccoons. I’m more worried about breaking an ankle getting into the house.” Jonas tested the planks, and while most broke and crumbled away, he found an intact board. Frowning, he crouched down and examined the wood. “This is newer.”

      I peered over his shoulder, and sure enough, the wood seemed rather new, and someone had hidden its restored state with a panel of the rotten wood placed overtop it. “Why would somebody put rotten wood over good wood?”

      “To hide that someone had done repairs to the place.” Jonas rose, used the board to cross to the doorway, and held his hand out to me.

      A single peek at the filthy ground beneath the porch, which had become the home of numerous animals, convinced me to accept his help without complaint. “We are entering too stupid to live territory, Jonas. We’re going into a run-down horror house on purpose. We’re going to have to deal with its raccoon defenders. We don’t get experience points for doing this like in some game. We get diseases, injuries, and shamed for life.”

      “While I agree there is a fairly high chance of contracting diseases and being injured, I’m not sure I’m willing to say we’re going to be shamed for life. We’re exploring. Didn’t you ever want to explore some abandoned place as a kid?”

      “My parents wisely leashed me. I was not a free-range child. I was a contained child, as they were convinced I would destroy the entire neighborhood if I were allowed to roam. After what I did to the swing set as a kid, I can’t say I blame them for their opinion.” Shivering at the thought of landing in the horrors lurking beneath the porch, I braved the raccoons.

      The entire lot of them hissed and chittered at me, and since that wasn’t bad enough, one of them issued a shrill scream, and it darted forward a few paces in what I hoped was an attempt to scare me off rather than shred my face to ribbons. It balked a few feet away from me, and as it hissed at me, I showed it my teeth and hissed back.

      It bolted into the sitting room’s darkness. A musky odor filled the air, and I wrinkled my nose. “The perfume of raccoon must be an acquired taste.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I generally refuse to lick raccoons,” the incubus replied. “If you want to lick a raccoon, be my guest, but don’t expect me to rescue you. If the raccoon tries to lick you without your permission, I’ll step up, but all bets are off if you approach them. And since we’re discussing ridiculous things to begin with, I don’t care what Lucifer says, these are not kittens, and we are not rescuing them.”

      “I have zero interest in being attacked by angry raccoons.”

      “That implies you are okay with being attacked by other types of raccoons, Sandra.”

      I eyed the raccoons, who kept their distance and continued their cacophony of warning cries. The younger ones, a quarter of the size of the adults, were rather cute. “How cute does a baby animal have to be to justify being attacked by raccoons in order to pet them?”

      “I would generally tolerate being attacked by raccoons of any type to rescue a baby human, a baby dog, or a baby cat of the domestic variety. I’d stop and think about it when it comes to rescuing baby cats of the non-domestic varieties. I’m quite fond of my sister, but she has one hell of a bite, and she leaves scars if she decides to whip her claws out. I have a few trophies on my back from having survived her wrath.”

      “But baby raccoons are not cute enough to justify being mauled, right?” I pointed at them. “They’re kind of cute.”

      “In a possibly rabid sort of way, I suppose. Honestly, they rank pretty high up there, but I have a sense of self-preservation. I recommend you develop one.”

      I laughed. “I’m inviting an incubus over so I can be his dinner and dessert daily for an undetermined amount of time. You should recommend I develop one after this happens.”

      “Ah, but I’ll leave you happy afterwards. They’ll leave you rabid, and there’s nothing fun about having a rabies treatment done. Also, I don’t want to see a rabid lycanthrope. A regular lycanthrope is dangerous enough.”

      I nodded at his admirable common sense and left the raccoons alone—and took care to give their section of the sitting room a wide berth. Then, as I’d immortalized enough of our stupidity, I stopped recording our imminent demise on my phone. “I have a date request.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “We make that fucking brother-in-law of yours rue, lament, and regret the day he sent us here using kittens. Because I like kittens enough to deal with this shit. I don’t even want to know what I’m stepping in.”

      Jonas snickered. “I’d guess raccoon shit judging from the little hissing bastards pissed that we’re in their territory. Don’t fret. We’ll get cleaned up before we get into the car.”

      “Damn straight we’ll get cleaned up. I will use every single practitioner trick I know to purify us of this filth before we get anywhere near my new baby.”

      “Our new baby.”

      I pointed at my feet, grateful I wore proper shoes and not sandals. “Until these are spotless, and I’m not driving it but am inside the vehicle, it’s my new baby. You get to call Lucille your new baby when you are the driver.”

      “Neither of us are driving, so it’s our new baby.”

      I debated the benefits of allowing him to win. When I couldn’t think of anything worth justifying my loss, I asked, “What are you giving me to make it our new baby?”

      “I will pay in positive physical and emotional attention once per day for joint ownership of our new baby.”

      As negotiating our future relationship status beat thinking about what I stepped in, I asked, “What does it say about me that this seems like a really good deal? I am willing to concede she is our new baby when neither of us are driving or have dibs to drive next, and dibs to drive next can only be claimed twenty minutes prior to departure.”

      “This is a fair arrangement.”

      “Deal. We are not getting anywhere near our new baby until we’re spotless, Jonas. Absolutely spotless. Pure. Cleansed of evil and filth.”

      “I don’t want to be cleansed of evil.”

      Right. Incubus. “Okay, fine. Just cleansed of filth. You can cling to your evil ways if you must.”

      “I must. My evil ways are sexy and sinful, and my marvelous powers as a bed buddy would be greatly diminished if I lost my evil.”

      I snorted, as I hadn’t thought it was possible for someone to spout almost as much bullshit as the Devil. “Until I get a bed buddy demonstration, you are all talk, Mr. Incubus.”

      “You are not supposed to be hungry for bed buddy activities until after I’ve corrected your hormones, Sandra. Simmer down.”

      I didn’t want to simmer down. I wanted a bed buddy. Sighing, I shrugged. “It beats thinking about what I’m walking through. Do we really have to go deeper into this creepy horror house?”

      “Lucifer’s inclusion of a time implies things I don’t want to think about, like the kittens will either leave or they’ll be eaten, possibly by the rabid raccoons.” Like me, Jonas sighed. “I am spoiled, and I don’t want to go deeper into the creepy horror house, either. This is something we must do. But considering what we’re walking through? You should have a unique assortment of diseases by the time we get out of here.”

      “This is the dumbest damned errand, and if we die doing this, we deserve it. Divide and conquer, search every room except the sitting room, because there is no amount of money on this sweet Earth, in the heavens, or in the hells to convince me I need to fight the raccoons to look in their shitty little hellhole.”
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      I found the basement through falling through the floor, and I dodged death from hungry, angry tigers thanks to landing on top of one of the cages filling the room rather than between them. The narrow distance between the metal top and the ceiling spared me from becoming dinner, and I shrieked, scrambled away from the emaciated animals, and as I’d already thrown away my dignity, I graduated from a shriek to a full-blown scream.

      The tigers had friends, and judging from what I could see of the floor, they’d already eaten a few people who’d once worn lab coats.

      “These ‘kittens’ are fucking tigers and lions!”

      Later, if someone asked, I would claim my exclamation had emerged as a rather stern shout rather than a word-punctuated scream.

      Jonas peered down through the Sandra-shaped hole in the floor. “Well, I’ll be damned. The kittens are ligers and tigons, and they’re pretty young, too. They have eaten fairly recently.”

      “You sound way too excited about this, Jonas.”

      “Those fucking assholes, the ones that used to own those shredded lab coats, are surely in hell waiting to be disciplined, if my guess is right. I’m going to try to get Lucifer to let me help with them this round. Are you all right?”

      “I almost got eaten by a few tigers.” The tigers in question roared at me, batting at the cage in their efforts to eat me. “I think that one, in particular, is hungry.” I pointed at the most determined of the predators.

      “She, and she’s nursing her kittens, so she’s hungry and needs to produce milk for her little ones. This problem is not hard to solve. The problem is solving it without getting eaten in the process. Fortunately, I have a phone and a willingness to call Lucifer, because we are not rigged to tame a bunch of hungry predators.”

      My twisted little brain decided to focus on the one predator I wanted to hunt me and needed to be hungry for the hunt to be on. Careful to keep my feet well out of the tiger’s range, I twisted around to stare up at him. “I’m rigged to tame a hungry predator.”

      “I don’t know what species He made you, but I’m concerned. I haven’t seen a woman get this insistent since my sister, and I try not to think too hard about my sister’s hunts for Lucifer. If you want to avoid being eaten by a tiger, I recommend you carefully get to your feet so I can lift you out of there.”

      As I needed to escape the hungry tigers and lions in order to hunt the incubus, I obeyed, holding my hands up so he could help me scramble out.

      He edged closer to the hole, and the floor creaked, and more rotten wood rained down.

      The lions and tigers roared at the noise, and one of the animals rammed the cage, knocking me off my feet. I hit the metal hard enough I yelped.

      “I’m impressed with that cage. That tiger has to weigh at least five hundred pounds, and the cage barely moved.”

      “It moved enough I landed on my ass,” I growled.

      Jonas smirked at me. “It could have collapsed. As such, I say the cage barely moved. If it had collapsed, you’d be surrounded by hungry tigers and lions.” With narrowed eyes, he peered into the room, leaning over for a better view. “At least three tigers, four tigresses with kittens, six lionesses, and a lion. And a lot of lion cubs. The kittens are in good health, so there must have been enough lab workers to keep them fed for the past few days. How sad. The illegal lab workers got eaten by their test subjects. I’m so sad over this.”

      I gave Jonas full points for his use of sarcasm. “Don’t we have to treat this like a crime scene or something?”

      “Do you think the tigers or lions will give good testimonies? The roaring and attempts to eat the attorneys would be entertaining, but I’m not sure they’d be able to defend themselves. Personally, I’d give them the benefit of the doubt and let them go on self-defense, but the courts here can be a little crazy.”

      “A little?” I blurted.

      “Just sit tight while I call Lucifer,” Jonas ordered, pulling out his phone. He dialed a number, held it to his ear, and waited. “You’re on notice. Sandra almost got eaten by a tiger, she’s probably hungrier than Darlene is on a bad day, and I have no idea how I’m going to feed a bunch of angry, partially starved tigers and lions. I’m open to suggestions that don’t involve us being mauled or eaten. Sandra fell through the floor.”

      Jonas listened for a disturbingly long time while the angry, hungry cats prowled around the cage, and every few rounds, they lunged against it and took a swipe at me. Staying away from edge kept me well out of their reach thanks to the rotting ceiling. After my nerves frayed to a dangerous degree, the incubus sighed and hung up. “You are not going to believe what that asshole told me to do.”

      “Just hit me with it so I can start crying.”

      “There is a freezer in the adjacent room. He wants us to bust in, get the meat, and throw it down to them. I can thaw it with a practitioner trick. But there’s no guarantee the lab’s experiments won’t be out and about. He wished us luck, laughed, and hung up.”

      “I can shroud us if you can get me out of here. We can run away from the hungry lions and tigers.”

      “The kittens would starve, and they’re sick. They need help.”

      “They want to eat us, Jonas.”

      “While they do want to eat us, they still need help.”

      I glared at the incubus, who would pay even more for his various crimes. “If I get eaten by hungry lions and tigers, I’m haunting your ass for the rest of eternity. You will try to feed, and I will be there, making commentary about your performance and scaring off your next meal.”

      “I see you’re already jealous, and I haven’t even gotten a chance to dine upon your delicious flesh yet.” Then, because he was a bastard of an incubus, Jonas leered at me.

      “Your dining doesn’t involve a one-way trip to the morgue!”

      “Would you even make it to the morgue if they get a hold of you?”

      I risked peeking over the side at the collection of bloodied and torn lab coats in search of bones. After a few minutes, I spotted a few, and they’d been licked clean. “Some parts would. You could take the shredded ruins of my clothes. They don’t seem to have an interest in clothing.”

      Jonas joined me in staring down at the remains below. “At least masculine apparel. I don’t think any of those workers were women before they became cat food. But if it makes you feel any better, having seen what these labs are up to, they deserved becoming cat food. Reputable labs do not keep lions and tigers beneath the rotting floor of some house.”

      “The Cats of Oak Boulevard could be the title of a kickin’ horror flick, but I do not approve of my status as the co-star of this film.” As few got to say they had a close encounter of the big cat kind, I took a few minutes to record the animals doing their best to get to me on top of the cage. “I came within a foot of death, Jonas.”

      “Yet you’re sitting there recording the cats.”

      “I don’t see you helping me get out of this mess. You opted to call the Devil. I’m stipulating any proceeds from this recording go to my parents, who will surely grieve for my demise at the claws and fangs of hungry felines.”

      “Honestly, you’re handling this better than I thought you would. Sure, you screamed, but honestly? I can’t say I wouldn’t have screamed for the opening act. I mean, they’re lions and tigers, and they’re really hungry.”

      I got a clip of the hungry animals trying to get to my cage along with a clip of the various kittens scattered around the room below. “Do you think they kept some of the people they ate alive for a while before eating them?”

      “I don’t know. I also don’t want to know, but I hope so. These fuckers deserve it. I’ve seen the fallout from the other labs. I will tell you one thing, Sandra. We do not discuss this with Diana. Her cats are rescues from these operations, and she takes this very personally.”

      “I’m taking the high risk of being eaten by tigers and lions very personally, Jonas.”

      With a shrug and snicker, he tested the edge of the Sandra-shaped hole until he found a few intact boards suitable for our combined weight. He reached down with both hands. “When I pull you up, remember I’m far stronger than a human. I can also teleport. I am not going to let you be eaten by any tigers or lions, but you’ll have to trust me.”

      While aware the cage had withstood hundreds of pounds of lions and tigers crashing against it, I eased to my feet in case standing on the cage’s ceiling brought the whole thing down and ended my newly extended life. “I deserve death for this, Jonas. I willingly entered the horror house. It isn’t on Elm Street, but I will forever be cautious of any road named after a goddamned tree.” I clasped my hands in his, wondering how the hell I’d scramble up through the ceiling, which had at least a foot and a half of wood, broken pipes, and other crap lurking in its rotten depths.

      Jonas grasped my wrists and stood straight, lifting me off my feet and up and over the disintegrating obstacle, and turned, setting me down on a more stable section of floor. “One of my first goals is to plump you up so you weigh more than a feather.”

      “Fucking cancer,” I muttered. I dusted myself off, and grimaced at my new collection of cuts, which would inevitably become bruises, which would, in turn, require yet another transfusion from my poor donors. “Do you think Diana is going to kill me when she finds out I am going to need more blood after this? I’m worried she might. I’m creating more work for her.”

      “I suspect Lucifer is hoping you won’t need another transfusion, but I expect you’ll be checked on after we get out of this alive.” Jonas glared at the hole I’d fallen through. “I’m concerned with Lucifer’s opinion of your survivability, especially since he doesn’t misjudge things like this usually. What the hell is a spicy pony with bite? Why does he think throwing you to literal tigers and lions is going to help?”

      “Those questions terrify me, Jonas.”

      “My need to ask them is concerning.” The incubus rolled his shoulders, herded me away from the hole, and pointed in an adjacent room, which had once been a kitchen.

      “I don’t think Lucifer knows what a spicy pony with bite is.” Bracing for the worst, I investigated the kitchen. I could conduct a science experiment on what had been left on the counter. “Is that freezer working?”

      “No. I don’t want to know what’s in the refrigerator or freezer, and I don’t know how long it’s been turned off. Some secrets should never be unveiled. That is one of those secrets. I’m not brave enough to look inside.”

      While the tigers and lions terrified me, I could handle the contents of a dead refrigerator. I tested every step on my way over, grabbed the handle to open the fridge, and tugged it open.

      The stench warned me of trouble, and the body, which had been inside long enough to fall apart, oozed to the floor. While I’d heard about such things in some of the more disturbing legal cases at school, the reality of a corpse in a fridge left me questioning my choice of career field. Jonas gagged.

      I raised a brow, made sure I didn’t step in any bits of the corpse, and checked the freezer.

      According to the decomposing skull collection, the former occupants had murdered at least five people. The size of the skulls implied the people had been adults.

      “I regret I had not taken more forensic science courses right now,” I confessed. “Or forensic archaeology. I can’t even tell what gender these poor bastards were.” The putrid odor of decay, almost sickening in its pervasive sweetness, would leave a mark. I closed the fridge door and backed away, triple checking to make sure I hadn’t gotten any of the victim on my shoes. “The bodies in the forensic courses were a lot fresher.”

      “Maybe the advanced courses use the older corpses?” Jonas pinched his nose closed. “How are you not gagging?”

      “I am not as fragile as the poor little hungry incubus,” I countered.

      “Says the delicate little flower who almost got eaten by lions and tigers. Your screams are rather delightful, but I’d rather you be screaming for other reasons.”

      That caught my attention, and I turned to him. “I thought I was supposed to behave. Commentary like that is not making me want to behave, Jonas.”

      “The hotel room isn’t soundproofed, so you’ll just have to wait until you’re finished with your hormonal therapy. Your organs have to finish healing, too. Please get away from the body. I’m concerned it might get up. We are in Georgia after all.”

      While Atlanta, Savannah, and Augusta had taken the brunt of the unexpected surge of undead, the zombies, vampires, and mummies—and others—had cropped up everywhere Wishing Well had gotten a foothold, including Athens. Everybody knew somebody who had made a shit bargain with the corporation and hadn’t survived, and I counted my blessings only one or two of the students in my classes had fallen prey to temptation.

      Unlike the three cities felled, cleaning up the bodies had been a simpler affair. The quantity of victims had helped with that.

      I tried not to think hard about the dragon who’d handled most of the cleanup—or the key players in the game that’d sent the restless dead back to their eternal slumber.

      It would make looking the Devil in the eyes harder down the road if I acknowledged the role he and his little cupcake of a daughter had played in the destruction of three cities and hundreds of thousands of lives.

      “Fuck Wishing Well anyway,” I said, and as I didn’t want to deal with a zombie on top of the lions and tigers, I gave the body some more room. It didn’t move beyond the expected oozing and settling from its trip to the floor. “I think it’s really dead. I don’t think this is good to feed to tigers and lions.”

      “I applaud your ability to determine human bodies are not suitable for feeding to hungry predators.”

      I giggled at Jonas’s droll tone. “Except the ones they ate. Those were suitable for feeding to hungry predators. Maybe the raccoons put the body in there at the request of the hungry predators.”

      “I don’t want to think about a bunch of hungry, angry cats having an army of raccoons, Sandra.”

      “It beats wondering who got stuffed into the fridge, and why the killers thought it was a good idea to put five heads in the freezer. Also, you might want to call the cops about that. I’m pretty sure that’s evidence of five murders. In better news, my fingerprints are everywhere, but I’m totally requesting angelic verification I had nothing to do with the tigers, the lions, or the corpses.”

      Jonas examined the floor, tapping at it with his toe until he found a section with a duller thud. “Oh, look. There’s a trap door in the kitchen. How surprised are you, Sandra?”

      I faked a gasp and clapped my hands to my cheeks. “I’m shocked. Absolutely shocked. The horror house has secrets. If we go down there, we qualify as too stupid to live, Jonas.”

      “Lucifer promised we’d survive through this somehow. I don’t think he’s lying, mainly because if I die, his darling kitten, also known as my sister, will mourn my loss for all eternity. He’d be forced to retrieve my seed, he wouldn’t even be allowed to punish me, then he’d have to somehow plant my seed again and engineer me to come back as the charming asshole I currently am, and that is a lot of work. He has opinions about being saddled with too much work. That said, if we go down there, we’ll probably encounter some pain, suffering, and terror in various forms.” After a moment of hesitation, he shrugged. “I won’t deny we might be too stupid to live if we go down there, but I’ve been told by someone with good reason to be honest we won’t die if we go down there.”

      Worrying over Darlene’s reaction if Jonas died might keep Lucifer on the straight and narrow, but could he actually stop a bunch of hungry big cats from killing us? I eyed the trap door, muttered curses, and crouched, discovering the floor had a notch large enough for a finger, which let me lift off a thin veneer. Beneath it, fresh plywood with a pull ring waited for someone sufficiently idiotic to come around and pull it up.

      I counted as sufficiently idiotic, although I struggled with the wood’s weight. Jonas took over, flipping it open on its rusty, creaking hinges. “I want to say I could have handled that, but I’d probably be lying.”

      “You tried, and that’s what matters. Keep trying even if you fail. You’ll get stronger with time, and I’ll take over when necessary.” Jonas peeked into the darkness, and he wrinkled his nose. “Of course, we might die trying to climb down that rusty as fuck ladder. Is this an experiment to see what happens if a cancer patient contracts tetanus? This looks like a probable case of tetanus for both of us.”

      I joined him in peering into the dark hole, which had dim emergency lights illuminating a narrow shaft and a rusting ladder. “This is old. Like this has been here for a decade type old. Or longer. This was here long before this street went to hell, right? Somebody’s been working a lab for a long time. How did nobody notice?”

      With a pained expression, Jonas shrugged. “Mostly, the neighbors mind their own business and don’t care. That’s part of what makes demons like me look like angels in comparison to some humans. Did you know He often views inaction as an equal sin to the action? Fear of being the next victim doesn’t condone allowing someone else to become a victim in His eyes. If being a good and courageous person was easy, everyone would go to the high heavens and rest in peace. But having the courage to stand strong in the face of adversity isn’t easy. It’s much easier to walk away than it is to fight. It’s not nearly as easy to access the high heavens as humans believe. A soul is more likely to go to the equivalent of purgatory, because most souls are neutral. They aren’t good or evil. They just are. They have not done anything deserving of the high heavens, and they have not done anything deserving of the Devil’s many hells. It’s only the extremes that go either way, and those extremes tend to be balanced.”

      Well, shit. “How many souls do you think end up in the heavens or the hells, then?”

      “I would say no more than twenty-five percent either way. The balance is balanced—literally. Half the souls are neutral. We, being the heavens and the hells, take the rest, sort them by severity of extremism, and attempt to rebalance them more towards neutrality. Winning is how we lose this game, Sandra—and the victor is eliminated right along with those the victor defeated. But for there to be life, there must always be good, evil, and everything in between. And for there to be a future beginning, there must always be an end. That is what the universal rules are all about.”

      The religious aspects of life and death always gave me a headache, even when the doctrine Jonas spouted made relative sense. “I should have charged per sermon in my hiring agreement,” I complained. “Should I shroud us now? Are we waiting before we get down there to do it?”

      “I’d wait for the shroud. As for charging per sermon, you can do that if you want. It won’t save you from hearing it.” The incubus muttered a few curses and eased into the hole. The ladder creaked with his weight. “Death is a small thing compared to the humiliation we will face if we can’t handle a single little horror house on our own.”

      “And if we do die in this little horror house? Because that is a rather strong possibility, Jonas. I went to school to be an attorney, not a horror house spelunker.”

      “Don’t you have to be in a cave to be a spelunker?”

      “It’s dark, damp, and filled with monsters. It’s basically a cave. As long as we have to deal with lions and tigers, I get to say we’re spelunking. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Jonas replied.

      “Good. Catch me if this collapses under my weight, please. And if you see any glowing eyes in the darkness, please take me with you when you teleport away.”

      “I like how you assume I’m going to teleport away.”

      “Why wouldn’t you? We’re in a fucking horror house.”

      “Sandra, I’m a demon. It takes a lot more than glowing eyes in the darkness to convince me it’s time to teleport away. But if it makes you feel better, I’ll take you with me if I go.”

      “You know what would make me feel better? Someone who is qualified to tranquilize or capture a bunch of lions and tigers. That would make me feel better. After this is over, yell at me about my complete lack of common sense and remind me that blaming the Devil doesn’t stand in court no matter how satisfying it might be.”

      “At worst, you’re trespassing. It wouldn’t even do more than blip on your record even if you did get charged with something, but hearing you say the Devil made you do it might be worth the fuss of you being put on trial,” Jonas replied, descending into the dark pits of hell—or the bowels of the decrepit house. “This is a closed-off storage room. There are unopened bags of cat food down here. The dry kibble kind. This is not appropriate fare for lions or tigers. If this was what those assholes were feeding them, it’s no wonder they ate their captors. I won’t call filth like them handlers. Darlene calls them fucking assholes. She’s right, these twats are fucking assholes.”

      “I agree. The twats the lions and tigers ate are fucking assholes.” Muttering curses at myself for being foolish enough to trust the Devil’s word on my general survivability, I eased into the hole, swearing even more vengeance for my lot in life. “I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?”

      “I’d count on it.”
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            I don’t know what it means to be properly cuddled.

          

        

      

    

    
      So many regrets, so little time.

      In good news, the floor’s collapse didn’t earn me an automatic escort to the afterlife. Jonas had something to do with that. One moment, we fell. The next, I landed on top of him, he’d sprouted wings, and he used his dark, leathery wings to shield me from the debris.

      Transformed Jonas had destroyed his shirt, revealing a muscular chest with enough definition I could lose a great deal of time acquainting myself with every curve and dip in his physique. My position, with my hands planted on his shoulders, put me in the perfect position to pursue a new plan, one without a single lion or tiger.

      Jonas lifted his hand and covered my lips. “As you can’t see in the dark, there are more large cat predators in cages in this room. They’re alive, but barely. I can also see the freezers, which are on. Some have kittens, which aren’t doing well. I’m confident these are the cats Lucifer wants.”

      Shit. I wiggled on top of Jonas and eased his wing down so I could peek. A faint illumination from the walls near the ceiling offered barely enough light to make out the walls were lined with large cages filled with big cat predators, and the poor things had seen better days, in far worse shape than the lions and tigers who’d tried to eat me. “Oh, those poor things.”

      “It’s a lot different when they’re caged and helpless, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I can fly and teleport, so I’ll leave you to feed these poor cats. You’re going to have to get close to them, but hopefully they’re okay enough to accept you tossing meat to them through the bars.” Jonas lurched upright, and I scrambled to stay on his lap. With a low chuckle, he wrapped an arm around me. “I think I see the problem. You’re so starved for human touch and affection it’s manifesting as a heightened sex drive. Give me a hug and get it a little out of your system, and tonight, I’ll make sure you get properly cuddled.”

      I could see myself enjoying a lot of time cuddling, especially if Jonas opted to leave his shirt at home and showed off his wings. “I don’t know what it means to be properly cuddled, so I’m expecting good things tonight.”

      “It’s a plan. Perhaps spicy ponies with bite require a great deal of affection to thrive? Cindercorns are like that. I could see Him following Lucifer’s base plan for his equines when working with you. Despite appearances, He genuinely does like Lucifer and wants him to be happy. Anyway, the cindercorn fillies have been brought up so they simply won’t whine when they want a hug, but they want hugs all of the time, just like their mother. And their mother? Ruthlessly hunts their father because he’s part incubus and she hasn’t gotten the hang of just asking for hugs. Also, she’s a hungry cindercorn, so she might think about asking for just a hug, but then she remembers she is married to her incubus-gorgon-doohickey, and thus he’s taken for a ride because she’s insatiable. I keep thinking about telling Sam, who is the poor, hunted father, that she really just needs a lot more hugs than she’s getting. I figure he likes being hunted and left it at that.” Jonas shrugged, and to my disappointment, his wings disappeared. “I sometimes manifest my wings when I get startled or fall. It wasn’t because I’m hungry.”

      I laughed at the absurdity of his concern. “I want you hungry, Jonas.”

      “Not that hungry you don’t—at least right now. By the time you’re ready and healthy enough for my attention, I’m sure I’ll start being tempted to show my wings off. I often resist showcasing my wings, though. My nature makes that a really bad idea. When a succubus sees an incubus showing his wings, she’ll get her pack together and go for a hunt and a good time. That lifestyle doesn’t work well for me. So, I spare us all the drama. I think Lucifer helps with that, honestly. I’m not sure how, but I’ve been around long enough to understand we start showing our wings involuntarily when we’re that hungry.”

      “And you’re often that hungry.”

      “Basically.”

      “If I get eaten by a lion or a tiger, you lose your dinner, so you need to make sure I don’t get eaten by a lion or tiger.”

      Jonas glanced at the cages surrounding us. “Or ocelots, cougars, exceptionally rare tigers and lions, and I’m pretty sure at least two of these animals are supposed to be extinct. Lucifer runs a conservatory in one of the sublayers, and he grabs as many critically endangered animals as he can, puts them into a habitat they’re comfortable with, and encourages them to breed. He then fiddles with the offspring to encourage genetic diversity and remove genetic faults that would bar survival. And in the case of there only being two left and inbreeding is required, he brings out the fucking assholes with genetics backgrounds and engineers the offspring so they can reproduce until he has a viable population again, then he starts new lines using the genetically diverse stock. And since he is who he is, he doesn’t mind encouraging inbreeding if it brings a species essentially back from the dead. In short, he’s using us for his animal rescue projects.”

      I joined the incubus in regarding the poor animals. “Okay. So, we’re animal rescuers today. When my college said there was a client needing a legal intern, I was not expecting this. I got the client from hell, and he’s not even using me for my legal knowledge.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get to put your legal schooling to work soon enough. But first, let’s help the cats, and then I’ll call and yell at Lucifer for a while. It makes sense why we’re here now, though.”

      “You mean it’s not to get eaten by lions and tigers?”

      “No, it was probably to find those corpses upstairs, to potentially identify the workers the lions and tigers ate, and get these animals out of here before authorities come and destroy them. Lucifer will negotiate for the man-eaters, and he’ll claim custody of them. More accurately, he’ll just take these and tell the authorities he loves cats, and if he were to leave an unhealthy cat alone, his wife would shred his skin from his flesh and she wouldn’t make him like it, and that makes him surly. Nobody wants Lucifer to be surly.” Jonas got to his feet without dumping me on the ground, lifted me up, and set me down, waiting until I could stand without help. He made a thoughtful noise, and he pointed at a corner. “There are also small wild animals in the corner. Otters, looks like a mongoose or something, and there is no amount of money available to convince me to fuck around with the honey badgers.”

      Despite the severity of the situation, I giggled at the thought of the incubus having a healthy fear of honey badgers. Sure enough, there were six or seven cages with the surly animals in it, and like the other occupants, they looked gaunt and on the verge of death. “I don’t know how any of these poor animals are still alive.”

      “The lycanthropy virus, same way you’re still alive. Somebody found a way to infect animals with lycanthropy, but while it helps with their survivability, the virus doesn’t do much more beyond have a host to infect more humans.”

      Crap. “And that’s why we’re here, too. You can’t realistically become infected. I’m already infected.”

      “That’s right. Well, mostly right. You will do your best to infect me, and if you’re anything like any other equine Lucifer has ever had any influence over, you’re going to launch a very exhaustive campaign to make certain I’m capable of becoming the same species of equine for your enjoyment. There’s only one equine right now who doesn’t have a same-species partner, and that’s Malcolm. He does not mind, because he adores his sphinx and wouldn’t ask for anything else, and once he catches her in the water, they’ll throw fillies left and right until Kanika gets tired of her father’s meddling ways and demands a colt. Honestly, I already told her I’d make sure Malcolm gave her a colt when she wants one. I might be murdered once Lucifer finds out, but it’s a big deal for them. They have one significant stumbling block right now, and that’s Kanika’s general fear of the water. Malcolm’s only fertile in the water.”

      While the Devil’s little cupcake of a daughter could drive me to the brink of madness, I sympathized with her plight. “That would be one hell of a prank. You can circumvent Malcolm’s fertility, can’t you?”

      “I can, but I won’t—he asked me not to. He wants her to trust him in all ways, so that means he has to lure her into the water for some shoreline shenanigans all on his own. He’s making progress. He got her in to her waist once, but then a rogue wave knocked her over and she bolted back to dry land.”

      To make my life easier, I drew a symbol for light in the dust, and to activate it, I blew on it until the room glowed in a gentle radiance. I approached the cages with the smaller animals, peering inside. Most of the animals paid me little notice, too exhausted to do anything other than breathe. I decided to try one of the otters first, as they seemed least likely to inflict significant damage to me. I cracked open the cage, reached inside, and waited to see what the otter would do.

      It stared, but it otherwise remained still and quiet.

      I eased my hand under its frail body, pulled it out of the cage, and cradled it against my chest, cooing to it. “Do you know what type of otter this is?”

      “Asian small claw. That’s a pretty common type of otter.” Jonas checked the other cages and listed species, pointing at a pair sharing a cage. “Those are Japanese river otters, and they’re supposed to be extinct.” Crouching down, the incubus counted cages. “They have twenty-six pairs of them. Lucifer is going to be beyond delighted with this. He likes otters, and he’s had a habitat for these guys set up for years, but he’s never been able to get any—not a single one. To get twenty-six breeding pairs? It’s going to be like Christmas for him.”

      “Do you think he knows these assholes have had them?”

      “No. If he thought there were extinct species here, he would have attended to this place personally.”

      I pet the otter I held, which made a whining noise and cuddled close. “They couldn’t have been treated too badly before the lions and tigers got them. Look at this baby.”

      “Yes, that is a baby. Not quite sexually mature yet, and yes, I don’t smell any fear from her. She’s a female.” Jonas eyed the other Asian small clawed otters and pointed at another cage. “That male is not far from her age, they are not related, and I sense the markers of being compatible with her. They’d make a good breeding pair. You can have an otter habitat in your home if you want. They can be quite affectionate, and these won’t be able be able to be released in the wild because of the lycanthropy infection, unless we figure out a way to purge them of the virus. We don’t know if it can be done yet.”

      “But infected animals are better than dead animals, even if they can’t be released back into the wild, right?”

      “Exactly. Hold onto that little lady, and I’ll see what we’ve got she can eat.” Jonas hurried to the freezers on the other side of the room, which could hold enough to feed an entire army. After checking several, he began digging around, pulling out plastic bags loaded with fish. “And they’re even listed by species. These animals must have been a long-term project, either that or the workers weren’t utterly abusive twats. The freezers even have detailed feeding instructions by species. I’ll be taking photos of that, and we’ll see what we can do to improve their diet once they’re safe in the conservatory.”

      “How do you know so much about these animals?” I asked, and I pet the poor little otter hoping my attention would comfort her. “You’re an incubus, not a vet.”

      “Ah, but I’m an incubus who helps with the conservatory to keep my sister from losing her shit. The otters I knew more because of Lucifer’s obsession with that part of the conservatory. The otter habitats aren’t far from his horse habitats, and he can’t resist the otterly charming residents.”

      I twitched. “You’ve been waiting to use that for years, haven’t you?”

      “It was really hard picking which one to use on you. They’re otterly irresistible puns. There’s just so many good ones.”

      If I thought heaven would help me, I’d ask, but I suspected He would laugh and find a way to make the situation worse. “I’m not sure I’m ever going to recover from your verbal slaughtering of my person, Jonas.”

      The incubus leered at me. “I’m sure I’ll be able to come up with an otterly wonderful therapy plan for you.”

      “What did I do to deserve this?” I complained.

      “I’ll start with your decision to torch one of my sister’s houses.”

      When he phrased it that way, he had every justification to take me out through the clever use of words twisted to inflict maximum anguish. “Yeah, I guess any of his houses are hers, too, aren’t they?”

      “Basically. Unfortunately for you, she has almost as big of a crush on the arsonist as Lucifer does, so I’m going to enjoy blackmailing you to keep quiet over my knowledge of your misdeeds.”

      “Burn down one house,” I muttered. “Make with the thawing magic so I can feed this little sweety,” I ordered.

      Still chuckling at me, he did as told, and he brought the bag of thawed fish over. “The directions say to give the young ones five of these, and the adults get ten. Give them however many they’ll eat. Just watch for them slowing down and give them some time between each fish so they have a chance to digest. In the meantime, I’ll see what I can do about the lions and tigers without them escaping and trying to eat us.”

      “If you get eaten by some damned cat, I’m going to be pretty upset with you, Jonas. If you get bitten or clawed, I’m going to be pretty upset, too. Being bitten or clawed will interfere with bed buddy time.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      “Those are famous last words, Jonas, and the rule about famous last words is that the wise should never say them.”

      “Should they prove to be famous last words, you can punish me however you see fit.”

      I scowled at the incubus. “Doesn’t that mean you’ll just get bitten or clawed just so you’ll get punished? You’re an incubus, and I’ve been warned you’re a particularly needy one.”

      “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do,” he replied before returning to the freezer to help feed the distressed animals. “If your rewards are better than your punishments, I’ll work to avoid being punished. That’s how this works.”

      “You’re something else, Jonas.”

      “I know,” he replied with a laugh.
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      I fed the animals, and I used every practitioner trick I knew to clean them and their cages. Upon locating a large sink tucked in a corner with clean, running water, I went to work making sure everybody had water to go with their food, too. The work exhausted me, and even Jonas appeared worn from his efforts to keep the lions and tigers contained and placated with meat.

      We emptied every working freezer, and the little to spare went to the loose predators.

      “Why didn’t we call Lucifer and ask for a miracle?” I checked the time on my phone to discover we’d missed lunch and dinner. “How am I not passed out or starving to death?”

      “Adrenaline,” the incubus replied, and he checked his phone, too. “We didn’t call Lucifer because if Lucifer had seen the state of these animals before we’d fed them, I don’t know the block would have survived. He would have called Diana, and she would have gone on a rampage. She’s a literal nightmare, and she’d destroy everything in her wake. We need the bodies upstairs to identify them. If Diana came here before we’d gotten the animals fed and cared for, we’d have no bodies left to work with.”

      “Is she a spicy pony with bite?”

      “She’s definitely a spicy pony, but she doesn’t usually bite. She’s more of the breathe fire and ask questions of the ashes type. She saves the biting for Darian.”

      Returning to the otter cages, I opened the door for the little girl I’d first picked up, and she squeaked at me, sniffing my hand before trying her best to climb up my arm. Neglect had left her weak, but she seemed alert enough, and I scooped her up and cuddled with her before putting her on my shoulder. She made herself comfortable, content to hold on for the ride. “Do you think I can keep her, Jonas?”

      “Yep, you’re going to fit in just fine. You’ll have to keep her boyfriend, too, but I don’t see why not. I’ll just tell Lucifer you have been charmed. It was an otter defeat on your part.”

      The rude punster would pay for his verbal assaults of my person, no matter how right he was. “She needs the best habitat.”

      Jonas chuckled and tapped at the screen of his phone before holding it to his ear and waiting. “Lucifer, I’m pleased to inform you that we have located a collection of formerly extinct animals in this specific lab. We’ve fed and watered them, and Sandra took care of cleaning their cages, but we’ll need to relocate a bunch of them before law enforcement comes. Sandra has decided she has adopted a young Asian small clawed otter and her boyfriend. You’ll want to have Diana abuse her holy fire with your new mischievous romp of Japanese river otters. Their health is currently questionable. There’s a room full of loose tigers and lions, and they’re undeniably man-eaters, so you’ll have to escort them straight to hell to take up residence in a secure sub-layer. They know we’re tasty, and it’s just a bad combination. The cubs know we’re tasty, too. You’ll need to deal with law enforcement, get the tigers, lions, and cubs out, and then leave the bones for investigation purposes. There’s a body on the floor in the kitchen, and the freezer upstairs has the heads of five vics in it. Sandra’s handling things fine, but she’s going to be hungry. We’re going to abuse you and request clean clothes and dinner. It’s been a day.”

      No fucking kidding. I needed to inform Jonas he deserved an understatement of the year award.

      “Yes, she likes Lucille. Yes, she named her car Lucille. Yes, she’s driven it, and I’ll consider myself lucky every time she lets me have a turn. Also, while she can drive with her vision as it is, it involved a lot of squinting, so you need to provide new glasses for her.”

      Damn. He’d noticed. “I would have pulled over if I thought I wasn’t safe to drive.”

      “I know. That’s why I didn’t say anything. You were driving just fine. You were just squinting, and you’ll give yourself a migraine doing that.” Jonas sighed. “Sorry, Lucifer. Two conversations at once, and unlike you, I’m not a telepath who can hold ten conversations at once. You’ll have to repeat yourself, because what she says is more important than what you say.”

      Holy hell. A close encounter of the large predator kind must have cranked Jonas’s general courage into overdrive. “He’s going to kill you.”

      Jonas leveled a stare in my direction. “He won’t kill me. You want me to be your bed buddy, and if he killed me, you’d be out a reliable bed buddy, and finding a reliable bed buddy is not an easy task. It would be far more work for him to work that miracle rather than leave me alive for your enjoyment.”

      All he needed to do to convince me to strip was smirk. A single smirk, brimming with ridiculous confidence, would do me in. “He better not kill my bed buddy. You’re a unicorn among men, and I have plans to bridle you.”

      “I’m not an actual unicorn. I’m far tamer compared to the unicorns.”

      While faint, I could hear Lucifer laughing at us.

      “He must be busting your poor eardrums with that maniacal cackling, loud enough I can hear him from here.”

      With a shake of his head, Jonas replied, “Your virus is probably bonding with the essence of spicy pony with bite. He’s not being that loud. You’re just having an easier time hearing him. You’ll get used to that. Phone calls aren’t private anymore unless you go to a room by yourself, and if you really want it to be private, you better use a soundproofed room—and do something to block the annoying telepaths from listening in on your thoughts.”

      “Okay. You better tell him we’re going to need a lot of carriers for these animals. These cages are all bracketed together. I don’t think they’re designed to be separated,” I replied.

      Jonas did as I asked, and he hung up. “He’ll be here within twenty minutes. He’ll have to coordinate with the CDC, get cages, and so on. I expect he’ll recruit demons and devils with teleportation to take cages to the fucking assholes, who best be careful with Lucifer’s new animals. Some of the fucking assholes will be rewarded for good behavior. None of the animal abusers will be part of this, although I expect the abusers will get to work with the man-eaters. The man-eaters aren’t going to change their stripes, and as long as the next generation isn’t taught to hunt humans, they can be released into the wild later. We’ll end up using live prey to feed the man-eaters within a year.”

      “What about the hybrids?”

      “They’ll be taken to a different habitat, and the tigers and lions will likewise be separated by species and integrated into their habitats. It’s a bit of a process.” Jonas examined the cages with some of the primates, which had been kept in the upper cages out of reach. “These monkeys bother me.”

      “Why?”

      “I have no idea what they are or where they came from. I’ve never seen anything quite like them before.”

      A faint pop warned me someone had come calling, and I turned. Lucifer stood behind Jonas, joining the incubus in staring at the cages and their occupants. “It seems someone has cracked cloning from old DNA samples. This particular species of monkey went extinct thousands of years ago. Humans found them to be particularly tasty and ate them right to extinction. Some became pets, but when you have solitary pet monkeys with a population of monkeys otherwise slated for the market, they eventually go extinct. More reason to make sure their operations are halted. There is a fine line between working to prevent a species from going extinct and trying to play God. This infringes on the playing God territory.”

      Crap. I joined them in staring at the animals. “You’re not going to destroy them, are you?”

      “No, not at all. They’ll be given a habitat and nature will be allowed to resume its course. Adding to the sin doesn’t change the original sin, and these animals have done nothing wrong. They’ll live as natural a life I can give them in the conservatory. They won’t be reintroduced to Earth, however. It’s one thing for people to fight for the survival of a species, but it’s another to attempt to circumvent nature’s intent. Humans killed this species through its poor choices, and this species will find its new home to be a rather pleasant slice of my many hells.”

      “But wouldn’t that make it humanity’s responsibility to restore what they destroyed?” I asked.

      “If such noble intent were behind the animals in these cages, I might be inclined to agree with you, but it’s not.” Lucifer turned his attention to the Japanese river otters, and he relaxed and smiled. “One day, those will get to roam the Earth again. They are natural born, with numerous generations having been bred in captivity. They’ll stay in my conservatory until there is a sufficient population and a habitat in Japan suitable for them.”

      “You can tell at a glance?” I blurted, widening my eyes at the power the Devil opted to display.

      “I’ve learned I need to search the past to determine the future of these animals. We’ve come across a number of humans transformed into animals and then studied in the labs. Those we handle differently.”

      “They’re converted into demons or devils, much like I was,” Jonas added. “That’s the only way Lucifer has of offering a new life to the victims. Sometimes, the victim asks to be killed and given a new life, once again human. He handles those cases.”

      Lucifer stared into my eyes, and his full attention disconcerted me. “They’ve already experienced my many hells in their life, and He has a kinder touch with that. He’ll bring out an archangel to shepherd the soul to the afterlife and begin the process of cultivating the new seed. But the choice is in the hands of the victims.”

      It took me a few minutes to understand his meaning, and the Devil waited with unnerving patience while I thought it through. “You wanted me to see the real reason you’re working on this and need my help,” I guessed.

      “I did. Honestly, this is one of the better labs we’ve busted. They wanted the animals alive and in good health, although the lions and tigers made a mess of things.” Lucifer shrugged. “I’ll have fun with those fucking assholes once I get home.”

      “And the person in the refrigerator?”

      “That is for the humans to investigate. When that stage begins, you’ll be enjoying a nice bath in your hotel and whatever pampering you can coerce out of Jonas.”

      “He’s proving resistant,” I complained.

      “The hunt is more fun with a splash of desperation. You’ll have a great time.”

      Threat? Promise? A little bit of both? I regarded the Devil with a frown, wondering if he’d taken sides, whose side he was on, and his general motivations.

      Jonas snorted. “She still has healing to do first.”

      “I really made you a little too well. I’m both disgusted and proud of myself. Jonas is among the best I have for things like this, and if he says you need to heal first, you need to heal first. I left you in his care because he’s the best incubus I’ve got for the job. Some of the succubi are as good as him, but you’d become uncomfortable the instant she started checking out your breasts.” Lucifer stared at my chest. “He was not joking around when he made you, that’s for sure. I guess I should warn you now. My wife loves breasts. She loves chests with perfect nipples, and she has an utter fascination with women’s breasts. Eventually, she’s going to grab you because she wants to verify they’re as soft as they look. I’m convinced she can’t help herself. Tell her no if it bothers you. She’ll do her best to stop. She’s not always successful at stopping, but she does try.”

      I took a turn regarding my breasts with interest. “Honestly, I’m surprised they emerged through the cancer mostly intact.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Jonas replied with a shrug. “It just happened I addressed them first, as once the hospital’s painkillers wore off, the pain would have been excruciating at best. I worked based on severity and your discomfort.”

      “Why are we talking about my breasts when there are animals to get settled into new homes and out of these stupid cages?”

      The Devil laughed and headed for the otters. “We’ll start with these little angels. I’ve already got their habitat set up, and they can all share until I can get them separated by species.”

      I pointed at the little otter on my shoulder. “She’s mine.”

      “I will put some of the fucking assholes to work to build her a good habitat in a temporary residence for you.”

      Jonas pointed at the second young Asian small claw otter, the one he claimed was a boy and should be kept with my girl. “That one needs to go with her.”

      After a moment of examining how the cages were bound together, he opened the cage and caught the otter, who cried and whined. “Don’t fret over it, Sandra. I scare most mortal animals, and this little guy is a bit shy. He’ll warm up to me soon enough. Hand over your girl, and I’ll give them to Darlene to care for. That’ll keep her amused for ten whole minutes, I’m sure.”

      I pet the otter to comfort her before handing her over to the Devil. He vanished.

      “If he brings a handbasket to ferry animals off to hell, I’ll be done with today, Jonas. That’s my last straw.”

      Jonas snickered. “He does not understand mortal fascination with his hells and handbaskets, but I’ve seen stranger things. Just hold on for a few more minutes. Our part in this is almost over.”
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            I swear I’m not actually a vampire.

          

        

      

    

    
      Jonas drove the Lamborghini, but I missed the ride, as the instant I buckled in, I clocked out. While I’d gotten used to transfusions, having one done in a hotel room with my donor, a younger man with dark hair and eyes, counted as a novelty. Diana paced, and she fiddled with a meter, one vaguely similar to the virus scanners the hospital used.

      I could only assume my donor was Darian, unless the Devil had scrounged up a third person to serve as my blood bank. I spotted my future bed buddy sitting in the corner reading a book. “Did somebody finally put you in time out, Jonas?”

      Everybody jumped, although Darian managed to stay in his seat. While he tugged on the line transferring his blood into my veins, it remained connected.

      Diana resumed fiddling with her scanner, shaking her head and muttering something.

      My future bed buddy closed his book and grinned at me. “I’m in the corner because I influenced Diana last night so they’d leave. They hovered to the point of becoming annoyances. My ploy worked, but for some reason, they’ve been irritable with me today. Likely because they got a room down the hall so they could indulge, which meant Diana didn’t check in with Lucifer. Lucifer complains when they don’t check in with him. It was worth it.”

      Diana eyed the scanner as though debating if she wanted to throw it at the incubus. “Lucifer spent an hour scolding me this morning because I wasn’t keeping a closer eye on his spicy pony with bite. He’s always protective when it comes to the new fillies and colts. How dare we have a good time last night while he is fussing?”

      “I’m just happy I haven’t been moved to a hospital again. This is far more comfortable than a hospital.” I eyed the line feeding me blood. “Did I get mauled by a tiger or lion, thus requiring another round of blood?”

      Hopping to his feet, Jonas came over and sat on the edge of the bed. “We were both exposed to quite a few illnesses in our adventure yesterday. Your virus spiked getting rid of them, and your blood production isn’t up to the task of sustaining the virus when it’s hard at work making you healthy. So, we’re topping you up this morning before we both get to enjoy some rather intimidating stacks of paperwork or other errands Lucifer has planned for us. Diana confirmed your immune system is functioning again with that fancy scanner of hers. Your next appointment at the hospital will be in three weeks for a round of tests. Lucifer didn’t want to push our luck to see how you’d recover naturally, so he threatened to send Darian off to Europe while keeping Diana busy here. As they feel that’s cruel and unusual punishment, they’re serving as your personal blood bank again.”

      “I’m really sorry,” I said, wincing at the thought of having turned them into blood mules. “I swear I’m not actually a vampire.”

      Diana waved off my apology while Darian stared at the plastic tubing.

      “Maybe I should offer you a few extra apologies, Darian?”

      “It’s not needed, although it’s appreciated. I’m more pissed Lucifer numbed you while I get to enjoy feeling the fucking thing.”

      “You’re not a baby, Darian. It’s not that bad,” Diana chided. “It only stings a little.”

      “Four hours of stinging really stinks, and I’m going to need a lot of tender, loving care to get over it.”

      Raising a brow, I eyed Jonas. “Are you influencing them right now?”

      “No, this is his natural state, which generally means if Diana is in the same room, he’s interested. You should see the separation anxiety. I’m concerned for my general health, as equines give incubi a run for their money on a good day. On a bad one, they win. I hate when I can’t win, Sandra.”

      “Well, if you take appropriate care of me every evening and possibly morning, there shouldn’t be any bad days, so you’ll win often. If I don’t get bed buddy time, we both lose, and we should both be unhappy about that.”

      “That sounds like the start of a really good relationship for you, Jonas.” Diana grinned at the incubus. “Lucifer will be happy he won’t have to fret over his little brother.”

      “Brother-in-law,” Jonas corrected.

      “You’re his precious darling’s brother, which makes you his brother. It’s been decades. Just accept it already.” Tapping on the screen of her scanner made the machine beep a few times, and Diana narrowed her eyes. “Sandra, your lycanthropy virus is now showing as attuned to an equine species, although the species is not registered in the CDC’s database, which means you’re a new breed. He is perfectly capable of concocting some new variant, so he probably made it so you adapt well to the hells—and to be a good food source for Jonas. I have a feeling Jonas is also one of His creations, too.”

      The incubus straightened, and he frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You know I took a blood sample this morning to check on you,” Diana replied. “It just happens there was a DNA sample of your parents available, so I ran the general tests. Even post conversion, there is typically surviving DNA identifying mortal parentage. I bothered to do the analysis while waiting for Darian to get hooked up for the transfusion.”

      “You’re saying I’m like Darlene?”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. I went and had a chat with Darian’s father about it, and he did some peeking. Your mother was infertile. While she had eggs and ovaries, the eggs were all defective and any fertilized wouldn’t come to term; they’d naturally abort shortly after conception. And while there was nothing wrong with your father, they would never have had children without an intervention. I guess your mother must have prayed for a miracle at some point, because she had you and your sister—but since her eggs weren’t viable, I suppose He opted to handle the situation by providing the fully fertilized egg. He just grabbed your seed, which has been around for a long time. Actually, your seed is pretty interesting.”

      “Lucifer mentioned he’s had a few rounds with me,” Jonas muttered.

      “You were his first rehabilitation. You were made to teach Lucifer how to prepare seeds to go back into the world. So, yes. He has had a few rounds with you. Your first sin was one Lucifer didn’t understand, and that shaped him to be what he is today. He still doesn’t understand why you ended up in his not-so-tender care that first time, although you definitely have earned a few of your rounds with him.” Diana tapped on the screen of her scanner again. “Lucifer’s brothers have known for a while, but they didn’t want to upset Darlene.”

      Sighing, Jonas shook his head. “Every time I think I start to understand this crazy family, I find out I’m wrong.”

      “But now you know why—it wasn’t that He wanted to strip you of your biological sister, but that without His intervention, there was no way either one of you could have been born to your parents at all. He gave you both the genetics you needed to thrive in your new futures. And, I suspect, He wired you to be best suited to become an incubus so Sandra could have someone capable of keeping up with her. He likes efficiency, and He also enjoys meddling with Lucifer’s plans.”

      Jonas’s shoulders slumped. “I hate that you’re probably right.”

      “You’ll get over it eventually. She’s still your sister. You just had a rather unusual conception.” Diana offered the incubus a smile. “It’s sweet this bothers you so much. Darlene understands it’s because she’s your sister, the same way she won’t let go of you being her brother. If anything, He made certain you would be brother and sister, and He made sure your genetics were suitable for the extended lifespan you’ve both been given. I’m still getting used to the idea of having been a manipulation from long before my birth, but I see the reasoning why. It does turn everything I thought I knew about the nature of free will on its ear, though. We can change things, but it’s difficult to fight fate. I think that’s why Lucifer is so extreme—because for him to have free will, he had to fight an absolute, so he himself became an absolute. He often struggles to break free from the various molds he created for himself.”

      “Can I just thank you now for keeping me from kicking the bucket? I really appreciate that. There was no way in hell I could otherwise afford a donor.”

      Darian chuckled. “There was no way in hell Lucifer was letting the intern of his choice die from cancer, but you were at a stage where there were limited options. My father actually suggested us being donors, as our virus would let Lucifer determine your strain later. He beat us to the chase, though. That surprised me. That said, my father is probably partially responsible. Someone slipped and mentioned about how we were pretty tired from the constant donations.” With a grin, Darian glanced at Diana. “One day, you will learn.”

      “I was beyond tired. I was exhausted. I needed a jolt from a damned archangel to get back on my feet. Also, we learned that our virus can do a max of two units a day without becoming a spiking mess. I donated three halfway through the first week, and I was a walking disaster. Unfortunately, we had dinner with Darian’s parents that night, and one of his fathers is an archangel. We both got a round with him, which was part of why there was extra blood. Holy fire is useful for that sort of thing.”

      “And while Diana can wield holy fire, after a week of donating blood, she was tapped all around.” Darian waggled his finger at Lucifer’s secretary. “Next time Lucifer tells you a sob story, get the details before agreeing. Agree anyway, but at least go in knowing what we’re getting into.”

      “That’s fair,” she replied. “I heard the word cancer, and well, that decided me. But your cancer was far, far worse than mine. Mine had just started to develop before Lucifer and his brothers got their wicked hands on me.”

      “Did you just call angels wicked?” I blurted.

      “Angels are supremely wicked, and archangels are even worse. Then you have Lucifer, who is the prime wicked being. He is just a step below Lucifer on the wickedness chart. In my opinion, of course.” Diana pointed at her scanner. “So, back to the science. The virus has been working overtime fixing your vital organs. Your kidneys and liver are back to good shape, your lungs are healthy, your brain isn’t doing too bad, but I’ll have to get you to a hospital to confirm some of the oddities my scanner is reporting. I’m not concerned about it, but your brain seems to have structural oddities.”

      “Well, isn’t that to be expected? The cancer ate parts of my brain.”

      Diana stilled. “Nobody had told me the cancer had progressed to your brain. Wait, no. I think I’d been told the cancer had progressed to full-body, but I had assumed that wasn’t in your brain.”

      “The lycanthropy virus is restoring my brain, then?”

      “That would explain the structural oddities, yes. Anyway, your IQ is reporting at higher than normal, which is to be expected from your general ability in school. There’s odd activity in the temporal and parietal lobes, but that’s consistent with practitioner magic. Have you used much in the way of magic?”

      “Yes, I’m a practitioner. Or was—I haven’t really tried to do anything since I was hospitalized.”

      Diana retrieved a notepad and a pen. “Do any form of minor working for me, please.”

      Drawing a rune with one arm unavailable took more effort than I appreciated, but I drew the rune to create light, set the paper aside, and gave it a shake to activate it. The paper glowed with a pure white radiance.

      “Oh, that was nicely done,” Diana complimented before taking the sheet of paper and pressing it to the scanner. “This scanner has a very interesting feature; it can judge the strength of a practitioner from a working.” After a moment, the machine beeped. “And that explains the strange brain activity; you’re probably fairly up there on the practitioner charts, so you’ll need to be trained if you haven’t done a lot of high-level, refined magic. Lycanthropy is essentially concentrated magic, so it doesn’t surprise me you’d become a rather strong practitioner following the infusion of blood you’ve been given. I’m also a practitioner, so my blood probably contributed.”

      Somehow, I kept from giggling, and Jonas turned his head away from Diana under the guise of checking his phone, which was on the nightstand. To keep my amusement contained, I asked, “How is my reproductive system doing?”

      “Ask Jonas. He’s your personal hormone therapy plan right now.”

      “He keeps telling me no, but then wanders around and poses, and I think it’s really not fair.”

      Diana rolled her eyes. “Jonas, what are you doing?”

      “Keeping you from having to donate an extra unit or two a day due to her virus wanting to permanently tame me. Until you two aren’t coming back here every day for donations, we will just have to suffer through abstinence.”

      “Suffering is the correct word to use. I suffer, significantly.” I heaved my most dramatic sigh. “He even gets into bed when I’m cold, but I have to behave. It’s cruel, Diana. Just look at him.”

      “Yes, he is an incubus, and incubi are generally attractive.” Diana glanced at Darian with a grimace. “Sorry. It’s true.”

      “The rule is look but don’t touch. You can look at the incubi all you want, but you have to come home and touch me,” Darian replied with a grin. “I really don’t mind when you get worked up because you had a bunch of incubi flouncing around you.”

      “Flouncing is such a good word for it,” Jonas stated with a hint of good humor in his voice. “Would you like me to spread word that you would enjoy us flouncing around your woman, Darian?”

      “I’ll even look the other way should your pranks target those in close proximity to me.”

      Diana huffed, but after a few moments, she laughed. “You two are something else. Don’t mind them, Sandra.”

      “I want to hear more about this flouncing.”

      Jonas snickered. “It’s lewd.”

      “That isn’t discouraging me.”

      “Except you’re banned from extracurricular activities for at least another week. Lewd is a code word for frustration. Your frustration. It won’t bother me at all. Frustrated women are almost as delicious as virgin ones. Go ahead. Take the bait. I’ll enjoy myself in a week. I’m used to being patient.”

      Diana giggled. “He’s got you there, Sandra. And he’s right about the week. Your hormone levels are still a mess. Are you going to be all right for a week, Jonas? You have to be hitting your limit with the amount of work you’ve been putting in. Lucifer wanted me to make sure you aren’t getting excessively hungry.”

      “I’m fine. She’s bleeding off some serious energy from her generalized frustration and interest, so I’m getting enough to work with. Not as much as I’d like, but she’s got a strong sex drive. I’m doing all right.”

      “You can really feed just from being near someone who wants sex?” I blurted.

      “I can,” Jonas confirmed. “It won’t sustain a demon, but it takes the edge off. It delays having to feed, but it can’t replace feeding. I’m as good as it gets for being able to wait right now. A week won’t bother me.”

      With narrowed eyes, Diana considered the incubus. “It’s been almost two months since you’ve fed, Jonas.”

      “Unlike my sister, who is spoiled and has never had a reason to truly test her limits, I can go three months before Lucifer starts giving me the eye for not having fed. After six, I’m a mess, but two is nothing.”

      “If you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure, but thank you for asking. Has Lucifer given us our next errand list?”

      “Yes, I have it with me. He promises that you won’t be dealing with another lab today, but he makes no promises you won’t have to keep an eye out.”

      Something about Diana’s tone made Jonas tense. “What is he having us do?”

      “He thinks he has a lead on a corporation working with the labs, and he wants Sandra to inquire on their available cancer treatments while showing off Lucille, wanting them to believe she’s an ultra-wealthy possible client they might be able to manipulate. You’re to go with her as her escort, posing as a secretary or servant of some sort. I have the clothes required to dress her up, I have one of Lucifer’s suits for you, and an address. Sandra, we’re hoping to get an information package for their potential treatments, which we think might be linked to the studies they’ve been doing in some of their labs. Jonas, feel free to abuse your ability to teleport, but only do so if you’re confident of Sandra’s safety.”

      “But why would I be going there?” I asked.

      “A friend tipped you off, and if asked about who tipped you off, you’re unwilling to breach confidentiality.” Diana set the meter on the dresser and went to her purse, retrieving a tablet. “This has all of our current notes on the operation. Go through it, take a look at the pictures of those we believe to be involved, and keep your eyes open.”

      I took the tablet in my free hand and eyed it warily. “If I get used as a lab experiment, I’m making the Devil pay for all eternity, Diana.”

      “There’s a line, but I’ll let you skip in front of me if it backfires like that. Lucifer’s ruthless, but he doesn’t intentionally endanger his people. Sure, there’s danger and risk, but he won’t deliberately put someone into such a position without giving a complete disclosure of those risks. This should be safe enough.”

      “He didn’t warn me those ‘kittens’ were hungry and would be happy to eat me,” I muttered.

      “He likely peeked into the future and saw how your adventure into that house would play out. That said, I’ve made a new policy to be very wary if Lucifer asks me to go retrieve any kittens. Your new otters are adorable, though. When I left the manor this morning, they were heading out to build their habitat and add an expansion to your new house. It’s amazing how hard fucking assholes will work to dodge time in the dungeon. And the fucking assholes who have been behaving get to do jobs they actually like.”

      With some help from Jonas, I sat up, careful to keep from jarring the line pumping me full of Darian’s blood. Once situated, I put the tablet on my lap and began scrolling through the data. The note describing the company as an off-shoot of Wishing Well worried me. “We’re not going to run into yet another zombie apocalypse doomed to wipe out more cities in Georgia, are we?”

      “The idea is to avoid that. Right now, we think we’ve eliminated the labs that were toeing the line. As long as we keep them from crossing the line, the conditions for the End of Days will remain unmet. But yes, it’s a concern. I doubt you’ll encounter many undead on this adventure.”

      “Many does not mean none, Diana.” I glared at the woman, scrolling through in search of any information on the potential undead I might encounter. Sure enough, deep within the file’s depths, I found a summarization of the various undead types created by Wishing Well, how to cope with them if I ran into them, and some names and examples of people who’d survived the general purge. “Why weren’t all of the undead destroyed when Atlanta and the other cities were razed?”

      “Some of their undead were created through bargains with Lucifer, demons, or devils, so they abided by the universal rules on their creation. Wishing Well attempted to circumvent those rules, which led to conditions for the End of Days being met. The ones Lucifer is responsible for survived. The ones made by other demons or devils were eradicated along with the ones created by other practitioners. The ones Lucifer created are tracked, as we want to see what they’re up to. They will not have a good time once they perish.” Diana wrinkled her nose, went to Darian, and pressed her fingers to his throat to check his pulse. “How are you holding up?”

      “My virus is spiking again,” he complained.

      “Oh, how I pity you,” the woman replied, and she smirked. “I am so sad I will have to work with you and a spiking virus. I am so terribly saddened by knowing I will have to take you home with a spiked virus.”

      Darian burst into laughter. “You say that now, but will you be saying that when I make you miss at least half a day of work?”

      “That better not be all talk,” she warned.

      “And now that I know too much about what you two will be doing later, how long do we have left before I can be freed from the transfusion line?”

      Still smirking, Diana got out her scanner and jabbed my finger with it. After a few moments, the machine beeped. “Your blood pressure is back to where it needs to be, so I’ll free you from my fiancé’s wicked clutches. Leave the bandage in place for a few hours. Your attire has long sleeves, so it’ll be hidden, although once you tell them you are seeking cancer treatments, they’ll make assumptions. Take your time reading the notes I gave you and have Jonas drive. Also, Lucifer had new glasses made for you. Jonas knows where they’re at. You’re to have your eyes checked once a week, and I think Lucifer intends for one of his brothers to do the work. Raguel came in while you were napping and did your first examination last night.”

      “Raguel?”

      “My father,” Darian answered, holding still while Diana extracted the transfusion line and bandaged his arm. “Lucifer is being flighty and overprotective, and my father is pretty good about not tripping any triggers, so he came over and handled the work. You need to be able to see without squinting.”

      “I think that’s a myth. Can people actually see without squinting?”

      Darian snorted. “With the correct glasses, yes.”

      Diana took her time extracting the line from my arm, careful to leave some blood in the line so no potentially lethal air bubbles could sneak in and put an end to my life. Once done, she hauled the tubing and needles to the bathroom to wash them, leaving Jonas and Darian to bandage my arm so I wouldn’t leave lycanthropy-infected blood in the hotel room.

      The cloths used to clean up the excess drops of blood went into a bag marked with a biohazard label. Once Diana had the tubing and needles cleaned, she put them away in her briefcase. “Jonas, if her blood pressure drops, give us a call. I’m going to take Mr. Spiking here home so he can make me miss work. Sandra, try not to need us until after we’ve missed work.”

      “I will do my best not to interrupt your truancy,” I promised.

      Diana pointed at the room’s closet. “Your clothes are in there, the errand list is on the dresser, and try not to drive Jonas too crazy with your displays of interest. He’s trying so hard to be a good little incubus, but he’s really not skilled at being good or at being an incubus.”

      “Hey! I’m an excellent incubus. I’m just really not good at sharing or relationships. But I’m a very skilled incubus, thank you very much.”

      “And on that note, we’ll leave you to your hunt,” Diana said before herding Darian out of the room. At the door, she paused and added, “At least try to be careful. If Lucifer has to rescue you two, his reputation will be thoroughly destroyed, and the whining would be even worse than it already is in that damned house.”

      Once they were gone, I asked, “What whining?”

      Jonas grinned. “Lucifer was whining because Kanika and Malcolm took him seriously and went to make friends with your parents and the entire neighborhood. He was given exactly one piece of cornbread and one piece of pecan pie. This has created a certain amount of tension in the family, as he now wants another piece of pecan pie, and Kanika has marked the entire neighborhood as her territory. We will get an entire pie, by the way. We have been asked if we want an entire pan of cornbread, and if we wanted it spicy or sweet. We can get a pan of spicy and sweet if we are voracious cornbread fans. You’re apparently well-liked in the neighborhood. I’m disturbed I have to behave because you’re liked, and I need to maintain your pristine reputation.”

      “My what reputation?”

      “Pristine.”

      “Jonas, I painted my swing set the one true color because it wasn’t the right color. I probably stole the neighbor’s paint and brush to do it. I was a fiend as a child.”

      “But according to everyone who has talked about it, you were an adorable fiend with good manners when you weren’t doing things like stealing paint.”

      Goodness gracious. What had my family been telling the Devil? Worse, what had the neighbors been telling Kanika and her husband? “I’m never going to be able to go home again, am I? The embarrassment will kill me if I ever return home.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”
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      While I wanted to drive, Jonas insisted, claiming that a pampered, wealthy woman wouldn’t risk breaking a nail, especially when already in poor health. It annoyed me I understood his logic, although I questioned how the wealthy got through day-to-day life.

      As such, I filled the time with reading on the way to our target, an office building located on the outskirts of Savannah. Before the razing, the place had been a warehouse located a few miles outside of the city limits. The razing had ended in the building’s back yard, and according to Diana’s tablet, she believed a few surviving employees of the organization, who’d been out of town at the time, had taken up the corporation’s banner, moving their efforts from bargaining to the corruption of the lycanthropy virus.

      A note in the file proclaimed Diana and Darian to be at high risk due to being the first infected with the adjusted virus, and that the corporation, now known as Modern Miracles Pharmaceuticals, funded and helped operate a collection of legal and illegal labs. Worse, the company sought out illegal animal breeders to stock their labs with test subjects, using their legal activities to cover their general practices.

      I grumbled curses. “Lucifer is likely going to have me organize everything so it might be turned into a court case, and the more of this summary I read, the less I like this whole thing.”

      “Nobody with a scrap of morality likes this mess,” Jonas replied. “And yes, I know you wanted to drive, but it’s almost four hours to get to Savannah, and with the traffic and reconstruction, it could take us five. I can afford to be a little tired when we get there, but you need to be sharp—and you can’t really afford to strain your virus right now.”

      “While I understand that, Lucille is fun to drive.”

      Chuckling, the incubus acknowledged my point with a nod. “She really is. Lucifer wants to take down the entire operation, from the parent company down to every supplier knowingly involved. That’s why he wanted an intern with legal skills. You can help gather the paperwork the lawyers will need to make a good case. We need a strong case because Georgia allows private prosecution but only if sufficient evidence can beat the defendant’s claims on why he or she should not be charged. This would allow Lucifer to be the lead attorney for the case. If Lucifer is handling the prosecution for the case, it has a strong chance of making it through the courts. The defense would have to choose between using angels or doing it on their own—and that’s where Lucifer wins. If angels are refused, guilt is essentially confirmed. But we need a strong enough case to make it through the first stage of court.”

      While aware of the private prosecution laws in our state, I hadn’t put much thought into it, as getting a case opened often counted as a living nightmare. Without sufficient admissible evidence, judges tossed the cases. “Why isn’t Lucifer using the state’s prosecution?”

      “We’re in the south. The prosecution might be bought out. We’re going to be looking into that, too. Awhile back, one of Lucifer’s precious unicorns caught himself a stolen succubus, and the court system had been responsible for her captivity. Now that she’s safely recovered and is sporting hooves due to being bonded with her unicorn, Lucifer wants to bring down operations like that. He’s starting in Georgia, but he’ll be headed to where his succubus was held to finish general cleanup there. He’s probably hoping you’ll have your JD in time for that work, as that one is personal.”

      “So unicorns really can seduce and keep demons like yourself?”

      “She won’t be going anywhere until her stallion’s lifespan comes to its natural conclusion. You’ll have to give me a week or two to come to terms with captivity. But, she’s well-fed, and there’s something to be said about being well-fed.”

      I grinned at the thought of Jonas having to come to terms with being a well-fed captive. “You don’t have to be my bed buddy unless you want to. If captivity is too much for you.”

      “I resent how well Lucifer likely planned this. First, you’re a virgin, and there is a reason we incubi get really hungry around virgins. Then you’re a bold virgin with a frightening amount of drive to catch yourself an incubus. Then, to complicate matters for me, you’re naturally monogamous, which works well with my nature, thanks to Lucifer’s meddling. Free will isn’t so free when the deck is completely stacked in such a way to make something almost inevitable. I’m hungry, you’re interested, and fuck cancer anyway.”

      “If being near aroused people helps you take the edge off, we could park near a brothel for a while or something. That would help, wouldn’t it?”

      “However much being hungry is annoying, I’m really okay. I didn’t lie to Diana, although I’m known to lie. I don’t joke around about my hunger levels, because a hungry incubus is a dangerous incubus. Of course, you’re a hungry spicy pony with bite, and I’m willing to bet your second nature is kicking into overdrive, and He likely made you the match of unicorns knowing you’re after an incubus. It wouldn’t surprise me if you’re a conversion species, too. If you can convert me, then we’d have children of your species as a guarantee rather than having a chance for a demon or devil, depending on the conception and gestation period. Making devils and demons is a bit more complex than just having sex. And since I’m an incubus, conversion is temporary, although ensnared demons and devils tend to let the conversion stick. We’re suckers for punishment.”

      Later, I would need to ask somebody about conversion, potential species, and the lycanthropy virus’s general role in my life. However, our job needed to come first. “Once, my mother tried to punish me by making me read books for an entire afternoon. I was so confused by that, because I enjoyed the books and had a good time. But it was supposed to be a punishment.”

      “As we like saying downstairs, is it really a punishment if you like it? Lucifer is absolutely terrible at punishing Darlene when she causes him trouble. She always likes it, so she causes more trouble so he’ll punish her. The only punishment that works is when he makes himself scarce and doesn’t come to bed on time. She does not like when he doesn’t come to bed on time.”

      I couldn’t blame her. I’d seen the Devil’s more human form, and if he had even half the skills of an incubus, she was one hell of a lucky woman. “How does Lucifer compare to incubi?”

      “Let’s just say he’s an incubus on steroids and leave it at that,” Jonas replied in a strained tone.

      “Can’t beat the competition?” I teased.

      “One of his preferred tactics, if I haven’t fed in a while, is to influence the entire damned layer I happen to be on. He will do this without warning. I’ll end up fed and caught by a random succubus for a while, and he’ll strut around all proud of himself because he’s a jackass. And because he’s the one doing the influencing, my common sense utterly abandons me. But, it’s a matter of pride that I have to make Lucifer pull out the big guns to override my base tendencies. I’m rather proud of that, really.”

      “And the succubus wanders off after a few days because that’s what succubi do?” I guessed.

      “Exactly.”

      “That sounds like way too much work. Catching one incubus is going to be hard enough. Why would I want to get rid of the one I caught and try to catch another one? Ridiculous.” I returned to scrolling through the notes on Modern Miracles Pharmaceuticals, wrinkling my nose at the information Diana had compiled on them. “Diana doesn’t have a lot of admissible evidence on this lot, but she has a great deal of circumstantial evidence pointing to their involvement in breeding mills for dogs and cats, particularly beagles. Her note says beagles are good for medical research?”

      “They’re dependable, biologically sound for medical research, and once they bond with a human, they tend to be loyal to their deaths. It’s a bad combination that results in their breed being bought for top dollar for use in research. The good labs take exceptional care of the dogs, but the labs that Modern Miracles is running? They don’t give a flying shit about the animals. That’s part of why Lucifer is so determined to bring them down. Lucifer considers crimes against beasts to be no different from crimes against men. He feels the same. Big or small, He made them all—with the exception of the Devil’s beloved unicorns and a few other species. And nobody fucks with Lucifer’s unicorns and gets away with it.” Jonas wrinkled his nose. “In reality, I expect we’re going to have to scout this location and see if they have animals. Lucifer is in a mood, and the mood involves rescuing every beast he can from these operations. Then he destroys the labs so the operators won’t be able to just grab more pets and start their experimentations again. It’s a process.”

      “Think spicy ponies with bite will get to help break down these labs?” I asked.

      “I would count on it.”

      Satisfied, I nodded before returning to my reading and research, which boiled down to the operations likely preparing to use humans as their next test subjects, as the information implied the operations had made sufficient progress with the animals. “Do you think we’re going to have problems at this meeting?”

      “I’d count on it. I’ve learned that when Lucifer is involved, what can go wrong will go wrong. When I’m also involved? Everything that can go wrong will go wrong to me.”

      “Why are we doing this again?”

      “You hate the idea of a bunch of animal abusers escaping justice, I hate the idea of a bunch of animal abusers escaping justice, and we’re a few cans short of a six pack.”

      I hated I couldn’t argue with him. “If Lucille is damaged, I’m carving revenge out of Lucifer’s hide until he fixes her, back to new and perfect.”

      “I really don’t want Lucille to be damaged, but I really want to watch you carve revenge out of Lucifer’s hide.”

      “Do you love or hate him?”

      “Can it be both? I love hating him.”

      “I suppose it can be both.”

      “Both. It’s both.”

      “Why do I have a feeling this is going to be a disaster?”

      “You’ve been paying attention.”

      My bad feeling escalated to a restless nervousness warning me something horrible, possibly involving tigers and lions again, lurked on the horizon. No, prowled around in my imminent future. “Question.”

      “Answer,” Jonas replied.

      “Is there a reason we have to do this? Can’t we park Lucille somewhere nearby, shroud, and investigate without having to actually talk to these people? Shrouds are useful. I bet I can hide us from prying eyes. I bet I could even get us in the building without anyone realizing we’d opened any doors. I can trick cameras.”

      “I know you can. You absolutely nailed Lucifer on your little job. You did great work on that. They’re all going mad trying to figure out who did it. Lucifer might end up peeking at the rate he’s going.”

      “If he peeks, I’m dead,” I muttered.

      “You might be cuddled into submission by him and my sister, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you end up with more parents than normal, because Lucifer absolutely cannot resist adopting people. The only reason he hasn’t adopted Diana is because his brother won’t let him. Raguel shows up every time Lucifer thinks about doing it. Then his other father shows up and has to smooth feathers because Raguel and Darlene squabble. Honestly, I think Lucifer does it because he loves my sister’s feathers, and she only displays them when she’s really hungry or she’s defending her turf. When Raguel shows up to bar Lucifer from adopting Darian and Diana, feathers fly. It’s great entertainment.”

      “Jonas, you’re already Lucifer’s brother.”

      “I’m fairly certain that doesn’t matter to Lucifer. He doesn’t feel secure unless he’s the father of his precious little adoptees. Darlene has protected me so far, mainly because she doesn’t want to lose her brother. I’m probably safe. You’re probably not safe, though. Because there’s nothing in the rules saying I can’t become involved with one of Lucifer’s adoptees. We might need to run to escape the insanity.”

      “Jonas, did you really think you were getting out of this relationship single? Well-fed, yes. A free, single man? Probably not. You’re a monogamous incubus with a meal problem. I’m a single not-quite human female who needs a good bed buddy without having to worry about abusive, idiot men who can’t handle someone who wants to have a career. You will not interfere with my career, and if anything, I expect you’ll be a dick if I try to fuck my career up.”

      “You’re not a good sugar momma if you aren’t caring for your stay-at-home incubus, so yes.”

      I stared at Jonas with wide eyes. “Wait. I’m a sugar momma?”

      “I’m a beautiful incubus who will be expected to show up and warm your bed, and you plan to only have me around when you need to be cuddled in bed. Calling you a sugar momma is so much better than calling me a shameless prostitute.”

      Laughter bubbled out of me. “I’m not paying you, so you can’t be a prostitute, Jonas. The only lavish gift you’re getting is the privilege of driving Lucille.”

      “That classifies as you being my sugar momma for certain.” Jonas patted the steering wheel. “Lucille is wonderful, and she treats us so well.”

      “Is there any reason I should be your sugar momma?”

      “Lucifer will loathe the entire concept because he is a strong supporter of unholy matrimony.”

      When viewed in that light, allowing Jonas to call me his sugar momma made a great deal of sense. “Alright then, my little sugar baby. Hurry up with the fix-me magic so we can get this show on the road.”

      “I don’t know what species He made you, but I’m a little concerned for my safety.”

      “I can’t take you to bed if I kill you,” I reminded him.

      “While true, this is the first time in my life as an incubus I’ve actually been concerned if I’ll perform satisfactorily, Sandra. This is a problem.”

      “In good news for you, I have no basis for comparison, so if you do your best all of the time, I really won’t know any better.” I shrugged. “From my understanding, most men last ten minutes and leave disappointment in their wake, so as long as you beat that, I’m considering myself lucky.”

      “That bar is so ridiculously low it makes me want to cry, Sandra.”

      “I can’t help that’s what the internet taught me!”

      “I am going to ruin you for mortal men,” he warned. “Incubi usually do. Most of my brethren take pride in doing that. But then the women we ruin hunt for lycanthropes, as they’re fairly close to incubi in terms of endurance.”

      “There’s a pecking order based on performance in hell, isn’t there?”

      “Oh, yes. Lucifer wins, much to everyone’s annoyance. After Lucifer, the equines generally win, although the ranking among randy unicorns often varies. Right now, the cindercorns are winning, but Bailey has an unfair advantage; her mate has a lot of active incubi genes and he’s converted, so he has a double dose of general drive. Standards will give the cindercorns a run for their money on most days, although they’re third right now thanks to the nightmare trying her best to convert her mate. That’s Diana. We’re not sure how the lone celestial will pan out. She’s an introvert, and Lucifer is going to have to take steps to get her on the move. Apparently, she’s still mourning her parents, and she’s a depressed little mare, so Lucifer is trying to find the ideal mate for her. I’ll give him credit, though. When he decides to matchmake, he means serious business—and he loves his unicorns.”

      “Why are these celestials almost extinct?”

      “He made the same mistake he did with the cindercorns with them. They’re slow to reproduce, they’re dedicated to the point they’re slow to mate if they mate at all, and they are long-lived, so some pairings just never had any foals. Lucifer will correct the problem with the little filly he’ll be luring out of hiding, so there are no worries there. But she has to recover from the death of her parents first. She loved them both very much.”

      “How did they die?” I asked, bracing for the sort of tragedy my school taught us to expect in the pursuit of justice.

      “Old age. They held on until their little filly was old enough to survive on her own. Unicorns don’t appear all that old, so in their filly’s eyes, they died in their sleep at too young of an age. They were over a thousand, but she isn’t aware of that. Hell, she’s unaware she’s a celestial, for that matter—just like Lucifer’s precious cindercorn had no idea she was a real cindercorn. The fallout is going to be spectacular, because she absolutely adores Bailey and doesn’t understand why. It’s because they’re birds of a feather. It’ll be fun. Now that Lucifer has begun introducing the various equines, I’m sure everyone will get involved when we’re bringing a new one into the fold.”

      Somehow, I’d landed into quite the mess. “How do you think spicy ponies with bite will rank?”

      “I would not complain if you unseated the cindercorns. I’m an incubus, Sandra. If you want to go for gold, I’m here for the ride.”

      No kidding. Snorting so I wouldn’t snicker and hurt the incubus’s feelings, I resumed reading about the organization we would one day crush beneath our vengeful heels.
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      Rather than show off the Lamborghini and go with the Devil’s plan to infiltrate through using my cancer to draw interest, we parked in an underground lot a mile away. Aware of Diana’s commentary regarding my odd brain activity and potential for strengthened practitioner magic, I took care with the illusions meant to keep watchful eyes from noticing us.

      Jonas observed with interest. “I’m starting to dislike how long it’s taking to correct your reproductive system, Sandra. Watching you work is sexy.”

      Nice. I preened over my skills having captured the incubus’s attention. “I’m just warning you I haven’t shrouded other people before. I usually use these on me, so I don’t want to make a mistake. The cameras are easy. I developed this to hit that damned mini mansion. I also have a few runes good for some internal scouting. That’s how I checked to make sure nobody was inside.”

      “Including the pets,” Jonas stated.

      “I would have totally torched the place if only Lucifer had been inside. I’m not an angel, and a little flame would have tickled.”

      “He would have gone even crazier had you done that, especially since your shrouds are that good.”

      “Did you know I considered them to be just illusions, not actually shrouds? To me, I was just hiding things with illusions. I know what they are now, but I swear I had just been working with illusions.”

      “A shroud really is just a really advanced illusion, but one that manipulates magic as well as sight. But that’s probably why you didn’t even skirt the line on the universal laws. You weren’t trying to create a shroud. You were creating illusions, and the intent really matters. But now that you’re converting—or have already been converted—you no longer classify as mortal. Shrouding is no longer forbidden. He would have made certain you could work your shrouds without violating the universal laws.”

      He would drive me to the limits of my sanity. “How close did I get to getting eradicated from seeing through the shrouds, do you think?”

      “Unfortunately, you were pretty close. It leaves a mark when someone begins to see through the shrouds. Lucifer confirmed you were marked, although unlike Diana, you were naturally resilient to the consequences of the mark. Diana came within a hair of eradication. You had a way to go, although you were getting closer than Lucifer likes thinking about. Part of why He intervened, I presume. The first time you see Lucifer without his shroud, you’ll get the shock of your life, but you’ll survive it. And it gets easier to tolerate with additional exposure. Lucifer is still training Diana. She’s hilarious when he removes his shroud. She positively freaks out, and then she needs some time with Darian, because Lucifer is her type and she hates admitting it. Darian is also very much like his uncle, which does not help her in the slightest. She loves tall, dark, and ridiculously handsome men, which both Lucifer and Darian are. Darian is smart and asks the Devil to drop his shroud when he wants a good time and doesn’t want to nag Diana about it.”

      Giggles built in my chest, and I fought to keep them contained while I worked on the illusions we would need to infiltrate the former warehouse. “That’s fucking hilarious.”

      “For someone with his reputation, Lucifer really likes making sure everyone is happy in his house.”

      “Happy or just frequently laid?” I asked.

      “The answer is both. But with the equines? If they aren’t frequently laid, nobody is happy.”

      “Should I be concerned?”

      “Not really. Should everyone around you be concerned? Definitely. I think you’re going to be true to form, considering your current behavior and drive. How are your shrouds going to work for this?”

      “I’m going to give you a sheet of paper, which you’ll put in your pocket and leave there. The paper will maintain the spell, gradually eating away at it until the magic breaks. It will last two hours. If you tear the sheet in half, it will break the illusion. I’ll use the same type of illusion. A second sheet I’ll give you will make sure all recording devices fail to capture your image. It basically neutralizes all forms of cameras and loops a recording of where you were the moment before you stepped into the camera’s view.”

      “This is what you used at Lucifer’s place?”

      I shook my head. “I created an illusionary loop of about thirty seconds of ‘recording’ so the camera was constantly working until I burned the place down and the cameras broke from the flames.”

      “The next time Lucifer is about to move out of a mortal residence, I’m tipping you off so we can do another hit.”

      I giggled at the idea of having an accomplice to help me attack Lucifer’s wallet again. “Deal.”

      “Anything else I should know about these shrouds?”

      “Not that I can think of. If the rune is destroyed, you’ll become visible. It’s generally okay if it gets wet, but it won’t tolerate being torn or burned. The paper will degrade from the edges and work its way in.”

      “Is there a reason you didn’t use a larger sheet of paper?”

      “The magic only lasts two hours in this form, give or take ten minutes. It doesn’t matter how large or small the paper is. It’s probably some form of limitation of using paper as the foundation for the illusion. I recommend we get out of there within an hour and a half, else we might end up in a rather uncomfortable position.”

      “Can neutralizer disrupt it?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never tried neutralizer. Too expensive.”

      Jonas nodded. “We’ll have to experiment later with this. Diana has to place her shrouds directly onto the object. She can’t create portable shrouds like you can. That’s pretty impressive. Of course, she can summon Lucifer on her whim rather than his.”

      I stopped my work to stare at him. “Did you just say she can summon Lucifer?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Remind me not to piss Diana off.”

      “I will endeavor to do just that.” Jonas transferred most of our stuff to the trunk. “Can you put a ward on the car so people avoid her?”

      Well, at least Jonas asked for the possible rather than the impossible. “Yes, I can. That will be more of a permanent thing, and it’ll result in people not wanting to park near the car. They’ll understand a car is here so they won’t hit it, but they’ll have an aversion to getting close to it. It’s not really my forte, but I did learn how to do aversions to keep unwanted suitors at a distance. I really, really do not want to become a statistic.”

      “You learned how to create aversions because you were wary of predators?” Jonas blurted.

      “Yeah. I had friends who were raped in high school. Both suicided in our senior year. Their rapists went around spreading rumors about them, and they figured death was better than torment,” I whispered. “It is part of why I want to become an attorney.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ll have a chat with Lucifer, and those fucking assholes will be all yours when they make their way to his many hells. That won’t bring your friends back, but they’ll get justice after the grave.”

      “I’d like to get them justice here, too.” I wrinkled my nose. “But that’s not a possibility.”

      Jonas finished moving our stuff to the trunk and shook his head. “Don’t write it off as an impossibility yet. Do you know what it’s called when someone is driven to suicide?”

      “It should be murder, but everyone will just say they were sluts and deserved it.”

      “If an angel brings the case up for trial, and the angel testifies they were driven to suicide to cover the crime of their rape, it’s murder—and there’s little Lucifer loves more than bringing rapists down to their knees. You let me handle that. You won’t be able to be directly involved in the case, but justice will be acquired. Not only will justice be acquired, Diana and Darlene would be absolutely thrilled to help teach you the fine art of soul rehabilitation.”

      “Do you think it will work out that way?”

      “Absolutely. All I’ll have to do is tell Lucifer you lost two friends due to suicide following rape, and he’ll begin his hunt. Sure, sex demons like me test human morality, but we never force a human to indulge with us. We use magic that tests them, but they ultimately make the decision. We’re wired to seduce and enjoy our conquests. We’re often called rapists because we activate a human’s sex drive. But they’re ultimately the ones who take their clothes off and beg us for it. Humans can and do walk away from our power. But most don’t cling to their moralities in the face of arousal. And anyway, Lucifer made us well. We don’t like screams of pain or fear, only pleasure—and terror repulses us entirely. Where mortal rapists live for the hunt and thrive on the terror. Therein the difference lies.”

      I’d never put much thought into society’s inclination to forgive people who dallied with sex demons, but Jonas’s words would give me a lot to think about. “I never thought about it that way before.”

      “You never needed to, and humans are very good at putting the blame on somebody else, as you well know.” Jonas closed the trunk and gave Lucille a fond pat. “Shall we get this show on the road?”

      I nodded and went to work putting the finishing touches on the runes to create our shrouds, and all I could do was hope the illusions meant for the security cameras would do their part. To make certain the aversion on our precious car stuck, I drew the rune under the bumper using my blood, which would either require my blood to break or a divine with stronger magic than mine. “Let’s go.”
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            Intent mattered with my magic.

          

        

      

    

    
      As the illusions barred us from seeing each other, Jonas suggested I prowl around the outside and entry of the warehouse while he handled the interior, stealing anything of importance while I handled scouting and listening in on anyone making a visit to the place. With his ability to teleport, I supported his idea as safer than the original plan to knock on the door and turn myself into a target.

      We wanted information, and we might learn something if we kept quiet, lurked around the complex, and listened.

      Within ten minutes, I regretted having free will and opting to use it.

      The place absolutely reeked, and while they’d opened shop near a newly constructed sewage treatment plant, the smells coming from around the building implied they had a lot of animals. A dumpster located in a nearby alley confirmed my suspicions, as it was loaded to the brim with soiled cat litter and little bags inevitably filled with the pungent offerings from large dogs.

      I gave the operation credit; they cleaned up after the animals, but the stench would do me in given time.

      Annoyed at the evidence of either a severe case of animal hoarding or a lab, I began checking windows. To my annoyance, someone had worked magic to prevent anyone from peeking inside.

      Well, if they wanted to play, I’d play. I ran my fingers over the wall, pleased to discover it was a dusty, filthy mess, and smeared a circle onto the glass before slicing through it with my finger. The magic barring me from looking inside shattered with a crackle, and the obscuration faded to reveal a ground-level lab filled with cages. Like the home in John’s Creek, the lab contained non-domestic species, ranging from cheetahs to wolves to odd, oversized rodents with a side dish of more otters.

      Fuckers.

      I considered the situation, determined I had dodged a potentially ugly situation by not going inside, and considered how I could empty the lab to get to the animals—or make it so Lucifer could empty the lab of animals.

      The answer, courtesy of Jonas, would earn him one hell of a kiss later, although I’d have to apologize to the incubus for the aversion he’d get smacked with before I paid out.

      Without him being nearby, I wouldn’t be able to work the magic and avoid catching him in its influence.

      Long before the aversion wore off, I’d be out of the area and giving the Devil a call to sneak the animals out before making use of a few other illusions to make them believe the animals were in their cages where they belonged.

      I’d use blood on those runes to make sure they lasted, and I’d borrow the same tricks I used on the Devil’s mansion to cover my tracks. But rather than make them think a man with glasses had done it, I would dig through mythology and bring out a terror, something warning them of a very brutal demise if they didn’t change their course.

      As Christianity’s big baddie didn’t offer much in the way of true terror, especially since I’d gotten to know the bastard, I dug into Asian folklore, which included various demons, spirits, and other nasties. One breed of vampire was a being consisting of a head and the spine only, which detached from the body in order to feed. As a floating spinal cord with a fanged maw in an almost-human head would scare the piss out of me on a good day, I fashioned the aversion to include the illusion that one—or more—of these beasties hunted those within the building. And since I could, I made the damned things whisper sweet nothings in the ears of anyone foolish enough to remain once I activated my magic.

      The tricky part would be making certain the aversion didn’t catch any of the imprisoned animals within. Discerning between various species took a lot of work, complicated the runes required to a ridiculous degree, and would require something a little more precise than a bloody finger to draw.

      Damn it.

      Fortunately for me, the place had seen better days, which meant it took me less than five minutes to find a broken piece of glass with a nice, sharp, and narrow tip I could use to draw the appropriate runes. Unfortunately for me, the only place with a large enough, flat surface was the concrete wall near the dumpster, which saw more cleaning than the rest of the building, likely because the stench offended the researchers’ noses as much as it offended mine.

      I regretted everything leading up to my decision to draw an aversion near a shit-filled dumpster, but I went to work.

      The glass piercing my finger hurt a great deal less than any one of my cancer treatments. Wrinkling my nose at the sting and my awareness I likely infected myself with even more illnesses, I began with a circle. Of all the shapes runes could be, I favored the infinite possibilities of the circle, its robust nature, and tendency to withstand mistakes and general abuse far more than the other shapes. Squares and rectangles tended to fracture if someone looked at them wrong. Ovals shared some of the properties of a circle, but I found they would cave under pressure much like the angular shapes. Triangles could take a beating, but they required more care than a circle.

      I’d have to use a triangle within my circle to protect the innocent animals trapped in the lab.

      Saving the hardest work for last, I inscribed my intentions around the outside of the circle, using smaller circles to link my magic with the primary rune. The main working, resembling a series of broken Celtic knots, linked to the main circle with ovals, would drive away anyone with sense. Once satisfied the spell would catch everything but mindless amoebas, I turned my attention to the space inside the circle. The triangle went in first before I dipped into Egyptian hieroglyphs to protect a broad assortment of animals. When I’d first started working practitioner magic, I’d selected a pair of wings as my symbol, which I used to engulf and shield the animals within the safety of the inner triangle.

      Intent mattered with my magic.

      Then, as I needed to dodge detection, I etched in the runes I used to create illusions, making my protective wings disappear from the awareness of those under my spell.

      Jonas might forgive me later—once he left my field of influence and remembered that I existed.

      To activate the working, I breathed onto it and willed it to come to life.

      The animals inside remained quiet, but within moments of the magic taking root in the concrete wall, footsteps and muffled curses within warned me my magic had done something. I peered into the nearest window to spot men in white lab coats hurrying towards an inner door, leaving everything behind in their wake.

      I smiled, straightened, and circled the building to get a closer look inside and learn just what Modern Miracles Pharmaceuticals was up to.
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      My aversion worked well enough that those within the building had left without taking any precautions, including securing their access badges. As such, in the lobby, after poking around the security desk, I located a key card able to get me through the automatic doors.

      Their security system needed work, and I used magic to reveal the codes needed to enter the few places barring entry with keypads. The animal lab proved to be such a place, although in the researcher’s hurry to get out of the building, one of them had left the door jarred open with a fallen box. To make sure the entry stayed open, I piled on a few extra boxes after taking a moment to investigate their contents. Two contained various brands of canned cat and dog food.

      One contained a briefcase with a bunch of unmarked vials, which I decided would come with me when I left. I put it on one of the metal examination tables inside the cage-filled room.

      As intended, the animals didn’t seem to notice the aversion, and they ignored my presence. I could only assume the workers kept them drugged, as they made minimal noise and showed no evidence of discomfort. Like the horror house in John’s Creek, the lab had a bunch of otters of different species.

      Unlike the horror house, several of the cages were loaded with baby otters, and their feeding schedule indicated they still drank milk and would need to be bottle fed in an hour.

      I wondered if I could get all four cages of baby otters to fit in my Lamborghini.

      Scurrying around the lab, I stole a pair of latex gloves to help keep my fingerprints off everything, snagged a bottle of cleaner to remove the evidence of my presence, and blitzed through the place in search of incriminating evidence, suppliers, and other useful names and numbers to help me put an end to their operations. In an adjacent office, I struck gold.

      One of the workers had been going through a file of people on his desk, and one of the folders included Diana’s picture. Snagging a clean sheet of paper, I drew a linked pair of circles on it, stole as much blank printer paper as I could find, and duplicated the sheets to take with me without tipping the fucking assholes off I’d been helping myself to their files of interesting people and places.

      To my disgust and dismay, I realized I would be able to take the data or the animals, not both.

      Hating myself for what I needed to do, I made sure I fed the baby otters and other animals with a delicate feeding schedule, careful to follow the instructions to the letter. I duplicated every feeding and care sheet I could find and added it to my pile.

      Then, because I was a bitch and had room in my bra for a hitchhiker or two, I snagged a pair of baby white otters with red paws, as I’d never seen anything like them before. I pocketed enough of their food to last a few days, used a clean hand towel to create a nest for them in my bra, and grabbed my stolen goods, creating one final rune to destroy the rest of my workings, including the aversion I’d left in blood on the wall.

      I made sure to be at least a block away before activating the magic, and I took a convoluted path to Lucille.

      The aversion I put on the car had done its job as far as I could tell, but I took the extra five minutes to do another working to cover my tracks and make certain nobody noticed anything unusual about the car beyond the Lamborghini being excessively expensive for the area.

      My new pets squeaked and played in their towel, which I set on the passenger seat. I set the temperature controls to similar to the lab’s conditions, started the car, and headed back for Athens.

      Calling Lucifer would reveal my hand in the burning of his house, so I opted to confess my sins to Diana. I called the woman, grinning over my infiltration of the warehouse-turned-lab.

      “You are something else,” Diana said instead of a proper greeting. “Jonas was supposed to accompany you to keep you safe, yet he’s literally hiding under Lucifer’s bed right now. What did you do?”

      “I may have used an aversion to clear out the building, as they have an active lab going. I’m guilty of two counts of otter theft, and I stole a lot of paperwork from the back. The paperwork has information on you. The aversion also had an illusion to make people forget I was there or not notice my presence.”

      Diana sucked in a breath. “You’re serious. They had paperwork about me?”

      “I’m very serious. My trunk is loaded with a copy of the information, and I stole a briefcase filled with vials they had in a box. But the otters look really odd, so I stole a pair of the babies along with their food. They’re white with red paws. Really cute.”

      “Yes, I am aware you think otters are cute. But white with red paws?”

      “Yes, that’s their color. I thought it was strange, and since I couldn’t fit all the animals into the car, I stole two.”

      “How did you get them out of the lab?”

      “I stuffed them down my shirt,” I announced with pride. “And with the aversion going, it wasn’t a big deal.”

      “I had no idea you could use aversions.”

      Crap. Wait, no. I hadn’t used any aversions with my hit of the mini mansion. “I learned because I didn’t want people figuring out I did more than a few parlor tricks with my practitioner magic,” I confessed.

      “That’s fair. First, you accidentally discover how to shroud, and then you essentially reinvent aversions because you’re shy? You’re going to make all other practitioners look bad. Please tell me what you did to Jonas so Lucifer can coax him out from under the bed. Darlene’s freaking.”

      “I only made the aversion link to a tooth-filled maw with a spinal cord still attached in some gruesome Asian folklore about nasty ghosts or vampires or whatever that thing is. I saw a picture on the internet when I was bored one day and looking up various folklore. Christianity’s beasties didn’t seem scary enough, and honestly, if I thought a floating head with a spinal cord attached to it was coming after me, I’d leave the building, too.”

      “That would do it,” Diana conceded. “Hold on. I’m going to go tell Lucifer what you did so he can get that poor incubus out of hiding.”

      “Jonas will be fine. I already broke the actual aversion. He might have forgotten I exist for a little there, though. It was pretty complicated.” While I hadn’t meant to terrify the incubus into hiding under the Devil’s bed, the whole incident would amuse me for years to come. “Is he really hiding under Lucifer’s bed?”

      “He teleported into Lucifer’s study, bolted for the bedroom, and crawled right under the bed. He was so spooked he’s showing his wings, too.” Diana giggled. “Conversion tends to leave a mark, and unlike a lot of the demons and devils Lucifer converted, he took care of Jonas in his private study. The converts, at least the ones like Jonas, tend to view where they were converted as a safe haven, and since Lucifer converted him, that’s where he went.”

      I giggled. “I’m really sorry I scared him that much, but that’s pretty funny. I wasn’t trying to terrify him. I just wanted everybody to clear out, and I needed to give them a reason to leave. I thought a flying head with a spinal cord would do the trick.”

      “Honestly, if he wasn’t quite so freaked out, I’d be laughing in his face right now. But now I know why he’s so spooked, I’ll enjoy some amusement at his expense later. Really, Sandra? A disembodied head with the spinal cord still attached? That sounds gross. And terrifying.”

      “I couldn’t think of anything really and truly scary about the Christian faith. I think of Lucifer, and I start laughing. I’m literally going to hell, and I deserve it.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re comfortable.” Diana sighed. “Lucifer? Sandra placed an aversion so she could steal more otters, and it seems she caught poor Jonas in it. What sort of Asian thing is a floating head with a spinal cord?”

      “That would be a variant of Rokurokubi, a yōkai of rather frightening reputation, though they aren’t typically depicted with the spinal cord still attached. They’re usually apparitions,” the Devil replied. “They were influenced by Chinese folklore, but the Rokurokubi are Japanese.”

      “That’s what freaked Jonas out.”

      “Where did she find one of those?” Lucifer blurted.

      Diana giggled. “I wouldn’t say she found one. Sandra conjured it as a part of a rather potent aversion, as she wanted to steal some otters, and there were people in the way of her stealing otters. She also stole paperwork. She didn’t have a way to prevent Jonas from getting caught in her magic. I’m sure she’s a little sorry. She said the aversion has been broken, so it should wear off soon. I already warned you she had abnormal brain activity following the treatments. It probably means her practitioner tricks are stronger than she anticipates. She hadn’t meant to terrify Jonas.”

      The Devil snorted, and a moment later, Jonas yelped. “You’re fine, you silly little incubus. The Rokurokubi isn’t going to get you, although your sister might for worrying her. Diana, tell Sandra if she wants to play with high-level magic, she needs to learn how to exclude her partner from those workings. I’d be tempted to toss her in the dungeon for a day over scaring the life out of Jonas, but honestly, she’s been through hell enough recently.”

      I gulped. “There’s no need to relay that, Diana. I heard him.”

      “She heard you. Since you can’t see this, Sandra, Lucifer is now wearing an incubus as a hat. Darian is here, and he’s crying from laughter while trying to record this incident for your enjoyment. Darlene’s just staring with wide eyes and an open mouth, as she’s never seen her brother quite so freaked out in her life. Did the people in the lab run out while screaming?”

      “Not really. They left without delay, but they weren’t that terrified. There was some cursing, and they wasted no time leaving. Maybe Jonas was a little more frightened because he lives in hell and has a healthier fear of things that might eat him? Incubi aren’t really scary compared to other things, right? I mean, I’m not going to be scared to death if he takes off his shirt.”

      “Yeah, incubi are definitely among the friendlier denizens here. Lucifer is heaving sighs and tolerating Jonas crawling all over him. Jonas, the floor isn’t lava. Well, it’s not lava right now. It was just Sandra wanting to rescue otters, so she emptied the place out with an illusion. I’m sure she didn’t mean to scare you.”

      An explosion of curses erupted from the incubus. I considered pulling over so I could admire Jonas’s extensive vocabulary, but I decided against it. My first job involved getting the otters to somewhere safe, preferably within Lucifer’s conservatory, and get a closer look at the papers and the people the operation wanted to target.

      “Wow. Apparently, he has remembered you exist. Lucifer had to block him from teleporting. Where are you?”

      “Driving my pretty little car back in the direction of Athens with my baby otters. They’re using Jonas’s seat, so he wouldn’t have a spot to teleport to anyway. I’d get mad if I hit my bed buddy with our car, so please tell him to teleport to a safe meeting spot once he’s calmed down. He can bring Lucifer, who can take care of my new otters. If he wants these papers, he has to bring me a ream of printer paper, though. I want a copy, and I’ll abuse my practitioner magic to duplicate the files. Also, I did that to the files in the lab, so they still have a copy. I didn’t want them to remember any names and connect us with the disappearance of a vial of stuff and two missing otters. I took some other papers, mostly invoices, but I don’t know if they’ll figure out those are missing.”

      “Well done. Find somewhere to pull over, and Lucifer will bring Jonas to you once he’s a little calmer and puts his wings away.”

      I eyed the navigation panel, and I selected a park as the most probable place to be able to meet with Lucifer without terrifying even more people. “Are Jonas’s wings pretty?”

      I’d felt more than seen them in the horror house on Oak Boulevard.

      “I wouldn’t complain if he flounced around in his current state, and I’m sure Darian would enjoy the consequences. Hey, Lucifer? Is Jonas supposed to have down on his wings?”

      “It’s fur,” the Devil replied. “He’s been cuddling enough with Sandra that she’s already working on him. I suspect she’s nipped him in her sleep a few times hard enough to draw blood.”

      Well, crap. “I guess that supports my new species as a spicy pony with bite.”

      Diana laughed. “And she’s going to have a thicker coat like the cindercorns. Nice. You’ll appreciate that thick coat, Sandra. Some layers of hell get cold, and if you’re sent to them, you’ll probably make the run on your hooves once you’re shifting. Any idea where you’re headed? Jonas is already anxious, although he hasn’t quite gotten down from his perch yet.”

      “He’s fine,” the Devil replied. “He’ll relax in a few minutes, and then I’ll take him to Sandra to see about these otters she stole.”

      “I thought she was supposed to be talking to them,” Darlene said in the background.

      “Spicy ponies with bite apparently have excessive amounts of free will and enjoy thinking for themselves. But she got results, so as far as I’m concerned, the expedition was a success. If the otter species is endangered, I’ll personally attend to the animals. Diana, ask Sandra how many animals were in that location, please. I hadn’t checked to see if it was an active lab. Our information hadn’t implied it would be doing research on site.”

      I considered the number of cages, the number of animals they’d bred in captivity, and the dumpster. “At least several hundred, I’d guess. Maybe more. I only went for one part of the lab, took what I could, and bailed. They had a lot of animals there, from cheetahs to wolves to more otters. The animals are probably drugged. They were too calm and happy.”

      “Probably pixie dust,” Diana informed me. “The better labs in their operations use pixie dust to keep the animals happy in confinement. Did any of the animals seem to be sick?”

      “Not that I could tell. The cages were really clean, too. They were in good health. I made copies of all the feeding schedules and notes on the individual animals so we could look at it. Every cage had specific instructions, and it looked like they were accounting for the animal’s preferences.”

      “Go find a place to park. Jonas just slinked off to get changed, as his wings made a mess of his shirt.”

      Damn. “And so I am punished.”

      “If you’re lucky, Lucifer will nudge Jonas to keep his wings out. If Darlene is to be believed, little beats having a nice, big pair of wings to play with.”

      “Wings?” I asked, raising a brow while heading in the direction of the park I’d spotted on the navigation system.

      Diana snickered. “Or so she says. Drive safely and expect trouble.”
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      While I waited in the empty parking lot of what had once been a public park, I played with the baby otters. They viewed my fingers as fascinating toys, and while young, they had sharp, tiny teeth capable of piercing through my skin. Their squeaking sealed the deal.

      If they wanted to gnaw my fingers to the bone in their quest to have a good time, I would let them.

      Half an hour after arriving at the park, Lucifer and Jonas appeared, and I sneezed at the hint of brimstone accompanying them. “Sorry, Jonas. I hadn’t thought the aversion would freak you out that much.”

      The incubus, who had a reddish brown coating of fur with white tips on his wings, scowled at me. “I’m so punishing you for that.”

      “It’s not a punishment if she likes it,” the Devil muttered.

      I grinned. “I will accept any such punishments with a smile. Still, I didn’t mean to terrify you. I wanted to make sure everybody cleared out, and I haven’t made a rune for you yet. I’ll do that soon.” After making sure the baby otters were safe in their towel nest, I took them over to Lucifer. “What are these?”

      The Devil cradled the otters against his chest, and he wiggled his fingers for the animals with a faint smile. “This is a rare color mutation of a North American river otter. There was some minor genetic manipulation to get the red fur on their paws, but they’re a common enough species in an uncommon color. This line of otters has been in captivity for at least a decade. And yes, you are correct. They’ve been treated very well. The lab is a temporary holding from the looks of it. They have a better habitat. These little ones remember the other habitat; they were born in it, and they were taken to the cages later. They’re infected with the same strain of lycanthropy you are, although you’re now attuned. Don’t worry about them biting you. They can’t contract animal strains, so it’s no problem if they’re exposed to your blood.”

      “What will happen to them?”

      “They’ll get a habitat at your house. What’s one more otter habitat? I’ll fetch the entire lot of them, as they were raised as one big family. I will warn you, these are heavily inbred, so they’ll have ongoing health problems. I can resolve some of the genetic problems in time, but it’s something that has to be done gradually. They won’t live as long as other otters of the same type, but any offspring they have will not suffer from the same problems. I’ll scramble the genetic code in their reproductive systems to prevent it,” Lucifer stated, and he took the time to pet both of the baby otters. “They’ve been handled a lot, so you’ll find they’re affectionate. You’ll need to spend an hour or two a day with the otters of this breed. For now, I’ll recruit some of the behaving fucking assholes to play with them as rewards for good behavior.”

      “Thank you.”

      Jonas sighed, settled his wings against his back, and peeked at my baby otters. “I about had a heart attack because of these little guys?”

      “Are they boys?”

      “They’re both boys,” Lucifer confirmed. “And yes, you did. I bet you can teach them to be evil little pranksters just like you with time.”

      That got the incubus to grin. “All right, Sandra. I’m going to forgive you for that, only because I made you go into that damned horror house. That had to have been equivalent to falling into a room with hungry lions and tigers when you can’t teleport.”

      “I appreciate that. And yes, we’re even, because you thought the lions and tigers trying to eat me was funny as hell.”

      “I really did, especially once I realized they couldn’t actually reach you. I’d been ready to jump in and teleport you away if needed.” Jonas heaved a sigh and shook his head. “You got me with a damned illusion. Why the hell did you pick that thing for that?”

      “It’s gross and horrifying?”

      “Yeah, no fucking kidding. I don’t know how my soul didn’t just flitter right out of my fucking body when that started up,” he complained.

      “Lucifer?” I asked, hoping the Devil would understand I had a few too many questions on why my magic had been so potent.

      “You’ll need to learn to control your magic again. I guess there’s no harm in telling you now, but without the last-ditch treatments, you would have died within a week or two. The cancer had been eating at your brain at an alarming pace. The progression was halted with the first infusion of lycanthropy blood, but a lot of the damage was done in the sections responsible for magic. Some memories would have been lost, but the magic and holy fire used to restore those parts of your brain would have made you better suited to using magic. You intended to drive everyone away from the site, and your magic acted according to your target’s strength. As Jonas was the most powerful being in the building, he got hit with the strongest part of your magic.” Taking the otters to Lucille, the Devil set them on the hood before circling the vehicle.

      Guessing he wanted to see the papers, I popped open the trunk and joined him.

      A ream of printer paper appeared in Lucifer’s hand, which he gave to me with a pen.

      Taking the hint to make him a copy of the files, I went to work. As he’d brought enough paper to make two sets, I did the work twice, separating the pages and handing them over. “So, I just need to be really careful about the general potency moving forward?”

      “Yes. You’re adept at handling significant concentrations of magic, and I can’t tell if that’s just from you or if it’s an ability of spicy ponies with bite.” Lucifer tucked the paperwork under his arm and retrieved the otters. “Jonas, as your flight tapped you of more energy than I like, I fed you some energy. Use it to finish healing that train wreck of a woman so you can have a proper dinner. I suspect spicy ponies with bite have similar feeding requirements as incubi, at least judging from how hungry she’s getting. If you think she’ll get rowdy, take her to the estate in New York. That should be durable enough to survive you two, and I had the cleaning staff over yesterday. No more trouble for at least twenty-four hours,” he ordered before disappearing with the otters and the paperwork.

      “That sounded like an invitation to create some trouble in twenty-five hours, Jonas.”

      “It really did,” the incubus agreed. “For the first part of your punishment, I get to drive. For the second part of your punishment, I’m totally tying you up when I do what Lucifer says and finish correcting your hormones and fixing your reproductive system.”

      I liked where his punishments headed. “Is there a third punishment?”

      “Absolutely. Thanks to that little stunt of yours, I’m really hungry, so you’re just going to have to accept responsibility for your actions.”

      I wasted no time diving into Lucille and buckling in, taking over the passenger’s side to indicate I was ready for the punishments to begin. Jonas took his time getting behind the wheel, and the instant he started the engine, I set the navigation panel to take us back to the hotel near Athens. “I just have one question, Jonas.”

      “What is it?”

      “Did Lucifer really wear you as a hat?”

      “To my eternal shame and embarrassment, yes.”

      Somehow, I swallowed my laughter before it could escape and humiliate the incubus. “And Lucifer tolerated it?”

      “Tolerated it? I bet the bastard loved it, because I make a point of dodging his displays of affection. One spell from you, and I became his damned hat!”

      A giggle slipped out. “Don’t feel too badly about it. In your shoes, I’d go hide with him, too. If Lucifer can’t make the big nasty floating head with a spinal cord go away, who can?”

      “I am so going to enjoy punishing you for this later, Sandra. Mark my words. Revenge is coming, and I’ll savor every last minute of it.”
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      Within five minutes of Jonas beginning his work, I understood why he’d gone the bondage route, tying me to a kitchen chair before fixing my busted reproductive system. His magic induced cramps so severe I wanted to murder the bastard. On a good day, cramps hurt like hell, but his magic gave my cancer treatments a run for their money. Later, I hoped he would forgive me for the various threats I flung his way, which ranged from slitting his throat and feeding him to the Devil to dunking him into various acid baths so I could enjoy listening to his screams.

      I also understood why Lucifer had offered one of his residences, as the nearest neighbor some ten miles away couldn’t hear the profanities pouring out of my mouth.

      “This is why I wanted to do this the slow way,” the incubus informed me sometime after my voice turned hoarse. “I don’t really have a way of buffering you from the pain right now, as you’ll be difficult to properly influence until I’m done. But once I’m done? I could dunk you into an acid bath and have you so turned on you wouldn’t be screaming from pain.”

      Evil, wretched incubus. “Aren’t you the one who said you can’t actually circumvent free will?”

      Jonas chuckled. “I can’t. It’s not my fault few humans have the general fortitude to ignore peak arousal. People can and do walk away from our power. It’s just difficult, and most humans simply aren’t all that good at resisting impulse or temptation. I think I’ll leave you simmering on that chair after I’m done to give you a good taste of my magic and warm you up for the other things I have in mind.”

      “You are tricky,” I hissed.

      “Virgin spicy ponies with bite are a delicious treat to be savored. You asked for this, so don’t complain.”

      “It feels like you’re taking a hot poker to my ovaries!”

      “I could have done this the slow way, but no, the virgin spicy pony with bite is impatient, so you get the hot poker to the ovaries. In exchange, you’ll get a great deal of satisfaction starting in a few hours. Several of those hours will be you sleeping off the torture, but I have excellent ways of waking women so they don’t mind being disturbed.”

      I clacked my teeth together to keep the latest stream of profanities at bay. “You’re not tricky, you’re evil.”

      “Thank you,” he replied, and the bastard dared to smirk at me. “I’m looking forward to proving just how right you are. You’re the one who wanted me to move the timeline up. You only have yourself to blame for this. I’m just doing what you wanted. There is good news for you, however. You only have to deal with this for about five more minutes. When I get to serious work on your uterus, it’s going to hurt so much you’ll pass out, after which I’ll get a move on, tuck you into bed, and wait until you’ve recovered enough you and your virus will be helpless against my charms. I’m going to enjoy it very much. Most days, I do quite loathe those monogamous tendencies of mine, but on days like today? It’s good to be me. It’ll be good to be you in a few hours.”

      Unfortunately for me, Jonas had done a damned good job of tying me to the kitchen chair. “That better not be a damned boast. If that’s a boast, you will pay.”

      “I see my spicy pony with bite is hungry despite enduring a torture session. I’m going to make sure I thank Him at Christmas dinner this year.”

      As Jonas’s evils knew no bounds, he ramped up on dishing out the misery, and true to his word, I lasted no more than five minutes before I clocked out.

      The next time he needed to do any work on me in a hurry, I would request the strongest sedatives money could buy and the sworn word of some divine I wouldn’t wake up during the procedure. I would also have the base common sense to specify I wake up without being influenced by an incubus on a mission.

      Remembering his claims humans tended to lack the fortitude to resist when incubi came out to play, I got out of bed without jumping him, although I hissed at the burning heat insisting I indulge in his person immediately. “You’re pure evil.”

      Before I learned the art of seduction, I needed a shower. I scowled, wondering which of the three doors out of the bedroom would take me to a bathroom or a hallway leading to a bathroom.

      Jonas, who still wore his clothes and lounged on the spacious bed, grinned at me. “You deserve credit. You are already ahead of most influenced humans. Well done. You are exceptional. You’re also very hungry.”

      No kidding. “Where’s the bathroom?”

      With a sensuous chuckle, Jonas pointed at one of the doors. “How long are you going to leave me waiting?”

      “That depends on several factors.” I cracked open the door to confirm it led into a bathroom. Apparently, Lucifer needed every creature comfort possible, and I debated making the spacious room my permanent residence, as it had a massive walk-in shower, a tub large enough for two with room to spare, and two vanities allowing for a couple to have space and only share if they wanted to. “First, it depends on if that tub has heaters to go with its jets.”

      “It does.”

      “Second, will that shower survive through an incubus’s naughtiness?”

      “Lucifer broke it once, but it wasn’t due to naughtiness. It was due to my sister tossing in a grenade to see what would happen. She wanted a new bathroom, and he had annoyed her. She discovered grenades do very little to a fallen angel named Lucifer, and she got the renovation she wanted since she trashed most of the bathroom. While my sister threw the grenade, Lucifer takes the blame for that specific incident, as he was trying to rile her up because he likes her hungry.”

      I spent a few moments pondering how satisfying it might be to fling a grenade at Lucifer. “She really got a good deal when she married him. He pisses her off, and she gets to throw grenades at him without doing anything other than some property damage?”

      “Yep.”

      “How is that even fair?”

      “It’s really not. When I asked my sister that, she told me it was good to be the queen. Then she told me to go find something productive to do with myself because lowly brothers of the queen don’t get to be called princes. She broke my heart. I could have been a prince, but no. I’m just some pauper.” Jonas slid out of bed and joined me, peering into the bathroom. “Showers are a little more advanced than you want to start with, as there are tricks involved with indulging without cracking your head into the tiles. Baths are a wonderful place to indulge, as the heaters will keep us pleasantly warm for however long we wish to indulge. However, your virus will get very upset about the bath, because the water makes it more difficult for it to do its work, so it would be tested trying to tame me. As such, I recommend a quick shower or a non-indulgent soak before I take proper care of you in bed.” Jonas smirked. “Of course, we could take a non-indulgent soak together, as there’s nothing quite as pleasant as some extended frustration before I get to work my best magic on you.”

      That smug, confident grin of his would drive me as crazy as the thought of him without his shirt on. I pointed at the tub. “That better not be all talk, Jonas. If that’s all talk, I’m going to be inconsolable.”

      Striding into the bathroom, Jonas headed for the tub. “When I’m finished with you, you’ll be ruined for all other men. I have dessert to savor, and all that work has made me hungry.”

      I tossed aside my common sense along with my clothes. “Ruin me, then. Do I look like I have all day to you?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I learned a valuable lesson: only a fool challenged an incubus or tweaked his pride. Having done both in one fell swoop, I figured I had deserved to be reduced to an exhausted mess at Jonas’s mercy. Every time I attempted to escape to regroup and catch my breath, he caught me and made use of his wicked magic to banish my feeble attempts to restore my common sense.

      Surrendering seemed wise, as I couldn’t manage to crawl away without him snagging me by my ankles and demonstrating yet another way an incubus could torment an unsuspecting woman in the best of ways. “You win.”

      Jonas chuckled, although he didn’t release my ankles. With a sensuous growl, he dragged me back to his side on the bed. Instead of resuming his sinful work, he snagged the discarded blanket and tossed it over us. “You lasted hours longer than I thought you would. Spicy ponies with bite have good endurance, and I think I even managed to tame that rowdy virus of yours.”

      “How are you not exhausted?” I complained, debating if I could worm off the bed to appease my growling stomach. Never again would I cast any blame on anyone ensnared by an incubus or succubus. Once off his leash, Jonas meant serious business. “Why aren’t you some limp noodle, incapable of moving at all? You just grabbed me and hauled me back to bed as though I weigh nothing.”

      The treatments had done me a world of good, and while I could still count most of my ribs, a few had gone into hiding, and I even had the start of curves back. I had a way to go until I considered myself to be healthy, but I no longer winced when I looked in the mirror.

      Best of all, a thick and downy layer of pale hair covered my head, promising good things to come in the upcoming months—or when I cornered someone capable of growing it back.

      “Well, it helps I’m an incubus. The better it is for you, the better I feed, and the better I feed, the stronger I am. It takes a lot to tip the scales in the other direction—and it usually takes one of the unicorns in their prime or Lucifer out to prove a point or ensnare my sister. If Lucifer pulls out all of the stops, he reduces everyone to limp noodles except my sister, who is a very hungry kitty with endurance the match of her husband’s.”

      “You win.”

      “You won, too,” he replied in an amused tone. “Now that I’ve tamed your virus, I will feed you, tuck you in, and let you recover. Then, because I am a prankster at heart, we’ll test just how good your shrouds are. I have a few residences here and there, and Lucifer might not know about the one because it’s new. I have plans to take you there and indulge. Then, because I’m evil, we’ll indulge at some of Lucifer’s residences, too.”

      Would I survive such indulgences? Would I care if I perished due to such indulgences? I liked the sound of having something to eat, and my stomach voiced its demand with a gurgle. I went limp on the bed and snuggled into the soft blanket. “I will cooperate and put in a token protest so you can call it a kidnapping.  If you kidnap me, Lucifer won’t send me to some lab to rescue more animals. I like rescuing animals, but I’ve had my fill of labs.”

      “I see you have a prankster’s heart as well.”

      I snorted and groped for a pillow and dragged it over. “We have to steal the blanket and pillows. They’re ours now.”

      “As I do quite enjoy stealing things I shouldn’t, I shall do as you ask. If Lucifer wanted to keep his pillows and blanket, he wouldn’t have invited me to use his residence.”

      “Exactly.” I stretched, and my muscles protested the movement. Even my toes hurt, a rather unexpected inconvenience. “What did you do to my toes?”

      “I showed you a toe-curling good time.”

      Huh. “No one had warned me about aching toes. I’d gotten the other warnings, although it seems incubi can do a rather marvelous job of preventing generalized discomfort.”

      “It’s good to be me, but yes. We feed better when our partner gets the best experience possible. Some women enjoy a little pain to go with their pleasure, but I prefer to take the more pleasurable route with a new partner, and then I test to see what she likes. A gradual exploration is more my speed. But now that I’ve successfully earned your complete surrender, it’s time to get you something to eat so you can rest. I have plans for once you have enough energy to be an active participant.” With a low chuckle, Jonas got out of bed, dragged me out from under the covers, and tossed me over his shoulder. “You’ll regret it if you don’t soak, and I can feed you while you enjoy some basic pampering. I’m sure Lucifer stocked the kitchen, so I can cook us something.”

      Right. He enjoyed working in the kitchen. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Well, I’m known to lie, steal, and even kill on occasion. The only sin I won’t indulge in is rape, and one of my favorite hobbies is hunting rapists and killing them in brutal fashions so I can visit them in hell and continue their punishment.”

      “I am not seeing a problem with this.”

      “For some reason, people seem to think murder is bad.”

      I snorted. “It’s just a rapist. You’re doing the world a favor getting rid of those bastards. I feel that way about terrorists and pedophiles, too. I am really thinking about going into prosecution specifically to lock away rapists, terrorists, and pedophiles. That seems like my idea of a good time. Animal abusers are now on my list, although that’s a recent addition.”

      “Noted. Rapists, pedophiles, terrorists, and animal abusers are your preferred prey.”

      “No, you’re my preferred prey,” I replied. “I just seem to have run out of energy to hunt you again.”

      Jonas chuckled, and he lowered me into the tub before turning on the water. “In reality, I will check in with Lucifer to see if there is anything important on the wire. He hadn’t expected that place to be a lab, and there might be intel we need to act on immediately. If there is, I’ll adjust our plans and make sure you’re appropriately tended to at least once a day.”

      “This bed buddy arrangement is quite possibly the smartest move I’ve made in my life.”

      “Honestly, I’m thinking your act of arson is the smartest move you’ve made in your life. I mean, you torched the Devil’s house and got away with it. His brothers adore you now because of it. Every time I’m alone, some damned archangel checks in to make sure you’re doing well—and warns me I best not stray if I value my masculinity.”

      “Ouch.” I stretched out in the water, snagged the bubble bath, and added some. “If this breaks the Devil’s fancy tub, he deserves to pay for the repairs.”

      “Normally bath oils and salts are not to be used in fancy tubs, but Lucifer is spoiled and would rather replace the tub and enjoy the salts and the oils, so go to town. Just don’t use too much soap, else you’ll flood the entire place with bubbles.”

      “That could be fun.”

      Jonas laughed. “But dangerous, as bubbles on tiles are slippery. Don’t fall asleep in the tub. Any preference on dinner?”

      “Hot and in my stomach as quickly as possible?”

      “Any problems with rare steaks?”

      “No, but I’ll be a little sad we can’t make potatoes bake faster.”

      “I am not above going to hell and making Lucifer bake you a potato. He can bake them in seconds, and they come out just as good as from the oven—probably even better. His turn out really fluffy and tender inside with crisp skin. I hate him for his potato baking skills. Well, I mean, that’s just one extra reason I hate him.”

      My eyes widened. “Lucifer can bake potatoes?”

      “He can. Being a divine is convenient at times.”

      “Fully loaded, with extra crispy bacon. Please. I will beg, Jonas.”

      The incubus leered at me. “After you’re fed and rested, I will come for my payment of your begging.”

      “If it gets me crispy spinach on the side, too, you can even tell the Devil I love him.”

      Shaking his head and snickering, Jonas replied, “I think he’ll send extras over if you play that card. I’ll hold that close to my chest unless he resists my request for a good baked potato. I’ll be back shortly. No napping!”

      “I won’t nap,” I promised, making myself comfortable while waiting for his return. “Goose the Devil for dessert while you’re at it.”

      “You are the dessert,” he reminded me.

      “Dessert for me, you fiend!”

      He smirked at me before he shrugged and vanished.

      Shaking my head, I could only hope the Devil didn’t kill the incubus for showing up naked and with a ridiculous amount of bounce in his step.
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      Jonas waged war with Lucifer over me, and as I enjoyed the thrill of the chase, I played the damsel in distress who received sexy benefits from my incubus captor. The first week, I learned my virus wanted me to drag the incubus to bed at least once a day, and she preferred making her conquest in the morning. I enjoyed her logic, as it meant I started the day with a spring in my step. As he went out of his way to make himself appealing, I hunted him at night to make sure he stuck around to give me and my virus attention in the morning.

      The rest of the day, we played a game of cat and mouse. Whenever the Devil came close to finding our trail, Jonas teleported us away to one of his other residences or we hit up a nearby hotel or motel. I stopped asking or worrying about the cost of our little adventure, determined to enjoy the fun while it lasted.

      A week and a half later, an ice cream parlor lured me out of hiding with cash pilfered from Jonas’s wallet, which in turn brought the Devil out to play.

      Oops.

      He grabbed me by the collar, although he didn’t prevent me from continuing my quest to get a hit of frozen chocolatey goodness. “I see my spicy pony with bite has been having a good time.”

      Ignoring Lucifer amused me, but as I wasn’t a complete monster, I ordered him a cone, too. Once I had my treat in hand, I said, “I fully understand why you were using Jonas for therapy now. I’m enrolled, and it’s going to take me at least a hundred years to be cured of my various ailments, I’m sure. Maybe longer.”

      “As the goal is to evict Jonas from the therapy pool, I am pleased you’ve been enjoying his company.”

      “I escaped fair and square for this ice cream. I think I finally wore him out. Or you wore him out. Somebody wore him out. He passed out.”

      Lucifer chuckled, and he kept a hold on the back of my shirt while eating his ice cream. I headed for the seedy motel Jonas had picked as our latest hideout. When the Devil offered no commentary, I asked, “Does your appearance mean we’re done playing games?”

      “For now. I need you and your bed buddy to do some investigative work. I had Diana and Darian going over the files while they recovered from serving as your donors, and as Jonas hasn’t voiced any concerns, your virus must have stabilized, but it’s time for you to get checked to make sure. I have a list of calls for you to make, and I want you to familiarize yourself with the operations we’re looking to bust. You were mentioned in the files, as were Diana and Darian. We haven’t figured out why the outfit has been looking into you, but I suspect it’s because you’re registered in the CDC’s database as having an unknown lycanthropy strain, just like them. They’re nightmares, so their strain will remain blank. Their breed prevents them from attuning to another animal, and their blend of magic sustains the virus. You’re different, but I’m sure my father has reasons for attuning your virus. You’re a dual species.”

      “Dual species?”

      “Your lycanthropy virus is the same strain as your new species. This is technically a dual species. Diana’s virus doesn’t really have a species, so it’s just a helpful infection reproducing in her blood. Yours has all of the benefits and disadvantages of being attuned, although you’re attuned to your new species. In the future, I expect dual species will be those who have an attuned virus of a different species than their natural shapeshifting ability, but we have not yet seen this occur in the wilds. It’ll happen soon. Diana bent the rules without breaking the universal laws, so it will start happening in nature. I’m excited to find out who the first shifter-lycanthrope will be. Anyway, He attuned your virus at the same time he made you into a spicy pony with bite. I refuse to peek to discover what a spicy pony with bite is. He isn’t the kind to make a bad choice, not with something like this.”

      “Well, I was given several options.”

      “He probably couldn’t decide, so He left the choice in your hands. No matter how much I argue and bicker with my father, I recognize his nature.”

      Interesting. “So Jonas passing out and sleeping like a rock isn’t something to worry about?”

      “Not at all. He finally has had reliable enough meals his guard is down, so he’s resting. Incubi can get fidgety if they go a long time without feeding like he does. Truth be told, I’m surprised he was willing to dodge me so fresh after having his first few meals. His last succubus strayed earlier than I wanted. He didn’t feed as well as he should have, either. But, that’s not her fault or his. She’d been under restriction for a long time and wanted to hunt after many years of poor feeding in captivity. Jonas is an excellent meal for a starved succubus, but I try to avoid putting him in that situation unless there’s no other or better options. She’d been starved long enough I either needed to toss her to an incubus or to a determined lycanthrope, and a lycanthrope would not have wanted to let her go. Jonas didn’t, but he understands a succubus’s position better than lycanthropes tend to.”

      “My virus enjoys establishing her territory at least once a day. Then I end up establishing my territory once a day,” I confessed.

      “Spicy ponies with bite are probably wired like unicorns, and you have a double dose of it from your virus. Good. That will keep Jonas on his toes. I will just remind you that while incubi can purge the virus at their whim, once tamed, they will only do it during an emergency, or if they feel they’ll endanger their lycanthrope, and they will hunt for their lycanthrope to reestablish the virus as soon as it is safe. Jonas doesn’t need the virus’s influence to be dedicated, and once he’s been fed for a while, he won’t want to surrender his meals without a fight. You’re stuck with him, although I wouldn’t be surprised if he purges the virus every now and then to rile you up and get caught again. That one enjoys drama more than is wise sometimes.”

      With the Devil holding onto my collar, I returned to our hotel room, unlocked the door, and checked on Jonas, who still slept, sprawled every which way. I sighed at the evidence he’d searched for me in his sleep. “Is incubus another word for leech, by the way? Because he does tend to get a hold and doesn’t want to let go when he’s asleep.”

      “It can be, but Jonas has always been wired for touch. He was ridiculously touch starved when I first got a hold of him. I’m fairly sure the lack of generalized affection contributed to his issues as a mortal. He tried to fill in the holes pursuing wealth.”

      Poor Jonas. “That didn’t work out well for him, did it?”

      “I think it worked out just fine, all things considered.” Lucifer chuckled, released me, and closed the door. Then, proving he had a mean streak a mile wide, he zapped Jonas.

      The incubus jumped off the bed with a yelp and landed in a heap on the floor.

      I ate my ice cream, raised a brow, and somehow kept from giggling.

      “Fuck,” Jonas announced, and he groaned, grabbed our stolen blanket, and covered his head.

      “Playtime is over, I’m afraid. I caught your woman getting ice cream using money she stole from your wallet.”

      “As it’s money I stole from your wallet, I don’t see a problem with this. It’s my fault for falling asleep. She lulled me into a sense of complacency. Damn it.”

      I grinned, as I’d done a rather good job on insisting I needed some attention to keep my virus from doing something he’d regret, not that my virus had any interest in wandering off.

      The passing days had done a good job of getting me used to no longer being alone in my head. I also understood why Jonas insisted my virus was a she rather than an it. She had opinions, and most of her opinions involved luring Jonas to bed and making sure he stayed where he belonged.

      She also seemed to understand incubi tended to wander and had zero intention of allowing him to stray.

      “She’s been doing a stellar job of feeding you, and you’ve finally relaxed enough you’re able to sleep again. Give her another week, and you’ll be back to being properly healthy, which means your sister won’t be pacing trenches throughout my many hells worrying about your general health.” Lucifer chuckled and took over the ratty computer chair near the piss-poor excuse for a desk, which was little more than a dinky shelf bolted to the wall. “I have a job for you.”

      “Does it involve doing basic research into the labs?” I asked.

      “Yes and no. Honestly, it involves turning you into our bait so we can find out what they want with you, Diana, and Darian. Diana and Darian can’t teleport. Jonas can, and he’s sufficiently bonded to you at this point in time he will be able to teleport directly to your location as needed, so you’re the best choice for this operation. The basic research into the labs part will happen after we get a general idea of what they want with you. We think they want to test your lycanthropy virus, and since your virus was forced to attune to a species, you will help our cause.”

      “Their viruses aren’t attuned, correct?” I asked.

      “Correct, and everything we’ve researched into the situation indicates they won’t attune their viruses without someone directly infecting them with an active strain. I think I will do what He did to you to them, attuning their viruses to their base species. I am hoping they assume you naturally attuned your virus, versus it being forced to attune to your new species. That’s actually on my to-do list today, in about an hour. I told them we have to go to a meeting. In reality, they’re going to be enduring some suffering. As I’m cruel and evil, I’ll take Darian out first, and before Diana can go full nightmare on me, I’ll subject her to the same thing. It’s always fun reminding the minions I am who I am, and I am not precisely shy about dishing out suffering for the greater good.”

      Poor Diana and Darian. “You should probably compensate them for being an asshole, Lucifer.”

      “I am compensating them. They won’t be used as test subjects in this stage of our investigation. I gave that job to you, and I do plan on compensating you and your bed buddy for your work. I haven’t decided how I’m compensating you yet, but it depends on how this plays out.”

      “You think they will take blood tests and be done with it?”

      “They’ll want you alive for certain. The research files we stole had a plan laid out for how to handle long-term captivity of lycanthropes, and they are attempting to acquire your medical history. They have identified you are in treatments for cancer, which are going well, and their files indicated they intend to continue your cancer treatments. I suspect they do have plans to test their strain as part of cancer care.” Lucifer huffed and shook his head. “If you were a willing test subject, I’d accuse them of wanting to do good for society, but the reality of the situation states this operation isn’t out to do good for society. I am not sure what their end game is, truth be told. But I do know we need to get someone inside for a direct look at it, and you’re our safest bet, especially since Jonas can get you in and out—and Jonas isn’t a factor in their files that we are aware of, so he’s your ace up your sleeve.”

      I regarded the incubus, who remained on the floor hiding under the blanket we’d stolen from the Devil. “I wore him out. Will he be all right?”

      “Your bed buddy is fine. He’s just whining because I showed up at my whim and shattered his little delusions he could actually escape from me.”

      “You’re an asshole,” Jonas complained.

      “The game amused me, but it’s time to go back to work. Diana is trying to figure out who is responsible for the leaks over at the CDC. Sandra, you’re at the highest risk right now, so I want to give you a tracker.”

      “A tracker?”

      Lucifer dug a small box out of his pocket and opened it, revealing a large syringe with a nasty tip. “This is the latest and greatest in trackers, designed to look like a subdermal implant used for some cancer treatments. We have had a note added to your CDC file that you have a subdermal implant that has no active drugs but is not being removed due to the possibility of complications, with a note that the implant should be left in place for a period of the year to minimize any potential complications of its removal. We are hopeful they will ignore the implant, as everything we have on them indicates they want you for a long period of time. Of course, they will be bringing a spicy pony with bite into their midst. They currently believe you’re an unmated lycanthrope female, which makes you more valuable, although that ruse will be up in a hurry. And no, Jonas, I do not want you to purge her virus. There will be no depressed mares in captivity for this exercise. As it is, she’s going to have separation anxiety because her virus has become accustomed to having you around all of the time. You’re going to have separation anxiety, too, because you really do not like when your dessert wanders off.”

      Jonas sighed and curled under the blanket in a futile attempt to escape from the Devil. “I feel like I’ve been tricked.”

      “Yes. How dare I trick my little brother into being a happy, well-fed incubus. I am the absolute worst.”

      I giggled at the sarcasm dripping from Lucifer’s tone. “He won that round, Jonas. I’m okay with being used as the bait as long as steps are being taken to make sure I don’t end up becoming a permanent part of their lab operations.”

      “That’s the idea.” Lucifer hopped to his feet, bent over, and snagged his blanket, engaging in a tug-of-war battle with Jonas for it. “You can keep the blanket, but you need to get your naked ass dressed so we can get this dog and pony show on the road.”

      “What dogs?” Jonas demanded, but he obeyed and went to get dressed, muttering curses all the way to the motel’s bathroom. “You collect ponies and cats.”

      “Belial is basically a dog.” Lucifer shrugged. “A very strange and disturbing dog.”

      “According to my sister, Belial is a crushed tomato with tentacles that unfortunately has Belial’s face haphazardly plastered into the mix, and if she never has to look on his true visage again, she would be quite happy about that.” Jonas closed the bathroom door, and I laughed at the curses the incubus spewed while he got dressed.

      “Don’t mind him. He’s always grouchy when he’s woken up from a good nap. He’s even grouchier because he doesn’t want you at risk at all. I understand that, as I get rather cranky if I think my darling is about to get into trouble. He can’t deny the need for what we’re doing, which is doing a good job of making him even surlier. I am going to be cheating a little for this to help make certain you’re as protected as I can make you.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’m going to ask Him to keep an eye on you, and should things escalate beyond your ability to handle, He will make certain the situation is defused. We do not want to see this world end because of the machinations of pathetic humans. He cannot directly intervene—but He can keep an eye on you, for you are part of our family, and the universal rules have some allowances for such things.”

      Huh. I raised a brow and engaged the Devil in a staring contest. “If you tell me you wanted me to shack up with Jonas specifically so you could use this as part of your scheme, I’m going to help Darlene with her latest cruel and unusual punishments of your person.”

      “No. I’m an asshole, but I don’t throw people together for that sort of reason. Usually, I’m after the kids of my target. Jonas gets special treatment because he’s my darling’s little brother. In his case, I wanted a woman who could keep up with him and tolerate his character flaws, of which he has many.”

      “I’m still not seeing all of these character flaws you claim are there, Lucifer.”

      “He lies and steals,” the Devil reminded me. “He will also pull many a prank on you, and it’s only a matter of time until you find your panties in unusual places. He is arrogant as well.”

      “I’m an attorney. I’m a professional liar. I’ll work on the stealing thing, but as long as he doesn’t get caught and he’s not hurting people who can’t afford to have things stolen from them, I really don’t care that much. If you’re his primary target, I’m going to encourage his thieving ways. And anyway, is it really his fault Diana left her panties where he could get ahold of them?”

      “I see Jonas has corrupted you.”

      “I’m pretty sure I came pre-corrupted. Anyway, if you’re going to stick a tracker in me, get to work. Will I get better cellular reception?”

      “Alas, this chip won’t make your internet connection any better.”

      Damn. Built-in internet would have rocked. “Well, that’s disappointing. Am I getting an injection of the Mark of the Beast with this?”

      “I really don’t see why people think I’m going to literally mark people during the end times. The End of Days is a battle, not a people registration. It’s the souls that matter at that stage, and they mark their own souls according to their sins. Maybe if they didn’t sin and expect Him to forgive them for no reason whatsoever, they wouldn’t have to worry about any marks I might give them.”

      Apparently, I had stumbled upon a sore point. “Should I just apologize now?”

      Lucifer dismissed my offer with a wave of his hand. “Humanity has always been good at twisting things. There is no Mark of the Beast. The only mark is the darkness of their sin on their souls. There are wages they pay for their sin, and no matter what they want to believe, the entirety of their lives are weighed for determining their final destination and the wages they pay—or the rewards they receive. No amount of begging, pleading, or asking for forgiveness will change that. In reality, the End of Days is just that: the end. Nobody will be getting out of it alive, not even Him, and not even me. We all will perish, although the universe itself will preserve certain seeds.”

      “Like yours?” I guessed. Having seen the Devil with his beloved Darlene, I wondered if her seed would find its way back to Lucifer someday after the end had destroyed everything.

      “Like mine,” he confirmed. “And then the cycle begins anew until the next End of Days resets everything once more. As such, we have decided we would much rather like to avoid the End of Days to begin with. And so ancient enemies have become staunch allies in the face of a world willing to bring about its own end.”

      “That does seem rather stupid.”

      “That is one of the prices of free will. We are allowed to do stupid things, even if it brings about our destruction. Food for thought, isn’t it?” Lucifer went to work prepping the ridiculous needle and the chip he intended to embed beneath my skin. “In good news, thanks to your lycanthropy virus, this won’t hurt for long.”

      “How reassuring,” I muttered, sighing and presenting my left arm to the Devil. “I’d say do your worst, but you would, so please don’t.”

      “I knew you were a smart one.”
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            In good news, I woke up.

          

        

      

    

    
      As the Devil’s prey already searched for me using the CDC’s database, he decided to make the bastards work to catch me. To get information on the outfit, he installed a mix of magical and mundane surveillance intended to gather information on those out to study me. I contributed by creating a series of illusions to trick my kidnappers into believing they’d caught me completely unaware, as Lucifer worried what they would do if they were tipped off I was serving as willing bait.

      Then, to make sure I enjoyed a comfortable kidnapping, Lucifer had the CDC’s file adjusted to imply I was rather fragile, something I enforced with an illusion to cover my better-than-expected health. Another flag went into the file concerned for my poor little virus, something that made me laugh. To help protect me as much as possible, the Devil also had an assortment of medications added to my file, some of which I’d even take to trick our adversaries.

      My randy little virus wanted nothing more than to trap Jonas in bed for the rest of eternity rather than deal with a bunch of asshole illegal lab operators. I wondered if she’d ever calm down or if I’d be stuck enduring cravings for the incubus and his special brand of attention.

      Jonas fretted about the entire venture, annoying everyone until Lucifer captured the incubus and dragged him back to hell for a timeout while I prepared for my date at some lab. Any other day, I would have enjoyed my stay at the country cottage thirty minutes outside of Athens, one of Lucifer’s many properties, operated by a land management firm most had no idea worked for the Devil. While my virus whined over being separated from our incubus bed buddy, I finished my work staging the place for my debut as a test subject. After erasing the evidence we were aware our prey came for me, I settled in to wait.

      On schedule, I took the handful of pills meant to mitigate pain and treat the cancer I no longer battled to make certain they detected the correct drugs if they did a blood test. As the CDC’s file included my last tests, which showed some improvement of my cancer but did not include its eradication, if they did any scans for the cancer, they would believe my virus worked to cure me.

      My job was to pretend the drugs worked as well as expected for someone in the final stages of cancer and being experimented on in a last-ditch effort. The wait annoyed me, especially as the first two or three hours after taking the drugs went by in a blur.

      The Devil had warned me, but I still disliked the clinging drug-induced haze, especially when aware I invited myself to a kidnapping and some time in a lab. As we didn’t know how aggressive our prey was about checking the CDC’s files on me, or if they had someone closer to the top, we would go in unaware of when they’d hit, although judging from Lucifer’s behavior, he considered it to be a guarantee.

      Four hours after my location was added to the CDC’s file on me, trouble came calling. As my medical file said the drugs would keep me out for five hours, I stuck to our plan, playing as close to dead as I could. My virus loathed the idea of enemies prowling around our space, but I ignored the presence of at least two people in the rustic home ideal for escaping the city.

      Keeping still sucked, especially when my kidnappers took the time and effort to check my blood pressure and pulse to make sure they wouldn’t kill me moving me. My virus wanted me to bitchslap the sin right out of the two men, who spoke in low tones, recorded my vitals, and played the part of meticulous researchers rather well. The bastards poked me with several needles, and a few minutes after one of them, the lights went out.

      In good news, I woke up.

      In bad news, I woke up in a cage with my hands manacled over my head. They’d used some sort of padding to keep the metal from cutting into my wrists, although I learned the position did my shoulders and back zero favors. My virus came to a single conclusion: only the brutal deaths of our prey would do.

      I wore the same clothes I’d been kidnapped in, although I spotted new blood stains. On a closer investigation, I determined someone had taken a scalpel to my arm, using a marker to track the size of the incisions. I could only assume they tested my rate of healing.

      One of them still bled, leaving a scabbing trail of blood down my arm to my side. Removing the mess without magic would be a bitch, especially as it caked to the little hairs on my arms. I glared at the evidence I’d participated in some form of test or another. After taking a full inventory of my new cuts, bruises, and marks, I expanded my investigation to my nearby surroundings. Several cages similar to mine, barely large enough to fit a bound human, took up one wall. The rest of the room reminded me of an ER, although I held zero delusions.

      From surgical table to medical implements, the operators had everything needed to take apart a body, and judging from the state of the person they worked on, they didn’t need their subjects alive.

      To my relief, I spotted no other captives in the room, although that didn’t bode well for me. Lucifer had believed they wanted me alive, but the non-intact state of their other subject concerned me. What did they hope to learn from the corpse they dissected? The dissection process involved a great deal less blood than I had anticipated, to the point I assumed they’d drained the corpse before taking a scalpel to him.

      As I had no idea what to call the bastards chopping apart their other test subject, I decided they counted as fucking assholes. While I had no problems with willing donors giving their bodies to science, I suspected the man on the table hadn’t been willing.

      If he had been willing, he was no better than the animal abusing assholes I wanted to wipe off the face of the Earth.

      Willing participants didn’t need to be kept in cages, and the presence of multiple cages gave me all of the information I needed to decide I would show no mercy to those in the room with me.

      They were so absorbed in their dissection they didn’t notice me observing them, so I turned my attention to the manacles securing my hands over my head and doing a damned good job of making sure my shoulders would hurt for hours or days to come. Once freed, I would recruit Jonas for basic treatment. If he couldn’t make me forget the persistent discomfort, nothing could. I shifted my weight, wincing as my knees and ankles protested the movement.

      Whatever they’d drugged me with, it had done a good job of keeping me down and out.

      The next time I volunteered to be bait, I would set some important restrictions. First, I would establish a timeline for rescue. If it would prevent me from being the next poor bastard to be chopped up on a surgical table, I would play the best damsel-in-distress to ever be distressed. I would even toss in a few good screams for good measure, and once rescue came, I would swoon for the benefit of my rescuer—or rescuers.

      Pride mattered little when it came to dodging dissection.

      Second, I would establish a requirement to minimize any loss of my blood. Judging from the amount caked to my arm and side, the fucking assholes who’d kidnapped me hadn’t cared about something like blood loss.

      Diana and Darian would not be happy if they needed to serve as my personal blood bank again.

      Third, I would demand more than a tracker embedded in my arm. Fortunately, while I had a lot of cuts decorating me, they hadn’t gotten close to where Lucifer had implanted the device. Under the guise of scratching my nose, I poked and prodded at the spot, which ached and had a slight bump.

      Assumptions could create me trouble later, but for the sake of my sanity, I would cling to my belief the tracker was still in place.

      The men cutting up the poor bastard on the table didn’t notice my movements. I eyed the manacles, which seemed to be secured with a bolt and a wing nut.

      What sort of fucking morons left a prisoner manacled with a bolt using a wing nut of all things? I checked my bare feet, pleased to see they had not bothered to bind them with anything. My shoulders would hate me for a while, but I wiggled until most of my weight rested on the manacles, brought my knees up to my chest, twisted until my toes could get into proximity of the wing nut, and went to work loosening it.

      In the future, I would practice manipulating things with my toes, but in addition to inflicting their stupidity upon me, my captors had gone the lazy route, only tightening the wing nut enough to keep me from forcing the manacles open without dealing with the bolt first.

      I hated idiots. I hated them, and I would get the satisfaction of escorting them straight to hell. Once I got them to hell, I would beat the stupidity right out of them, making certain their seeds would forever remember why they would not indulge in stupidity or laziness in their next life.

      It took a few minutes, but I wiggled the manacles open enough to free my right hand, after which it took less than five seconds and a single good spin of the nut to free my left.

      Excellent. I left the wing nuts in place, eased my arms down so my motions wouldn’t draw unwanted attention, and focused on my next challenge, which involved breaking free of the actual cage.

      Had I been in charge of their operations, I wouldn’t have used a basic catch mechanism on a cage intended to hold anything smarter than a single-celled organism hostage. I lost a solid minute staring at the latch in disbelief.

      Right. I dealt with exceptionally stupid people—people who dissected their victims and left a variety of tools for the job in reach of their hostage.

      Well, if they wanted me to make a mess of their day through leaving random, sharp implements available for my use, so be it. I didn’t have to figure out how to shift to a spicy pony with bite to get the job done. Any one of the scalpels left out and about would do, as would one of the larger cleavers, which I could only presume was intended to cut through the bones of their dissection victims.

      My virus approved of my intent to bring a great deal of harm to the three bastards working on the corpse. She savored the idea of leaving their bodies to cool on the tiles. Rather than stab them, she wanted to go the bludgeon route. As I could fully respect and get behind taking a baseball bat, crowbar, or some other hard object to the heads of some fucking assholes, I searched for a good weapon.

      The lab lacked any baseball bats or crowbars, but there were several fire extinguishers nearby. I had no idea why the surgical tables needed fire extinguishers nearby, but I’d used one before.

      They weighed enough to do some serious damage if it came into contact with someone’s skull. Better still, if I sprayed them in the face with the foam, I would have plenty of time to bash their heads in and remove them as a threat. Hedging my bets on them being too absorbed with their grisly work to notice me, I eased the cage door open, careful to prevent the spring-loaded clasp from snapping back into position. Once certain the mechanism wouldn’t make unwanted noise and betray me, I tip-toed to the nearest fire extinguisher, checked the pressure meter to confirm it would do what I needed, and pulled the pin out.

      With vicious glee, I took aim at the idiots hard at work and opened fire with the extinguisher, unloading the canister’s entire contents onto them and the corpse they worked on. As merely spraying them failed to appease my virus, I made sure to aim for their mouths and noses to minimize their ability to retaliate.

      “Wear safety gear when working in a lab, assholes,” I said before I adjusted my hold on the fire extinguisher and swung, taking aim for the nearest asshole’s head. The metal collided with his temple with a crunch. To my virus’s disappointment, blood didn’t spray everywhere in a glorious fountain, although the business end of my new weapon glistened with crimson fluid.

      As fire extinguisher foam did a good job of turning screams to gurgles, I didn’t have to deal with excessive noise while I finished beating the life out of the other two jackasses. To make sure they wouldn’t get up and bother me again, I armed myself with a scalpel and went to work slitting their throats.

      Slit throats spilled a great deal of blood, and none of my victims lasted for more than a minute or two before they headed to their next destination, where they would enjoy the Devil’s not-so-tender care. Muttering curses over wearing someone else’s blood thanks to my decision to ensure my kills, I prowled around the lab. Once upon a time, an entire wall of the place had been dedicated to captive animals, although the cages were long empty and covered in a layer of dust.

      I returned to the bodies, selected one of the tools with a nice point, and dipped it into one of the growing puddles of blood. Using the fucking asshole’s blood to do a practitioner working counted as a little rude, but I figured if they’d wanted me to be polite, they would have extended a better invitation. Like I had at the previous lab, I drew an aversion, but I limited the number of exclusions to include any equines infected with lycanthropy and incubi.

      I would have to hope the lab didn’t have any sex demons working for them, but if they did, I would make good use of one of the lab’s fire extinguishers.

      Pleased with my precautions, I explored.
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      The building consisted of three bedrooms, an office, a bathroom, and the lab. In the office, I struck gold. Stealing a ream of printer paper, I used my magic to copy every document. Every scrap of information on me went into a pile, which would come with me when I left. I also collected their information on Diana and Darian, which would likewise be escorted away from their lab. Someone had left the computer unlocked, which made it trivial to search for files including our names, print copies of everything important, and delete their data. After some experimentation, I accessed the cloud they stored their backups in, and with ruthless delight, overwrote their research with copies of classic novels.

      Then, as I could be a bitch on a good day, I tossed in a bunch of medical research documents from the internet to the beginning of each file to make it appear as though they still had viable data.

      I hoped whoever discovered their medical research on whatever-the-hell they were doing broke their brain. I also hoped the five hundred pages of data I’d printed wouldn’t break my brain. Grateful the office chair had wheels, I loaded the damned thing up with as many papers as possible and rolled it out into the hallway connecting the office with the lab, the bathroom, and the bedrooms. Getting the paperwork out would test my creativity, especially as I had no idea what waited for me outside. I’d located the door out, but I hadn’t tested my luck—or even peeked out through the peep hole.

      I already courted enough trouble.

      Armed with my chair, my stolen papers, a pen, some blank sheets of paper, and a fire extinguisher, I approached the door leading to freedom, took a few deep breaths to steady my nerves, and peered through the peep hole. An overgrown clearing surrounded with trees waited for me.

      If the plain white walls hid the fact I’d been taken to a creepy cabin in the woods, I would find somewhere private to scream out my frustration. Then, because I had as sick of a sense of humor as the Devil, I would hunt down every horror movie I could find featuring creepy cabins in the woods and binge watch them all to remind myself it could be worse. Of course, assuming I survived watching so many horror flicks without dying from a heart attack, I would need a lot of tender, loving care from an incubus to recover.

      My virus approved of my plan, and I got the feeling she hoped we’d been taken to some creepy cabin in the woods—no, not just in the woods, deep in the woods, where good girls like me were brutally murdered.

      After being used as a science experiment.

      I regretted I had taken the efficient route of murder. Muttering curses, I cracked open the door.

      Yep, the bastards had taken me to a cabin in the woods, although the exterior lacked the creep factor I expected from a place used to test on and dissect humans. They’d even added some pretty flowers around the place to make it appear normal people lived in the place. Shuddering, I left my chair burdened with stolen documentation in the doorway and scouted around the clearing to discover a mud-covered SUV parked at the end of a dirt road in dire need of some maintenance.

      Heaving a sigh at having to turn around and find the fucking keys, I marched back into the cabin, returned to the bodies, and searched their pockets until I found their wallets and keys, all of which came with me. I located the keys for the SUV, turned it on, and checked the navigation system to discover I’d been taken two hours away from Athens. I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel, debating where I wanted to take my plunder.

      Of the residences Jonas had taken me to, I’d liked one of the smaller country homes the best, enjoying its cozy, intimate vibe. Getting back to it would take some effort, but as long as I got back to the nearby town, I could get there.

      The Devil tended to plant red maples near his properties as a warning to the wise.

      I loaded up the SUV and left, careful to obey the speed limit, as I doubted I would be able to explain why I was covered in blood without admitting I’d murdered three people. Of course, all I would have needed to do was summon an angel and confess I’d done it in self-defense, and once I stated they’d been dissecting some guy on the table in front of me, no sane jury would convict me.

      The entire drive, I fretted, tapping a random beat on the wheel while digging out every curse I’d ever heard in my life.

      I made it to the Devil’s house without incident, and sighing my relief, I grabbed a sheet of paper and a pen, drawing a rune to break the aversion I’d set at the cabin. Then, as Diana wasn’t the only one who could summon the Devil, I hauled my loot into the house, drew a basic summoning circle, and inscribed Lucifer’s name seven ways—all spelled wrong.

      Within a few seconds, the Devil manifested in a cloud of brimstone, angry enough he’d used one of his true forms, breathing fire.

      In the courthouse, my glimpses of his figure had scared me. Now, the absurdity of having pissed him off that much made me laugh. Standing on my toes, I reached up and patted him between his curved horns. Soot covered him and his hair, and I figured no amount of brushing him off would help, but I did it anyway. “I have always wondered if that would work,” I admitted.

      Lucifer sighed, his form shimmered, and he assumed a more human shape, taking on a bronzed skin tone. “And I thought giving you a look at my form would scare some respect into you.”

      “After watching some guys dissect somebody, you don’t even blip on my horror meter. Sorry. Ask me again tomorrow.” I showed him my arm, which still had a collection of cuts, although they’d stopped bleeding. “They were so stupid I want to cry.”

      “Why don’t you tell me all about it? None of the triggers to draw my attention were activated, so I’m assuming all they did were these cuts to judge your regeneration rates while keeping you drugged. Jonas is pacing trenches through my hells at this point. I tried to tell him you are a self-rescuing princess, but he isn’t in the mood to listen.”

      “They used wing nuts, Lucifer. They used fucking wing nuts to close the manacles. I was kidnapped by fucking idiots.”

      “You were kidnapped by those who did not anticipate you having a matured virus plus a heightened resistance to their drug cocktails. The instant they cut you, your virus went to work ridding your body of their drugs and addressing the cuts.” Taking hold of my arm, he examined my injuries, frowning. “They’ve had you for two days, in case you were curious.”

      “No wonder my virus is whining.”

      The Devil chuckled. “Just wait until I release Jonas’s ability to teleport. He’s been showing his wings all day. As such, my darling is showing her wings. Once he has taken steps to ensure your general health, you’ll get to see him in his prime. I’ll make sure food appears at the appropriate intervals, as a hunting incubus with something to prove doesn’t tend to remember the basics.”

      “I brought you a present of data, and as they helpfully left their computer unlocked, I modified all of their data to include copy-pastes of medical studies from the internet along with some of my favorite classics I stole.”

      “Most classics are no longer under copyright, so it’s not theft,” he replied.

      I pointed at the tracker. “Did this thing work?”

      “It did, yes. Honestly, I was hoping to discover what a spicy pony with bite is, but your display of competence did not meet any of the typical conditions required to induce a first shift. On one hand, I’m pleased with your display of competence, but on the other, I really want to know what a spicy pony with bite is.”

      “Why not ask your father?”

      “That would be admitting defeat, and I simply cannot lower myself to asking Him how he meddled with my intern.”

      “Do you know what I do to stupid people, Lucifer?”

      “I’m very curious to find out, honestly.”

      “I spray them with a fire extinguisher before bludgeoning them to death or a near death state followed with slicing their throats.”

      The Devil tossed back his head and laughed. “Do you know what Diana did when I set her loose in a lab?”

      “What did she do?”

      “She just lit everything that upset her on fire. While fitting her nature, she did not score many points for creativity. She also didn’t have the sense to do something to annoy me to summon me. I’m going to enjoy teasing her. Your summoning circle was very effective. Of course, it didn’t precisely force me to come to you, but after the first few horrific invocations of my name, I may have wanted to teach you a lesson. I managed to teach you absolutely nothing,” he complained.

      “I had already seen that form,” I told him.

      Lucifer’s expression darkened. “I had hoped your vision hadn’t progressed that far. My visages tend to scare potential interns away.”

      His reaction, so genuine and human in its compassion, made me stop and consider everything that had happened since the courthouse. “Well, you are the Devil. I’m lacking sense, as I seem to forget how to fear you.”

      “That was quite the surprise, yes. But my father probably foresaw my need long ago and made sure there was someone with the fortitude to become a spicy pony with bite—or whatever other forms he had in mind for your conversion.”

      “They were all spicy in some form or another.”

      Relaxing, Lucifer headed deeper into the house, waving for me to join him. In the kitchen, he held out a chair for me. “I’ll retrieve your stolen goods, and we’ll start going over them while we talk. It’s a good time to figure out your general place among the minions without the other minions hovering. Jonas could use some extra separation time. The idea is to make sure you two have good nights, not develop separation anxiety if you have to go away for a night or two.”

      “Lucifer, there is a difference between being kidnapped and going on a business trip. He’s justified in being concerned, although I should probably remind him I was a willing participant. Do self-rescuing princesses get rewarded?”

      “Separation anxiety in incubi manifests as territorialness, an unwillingness to allow their prey to escape, and a very exhausted partner.”

      Did the Devil think I would complain about any of those things? I stared at him. “What’s the problem?”

      “If being trapped for a week or two with a hungry, fretting incubus doesn’t bother you, there’s no problem beyond having an annoyed boss waiting for the incubus to settle his nerves.”

      “But will my boss give me a week or two to calm the poor, hungry, and fretting incubus?”

      Lucifer snickered. “Apparently, the spicy portion of spicy pony with bite involves your inclination to indulge with an incubus. You’re definitely going to have a spicy sex life if that’s your general approach to his separation anxiety.”

      “Lucifer, my virus starts whining when he leaves the room. I am coming to terms with having the same damned problem, and I’m the one who told him he could do whatever he wanted during the day as long as he wandered home and didn’t sleep around.” I shrugged. “I’m still trying to figure out why everyone thinks he’s not a great guy.”

      “You forced him to show you his best, just as my darling forced me to show her my best. How he behaves with you is not how he behaves with everyone else. But, he has always valued those who do difficult things.”

      “Difficult as in participating in being kidnapped, earning a degree, or some other form of heroic?”

      “All of the above. Neither my darling nor her brother have degrees. They were not in a position to acquire them, and while their parents were good people, they instilled certain ethics that barred them both from pursuing higher education. This has been a regret of both of theirs, as they don’t feel they can venture out in the world to learn for the sake of learning. They pursue education from the fucking assholes in residence, but they idolize having a degree. It’s always been unobtainable for them.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I was powerless to close it. After several minutes of spluttering while the Devil laughed at me, I managed to reply, “Are you serious?”

      “Very. My darling was so happy with your conditions for your schooling. She’s been playing mother to Diana as she goes back to school and helping her, as she missed a lot of base education. I’ll likely have you tutor Diana in some fields, as her parents were rather resistant to proper education.”

      “Diana needs tutoring? You can’t be serious. She’s so smart.”

      “Oh, she’s a brilliant jewel, but she missed out on so much according to her. Science conflicted with religion, and she struggles with a lot, including history. A lot of history was erased or modified for her, so she has a lot to unlearn.”

      Damn. “I can help her with tutoring, and if Jonas and Darlene want to go to school, there’s no reason they can’t. They could take courses at the same time I go, although they’d need a degree plan. I’m going to guess neither will have any problems paying for their education now.”

      “No, but according to them, they haven’t earned it.”

      “I will beat that out of them both.”

      “I see your pursuit of education is even more serious than I initially believed.” Lucifer chuckled. “Don’t beat my wife too hard, but you are more than welcome to set her on her ass regarding her education.”

      “Higher education isn’t required, but if she wants it, she should get it.”

      “Mortal regrets tend to cling, even long after conversion. What will your mortal regrets be, I wonder?”

      I considered my life, then, as I had little to lose and much to gain, I shrugged and replied, “I got to burn your house down before I went out, so I can’t really say I have any regrets.”

      Lucifer bowed his head, lifted a hand, and massaged his forehead, heaving a sigh. “My brothers warned me I should stop playing games and peek, and they laughed at me while they did it. What have I brought into my house?”

      “A pyromaniac?” I suggested. “Arsonist? Honestly, when I did it, I was hoping you’d come wipe me out from existence to spare me a long decline due to my cancer, but then stuff happened, and I had certain regrets.”

      “As your punishment, I’m going to make Jonas feed for at least three weeks, where you will be his captive to do whatever he wishes. You’ve been driving my entire household crazy, and you were sitting there, knowing full well you were the arsonist?”

      I held up my hands in surrender. “Jonas knows I did it.”

      “Well, that explains why he’s lost his complete mind. He is probably crushing so hard on you over that he can’t even see straight right now. He loves nothing more than successfully pulling a prank on me. Burning my house down and damaging only my wallet? That is one of the ultimate pranks.” Lucifer straightened, and he regarded me with interest. “You even spared the fish. Why?”

      “It wasn’t their fault you’re a dick.”

      A split second later, I realized what I’d said and clapped my hands to my mouth.

      Rather than blasting me from existence, the Devil snickered. “If I had a penny every time my darling reminded me of my tendency to be an asshole, I would be far wealthier than I am now. She has never attempted to burn one of our homes down, but she has threatened to break windows in the main manor. She’s demolished several sections of our homes, but she’s never burned one down. Right now, we have a lava moat because she thought it was funny. She likes punting fucking assholes into the moat when they piss her off.”

      “Remind me not to upset Darlene.”

      “She’ll only punt you into the lava after I’ve confirmed it won’t actually hurt you. Until I find out what a spicy pony with bite is, I’m assuming you’re not yet another pony with a tendency to play with fire.”

      “I burned your house down,” I reminded him.

      Lucifer heaved another sigh. “Obviously, I need to throw you at more life-threatening situations until you crack and shift. This is the only solution.”

      “No.”

      “Sandra, I want to know.”

      Why me? What had I done to deserve the Devil at his worst? Oh, right. I’d burned his house down. “So go ask your father. You are not deliberately throwing me at even more life-threatening situations. I have had enough life-threatening situations for one month.”

      Lucifer scowled, but he nodded. “Letting Jonas do whatever he wants to you for three weeks is probably a life-threatening situation, truth be told. Incubi can get unreasonable at times, and he’s repressed. Well, formerly repressed. Right now, he’s just anxious, and well, incubi resolve anxiety through doing what they do best. I really did a great job when I made him. He’s so anxious he’s set off half the layer, which is a pretty damned good power display. If I keep him fretting for a few more days, he’ll remind all of the residents I made him—and I made him well. At the rate he’s going, he’s going to turn my many hells into quite the party. Then he’ll be even crankier because he’s taken and won’t participate in the party unless you’re there.”

      “That’s a little evil,” I admitted. “On all counts. Can’t you give Jonas a break?”

      “Why would I? The bastard hid my wallet behind my wife’s milk.”

      “You deserved it, I’m sure. Just like you deserved having to rebuild your mini mansion.” I slumped in my seat. “You weren’t supposed to find out about the arson thing, because everyone kept telling me you are obsessed with the arsonist. But then I kept feeling guilty because you’re not nearly as terrible as I thought. I don’t like feeling guilty.”

      “Well, yes. Most people have more sense than to burn down my house. The guilt is because you have a good nature. I’ll try to help you get over some parts of it, but really, that’s part of why I picked you. Anyway, you got exactly what you deserved. Burning down my house is asking to go to hell. In your case, you’ll get there through conversion and teleportation, but it amounts to the same thing. But, knowing what I know about you, and knowing how many of your buttons were pushed in the courthouse, I should have at least considered you might be a suspect. I thought you were a clever human, not that you were a practitioner with ridiculously refined skills. In truth, I was more impressed you recovered as quickly as you did and tolerated the unexpected bullshit flung your way.”

      “So much bullshit,” I muttered.

      The Devil chuckled and nodded. “The amount of bullshit you contended with in that courtroom was absurd, and I was only a fraction of the absurdity. For the record, the attorney who tossed you to the wolves did so hoping you would crack, as he doesn’t appreciate women working as attorneys. He intended to lie about your general performance to your school, but I put an end to that. I may have hinted honesty was the best policy, and I would be submitting my own report about the performance of the student seeking a legal degree.” Shrugging, Lucifer hopped to his feet and headed for the door. “I earned you lighting that match. I tested you, and you stood steady. It isn’t a sin to ask for mercy in the face of an impossible obstacle, either. Your cancer was one such obstacle. Requesting mercy isn’t a sin. You didn’t want to suffer, and you were already suffering. Your rationale, by that point, was likely halfway to the grave along with the parts of your brain the cancer had killed, but you had the right idea. You just got a different solution than you bargained for.”

      No kidding. “Why aren’t you smiting my ass and taking me to hell, anyway?”

      Halting at the entry to the kitchen, the Devil regarded me with a raised brow. “I’m taking you to hell, and I get to annoy you every day for your long life. I know my heavenly father well. He would make you a species as long lived as my darling’s brother, which means you’ll outlive my unicorns by at least a thousand years. Incubi simply don’t age out of their prime, although they can be killed. They’re not immortal in that sense, but they’re as close as it gets. That’s why my darling is a succubus. He wanted to make sure she would endure until even the End of Days. He can be a sentimental fool at times.”

      “Pot,” I accused.

      “I can be, but let’s keep that a little secret between us.”

      “Anyone who knows you already knows.”

      “You are a cruel spicy pony with bite.”

      “The words ‘spicy pony with bite’ imply something other than sparkles and farting rainbows, Lucifer.”

      “I’m telling my wife, and she’ll love you even more, and then you’ll never be able to escape my clutches,” he warned, before heading out to retrieve the documentation from the SUV.

      I debated trying to make a run for it, but after some careful consideration, I determined if the forces of hell didn’t hunt me down and take me back, the meddling forces of heaven would.
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      The Devil grilled me about my short stay at the lab, grabbed the route I’d taken from the SUV’s navigation system, and teleported away, leaving me to investigate my mountain of stolen paperwork and skim through their research. The research went right over my head, although I did my best to record the primary subject, separate the pages of each study, and make a list of what the fucking assholes had been working on.

      They had twenty pages dedicated to me, including their sources. The CDC’s records made up the bulk of the information, although they’d gotten a hold of my college transcript. To my relief, there was no mention of my parents.

      Had my parents become a target, I would have been on a quest to determine if a spicy pony with bite could tear down the entire operation.

      “Don’t think things like that,” the Devil complained from behind me. “When you think things like that, I think it’s a good idea. Can a spicy pony with bite tear down the entire operation? Honestly, I’d love nothing more than if you stole the show.” Sitting down at the table, he snorted, and according to the trail of smoke coming from his nostrils, something had tripped his trigger.

      I needed to leash the Devil—or put a bell around his neck so he stopped sneaking up behind me. Once my heart ceased its attempts to escape my chest and run away, I asked, “What has you worked up?”

      “I know who they were dissecting in that lab.”

      Fuck. That Lucifer might know the victim hadn’t crossed my mind. “I’m really sorry I sprayed him down with the fire extinguisher.”

      “He would have found your murder method absolutely hilarious. He was a vampire out of Chicago, and I’m not looking forward to notifying his maker about what had happened to his child. This just became a great deal more complicated, as I’ll need to work with the underground in Chicago now on this case. This is a problem because of the otters.”

      Wait. The otters? How could otters be a problem? “Why are my otters a problem?” I demanded.

      “Your otters aren’t a problem. The problem is that the vampire in charge of the Chicago brood is very fond of an otter shapeshifter and his mate, who is a badger. As this lab is studying otters, and has been for a while, he might be a target. We need to find out if they’re being hunted. That pair goes undercover often, working for the FBI as agents. If they’re undercover, we’re going to have to get them out of whatever they’re working on and back to Chicago or somewhere safe. We can’t afford for the vampire brood out of Chicago to go on a rampage. Having the vampire as an ally isn’t a bad thing, but he will take it too far, and if he involves his allies, we’re going to have problems.”

      I found it interesting Lucifer refused to tell me the names of the vampire or the undercover FBI agents. “Can you give me an idea of what sort of problems we’ll have?”

      “The kind where the Chicago vampires rise up and start slaughtering anyone with any form of connection to these labs. There would be a lot more bodies than what we’re currently producing, which would put the vampires in the line of fire. The Chicago brood is on the verge of earning their souls back, and it’ll set my plans back for decades if this operation undoes my hard work.”

      I suspected Lucifer lived to confuse me. “Okay, I’m lost. Why is it important for vampires to have their souls back?” I’d heard about the soulless state of vampires as a consequence of Wishing Well’s activities, but I hadn’t heard any rumors about vampires being able to get their souls back.

      “At current, there are two vampires who have their original souls. One is a fluke, and the other was redeemed by one of the facets of death. The fluke is the result I’m looking to cultivate—a vampire created without a soul needing to be imprisoned. Vampires break the balance, and in order to keep the End of Days from continuing to encroach on this era, they have to be brought back into balance. One body, one soul. Not one body, two souls, or two bodies fighting over a single soul. One body, one soul. The Chicago brood has one body and one soul, but the souls are scrambled, and this classifies as two bodies fighting over a single soul. The souls switched bodies, essentially held hostage. As the bodies are in close proximity to each other, the original soul is still linked to the original body. For example, let’s say you, Diana, and Darian are vampires. Your soul would be in Darian’s body, Darian’s soul would be in Diana’s, and Diana’s soul would be in your body. You’re scrambled. But, as you, Darian, and Diana tend to be in somewhat close proximity, your soul in Darian’s body is still guiding your psyche although Diana’s soul is what is keeping your body actually animated. Your original soul would be fighting with the soul inhabiting your body. That’s what’s happening in Chicago’s brood, except there’s a catch.”

      While I expected my question would lead to even more confusion, I asked, “What’s the catch?”

      “The souls are beginning to shift back towards their original bodies. One day, they’ll all be in close proximity, and the whole lot of them will have their souls snap back to where they belong. They’ll still be vampires and require blood, because that part of their magic cannot be cured, but they’ll no longer be considered soulless entities. Standard vampires are incapable of things like love. They’re creatures of greed and ambition, preying off humans and other animals. Truth be told, the Chicago brood regained that part of their soul long ago, through the intervention of some caretakers. It’s a taught trait for them, not a natural one, as it is with humans with intact souls. But, they’re still missing that vital part of themselves. Once that changes, the cursed vampires will likewise be able to return to the balanced state. The cursed vampires have two souls—one soul that’s imprisoned, and the vampiric soul, which has taken over the body. That was the universe’s punishment for attempting to gain immortality.”

      “And I’m still lost,” I announced, and I slapped my hand to the stack of papers I’d been reading. “How is that relevant to this?”

      “Vampires enjoy turning victims to give themselves amusement for a long period of time. Should the Chicago brood become involved, they’ll lose their opportunity to get their souls back, which will ultimately ensure the vampires remain cursed—and add to the risk of the End of Days. So, this is just yet another problem this operation has created with their foolishness.”

      “Is that why you’ve been so overworked? This group has created so many consequences that you’re trying to mitigate them all and can’t keep up?”

      Lucifer took hold of my wrist, lifted my hand from the stack of papers, and began flipping through the sheets. “Precisely.”

      “And they want the End of Days?”

      “I don’t know. I suspect they just want to control life itself, which is a violation of the universal rules. There are restrictions on how we can meddle with and change souls, and the balance must be maintained. I suspect He has made you similar to how he made Diana; she is a being with a rather diverse soul. She can manipulate holy fire and hellfire, and she is a rather balanced being. Darian is becoming balanced like her as she converts him. I’m not sure what you are. Your soul is still in flux. And if I look too closely at it, I might discover what you are, and that would ruin the fun.” Lucifer pulled out a page and handed it to me. “This is the lead vampire of Chicago.”

      I checked the page to discover a biography of a man named Ernesto Saven. He was listed as a major crime lord who ruled over a rather sizable chunk of Chicago. “This guy is in the big leagues?”

      “Yeah, he’s a heavy hitter in the crime world. The vampire you saw being dissected is one of Saven’s prized children, turned shortly after the first surge of magic in this era calmed down. Saven knows his child was killed, as he’s bound to all he creates. I claimed the body, and I’ll have some of the fucking assholes put him back together and record the damage. That will give me enough time to make a deal with him, or so I hope. The vampires can be moody, and he likely grieves. I can make arrangements for the seed, however, which will give me a good bargaining chip.”

      “You have the seed?” I grimaced at the thought of the vampire being told his child had gone to visit the Devil to pay for his sins.

      “Surprisingly no. That’s what makes the Saven brood so damned special. That soul rests; in his life as a vampire, he balanced his sins with acts of good. I can claim a resting soul as needed. I’ll clear it with my father first, so He can maintain the balance as needed. Don’t get the wrong idea about the Saven brood. They’re vampires, yes, but the good they do generally far outweighs their evil. They’re good allies, and while they break mortal law, they break the mold of what it is to be a vampire.” Taking back the page, Lucifer sorted through the information, pulling out a few more sheets. “They do have information on the otter shapeshifter, but they have noted he’s a shapeshifter and unsuitable for their research—for now. There is a note to continue investigations. Was this part of the data you overwrote?”

      “Yes. I printed everything before I overwrote the files. I think I used some medical research on anemia or something like that. Honestly, I couldn’t figure out what it said and figured it looked scientific enough to confuse somebody looking at the files. Then I copy-pasted in a classic. I wanted the files to look robust enough. I don’t know if they had any backups, though. I didn’t stick around to find out, I just went for the one computer they’d left unlocked.”

      “Fucking morons,” the Devil muttered, setting the sheets he’d dug out aside. “I’m going to take you to my office in Athens so you can make some calls and start getting to work for me. I want a meeting planned with the Chicago vampires, and I want you to ask the vampires to get a line on the whereabouts of their shapeshifter friends. When you aren’t on the phone, try to make sense of this mess. I’ll need a potential list of victims, their locations, and any leads you think might be involved. In the meantime, I’ll rile Jonas up. Once you’re done the preliminary work, I’ll set Jonas loose and have Diana take care of the next phase. Set the meeting up as soon as everyone is available, and let Saven pick the location. That’ll make him feel better. Also, inquire about how they want the body dealt with. I’ll have it restored, but vampires can be touchy about laying their own to their final rest. Even if it sounds strange, make the arrangements.”

      “I can do that. What should we do about the SUV?”

      “I’ll scrub the serials, have new ones put in, and register it in your name. You stole it fair and square, so you get to enjoy the spoils. It looks like a decent enough vehicle, and it can go the places you won’t want to take your Lamborghini.”

      I raised a brow. “Murder and theft are rewarded?”

      “When you’re in my employ, absolutely. You do small amounts of evil for great amounts of good. I’m going to have to work a little harder to corrupt you, else you’ll be more suitable for His heavens rather than my hells.”

      “Do you think He would allow a spicy pony with bite into His heavens?”

      “That stuffy place could use a little spice,” the Devil muttered before gathering the papers. “Unlike Jonas, my teleportation packs a punch, so brace yourself.”
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      The Lord of Lies needed to work on his tendency to tell the truth. It took me over an hour to recover from being teleported, and even then, my stomach grumbled its complaints while I worked. As though sensing I struggled with my temptation to beat him with the fancy phone on his desk, Lucifer made himself scarce.

      When I could last five minutes without cursing someone or being tempted to flee for the bathroom, I grabbed the list of things the Devil wanted me to finish, with calling Ernesto Saven taking the top spot, ordered by importance. Grabbing the phone from its cradle, I tapped in the vampire’s number, which was marked as being his cell phone.

      “It’s unusual for you to call me directly, Lucifer,” a man answered.

      “My name is Sandra, and I’m calling on Lucifer’s behalf. He’s currently occupied keeping his wife’s brother contained. I was asked to contact you regarding one of your vampires.”

      The vampire sighed. “Which one?”

      I checked the sheet to make sure I had the poor vampire’s name correct. “Greg Westfield. Lucifer has recovered his body and wanted to know your wishes for your child.”

      The vampire sucked in a breath, which intrigued me, as I hadn’t known vampires breathed. “You found him?”

      “Yes. His body was recovered from a lab. Lucifer found information in the lab regarding some of your associates, and he would like to schedule a meeting with you in order to discuss the matter. He also asked me to make sure you kept a close track on your otter and badger, as they have drawn unwanted attention.”

      Ernesto Saven cursed, although I recognized he indulged in foul language through tone more than comprehension of the odd language he spoke. “My otter and badger are in town, but I will make certain they’re protected. What do I owe for this favor you have done me?”

      “That is part of what Lucifer wants to meet with you about. He also wanted me to inform you he can acquire the seed of your lost child if you desire it.” I reviewed the list of things the Devil had left with me, trapping the phone between my shoulder and ear while flipping through the sheets. “There is an organization that has earned the Devil’s ire, and he wants to ally with you on this matter.”

      “Is this organization the one who killed my child?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Call me Ernesto,” the vampire ordered. “What do you need from my brood, and what is Lucifer’s timetable to meet?”

      Using the password the Devil had given me, I unlocked his computer, accessed his calendar, and scowled at the ridiculous number of entries. I scrolled through the next few days, eyeballing a general staff meeting he had set for in the morning. “Do you have anything planned at nine in the morning?”

      “Time zone?”

      “Eastern.”

      “I’ll make sure I’m available. Where does he want to hold the meeting?”

      “He instructed me to have you pick a location convenient for you.”

      “How many will he be bringing with him?”

      “Expect at least six to eight, possibly up to ten. He’s been in a mood.” A mood was a good way to describe the Devil’s protective tendencies, and if there was any evidence of his wife being targeted, he’d go to extremes to protect her. I had no idea how far he would go to protect Diana or Darian, although I expected he would use excessive force as necessary.

      “This organization targeted people in his family?” The vampire snorted. “They’ve suicided, and they don’t even know it yet.”

      “How did you guess, Ernesto?”

      “Six to eight would imply he intended to bring his closest family. His wife, his wife’s brother, that secretary of his, her fiancé, and you, as the one initiating contact with me, would bring the number up to five. Six would be Lucifer. His heir and her husband would be the final two. If he wants to bring ten, I would presume he’d be bringing his cindercorns, as they would give him access to the NYPD.”

      I made a note of the people Ernesto expected and his logic. Then I checked the list Lucifer had given me. “Lucifer has authorized me to give you the relevant details on this group if you want to do some research on your own before the meeting.”

      “For certain. I’ll make use of my contacts and come to the table armed with knowledge. I would like to bring an associate with me.”

      I made a note of that. “I’ll tell him you’re bringing someone. The corporation’s name is Modern Miracles Pharmaceuticals, and they branched from Wishing Well.”

      “Those fools,” the vampire spat.

      Grateful I wouldn’t have to go into much detail about the eradication of three cities in Georgia, I said, “They are working on a variant of lycanthropy that does not have an animal strain in the virus’s DNA.”

      “The same strain his secretary is infected with?” The vampire grunted. “He informed me of the strain, as he wanted me to be aware because of my demons. They do get infected with lycanthropy now and then, and he mentioned it’s rather potent despite lacking animal DNA.”

      “The same. Lucifer hired me to be his intern, but due to a highly aggressive cancer, I was infected with the virus.”

      The vampire snorted. “Why didn’t he just cure it?”

      I checked the notes and made sure to tell the vampire only what Lucifer confirmed was acceptable to share. “I had about a week to live, parts of my brain had already been eaten by the cancer, and I had no uninfected organs. He would have had to do a conversion, and that wasn’t an option he appreciated. As such, the virus strain was tested as a method of treating my cancer. It worked, although I’ve had a rather lengthy recovery process.”

      “Well, if you had parts of your brain eaten by the cancer, it’s impressive you sound as coherent as you do. Brain matter is not something easily healed.”

      “An archangel helped to prevent the excessive amounts of whining.”

      Ernesto burst into laughter. “Yes, I can see how that could happen. Are you another of his precious equines, then?”

      “He has decided I am a spicy pony with bite.”

      A thoughtful silence spread between us, and while he chewed on my unidentified species, I deleted the staff meeting from Lucifer’s calendar and added the meeting with Ernesto.

      “There was, a very long time ago, a species of horse that would have been aptly named as spicy ponies with bite. They could spit a potent super acid, which happened to be flammable, and they helped the Earth be formed to a habitable state. The ash from anything their acid burned was rich with the basic building blocks of life, and, given time, would become the most fertile of soil. They predated unicorns by many, many years—they predated humanity, for that matter. You might call them a source of life on our world, for they breathed life into an otherwise lifeless ground. That acid isn’t just acid—it’s the basic building blocks of life. Much like Lucifer’s beloved cindercorns, their diet consisted of organic matter, preferably matter they’d broken down with their acid or burned. They had five clawed toes on each hoof, one of which is more like a human thumb.”

      “Opposable?”

      “Indeed. They were His promise of life to the Earth. They died out as humanity rose, but horses—and unicorns—were born from their image.”

      “Did they have a name?”

      “No, they didn’t. They were gone long before man began naming things in earnest. He hadn’t even created Lucifer by the time they had gone extinct.”

      “How do you know about these horses?”

      “A wise man knows his enemies and his friends, and Lucifer can be both. I have seen fossils of these beasts, and I allowed an angel to repay a debt through telling me of the fossil. This makes a great deal of sense to me now. The angel would have needed to ask Him about the fossil, and if He had a hand in your making, He planned for you long before your birth. He does that, when the need is great. So, as repayment for the great deed you have done for me, I will look into this matter—and into this pharmaceutical company. Please tell Lucifer I would appreciate my child’s body back.”

      “They did not treat his body well,” I warned. “Lucifer is doing what he can.”

      “Another debt, but one I will find difficult to repay. Did he speak of my child’s soul? You mentioned he could retrieve the seed.”

      I swallowed at the hint of emotion in the vampire’s voice. “He rests well,” I replied.

      “Good. Then he has made up for our sin of his second life. I am grateful for your kindness. Tell Lucifer we will meet in my home, and that he will be an honored guest among my brood and family. I will have the wards against teleportation lowered. Please call before you plan to teleport so I can make certain there are no mishaps.”

      I made a note in the calendar someone needed to call Ernesto regarding the teleportation wards. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you. I look forward to meeting you.” The vampire hung up.

      A faint pop warned me someone had teleported into the room, and I finished checking over my list before glancing up to discover Lucifer holding Jonas by the back of the neck. As warned, the incubus showed off his wings, and he batted at the Devil’s arm in an ineffective protest. “He wouldn’t settle down without visual proof I am a self-rescuing princess?”

      “I caught my darling trying to drown him in her moat, and while a little lava won’t hurt either of them, I thought I’d put an end to the general dispute. How did your call go?”

      “We have an appointment with Ernesto tomorrow morning at nine. We need to call him before we teleport in. He will make the time for your visit. He wishes for the body to be brought to him, and he said he’s in your debt for recovering his child’s body.”

      Lucifer nodded, dragged Jonas over, and shoved him in my direction. The incubus hissed, and to keep him from attacking the Devil and being slapped around or worse, I snagged his wrist. “If you get beaten up by your bigger and older brother, I lose bed buddy time tonight, and that would not be a good situation.”

      Jonas stilled, although he kept glaring at Lucifer. “He blocked me from teleporting to you!”

      “I’m sure he would have let you teleport if I actually needed help. I emerged generally unscathed, but there was some damage to my pride, my dignity, and my poor arm, so I’m going to need a lot of attention to get over it.” My stomach snarled its displeasure of having ignored it. “And dinner. I’m definitely going to need dinner.” To make it clear I really needed to be fed dinner before becoming dessert, I tugged on his wrist again. “I beat three idiots to death with a fire extinguisher, and then I slit their throats.”

      Jonas muttered a few curses before he turned to me. “That bastard blocked me from teleporting to you.”

      “I deserved all of the glory, and you can reward me for a job well done. Don’t annoy him too much, or he won’t let you go to the meeting tomorrow morning.”

      “I really won’t, too. Take your spicy pony with bite home. She gets sicker than hell when I teleport her, so you get to be her transportation. Make sure you feed, groom, and water her before you do your intensive examination. You have until eight in the morning, and you two better be showered and dressed for a business meeting or I’ll send Darlene over to get you on the move.” The Devil teleported away so we couldn’t argue with him.

      Jonas spat a few more curses before growling, “What a dick.”

      “Hey, he’s not that bad. He only made me make one phone call before rewarding me for my good work.”

      Jonas sighed. “What reward?”

      Why had I thought it would be a good idea to pick an incubus to be my bed buddy? Nobody had warned me he would share Lucifer’s protective tendencies. I appreciated his concern, but if I didn’t stand up to his wicked ways, he’d find some way to lock me in a satin cage. Satin cages beat metal cages any day of the week, but I meant to stay as free as I could while indulging with my bed buddy. “You, obviously. Move it, Mr. Bed Buddy. We don’t have all night.”
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            I already missed his fur-covered wings.

          

        

      

    

    
      The Devil didn’t understand time. At six in the morning, a mere three hours after Jonas had showed me a scrap of mercy, Darlene bounced into the bedroom. I had no idea who owned the bedroom, which did a good job of preventing me from flinging the nearest object at the bouncing succubus, who showed off her spotted wings, feline ears, and tail.

      I glared at Lucifer’s wife, and because she was a cat, I hissed at her. While I lacked claws, I prepared to take a swipe at her.

      Jonas wrapped his arms around me and trapped me against him. “As I love my sister, you can’t attack her. What is it, Darlene?”

      “Lucy has information we need to hear before the meeting. Wake your woman up, get her showered, and toss her in some clothes. You’ve got twenty minutes. There will be breakfast ready when you’re done. We’ll be waiting for you in the conference room.” Darlene scowled at her brother. “If I have to come back in here, I’m sinking my claws in your ass, and you won’t be sitting anywhere for a week.”

      Jonas grimaced, and he tightened his hold on me. “Ouch. We’re getting up, we’re getting up.”

      I waited for Darlene to leave before asking, “We are?”

      “We are. When my sister threatens to make use of her claws, she means it—and she makes it hurt as badly as possible. I won’t be sitting for a week if I push her. A smart man knows when it’s time to cooperate without protest. Now is that time. Lucifer wouldn’t get us up unless it was important. If he wants us up, it means we’re expected to contribute during the meeting, and he doesn’t toss people into a bad situation without appropriate warning. That’s how we lose negotiations.” Releasing me, Jonas rolled me off the bed and hopped to his feet, stretching.

      I already missed his fur-covered wings, which he’d banished after realizing I’d spend all night playing with them rather than indulging in the rest of his person. “I feel like I was rewarded, but now that I’ve enjoyed my reward, I’m being punished. Having to get up after only three hours of sleep is definitely a punishment.”

      Jonas took hold of my wrist and hauled me out of bed. “You’ll feel better after a shower. Lucifer’s a lot of things, but he doesn’t drag people out of bed unless there’s a damned good reason for it. It probably has to do with the body he brought in after you left the lab. There’s been enough time by now for the fucking assholes to have autopsied the body before putting him back together.”

      “That poor guy.”

      “Yeah. Since he was a vampire, he was probably still alive when they first started cutting him apart.”

      Shit. “Are you serious?”

      “Deathly so. Lucifer’s mad.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “I can sense it. Since he converted me himself, I’m more sensitive to his moods. Lucifer’s not just mad, he’s pissed. When he’s pissed, people get hurt. Darlene seems okay, but he’s careful to buffer her if he’s that angry. He’s probably influencing her and feeding her energy and attention to keep her tricked. That’s one of his favorite tactics.”

      “Give me something to work with here. What’s the difference between mad and pissed? Use a scale for me.”

      “Mad is he’s upset you were five minutes late for a meeting or he doesn’t get to go home to Darlene for an extra hour. Pissed is when he finds out somebody shaved off one of my sister’s spots.”

      I stared at the incubus, although I followed him into the bathroom. “That scale doesn’t make sense to me.”

      “Okay, mad is you knowing you don’t get to be my bed buddy for a week for a good reason. Pissed is when you don’t get to be my bed buddy for a month, and there’s no good reason for it.”

      I gasped. “An entire month?”

      “Absolutely wrong, right? That’s him when he’s pissed. He’s probably breathing literal fire right now. He’s angry enough his shroud might slip, so I bet Diana is working on shrouding him to prevent any mistakes he would later regret. He’s come to learn if in doubt, get Diana to cover him. He might ask you for help, too.”

      “We better make this a quick shower,” I muttered, and went to work restoring myself to a semi-coherent state. Aware I’d have to go to a meeting that mattered, I took the time to apply makeup, grunting over my short hair. “I should be happy I have any hair, but this stubble is not cutting it for me.”

      “Oh, right. Your hair.” Jonas, who’d taken a blitz shower and thrown on a suit, strode out of the room and returned a few minutes later with several scraps of paper. “Lucifer had a practitioner specialized in hair work make the runes for you, so you can just give them a good shake and activate them with the word written on each sheet. That will fix that. You’re going to be a blonde with fairly long hair. He wanted to give you the option to cut it to whatever length you’d like.”

      I took the runes, examined them, and activated them in the correct order. My scalp itched, but within five minutes, I’d gone from mostly bald to having waist-length hair. Muttering curses over the new problem of how to style my hair, I stared into the mirror. “Now what?”

      “Leave it. You’re not there because of your hair, and if anyone has a problem with how you look, I’ll become their problem and teach them why it’s none of their business.” Jonas narrowed his eyes and looked me over. “I’m going to have a great deal of fun with that hair on my pillow tonight, however.”

      “If that’s a lie, you will pay for a long time, Jonas.”

      “It better not be a lie, because I’ll suffer, too. I’m too beautiful to suffer, Sandra.”

      Despite my growing worry over Lucifer’s mood, I laughed. “I’m probably in line to be punished. I confessed I’d burned his house down.”

      “And I missed it?”

      “He seemed rather miffed at himself he hadn’t considered me to be a suspect.”

      “You just look so innocent, Sandra. And you were until I got my hands on you.”

      “Well, I’m guilty as hell, and now he knows it. I’m doomed.”

      Jonas chuckled and left the bathroom so I could finish getting ready. “If Lucifer doesn’t punish you, I will, so don’t worry about it.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Jonas. It’s not a punishment if I like it.”

      The incubus snickered.
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      Against my better judgement, I wore a tight pencil skirt, a pale blouse, and a jacket along with a pair of heels. The jacket hid my healing cuts, and the rest of the outfit convinced me I had some hope in hell of looking professional once I earned my JD and could pursue cases in court. The skirt’s length, scandalous in my opinion, kept my bed buddy’s attention—and encouraged him to follow me around for a better view.

      “You’re something else, Jonas.” It amused me our arrangement had somehow involved him being shoved into my company, something my virus found to her liking. I enjoyed it, too.

      The incubus had gotten under my skin, and I wasn’t sure what I thought about that.

      “I should have encouraged you to wear slacks. The Chicago vampires team up with sex demons, and they’re all going to want to experience you in that outfit. I don’t share.” Unlike humans, incubi could purr, and Jonas announced his general contentedness with the situation with a deep rumble. “I’m going to have to protect your innocence.”

      “I don’t think that word means what you think it means, Jonas.”

      “Which word? Protect?”

      “Innocence.”

      “You’re plenty innocent.”

      “Sure, once upon a time, I may have been innocent. That was before you got your filthy hands on me,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Is this really hell?” Hell had really nice, elegant decor, and I’d seen several paintings on the ceiling I wanted to spend many hours admiring. “This isn’t giving me the lava field and hellfire vibe.”

      “Lucifer typically keeps the lava fields and hellfire outside, as he is, in his words, spoiled and requires his luxuries.”

      “I am,” the Devil announced behind me.

      Howling curses, I spun around to glare at the bastard. “Will you stop doing that?”

      “No. I refuse. I see you listened to my darling’s ultimatum about getting out of bed. In a way, I’m disappointed.” Lucifer closed the distance between us and took hold of a lock of my hair, twirling the strands between his fingers. “If you want it styled, talk to Darlene. She loves cutting hair, and she’s quite good at it. She can also do those fancy hairstyles women often like.”

      Jonas sighed.

      The Devil smirked. “Don’t get cranky, Jonas. Your sister would sink her claws into my ass after she was done with yours if I even thought about flirting with your woman. You’ll need to behave. I know Ernesto keeps incubi and succubi around, but they never bother bonded pairs, so it’ll be fine. Considering the circumstances, they won’t even test you. Now, some of the succubi might cuddle up to your woman, but that’s what they do.”

      “Amy’s going to be there, isn’t she?”

      “Probably. Sandra, Jonas does have a history with Amy, a succubus associated with Ernesto’s brood, so expect her to be friendly with him. She’s not going to try anything with him, but that one doesn’t quit displaying gratitude for at least a thousand years.”

      “Was she one of his therapy jobs?” I asked.

      Lucifer nodded. “Shortly after his conversion, she had a bad run; she’d been stolen from Ernesto, and I helped rescue her. She needed a few weeks with Jonas to recover, but after she wasn’t at risk of hurting somebody, she went back home.”

      Heaving another sigh, Jonas bowed his head. “She’s going to hug me every damned minute we’re there.”

      “She will, and you’ll tolerate it, as will Sandra. I’ll take care of establishing you’re taken, so she’ll behave. Anyway, this meeting is going to be a problem. He has a long list of missing people who vanished the same time as his vampire we recovered from the lab. One of the vampires is his brother. His brother is still alive; he’s part of the Saven brood, so Ernesto would know, but he’s worried—and rightfully so. We’re going to spend our wait before the meeting making a game plan. Sandra, I’m going to need you to take notes and try to make a sensible game plan. Jonas, I want you to play the villain and try to figure out what they’re going to do. I might be the Devil, but this goes against my nature.”

      “Where it doesn’t go against mine,” the incubus said, his tone subdued.

      “Precisely. Sandra, I want you to make suggestions, too. You’re obviously skilled at planning illegal activities, so if you can think outside your ethics box, maybe you can think of something we’ll miss.”

      “Burn down a house once, and suddenly I’m a criminal mastermind!”

      “Wait, you burned the house down?” Darlene asked, once again from behind me.

      “Why do you teleporting bastards come up behind me?” Before I could spin, Jonas caught me in his arms and pulled me to him. He even manifested his wings, and I questioned the magic that kept his suit intact. Much like some vampire from a movie, he covered me with his wings.

      The Devil chuckled, reached over, and ruffled Jonas’s hair. “Sandra, he’s wearing one of my suits, which has several tricks sewn into the hem to account for shapeshifting and wings. He’s just being protective, and he knows his sister won’t damage his wings on purpose. Darlene, she absolutely did burn the house down, and you’re going to have to break your brother. He absolutely must marry this woman. Otherwise, we’re adopting her.”

      “We can adopt her and he can marry her. This is not an either or situation,” Darlene said. Like me, she’d gone the business apparel route, and she’d hidden her wings and most of her fur, although her ears and tail remained. “What did you do to upset Sandra enough she burned our house down?”

      “She got a show of my forms through the shroud at the courthouse, and then the bickering got her punted to doing practice at being an attorney. One of her mentors was trying to sink her because he doesn’t like women. She was stressed, and she has too good of a nature to hurt anyone. As I’m the Devil, I was a safe target. I mean, it’s not really an act of evil if she’s targeting me. And yes, I verified she deliberately made sure your fish were safe.”

      “I’m adopting you,” Darlene informed me. “Jonas, you’re marrying her. That’s final. And you’re off the hook for the house, because that’s a damned good reason to take a few swipes at Lucy, in my not-so-humble opinion.”

      “Darlene,” Jonas complained.

      “What? The instant you thought I was going to sink my claws into your woman, you whipped your wings out and sheltered her. You’re a goner. She’s infected, so she’s a goner, too. It’s inevitable. Go ahead and fight it. Claim you’re just bed buddies. I’ll be there, planning your wedding and waiting for you to accept I’m right.”

      Jonas bowed his head, and his breath tickled my scalp. “I can purge the virus at any time, Darlene.”

      “And you wouldn’t hurt her like that without a damned good reason. Now, if you got caught by this operation and you thought purging the virus would protect her, you’d absolutely purge the virus, and the instant you got loose, or your self-rescuing princess rescues you, you’d follow her around begging for forgiveness.”

      While my virus had been vocal about some elements of life, especially when it came to Jonas, she stilled at Darlene’s words. “You have my virus’s attention.”

      “See? Her virus is as smart as she is. You’re an asshole, but you’re not that much of an asshole, Jonas. Sandra, do whatever you want to my brother, just leave him alive when you’re done with him.”

      I gaped at the succubus. “Just leave him alive? Shouldn’t the bar be higher than that?”

      “Hell no. He’s an annoying jackass. Now, playtime is over. We have some vampires to save and animal abusers to eviscerate. And breakfast. We can’t discuss eviscerations on empty stomachs.”

      “I was going to teleport us away to somewhere safer, but Lucifer is truly a being of evil,” Jonas muttered.

      The Devil chuckled, wrapped his arm around Jonas’s neck, and tugged until the incubus released me. “I truly am. Just be glad I’m interested in your happiness rather than your misery.”

      Darlene took hold of my arm and dragged me down the hall. “Don’t mind them. Lucy adores Jonas, and Jonas is too shy to admit he adores Lucy. You’ll get used to it. Just look on the bright side. When Lucy is like this, it never ends well for those who have stirred his ire. Those animal abusing assholes will pay.”

      That was a cause I could get behind. Rather than continue being dragged, I linked my arm with Darlene and matched her stride. “Yes, they will.”
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      Dear Reader,

      

      I hope you enjoyed the first book of the Magically Hellish Comedy (with a body count) trilogy. Sandra and friends will be back in 2022 with the continuation of their adventure. I spun this trilogy off from the main series for many reasons, but mostly because I wanted to take the Magical Romantic Comedy (with a body count) series in a slightly different direction than where Sandra’s story leads.

      Speaking of spinoffs, after the Magically Hellish Comedy (with a body count) trilogy finishes, the next spinoff series will be the Otterly Magical Romantic Comedy (with a body count) series, which will begin with What an Otter Mess.

      I hope you’re as excited for these stories as I am.

      The next Magical Romantic Comedy (with a body count) novel is Plaidypus, which releases in December of 2021.

      ~R.J.
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        Outfoxed

        The Fox Witch | Book One

        By R.J. Blain

      

      

      

      From Chapter One…

      Friday, May 1, 2043.

      Tulsa, Oklahoma.

      The Alley.

      

      I’d been in the Alley long enough to understand only one thing mattered when faced with yet another twister: survival. The swarm of them headed for Tulsa roared, warning all of their impending arrival. The incessant crash of thunder accompanied the lightning, which struck with such frequency the dark clouds glowed white. I decided to stop counting after five funnels; one, five, ten—it didn’t matter how many of them snaked down from the sky. If one of them got a hold of me, I’d just be another corpse strewn over the Alley. A day didn’t go by when I didn’t cross a new skeleton in the outskirts.

      Death was a way of life outside of the safety of Inner Tulsa.

      Another twister joined the party, bringing a cascade of hail with it.

      Great. Just great. What was one more? Hadn’t Mother Nature figured out she didn’t need to fling everything she had at Tulsa? A single tornado would’ve done the job just fine.

      A few minutes too late to do me any good, the lightning-lit clouds turned a putrid shade of green, a promise that Mother Nature wasn’t screwing around this time. Green meant go, and if I’d had any sense in my head at all, I wouldn’t have left shelter at sunrise; I would’ve stayed in hiding until right before work. Everything would’ve been different if I’d just slept in rather than explore the ruins of Tulsa’s outskirts for salvage.

      If I hadn’t been looking for salvage, I wouldn’t have been spotted by the tall, dark, and handsome hot on my heels and determined to ruin my day if he caught up with me.

      The swarm would cause me enough problems, but if the bounty hunter caught me, I’d be in worse shape.

      Some choices in life were tough, and I hated myself for even contemplating taking my chances with the bounty hunter. Losing my freedom for profit could be reversed.

      Nothing could reverse death.

      I flattened my ears, and I lashed my tail back and forth, the rain whipping off it. While I was part fox, I’d adopted more feline tendencies than canine ones. And according to the tail and ears I couldn’t banish with any amount of magic, I was definitely a cat trapped in a partly canine body.

      I could shift into a full fox, a secret I held close to my chest. The instant anyone learned the truth, I’d go from a common annoyance to a desirable. Nobody cared about powerless hybrids.

      Everybody wanted full shapeshifters in their bloodlines, and I had enough trouble without every wealthy single man on the planet wanting to claim me as his wife.

      Since six twisters wasn’t enough, the churning clouds spawned two more, and with unerring accuracy, they surged towards the city in a wall of churning wind, rain, and hail.

      Tornado season had come, and it looked like it was going to open with a bang.

      I skidded around a corner of a destroyed home, a victim of a twister a few months back, before the sky had opted to give us a break for a change. Shacks had sprouted like persistent little weeds, but I expected none of them would survive the storm. I worried for their inhabitants, but if they had half a brain, they’d take shelter in a cellar.

      If they didn’t, they’d add to the bodies littering the dying suburban streets.

      While I had the advantage of knowledge, the bounty hunter had me beat everywhere else, and he snagged the back of my shirt, yanked hard enough to cut off my breath, and slammed me into the broken brick of the trashed house. “Are you insane?” he screamed over the wind. “You’re not supposed to run towards tornadoes, you little idiot!”

      I blinked, checked where I’d been running, and sure enough, Mother Nature had truly tired of my shit, opting to dump another handful of twisters directly into my path. When the twisters converged, probably where we were standing, it’d puree the neighborhood and leave matchsticks in their wake.

      Stuck between a rock, a hard place, and a bounty hunter, I had few options if I wanted to keep my head long enough to figure out if death beat being picked up by some fortune seeker. Fortunately, the sensible had left the area anticipating the weather to sour, leaving their storm cellars open for my use—our use, as I wouldn’t leave him behind despite wishing I could ditch him.

      Sometimes, I really questioned why I tried to meet society’s standards of being a good person. Being a good person was a pain in the ass.

      As Mother Nature was a bitch on a mission of destruction, the twisters barreled our way. I cursed myself, cursed the hunk of a bounty hunter making a mess of my morning, and cursed my choice of moving to the Alley in the first place. “There’s a cellar nearby.” I pointed down the street in the general direction of my favorite bolt hole, which I’d have to abandon once I shared it with the man out to profit from my head—my living head, at least.

      The bounty hunters wanting my living head in their possession was looking to be the bright part of my morning.

      “Go,” he ordered, giving me a shove to make it clear he was the boss.

      Any other day, I would’ve fought him on principle, but the hail came down harder, hammering the broken streets as though determined to flatten the neighborhood without needing the help of a tornado to do it.

      I ran for it, my worn shoes slipping on the ice-slicked road. Once again, the bounty hunter snatched my arm, holding me upright until I regained my balance.

      Fortunately for us, the cellar wasn’t far. While I wanted to sprint for the opening, I shuffled along so I wouldn’t fall on my ass and need even more help from the man determined to make a profit off me.

      Once upon a time, a wooden door had covered the entry into the storm cellar, but the last twister to pass through had torn it off. The sensible never checked it as an option, but I’d learned to leave no stone—or hole—unturned since moving into the Alley. I jumped into the hole, grunted as I splashed into the mud below, and waded through the standing water to the slight rise that led to the second door. I shoved that open, gesturing for the bounty hunter to hurry his hot ass up.

      He joined me in the mud, looking less than impressed with my choice of cellars. “Aren’t storm cellars supposed to have doors?”

      I pointed deeper into the cellar. “There are two more ahead.”

      “I stand corrected. Lead on, Miss Tamrin.”

      Yep, the bounty hunter knew exactly who I was, although I would’ve preferred if he’d addressed me as Jade. What sort of bounty hunter addressed their victim so formally, anyway? If I had to share a cellar with someone out for my head, living or otherwise, I was of the opinion we needed to be on a first-name basis. “Got a name, or am I going to have to give you one?”

      “More leading, less talking,” he ordered. He cast a glance over his shoulder up at the entry for the cellar, which would be a bitch to escape from after we rode out the storm. “They’re coming.”

      I could tell; the ground shook, the wind screamed, and the hail graduated to chunks of ice capable of slamming through someone’s skull with terrifying ease. I shouldered open the door, grimacing at the creaking wood. I gave it another storm or two before it gave up the ghost, too.

      Fortunately for me, the slope on the other side made it hard for water to penetrate the cellar, and the third door was crafted of good steel. I scrambled up the incline, waiting long enough for the bounty hunter to follow me through. “Close it,” I ordered.

      He did as told, and the tunnel fell into darkness. The wood did little to buffer us from the sounds of the storm tearing through the neighborhood above. I made my way to the crest of the incline by feel, patting until I located the top concrete step. “There’s a set of concrete steps at the top. If you’re not careful, you’ll crack your forehead in the ceiling and fall. It’s a long way down.”

      I already regretted my decision to be a good person, as it would lose me access to the best storm cellar I’d found in Tulsa. I’d have to search for a new hiding place and hope it was half as secure and safe from the weather.

      Then again, I had to get away from my new unwanted friend first, which would be a challenge considering we’d have to share space until the storm ended.

      It could take minutes, hours, or days.

      I’d only stashed enough food and water for one person for one week, so if it took days, we’d be in trouble.

      The bounty hunter joined me, and I eased down the steps once certain he wouldn’t take a lethal tumble to the steel door below. At the bottom, I felt around for the hatch wheel, grabbed hold, and turned until the door popped open.

      Light spilled into the staircase from the luminescent moss I’d cultivated on the walls, barely bright enough to guide my way to the crank-powered lamp. I sat on the concrete floor and went to work charging the device. It’d only last for a few hours before I’d have to charge it again, but it would give me a chance to set up my home away from home.

      The bounty hunter entered, closed the steel door, and whistled at my shelter. “I definitely stand corrected. Your file didn’t mention you have a good cellar. You’re listed as a vagrant.”

      I scowled. Unless rich, wealthy, or a hell of a lot braver than I was, everyone in the Alley counted as a vagrant. We went where the storms were least likely to strike, although there were few places left safe from the weather’s fury.

      If I’d been thinking, I would’ve taken him an extra block down the road to a shallower cellar, although I had no idea if it would survive through an entire swarm of twisters. Sighing, I kept cranking on the lamp. “Who isn’t a vagrant here?” I finally asked, aware of him waiting for an answer.

      “Those who live in Asylum.”

      Asylum. The rich, the famous, and the powerful received invitations from its lord and master, Benedict Mansfield. He’d bought the land rights beneath Tulsa’s city center, digging deep and converting the sandstone and the underlying limestone into habitable space. I’d given up figuring out how people could live underground long ago. They did, and everyone with a grain of sense and a desire to survive wanted to live in Asylum.

      Hell would freeze over before average folks like me were welcomed down there.

      I figured Mansfield had the right idea—as long as I ignored how many people would die without access to the underground sanctuary. But when I thought about it, I loathed the man for choosing who got to live and who got to die.

      One day, I, along with everyone else uninvited to Asylum, would die to the swarms that grew in number and intensity each passing year.

      “They can kiss my ass,” I announced, flipping the switch to turn on the lamp and properly illuminate the cellar. A mess of storage boxes and plastic water bottles littered the floor, and I regretted showing him my disorganized tendencies. “So, are you going to give me your name, or am I going to have to give you one?”

      “I’m tempted to find out what sort of name a smart-assed woman like you would give me,” he replied. The lamp offered enough light for me to get a good look at his face.

      His mouth curved into a grin.

      It’d been so long since I’d gotten any action that a hot ass bounty hunter out for my head was giving me bad ideas. Damn it. I should’ve taken my chances with the swarm. At least I would’ve emerged from the storm either dead or with my sanity intact. There was nothing sane about what I desired to do with the man who wanted to turn me in for some quick cash. It involved a complete removal of our clothes and a good time.

      Neither the clothing removal or the good time were on the agenda. Unfortunately for me, the cellar, for all it was deep and safe from even the angriest of twisters, didn’t come with a cold shower.

      I really needed a cold shower and a stiff drink.

      I blamed my unreasonable interest in the man on adrenaline, the aftermath of pure terror, and his sun-kissed skin, too dark to be American Caucasian but light enough I pegged him as an Italian, Greek, or some other flavor of Mediterranean European. “I’ll just call you Idiot for testing your luck with a swarm on the way, Idiot.”

      “Sandro is preferable to Idiot, but I’ll give you that. It’s pretty idiotic to be outside during a swarm. Should I call you Queen Idiot? I wouldn’t have been out at all if you didn’t insist on taking morning strolls through the hot zone. Did you not pay attention to the forecast?”

      His question pegged him as someone from Inner Tulsa or Asylum; nowhere else still had electricity enough to watch tv, use the internet, or otherwise pay attention to the forecast. I hadn’t touched a computer since I’d left the East and run to the Alley to avoid an arranged marriage. Had I known the Alley was just as bad as the rumors claimed, I might’ve thought twice about whatever asshole my parents wanted me to marry to meet their standards rather than mine.

      With my luck, Sandro had been paid off by my parental assholes to drag me back to Buffalo, New York to do their bidding through marrying some twerp with better genes than personality.

      “You think someone like me is welcome in Inner Tulsa?” I laughed at him, hung the lamp from the chain dangling from the ceiling, and went to work checking over the supplies. Everything was as I’d left it a few weeks prior when I’d prepared for the start of the tornado season.

      The steel door and thick concrete walls dulled the storm’s fury to an unsettling rumble. Within an hour, if the swarm persisted, I’d feel the sound in my teeth and be headed straight for madness.

      If it continued on for longer than that, I’d be tempted to smack my skull into the wall to make the sounds filtering down from above go away.

      “Your work history is good and you’re reliable. You could find work in Inner Tulsa easily.” He looked me over, raising a brow. “All you’d have to do to be hired at a strip club is show up.”

      “I’ll tell you what. You keep your bounty to yourself until the storm clears, and I won’t bust your balls for implying I’d make a good stripper.”

      “I’m not implying. I’m telling you. You’d make one hell of a good stripper. A natural auburn vixen with a good complexion doesn’t come around every day. Hell, now that I’ve gotten my first real look at you, it’s no wonder you’re worth so much. You’re enough to tempt a man to forgo the cash to keep you.”

      Had we been in the South, we’d both be at risk of spontaneous combustion. Then again, I wasn’t an elementalist.

      I’d be a lot better off if I could convince metal to bend to my will. In a city in constant need of repair, everyone wanted a metal elementalist.

      Then again, I didn’t want anyone knowing just what I could do, especially the hot ass bounty hunter ready to take me into his custody.

      If he found out I was a witch on top of being a fully fledged shapeshifter, he’d be drooling all over me like I was a fresh bone up for grabs. I’d also crank his profits through the roof, as being a fully fledged shapeshifter would easily triple my bounty value, whatever it was. Being a witch on top of that?

      I’d make him rich in a hurry.

      “How about we just keep our hands to ourselves,” I suggested, doing my best to scowl without admiring the man’s lean, muscular body through his rain-soaked clothes. Any other day, I would’ve suggested he wear a coat to keep from getting cold when the storms kicked Tulsa in the face, but his shirt, when wet, did him a lot of justice.

      “I’ll do you one better. Let’s call a truce. Once the storm blows over and it doesn’t look like another swarm will hit, I’ll give you a five minute head start. You escape me, you win this round. If I catch you today, you’ll come along quietly. I’d rather not have to hurt you to catch you.”

      I could work with a five minute head start. I’d disappear so fast his head would spin, and he’d go home frustrated, alone, and without his quick profits. “Deal.”

      The rumble escalated, and the lamp swayed on its chain, a warning one of the twisters passed directly overhead. Sandro frowned, his gaze locking on the light. “I wonder how much damage that swarm’s doing.”

      People from all over the United States came to the Alley, and I’d joined everyone else in no longer caring where someone came from. He had an accent compared to the locals, but I couldn’t tell if he was deliberately hiding where he came from or if he always sounded like he could have lived anywhere in the world and magically fit in.

      His question, however, told me a simple truth: Sandro hadn’t been in the Alley long. Those who’d survived through their first tornado season no longer cared about the damage ratings of a twister or a swarm.

      It didn’t matter.

      No matter how bad it got, like a weed in the cracks of a sidewalk, Tulsa endured.
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