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WARNING


DEVIL IN THE DETAILS contains explicit violence, explicit sex, profanity, perfidy, public indecency, magic, demons, grouchy angels, a stable polycule, an annoying supervisor, dirty talk, assault, battery, vehicular assault, trespassing, sexy trespassing, concealed weapons, attempted mauling, poison, coercion, breaking and entering, underwear, nudity, multiple threesomes, theft, illegal parking, mutual possession kink, aggressive statement sex, organized crime, a protection racket, impalement, immolation, podcasts, conspiracy to commit mass murder, arcane ritual sex with a wholesome undertone, exploitation of toxic masculinity, a maximum dudebro gym, familial dysfunction, misuse of fire safety systems, disrespect for vampires, contempt for AI, violent contempt for the Confederacy, magically-induced vomiting, reckless driving, fraud, pedantic clarifications, artistic license regarding real-life tourist attractions, cheating, lies, an amicable breakup, violation of casino regulations, arbitrary nicknames, a sad childhood flashback, karaoke, brunch, betrayal, obstruction of justice, unsafe driving, and an extremely angry fossil.

All characters are over the age of 18 except for the aforementioned flashback. That part doesn’t get weird.


PROLOGUE



RIPPLES

“Cameras will get you every time, kiddo.”

“I know. That’s why I’m here,” said Alex.

The security guard with the mustache snorted. He and his partner had Alex cornered along the hallway wall, blocking his escape with their much taller and wider bodies. The shorter one had a full foot of height on Alex. “Well, at least you’re self-aware. How old are you?”

“Ten,” said Alex.

“Huh. Y’know, you look it, but you talk like you’re older,” said Shorty.

“Whatever,” said Mustache. “C’mon, kid. Don’t make this harder on yourself. Where are your parents? Are they staying here?”

Alex stared up at the pair. They were older and bigger, with uniforms and handcuffs and weapons on their belts. Alex had only a Captain America t-shirt and the contents of his back pockets, but he refused to show fear to these guys. “You can’t find them with all your cameras?”

“We will, kid. That’s what we’re saying.” Mustache folded his arms. “You’re already in trouble for running around the casino floor. Messing with us makes it worse.”

“Don’t try to lie,” said Shorty. “We’ve got you on camera, remember?”

“Yeah.” Alex watched the passing guests behind the two guards. “My grandfather says cameras are the sidearm of the 21st Century.”

Mustache looked somehow offended. Shorty tilted his head as if considering the premise.

Alex bolted past him.

“Aw, fuck!” Shorty spun to follow. Mustache took off with him. They were older, bigger, with uniforms and gear—and unable to match the explosive sprint of a determined child.

No one else had reason to block Alex in his escape. The hallway around the casino wasn’t exactly crowded, especially before noon. Tourists didn’t jump in to block running kids, even if kids didn’t belong on the gaming floor—where Alex returned via the first available path. Leaving the floor to evade the first guard had been his real mistake. Endless banks of slot machines and novelty games gave plenty of cover. It wasn’t as if any of the gamblers noticed him.

Dumb rule, anyway, Alex thought, hurrying between aisles of machines. What are they afraid of? Drinking? Easy, don’t hand a kid a drink. Is it the gambling? He passed a set of slots encircling a support pillar. Lights flashed and speakers beeped with all the signals of fun, but the machines only took money and rarely spat some back out. They had no bad guys to blow up, no dangers to jump, no cars to crash. The cheapest, oldest video game was better than the slots. Board games were better. Slots take your money and don’t even do anything fun for it. You’ve gotta be old to fall for that.

Not one of the gamblers showed any sign of enjoying themselves, either. They plunked in their money, hit the button, and watched their hopes spin away. Alex saw only bored, sad zombies held captive by money-hungry machines disguised as fun. He hoped that wasn’t what it meant to grow up.

The casino held other games, too. Alex only knew them from movies and TV, but they at least seemed like they could be a little fun, maybe, if someone really liked numbers. Dad swore Alex would get it when he was old enough. That day wasn’t today, which made those games harder to find—“table games,” as the sign said once Alex found the right spot.

People noticed him here, but players and guests looked for someone else to deal with the intruder. Nobody did more than call out a word or two. Alex didn’t stop. Movement was his only defense.

Alex came up empty in his search around the table games, but that put him in sight of the bar.

His heart broke. His hand dropped to the sidearm in his pocket.

“A’ight, kid, stop.” A firm grip took his shoulder and turned him around. “You can’t be in—” The guard winced with a dash of empathy when he saw the streaks of tears on a little boy’s face. He was different from the others: younger, more alert, Latino with slicked-back hair. He dialed down his assertive energy fast, though he still performed his duty. “Come on.”

Slick led Alex off the casino floor, never letting go of Alex’s wrist but never squeezing or hurting him. “What’s your name?”

“Alex.”

“We’ve gotta call your family. Are they here?”

“Yes. My mom’s name is Michelle.” Alex gave her cell number without argument.

Mustache and Shorty awaited in the hallway. “Oh, now the waterworks start.”

“Bro, stop,” said Slick. “That shit don’t help. He gave a number. Call his mom.”

Shorty dialed. Mustache called in an update on his radio. Slick kept hold of Alex’s wrist, but said with his voice low: “Don’t say nothin’ until your mom is here. Got it?”

Alex nodded. He understood.

Another man joined them, wearing a suit and holding a walkie-talkie. Alex took him for some kind of boss. He conferred with the others, frowned a lot, and said something about contact with kids and liability, but Slick kept his hold. Shorty stepped away and turned his back to Alex with the phone at his ear.

“Alex? Whoa, what’s going on?” Everyone turned as he came out of the casino entrance: tall and fit in casual khakis and an untucked button-down, with carefully-groomed black stubble and black, side-swept hair. He joked about staying clean cut only to meet reservist regs, but he cared about his appearance.

“Sir, do you know this boy?” Slick asked like he knew the answer.

“Yeah, that’s my son. Alex, what are you doing here? You’re supposed to be with your mom.”

“Sorry, sir: your name?”

“Dave. David Holt.”

Slick looked to his suspect for confirmation. He let go when Alex nodded.

“Mr. Holt, your son snuck onto the gaming floor and ignored instructions to leave,” said the Suit. “He also ran from security. It’s been ten minutes, maybe longer.”

“Fifteen,” Mustache chimed in.

The obvious question came to Dave’s face, but instead he asked, “Okay, so what’s the deal? Any harm done? He didn’t hurt anyone or break anything, right?”

“Not that we know of yet, but we’ve gotta check,” said the Suit.

Slick rolled his eyes. “Doesn’t look like it, no.”

“Okay, so can you let him go and I’ll take him out of here?” asked Dave.

“Well, we’ve ca—” Shorty stopped when Slick held up a hand.

“One more minute,” said Slick. “Are you staying here at the hotel?”

“Yes,” Dave sighed.

“Sorry—Jose, I’ve got this,” said the Suit. “Mr. Holt, if there’s no damage, there’ll be nothing more to it. We’ve got bigger fish to fry. Just keep your son out⁠—”

“Alex?”

“Mom?” he looked up at her voice. Michelle crossed the hallway in long strides, phone in hand, clad in a long, summery red and white dress that no longer fit her mood. She had sunglasses tilted up into her blonde hair and quick eyes darting from face to face. “Dave? Was he with you?”

“I just got here. He was supposed to be with you.”

“He was. I’ve been looking for him. Alex, what’s the…?” Michelle stopped at the remnant streaks of tears on his face. “Alex, you said you were only going to look out the window.”

“Miss, you’re letting a kid roam a casino alone?” Mustache asked with a “gotcha” frown.

“He’s got more sense than half the adults in this building,” said Michelle. “Usually.”

“I’m sorry I lied, Mom. I had to find Dad.”

Michelle threw Dave a bewildered look. He mirrored it right back with a shrug. “You knew I was here playing cards,” said his father. “You could’ve had her call. What’s so important that…?”

The question died on Dave’s lips as Alex pulled the hand-me-down digital camera from the back pocket of his shorts. Alex already had the last picture waiting on the screen for Michelle.

“What is…?” Michelle stared at the screen. She tapped back to the last picture, and the one before it. The first showed a kiss at the bar. The others captured faces. “Who is she?”

“What, at the bar? Nobody. Just met her at the tables. I didn’t expect her to get so forward.”

“That’s not true,” said Alex. “She texted you to come to the tables. I saw your phone.”

“I—Alex,” Dave stammered, “what are you⁠—?”

“Is this why you’re always away?” asked Michelle. “Why you’re always out?”

“What? No, it’s work and reservist stuff. You know⁠—”

“Is she why we’re here?” Michelle snapped. “Family vacation, see your parents? ‘Get out of the rain,’ you said? Or is this for her?”

Beside Alex, Slick let out a breath and mumbled, “Yeah. I figured.”

“Baby,” said Dave, “can we settle this stuff with Alex and then talk about it?”

“Shut up.” A dozen emotions crossed her face, all too fast to settle in. Her eyes darted from Dave to the guards to Alex… who watched her with new tears.

“Ahem.” The Suit coughed. “This should obviously be a private matter.”

Michelle tugged Alex away by the hand. She held him tighter than the guards as they left the scene. He forgave her without a second thought.

Alex heard Slick’s parting comment to his father: “Bro, you are a fuckin’ idiot.”
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Rain always brought Dave back to that hallway. Countless out-of-season drops struck the windshield, blurring the exclusive, high-end neighborhood outside. The angry words Michelle flung back at him looped in his brain like a song stuck on repeat: Get out of the rain, you said?

Life wasn’t all bad since then, but he was glad it didn’t rain much in Vegas.

Other men shared the car. They had a good night ahead of them. Instead, Dave kept returning back to better days and a better life he had ten years ago, and how it ended. “Damn it, Alex.”

“What’s up?” In the passenger seat beside Dave, Popcorn looked up from his cell phone. “You say something?”

“Nah, nothing. Talking to myself.”

“Shit, nothing better to do,” Ducky said from the back seat. Like Popcorn, his big shoulders and dark, thick jaw were lit by his cell phone. “How long you wanna wait?”

“Only until someone else gets here. Anyone else,” said Dave. “It’s a company party, and worse, it’s one of Henry’s parties. If it’s just us for more than a couple minutes, he’ll drop the business stuff and the lonely old man will come out. He’ll start telling stories to kill time and then you’ll want to kill yourself instead.”

“Heh. Old man.” Popcorn elbowed Dave in the arm.

“Shut up. I’ve only got twelve on you, and you look older.”

“Still sitting in a car with us on a Thursday night.”

“Don’t remind me,” said Dave. He had hoped for better circumstances before he hit fifty. It was one more thing he didn’t want to think about, and it hit him more often than the rain.

“Okay, but we are in a dark car watching a private driveway at night.” Igor’s accent stood out from the others, but he matched them in size. Between him and Ducky, the back seats were a bit crowded. “We look like cops in here.”

“Alright, fine, gimme two more—hey, here we go.” Dave’s hopes rose with the headlights coming around the curve behind them. He recognized the SUV as it passed. “Okay, that’s Craig’s ride. Let’s go.”

“Only Craig? That’s enough?” Ducky asked as Dave turned the car on and got rolling.

“Enough to keep Henry off the maudlin shit.”

They followed Craig up the curve to the white picket fence separating Henry’s extra acres from the rest of the neighborhood. Night turned the field for his horses into a black pool of nothing, but small lamps lined the driveway to his mansion. Craig parked in one of the covered areas built more for shade than rain shelter. Dave rolled up right beside him.

“What the hell? Did you guys wait for me?” Craig asked as they got out. His work tended toward the white-collar side of the business, meaning his party clothes didn’t seem any different from his usual business casual.

“What? Naw. No. Yeah,” Dave admitted with a grin.

“You’re avoiding Henry?” asked Craig. “Guys, it’s a bonus party. He already gave us tomorrow off. He’s handing out checks, not pink slips. It’s a ninety percent chance of strippers in there.”

Darting inside with the others, Dave noted the extra cars along the driveway, presumably parked before the rain started. He didn’t know them, but they were all nice, yet not overly-flashy. He hoped that was a good sign.

The dim interior didn’t hit him until they stepped inside. Henry’s mansion welcomed arrivals with paths in three directions and a staircase leading to the second floor. Only the corridor leading straight ahead showed any real light. The place seemed quiet, too. No one greeted them.

“Henry? Boss, you here?” Craig called out. He came by more often than the others, hence his comfort with letting everyone in. “Probably in the living room and the back. Guess we’re not going out onto the pool deck tonight.”

Halfway through the house, they noticed music. Popcorn scowled. “What corny shit is this?”

Dave frowned, too. “Streisand.” He hadn’t realized Henry was that kind of old. The dim lights and still house made him worry they’d found the boss in some weird, gloomy, ruined-my-chance-at-family mood, but he banished that with a roll of his eyes. If anything, that was projection.

At the end of the hallway, they turned into the living room and halted at a small spread of strangers. Dave saw serious-looking men in dark clothes, six in all, waiting in calm, professional thug postures. The pair of women amid the spread gave the same exact image. Dave wasn’t used to that.

A coffee table at the center of the living room hosted two men in comfortable chairs. Henry had his back to the new arrivals, recognizable by his receding hairline. The other was a stranger, and dramatic from the start: cheerful, middle-aged, thin, wearing a black button-down with white slacks and a matching white jacket. A brown goatee and glasses decorated his smiling face.

“Welcome! I’m glad you’re here.” He stood, picking up a jeweled cane entirely for effect. The man had no visible trouble with his legs. He pointed from one new arrival to the next. “You are, let’s see: Popcorn, because you like to ‘pop off’ ammunition; Igor, for the accent; Ducky, from that deadbeat you wrapped in duct tape; and Hollywood, right?” he said of Dave. “One of those faces that don’t age. I like it. And… Craig, because the middle manager at the office needs a real name. Am I correct?

“I’m Mr. Cook, and I’ve been put in charge of your operation. I assume this is the first you’ve heard of the buyout?”

“Buyout?” Popcorn was smart enough to recognize the intimidation tactics. He simply didn’t acknowledge them. “You telling us Henry posted a stock offer?”

“No.” Cook smiled. “No, his superiors—you may not have known of them—offered a sale for simple cash, and we accepted. Henry didn’t take the news well.” Cook put a hand on Henry’s chair to tilt and pivot it in a display of effortless strength and control. Henry didn’t move or react, nor would he do either ever again. The blood running from the ugly gash through his neck and down his shirt made that clear.

Part of Dave expected it from the moment they turned the corner, but he hoped his imagination had run away with him. Their business occasionally got rough; Ducky and Popcorn’s nicknames came just as Cook guessed. Still, outright murder like this had never been necessary, nor even discussed. Nor did anyone Dave worked with ever go for such dramatics.

“Keep cool,” Dave warned his companions quietly. He thought fast. The house could easily hold more than the people in this room, especially given the general darkness. Also, this drama had to hold some purpose. “There’s no point to this if they’re gonna kill the audience.”

“Excellent deduction, Hollywood,” said Cook. “I don’t think I have to be as assertive with you gentlemen. Instead, I hope you’ll choose to remain with the company, as it were. Nobody’s forcing you. Maybe some non-disclosures and non-competes would be wise, but…” His hand stayed on Henry’s chair. “I think that’s already covered, don’t you? Oh. Your bonus checks. Can’t forget that. Well-earned.”

One of the severe-looking men in Cook’s entourage came forward with a set of envelopes. He gave them all to Craig rather than passing them out. The papers revealed the tremor in Craig’s hand, but Dave couldn’t hold that against him.

They expected Cook to keep speaking. He didn’t. The silence was worse than the monologue.

“I’ll ask the obvious questions, then,” Dave spoke up. Effort kept his voice steadier and cooler than he felt. “Who are the new owners, and what do you and they want from us?”

“First, they’ll remain anonymous,” said Cook. “No harm in asking, and I respect it, but you don’t need to know. You didn’t know of the previous owners, either, so I’ll simply say they aren’t an outlandish leap to your perspective. In the short term, we have a local project we’d like your help with. You know the area and the market, and your clients can offer a variety of resources. We require the sort of help you can provide. In the longer term, you’ll be better off with fewer layers of management.” He tilted his head toward the dead man in the chair. “Again, no hard feelings if you prefer to walk away, but I can offer much more generous pay than Henry provided, along with spectacular benefits. The choice is yours.”

For Dave, Cook’s assurances rang hollow. Henry’s corpse and the spread of serious hitters made his only choice obvious.


1


IS THIS MY TRUE CALLING OR IS IT SPAM?


“This is the coolest punishment I’ve ever suffered.” Alex sent the text and tucked his phone in the back pocket of his slacks with no disruption of duty. The handful of lingering patrons saw only his purple polo shirt and his pleasant customer service smile, including the mom walking up with her boy and girl in tow.

Understandably, the kids were a little distracted. The oversized fossil hanging above Alex got a lot of attention.

“Hi. Excuse me.” Their mother hunched slightly to keep hold of the pair, neither of them older than five. “Is there a restroom on this floor? Sorry, I know you’re trying to close.”

“It’s fine,” Alex replied, though instructions from the boss said otherwise. The mother’s embarrassment and the minor distress on her son’s face outweighed the usual rules. Alex pointed down the hall, past the open stairway on the left, toward the paleontology workshop behind floor-to-ceiling glass on the right. “Second turn to the right, second door on your left. It says ‘staff only,’ but nobody will care.”

“Thank you,” said the mom. “I couldn’t pull her away from that giant sloth.”

“It’s a cool fossil. I stare at it, too.”

“What is that?” The daughter pointed to the petrified bones hung piece-by-piece from the exposed industrial ceiling. Sharp teeth like sawblades jutted from a long snout-shaped face. The skull swept up and back toward a long backbone and tail. Fin bones looked much like claws. Wide ribs suggested a long, powerful life.

“It’s an orca. A very, very old orca.” As he spoke, Alex felt his phone hum once.

“Honey, we read the cards for it earlier.” The mom pulled her kids away. “It’s right in front of the stairs. That was the first thing we saw.”

“Yeah, but I wanted to ask a scientist.”

“That’s not a scientist. He’s probably a student who works here.”

“Isn’t everyone who works here a scientist?”

“C’mon, I gotta go,” complained her brother.

Alex swept his surroundings: nobody in the workshops, nobody nearby, and only two people at the marine fossil display mounted on the big blue wall. From their methodical work with their phone cameras, he guessed they were students taking “notes” for an assignment at the last second. No other staffers were in sight. Fossils filled plexiglass cases along the walls and the center of the room. A couple more hung from the high ceiling in spectacular displays like the orca. He didn’t think any of them would rat him out.

“Not what I expected, given your lifestyle,” read the text from Onyx. Molly immediately sent a laughter reaction, and then a string of emojis: cherries, a peach, an eggplant, handcuffs, a ping pong paddle, and a leg in fishnet stockings and a stiletto heel. Alex blinked at the last. He didn’t know that one existed.

Footsteps at the staircase warned him to put the phone away. Reggie probably didn’t see the transgression, but only because he spotted the mother and kids through the rails along the steps. The manager’s eyes found Alex as he reached the top.

“Did you see them going toward the staff bathroom?” Reggie’s forehead bore the faint wrinkles of countless frowns over a bespectacled, mustached face.

“Yeah, I sent them. Seemed like a minor emergency,” said Alex.

“They couldn’t make it to the ground floor?”

“That’d be the bathroom everyone else uses on the way out. I didn’t want to make them wait.”

Reggie’s frown hardened in imitation of the fossils all around them. “Alex, we’re two minutes to closing. They should’ve been on their way already.”

“Hey, it’s hard being a mom,” said Alex. “Things happen. We don’t want to be rude.”

“Not rude, no, but we still have to guide people out of here. Once we’re fifteen minutes from closing, that’s your main job. Just be polite about it.” Reggie looked Alex up and down and let out a sigh. “Also, don’t wear boots to work.”

“They’re—I thought they were fine?” Alex kept them clean, at least. His slacks covered all but his feet. “Sorry. I rode my motorcycle in today. Didn’t think I needed to bring spare shoes.”

“You need to look professional. That includes footwear.” Reggie paused to smile politely as the students from the marine display came to the stairs. “Thank you for coming,” he told them, and then returned to a mutter for Alex: “Disciplinary service is fine as long as you treat it like a real job. Look professional, be polite, stick to procedure—and don’t punch anyone.”

Reggie turned away while Alex bit back his response. Then don’t bring in any fucking Nazis, Alex wanted to say, but that would only prolong Reggie’s “management” visit. The other staffers had warned Alex of this in his first few days at the museum. The boss didn’t feel like a boss unless he had something to criticize.

Alex let it go. The university’s “disciplinary service” policy could’ve landed him in worse jobs, and he had, in fact, started that fight. Perhaps the context of punching Nazis from off-campus put the committee in a merciful mood, but this was still a disciplinary measure. He was here to take his lumps.

Aside from fussy supervision and the lack of pay, Alex liked working at the university’s museum. Most visitors were mindful and polite. With schools out for the summer, the museum didn’t see many grudging teens and pre-teens on class field trips. Alex got along with the staff, took readily to his duties, and loved his surroundings.

The museum’s three floors packed local Native history and culture, biological science and evolution, archaeology, and paleontology into a relatively small footprint at the corner of the UW campus. Generous uses of colorful art and decoration gave each floor a modern, engaging feel. Perhaps best of all, each floor held labs and workshops behind open windows, letting visitors—and staff—see the work of the museum’s disciplines live and up close.

Okay, maybe not best of all, Alex corrected. Little could compete with the preserved remains of a massive killer whale hanging over his head. The display had only been up for a few months—after thorough planning and engineering, and that after a long and careful recovery of remains from out beyond Puget Sound. The orca fossil was one of the largest, most complete of its kind, petrified in the sediment of a coastal landslide in the San Juan Islands.

The museum staff named the fossil Kenneth.

Alex felt his phone hum again. Before checking, he located Reggie at the mouth of the hallway to the staff restroom. Alex rolled his eyes. “They’re not gonna rob the place, bro.”

Despite his annoyance, Alex knew Reggie only wanted them out so he could lock the doors and send staffers home. Overcast skies outside punctuated the late hour despite the long daylight of Seattle in July. Alex was ready to check out, too—yet even after the last guest left, he’d be on watch at the top of the stairs while other staffers handled various chores. Just in case, Reggie had said. If he had said no one goes home until everyone goes home, Alex would have respected it more. Honesty mattered.

The rules left him standing around for now. Nothing else demanded his focus. He drifted behind the chest-high reptile fossil display case where Reggie wouldn’t see his phone. For all his interest in science and history, Alex had a few higher priorities. Relentlessly horny polyamory won out over most things.

The text from Molly read, “Think you’ve found a career?”

His shoulders fell with a heavy sigh. That particular question had plagued him for a couple years now. “I don’t know,” he texted back. “Still.”

Onyx replied with a hug emoji. Molly sent a fist-bump of solidarity.

The mother and her kids emerged from the hallway with shy apologies. Reggie gave his best no-it’s-fine routine and followed them down the stairs. Alex looked on, thinking about what he wanted and didn’t want: Purpose. Something that helps people. No kids. He liked kids, but didn’t want them. Guess that part’s already decided for me. No loss, right? The part of his life that precluded children meant more to him than just about anything.

Someone downstairs called out a friendly goodbye. Alex heard the kids respond in kind, followed by the latch of the front door. The museum was quiet enough to bring all of those sounds up the stairs. Then he heard only the hum of the AC.

“Alex,” said a low, guttural, echoing voice from behind him. “You are Alex.”

No, he realized. Not behind. Above.

A faint red mist hung in the air around Kenneth. It wasn’t there before. Kenneth’s head tilted lower than before, too: downward, as if staring. That long, petrified jaw full of teeth moved: “You hear me.”

“Aw hell.” His shoulders dropped. He scanned the museum again. Alex had been through wild revelations over the past year, but a talking whale fossil still turned his mind to pranks before he considered magic or monsters.

No laughing faces or obvious cameras appeared. That only indicated a careful prank.

“You hear me. You are alone, with no angel to interfere.”

Alex looked up. Okay. Maybe not a prank.

“I see the blood that stains your hands,” said the ancient fossil. “I smell it. Immortal blood. Ifrit, demon… several demons. Some of great power. You are only mortal. Who are you?”

Still wide-eyed, Alex mumbled the truth: “I am a directionless twentysomething whore.”

“You are what?”

“Okay,” Alex conceded. “Twentysomething is an embellishment.”

No one who knew about angels and immortal blood stains would prank him like this. Alex patted his pants pocket to double-check for the iron nail that blunted many forms of magic. Keys, wallet, and phone were all in place. He didn’t bring weapons to school. Unarmed, Alex rolled his shoulders back and took a deep breath like Molly and Onyx advised: Breathing matters, especially with magic.

None of the past lives in the back of his mind had any advice. None of them had ever faced a talking whale, let alone a talking whale fossil.

“You hear me,” Kenneth repeated. “You know I speak. You do not question.”

“Yeah,” Alex admitted. He knew why weird shit like this happened to him. He slept with why.

“Kenneth” shifted left and right in a slow swimming motion. It should have been impossible. The fossil hung from precise, firm cables fastened to steel supports. Then again, motion was no less outlandish than speech.

“You are mortal, yes?” asked Kenneth.

“Not sure I wanna answer that,” said Alex. “Or anything.”

“You bear a demon’s touch. I smell it on you. I sense a demon curse and lingering sorcery. You are not claimed by the angels, nor the gods of this land. You can aid me.”

“What do you know about demons?” asked Alex.

“You think me one of them?”

“Angels are usually up front about what they are. Demons lie.”

“I am neither, despite the demands of both,” said the fossil. “The angels sought to cast down any power that would not cede this world to their rule. Demons were few, until others joined them in resistance. The Pit is a realm of fallen angels, failed gods, and their pathetic spawn. I am before all that. Beyond it.”

“So… who are you?” God, I’m gonna regret asking that, thought Alex.

“I am the devourer in the waters,” the fossil rumbled. “I am hunger. I am power. I am rage. In ages past, I ruled to the edge of these shores, feared by all. Even the spirits and mortals of the land paid homage and respect. You are young. New. Your ignorance of the past is expected. In your tongue, you would call me Blood Orca.”

The questions Alex had on his lips collapsed under a dubious frown. “Blood Orca.”

“Yes.”

“That’s a translation?”

The fossil’s head tilted up and down in an energetic nod with the screeching, almost squealing noises of a flesh-and-blood orca. Alex felt the volume of it through his chest and winced at the fossil’s tone. At first impulse, he couldn’t believe the whole staff didn’t come running, but magic had a tendency to play out like this. Of course, he had to face this alone.

“Right. Blood Orca it is, then,” said Alex. I liked Kenneth better.

“Long have I slept. Trapped. Betrayed. No more.”

Alex checked the displays along the nearby wall. Pictures showed the excavation process along the coast. The display also included a timeline and a visual guide to the formation of fossils.

“Betrayed by whom?” asked Alex.

“The mortals of this land. Mortals, and the powers who misled them.”

“Okay. You know they dug you out of the coast. Mortals, I mean.”

“Not those mortals, obviously!” Blood Orca boomed. “Different mortals! Long ago!”

“Sure. Right.” Alex held up his hands. “Figurative ‘they.’ Point is, they dated your remains. You were buried something like a hundred thousand years ago.”

“Yes.”

Alex enjoyed the museum enough to absorb a few things—and a major in history had its uses. “That’s the last Ice Age. Like, the beginning of the last Ice Age.”

“These waters were colder, yes.”

“It’s also way before any of our evidence of the Salish being here. Or anyone.”

Blood Orca rumbled with a vibration Alex felt all the way to his feet. “You speak of the people of this land. Nooksack. Lummi. Others. I heard them in my slumber. I speak of mortals before them.”

Alex made a face.

“You doubt me,” said Blood Orca.

“Look, there’s a lot to unpack with who got here first and when. Drop a digit off that claim and we can talk, but otherwise you’ve gotta cough up serious evidence and⁠—”

“Enough inanities!” Blood Orca rumbled. “You stand before the power and fury of the ancient seas, yet you prattle and dither over details! Why?”

“Maybe ‘cause I don’t want to deal with an angry ghost whale,” said Alex. “Skeleton. Undead? Oh god, you’re all about blood. Tell me you’re not a kind of vampire.”

“Pfaugh!” Blood Orca had no bile to spit, but the sentiment was there.

“Okay. That’s the right answer. Wait, have they been around that long, too?”

“I am a god. I learned of many things, even in my captivity.”

“Right. Cool, cool.” Or you’re full of shit somehow, thought Alex. He believed the talking ghost whale part of his evening, but more than one of his supernatural encounters had stood on a foundation of bullshit.

Blood Orca correctly smelled some bullshit, too. Alex was stalling. He hoped Rachel might show up to deal with this. Hell, he hoped to stall until Reggie came along. The boss would know nothing of spooky monsters, but the mere presence of a second mortal might shut this down.

“You can aid me,” Blood Orca rumbled.

Alex knew he would regret asking, but: “What do you want?”

“The sea. I wish to return to the sea. I do not belong here, like this, as a shadow of myself.”

“Oh.” Alex bit his lip. “This has gotta be kinda unpleasant, huh? Awkward.”

“I am not a prize! I am not a trophy! I am more than this trinket you see!”

“No, that’s… fair. I wouldn’t want my remains on display if I still had all my senses and consciousness and… yeah. Um.” Alex gestured to the other fossils, like the humpback whale laid out in the case along the floor behind Blood Orca. Farther back, the giant prehistoric sloth skeleton stood in a dramatic pose. “Are these others…?”

“They are remnants of mere animals. Relics. Nothing. Their lives are long departed. I am more.”

“Okay. Sorry. Seemed like the thing to ask.”

“I was lured. Murdered. Buried alive. Ages passed and my bones turned to this hardened stone. I was found as a curiosity by mortals who know nothing of the past. My remains were separated, sorted, studied. And now I hang here upon land as a bauble for the awe of children!”

This wasn’t the turn Alex expected when the shouty skeleton declared itself Blood Orca. Now the whole display of hanging bones seemed undignified, perhaps even cruel. “Gotcha. Okay,” Alex said slowly. “I can see how you’d be upset. I would be, too.” He didn’t have a clue what he could do about it. “You want to go back to sea?”

“Yes,” said Blood Orca. “The waters will begin my recovery. I must hunt to truly heal. The hunt is my nature, as with all my kind.”

“Guess that makes sense.”

“You cannot imagine my hunger. I have starved through age after age.”

“Oof. Yeah. That sounds awful. Is that all you⁠—?”

“And then I shall wreak my vengeance upon all the creatures of these waters and the lands that inflicted this fate upon me!”

That rising sense of sympathy within Alex tripped and fell. “Wait, what?”

“I shall devour! I shall have blood! All the salmon of these seas will perish in my jaws! Their flesh shall replenish my flesh! Their blood shall feed my power, and my wrath!”

“Sorry, did you say all of the salmon? And then you’re gonna eat people, too?”

“Only those who challenge me. The rest shall wither and starve without the salmon to replenish the rivers and lakes. They will starve, and I will rise. Merely a drop of water shall begin my return. A drop of water, and a drop of blood. Then I shall devour, and then I shall grow!”

“And then hunt more⁠—?”

“And then hunt more! Yes! To regain my strength, I shall devour all in these waters!”

“Nope. Nope. That sounds bad for everyone,” said Alex. “Salmon are like the best of all possible fish, and Pacific Northwest salmon are the best kind. We’re trying to save them from our own environmental damage, and you wanna eat them all yourself? That’s your plan? Shit, man, if you were going after billionaire yachts, I’d cut you down in a heartbeat, but…” Alex looked around: no magical barriers, no monsters, no innocent onlookers in danger. The latter seemed key to all this. Blood Orca had waited until Alex, specifically, was all alone. That pointed to a solution. “I’m gonna go.”

“What? You cannot!”

Alex backed toward the stairs. “Listen, I couldn’t take you down on my own if I wanted to. So, you chill here for a bit, I’m gonna tell some people about you, and⁠—”

“You doubt me? You doubt my power?”

“No, I gave you the benefit of a doubt right up until the salmon genocide. That’s crazy talk.”

“I need the waters. I need blood. Only a drop of either!”

“Note to staff: don’t let the crazy fossil get wet,” Alex muttered. The stairs were only a few steps away. He wouldn’t turn his back on a threat, but short, careful shuffles would take him to the first steps, and the hand rail, and⁠—

The floor shook. Reflections danced across display cases as overhead lamps swung and screens blanked out. Everything rattled, from across the exhibit floor to the areas downstairs. Alex heard shouts and alarms, and then the tremor claimed the lights—and his footing. The building lost power, landing Alex on his back in newborn shadows.

Another alarm rang—the fire alarm. Alex saw no such danger amid the chaos, but strobe lights flashed ahead of a sudden deluge from the overhead sprinklers. In an instant, water soaked everything, including the haunted fossil looming above.

That red miasma around the Blood Orca pulled inward and clung to petrified bones. Water turned red as it struck the fossil, congealing rapidly into sinewy flesh that stretched from one bone to the next. Sinew turned to muscle and dripping blood. Alex struggled against tremors and a slippery floor to get back on his feet.

“I will escape. I will devour!” Blood Orca thrashed violently. His bulky trunk and gruesome tail tugged hard in different directions. His head, now coated in thin strands of blood, jerked up and down. Every drop from the sprinkler systems built more muscle and mass. In only a few forceful motions, the cables snapped and Blood Orca fell free—diving right at Alex.

“Shit!” Alex rolled left, away from the wall and unfortunately away from the stairs. He avoided the monster’s crash on the concrete by mere inches, and escaped the first raging chomp of those jaws only by his continued roll.

Fortunately, his attacker’s body spanned almost thirty feet. The back half of Blood Orca landed beside a long, table-high display of more fossils. His bulk slammed against the corner of the display when he chomped at Alex a second time.

“You will not escape me! You are not some clever seal!”

Weirdly specific, Alex thought. Cover and space allowed him to finally get his feet on the floor. The earthquake eased, but the sprinklers hadn’t given up yet, and neither did the now-grotesque whale. Alex wondered what Blood Orca could do as a sea creature flopping on wet concrete.

Then Blood Orca’s head reared up and his body followed. The monster flew—no, swam through the pouring water, Alex realized—and dove at him over the humpback display.

Alex ran.

Hungry jaws snapped behind him. Blood Orca’s snout bounced against the floor, buying Alex a few yards of distance between the raised relief map of Puget Sound and the other marine fossils near the humpback. A backward glance saved Alex from the next chomp; he ducked low just in time, and then came to the tall glass enclosing the stegosaurus fossil.

Oh no, he thought. Don’t crash into Steggie. Don’t crash, don’t crash… yet he had no choice of his own. He needed the cover. Alex curved left around the tall case and hoped Blood Orca had at least some instinct to avoid large objects.

A roar chased him around the corner, but not bloody muscle and teeth. Blood Orca sailed over and around the display. Alex bolted back the other way and hoped the big T-Rex skull would enjoy the same courtesy. It had been the pride of the museum before “Kenneth” came along.

Water kept pouring. His hunter tracked him from above. He had no idea how to fight this.

He’s magic, but I’ve got no salt. Everything’s wet, anyway. Shit. Alex thought as fast as he moved. Will he chase me downstairs? If he’s this powerful, will witnesses make a difference? What if he eats someone?

“Rraagh!” Blood Orca dove at him again, this time swiping aside the little metal pop-up frame with the “Courtesy and Quiet” sign. The attack failed, but now the monster blocked the exit. Alex ran back the other way.

No. Don’t risk anyone. Keep him here. What do I do? Hit him? Mortal courage could mean more against monsters and demons than physical brawn, but was Blood Orca that kind of threat? Was it worth the risk of getting close? Oh god, what if I do hurt him? What if I break him? They’re gonna blame me for all this mess!

“Stop… moving!” Blood Orca sailed over display cases again, searching for a clear line of attack. With only three aisles of irregular, uneven exhibits, the paleontology wing didn’t offer all that much room to maneuver. Alex made the most of it. Jaws snapped at him again. “Argh! You… wretched… mortal!”

Alex caught the rasp between Blood Orca’s words. Indoor rain continued unabated and the monster swam through mid-air, but he also sounded tired. Shadow of himself, Alex remembered. He waited until I was alone. Maybe just talking to me was an effort, and all this…?

They returned to the T-Rex skull. The display wasn’t the largest, but the boxy requirements of space made it the tallest. Alex got behind the skull and its plexiglass case ahead of the threat. As hungry jaws closed in on the right, he circled clockwise and evaded danger. Frustration filled Blood Orca’s growl as he reared back. The monster tried again from the left, still to no avail. Alex dodged behind cover like a child running around a tree.

He could see through the obstacle, too. That took the guesswork out of the game.

“You think this clever? That it saves you?” rumbled Blood Orca.

“I think you sound tired, and I can do this for a while,” said Alex. It wasn’t like his past lives coughed up any better ideas. Angry flying zombie whales didn’t trigger specific flashbacks.

“I need… only… you.” Blood Orca looked more ragged than he sounded. Muscle and flesh kept the body in one piece, but gaps remained, and no skin had grown yet. “Need only… one… of the living.” Blood Orca reared up in the air. Alex tensed, ready to dodge left or right.

Instead of lunging, Blood Orca unhinged his jaws and spewed a river of blood and gore. Alex dodged right and kept going as the stream chased him out of cover. One glance identified tiny bones and rent flesh amid bubbling blood and red-hued steam. He saw fish skeletons, the half-digested fin of some ocean prey, and a human arm.

Alex questioned none of it. Bad guy had a good move. Out in the open again. Fuck fuck fuck. He ran. Blood Orca’s bulk snapped into line overhead, swimming through wet air as Alex fled along the far aisle of marine exhibits. They quickly reached the space that held the monster until a minute ago. Some cables still hung; others laid on the floor.

One fallen cable caught under the toe of Alex’s boot, and then against the leg of a display case. Wet flooring did the rest. Alex stumbled forward, landing wrists and elbows first in a space designed with enough room for his hunter.

“Yes!” Blood Orca shouted.

Alex whirled onto his back. He tucked one knee against his chest as hungry teeth rushed down at him. Either this would work or it wouldn’t.

The monster chomped. Alex kicked. The heel of his boot connected first.

Blood-soaked jaws snapped away from him with an angry growl. Blood Orca hung low enough to reach with a second kick. The sharp blow drove those jaws toward the wall and away. Alex had nowhere near the strength needed to push so much mass, but magic and immortals faced rules beyond physics. Some weren’t as invincible as they let on.

“No!” Alex kicked again. Both combatants were sprawled on the floor now. Blood Orca thrashed and flopped forward as Alex crawled back. A third lunge met another kick to the teeth. “I am not food!”

“Blood!” cried Blood Orca. “One drop! I need only one!”

Alex dropped another boot instead. This time, Blood Orca was almost ready for it, snapping forward in another bite. Something broke off against the heel.

“Hrragh!” Blood Orca rasped. Alex backed out of reach, ready for another lunge, but the whale only sputtered and coughed. A shudder wracked Blood Orca’s full body.

Water kept raining down from the sprinklers. Instead of adding bulk, the shower began to wash it all away. Alex watched Blood Orca shrink like a chunk of ice set under a hot faucet.

“Must… feed… damn you,” Blood Orca whispered.

Alex kicked again. The skull turned away and rolled to one side, severed from the spine with no flesh left to hold them together.

Heartbeats later, the alarms stopped. The sprinklers eased and finally gave out. Alex laid on a soaking wet floor nearly where he’d been when this all started. All the blood and gore thinned away amid the dim glare of emergency lights and darkly clouded skies outside, leaving only the bones of the great devourer.

Water dripped. Video screens blinked. Petrified bones on the floor did absolutely nothing. Not a drop of blood or bit of gore remained amid all the water.

Alex tucked one foot under himself, then the other, pushing upright. Something under his left heel scraped against the floor. It didn’t feel right. “Holy shit,” he exhaled.

“Babe, are you—oh, fucking shit!” Soft white light arrived with Rachel’s voice. Her halo shined brightly and her wings spread wide as she landed at his side. Her first glance found Alex standing on his own and seemingly unharmed; then the bones and the mess arrested her gaze. “What the fuck happened?”

“He started talking crazy and then he came at me,” blurted Alex. Normally, Rachel’s mere presence took the edge off his worries and stress. This time, they shared wide-eyed shock. “He said he’s the Blood Orca. He grew half his muscle back from the sprinkler water.”

Rachel turned from Alex to the bones and back again. “That’s him?”

“You know him?”

“No! I thought he was just a bullshit story!”

“What, from the other angels? They do that?”

“It was all fourth-hand talk! Who’s gonna believe in an ancient apeshit-angry talking fuckass whale? And he’s supposed to be dead, so how is he…?” Her eyes darted as more caught on in her mind. “He came at you. You’re okay?”

“Yeah,” Alex breathed. “Yeah, just banged around. I’m—” His heel scraped oddly with his first step. Something was stuck inside. Something big.

“I only came to check on you because of the little quake.” Her voice nearly cracked.

“Little?”

“Yeah. Like a three? Maybe a four?”

Alex blinked. It seemed a hell of a lot stronger to him—too intense, too long for a simple three or four on the Richter scale. The tear that welled up in Rachel’s eye put that out of his mind. “Hey. I’m okay. What’s wrong?”

“I wasn’t here,” she said. “You got jumped by another asshat monster and I wasn’t here.”

“Only a minute ago. You can’t be with me all the time,” said Alex. “I know that. You’re here now. It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay. I’m your girlfriend. I should be your guardian. You’re everything to me. You and Lorelei. But I’m never there when you really need me. It’s not okay. It’s fucked.”

“You’ve got rules, right? Angel stuff to do. It’s not all about me, and it shouldn’t be. It’s okay.” Alex reached for her hand. “We got different lives and different worlds to deal w⁠—”

Banging metal echoed from downstairs. The door, Alex understood without thinking. Rachel bit her lip and looked toward the noise. He did the same. Again, his boot scraped, reminding him of one more thing to hide.

“Alex? Alex, are you in here?” someone called.

“We have to wait for the fire department,” warned Reggie.

“There’s no fire. The quake set something off. Alex?”

“Yeah!” he answered. “I’m up here. I’m okay.” Alex checked the skeleton for any sign of life or final curse. None came. With Rachel here, it wasn’t such a worry.

“Oh, thank god.” Reggie wasn’t the only one coming up the stairs, but his voice stood out. “This is bad enough without an injured staffer.”

That turned Alex back to the mess. Water soaked his section from top to bottom, but everything that mattered either rested behind protective casing or held up fine to water. Even the walls and floor were exposed concrete. Signs and placards were easily replaced. Damage was minimal, except for the one museum piece at his feet.

A café staffer and another guide ascended the stairs ahead of Reggie. “Everyone else evacuated when the alarm went off,” said the guide. “Fire department’s coming. Were you stuck up here?”

“Yeah,” said Alex. “Yeah, when the quake happened, I… fell.”

Beside him, Rachel winced—and then focused on Reggie, or rather some unseen presence next to Reggie. “Paul, what the fuck? You didn’t know that asshole was here with your boy? That fucker nearly ate Alex!”

Knowing nothing of guardian angels, Reggie stared at the physical disaster in wide-eyed horror. “Oh my god.”

“Yeah. Yeah, this happened, too,” Alex sighed.

“The fuck?” Rachel snapped at her invisible coworker. “What do you mean, ‘Alex handled it?’ I’m gonna beat your—come here!” She stalked down the stairs. “Don’t tell me it was a joke! He could’ve died, and now I’m in existential fucking crisis!”

Reggie turned from the bones to the next aisle of the exhibit. “Did anything else fall? Is there any other damage?”

“I don’t think so.” Alex heard and felt the heel of his boot scrape against the concrete floor. Right. Fuck. He stopped in place and took his weight off that foot, hoping no one else noticed. Alex knew what felt weird in his heel. He knew, and couldn’t possibly explain it to anyone here but Rachel. Fuck. What do I do? Fuck. “Hey, uh… I’m soaking wet. I have other clothes in the break room. Can I⁠—?”

“Yes, go, fine, but don’t leave until—wait,” said Reggie. “You’re limping. Are you hurt?”

“I fell. Just banged my knee.” He saw Rachel grimace; it was technically true, but she recognized the lie within his words. She also couldn’t object. “I’ll be fine.”

“Alright, hurry up. We shouldn’t be in here until the fire department shows up, but there’s clearly no fire.”

“Yeah, that’s a nice change of pace,” Alex muttered on his way down the stairs.

Rachel accompanied him with an annoyed middle finger for her invisible colleague. “What are you hiding from them?” she asked.

“I’ve got a tooth in my boot,” he whispered. “I’ve gotta get it out of here and sneak it back into the mess before anyone notices it’s gone. Otherwise, I’m⁠—”

“Don’t touch anything!” Reggie snapped at the café staffer upstairs. “If you want to help, start taking pictures. We have to photograph it from every angle so Paleontology can reconstruct it.”

Alex winced. A voice in his memory threw one more stinging blow: Cameras will get you every time, kid.

They swept into the breakroom together, one intangible and the other trailing long sloshes of cold water. Rachel could banish the chill with a touch, but Alex had to move fast. He jerked open a small locker holding the bundle of his jeans, leather jacket, and motorcycle helmet. It all went on a table, where Alex sat down and pulled the Leatherman from his jacket to get to work. “This isn’t gonna possess me or some nonsense if I touch it, right?” he asked.

“That’s not really how shit like this rolls, no. If he didn’t want to eat you, he wouldn’t… whoa,” Rachel exhaled when she saw the underside of his boot.

The double-tap hum of his phone didn’t surprise him. He pulled it out, tapped the unlock code, and pushed it aside. The message was only a single question mark. “That’s Lorelei. Tell her we’re okay? I dunno how she already knows something’s up.”

“Yeah, she probably couldn’t even feel the quake in downtown. Oh, wait. Right,” Rachel tapped on the screen. “It’s your desires. We’re together and you’re not instantly horny.”

“Ah. Yeah, that tracks.”

Urgency and frustration made for fast work. He couldn’t worry about causing more damage now. With his multitool and some swearing, Alex pried two inches of petrified ivory from his heel. Rock solid and yet like nothing like any rock in the museum, the tooth suffered no other damage but for the break at its base.

“OK. Told her we had a museum fiasco but we’re fine.” She set the phone down and then blinked from tooth to heel and back again. “Babe. That was so close.”

“I know. Felt it against the insole on the way down the stairs. I’m down to that and my sock.” He noticed another look of guilt on her face. “Rachel, it’s⁠—”

“Fire department!” someone announced with the banging of the door. Other shouts followed. Some came close to the breakroom, along with footsteps. Rachel threw Alex a warning look.

He couldn’t get caught with the tooth. He couldn’t get it back to the rest of the fossil, either.

It went into the pocket of his leather jacket a heartbeat before the breakroom door flew open. Dripping wet and hiding secrets from two firefighters, Alex blurted out the first thing that came to mind: “Hey. It’s okay. I work here.”
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“It’s hard to imagine you working here. This seems too small for you.”

Lorelei’s dark brow rose at the first sentence, and then her lips spread in half a grin at the second. With a lead like that, she thought Pierre was going somewhere else. “You think this is small?”

Intermission brought most of the audience into the glittering, well-appointed reception hall of the conservatory. Downtown lights added to the scenery of tall windows in evening twilight. Inside, a great many gowns glittered amid tuxedoes and black servers’ outfits. The star cellist of the night’s performance drew a high ticket price, and attendees from Vancouver to San Francisco willing to pay it. Such an audience tended to dress nicely.

As always, Lorelei met the occasion. She went with black tonight, in the form of a designer gown with a single strap over the left shoulder. A few understated diagonal lines of silver gave the viewer something to notice besides her tall figure. The high slits along her legs and the plunge at her back cut just short of being inappropriate.

Lorelei always caught stares and attention. She liked it that way. She didn’t mind confident men like Pierre trying their luck, either… as long as they didn’t embarrass themselves.

“Oh, I’m hardly criticizing the event,” said Pierre. “I flew in tonight just for this. How much of tonight was your doing?”

“I’m merely a fundraiser for the conservatory, not a manager,” said Lorelei. “Would you like to make a donation? You could write it off whatever taxes you pay in this country.”

“Hah. This country. You make my point. You take a broader world view than most.” Pierre knew how to stand in a crowd, how to swirl his wineglass, and how to hold eye contact. “It’s hard to imagine any sort of work that isn’t too small for you. Not for any shortcoming on your part, obviously. That’s rather my point. You’re intelligent, sophisticated, charming. I know you see the world beyond this little city. You could be anywhere.” He watched her confidently over the sip of his wine. “I think you know it, too.”

“Are you offering to whisk me away on your private jet, Pierre?” asked Lorelei. “Sweep me into a life of idle wealth?”

“Only if you’re asking. I’ve been warned.”

“That explains the mindful eye toward boundaries,” Lorelei taunted.

“I’ve no need to be rude. A younger man, I heard? He’s truly fortunate. He must hold some admirable qualities.”

Bemused, Lorelei waited for the pitch.

“Meanwhile, here you are, at the height of sophistication for this city,” said Pierre. “High society seems like your natural environment. Is it his as well?”

“He has responsibilities tonight, if that’s why you’re asking. And we don’t share every interest.”

“That’s what I wondered.” Pierre seemed pleased with himself. “This city is flush with big tech money, but its spirit is hollow, like its pretense of egalitarianism. That explains the job. Love keeps you here. The job merely brings a breath of sophistication and culture.”

On the rail behind her, Lorelei’s phone buzzed. She kept track of it with the demon tail no one in the hall could see. Even Pierre didn’t notice how the phone came to her hand before she murmured a pardon to look at the message from Alex—or rather: “It’s Rachel. We’re cool. Big dead shitfish tried to eat Alex. He’s super wet. Gotta bullshit through the normies. Home soon.” She finished with an eggplant emoji.

Lorelei presented a crisp, untroubled smile. “My love life holds all the sophistication I desire.”
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TOTALLY NORMAL


Thunder rolled across a sky of crimson clouds, heralding one last arrival on the rocky badlands. The fallen angel landed in a battle-ready crouch, blades in each hand, presenting an asymmetrical mix of black armor, uncovered brawn, and scars. His broad wings had been soaked in blood for millennia.

Abaddon cast a malevolent gaze at his peers: Moloch, forever rotting and bleeding under stained robes; Beelzebub, like a hybrid of cockroach and fly given faintly human shape; Adramalech, similarly given over to bestial features that changed whenever one looked away; and Mammon, corpulent and covered in jewels, flanked on his golden throne by armored bodyguards. An almost human-looking woman in black armor stood apart from the rest, representing the long-sleeping Leviathan—and therefore, unlike the real lords here, lacking any form of crown.

His landing clearly interrupted their conversation. Abaddon curled his lip. “I hope for your sakes this meeting could not have been an email.”

“Oh please. Don’t try to be hip.” Belphegor reclined on a nearby rock, his eyes cast downward at the computer tablet in his hands. His tattered old breeches and open robe were as filthy as the angel wings he hadn’t tended in millennia. “I’m surprised you know what an email is.”

“I keep up.” Abaddon stepped forward to turn the gathering from a loose arc into a loose circle. “Tell me I missed the insipid preambles and small talk.”

“Nearly.” At first, Mammon straightened on his throne as if he might rise. Then he spread his arms. His bodyguards lifted him the rest of the way to his feet. Standing on one’s own power was apparently the work of common rabble. “Fellow princes, I thank you for coming. The Pit endures a form of turmoil not seen in millennia. It is time we discuss our path forward.”

“Here?” Adramalech lifted her elephantine trunk to speak clearly. “In the open?”

Mammon barely tilted his head to the guard in spiked armor on his right. The guard produced a fan to wave a steady wind at his liege’s unpleasant face. “I offered the hospitality of my palace instead of this desolate no-man’s land. No one accepted.”

“None of us trust one another’s hospitality. Especially not these days,” said Belphegor.

“Didn’t you just call one of these little salons?” asked Abaddon.

“Not I, and it was seven months ago,” said Mammon. “You weren’t there. It was right after you made your bid for Baal’s fallen crown. I recall that went poorly for you.”

“Yes. Yes, it did.” Beelzebub could not chuckle without sputtering bile from his proboscis. His antennae twitched and his bulbous eyes danced. “You fell to the blades and claws of lesser—ah,” the lord corrected when he found Abaddon’s blades hovering beneath his face. “You never could take a joke.”

“You could never deliver one.” Abaddon sheathed his blades and looked back to Mammon. “Get on with it.”

“First Baal fell,” said Mammon. “Then Azazel, Sammael, and Belial, all in the same night. All their lands and all their power are claimed by the same hand. Lilith struck without warning. We have no reason to believe she is finished.”

“Yet she has not struck again since her conquests.” Adramalech’s trunk was gone, now replaced by fur, snarling jowls, and predatory fangs. “Has she threatened any of you? I have heard nothing.”

“You caught the part about the lack of warning, correct?” rumbled Moloch.

“I did, and I am alert and ready.” Adramalech flattened her catlike ears and narrowed her eyes. “Aren’t the rest of you? Are you weak? Are you afraid?”

“You would fare against her no better than I, nor anyone else here,” said Mammon. “Not alone.”

“Unless you’re already allied with her,” suggested Beelzebub.

Adramalech twisted in a serpentine snap to face Beelzebub, turning her fur to scales. “I need no such alliance. I hunt alone.”

“Alone with all your slaves and armies,” said Mammon, “whom Lilith would take from you.”

“Why do you care?” asked Adramalech.

“Because the rest of us would rather not face the power of four conquered realms. Think.”

“You want an alliance of your own, then? That’s your plan?” asked Moloch. Beside him, Adramalech spat on the ground.

“Credit where due: Mammon has always been an idea man,” said Belphegor. “Chattel slavery, mercantilism, medical insurance. He puts out banger after banger.”

Beelzebub sputtered, this time in objection. “Mortals came up with all of those!”

“I nurtured and marketed them,” Mammon shot back.

“Bicker on your own time,” said Abaddon. “An alliance? With you as its leader, I suppose?”

“Mutual defense would not require a leader,” said Mammon. “Not at first. If she moves on one of us, the rest pounce. That is enough to keep her in check until we devise an offense.”

“When did you become a warlord?” Abaddon scoffed.

“We have all warred for ages. We have cooperated in the past, too. That is the origin of the Pit. We each came here in defiance of Heaven. We have always shared a common enemy.”

“And always warred and betrayed one another.” Belphegor never rose from the ground, nor turned his eyes from his tablet. At most, he swiped a finger across the screen. “What’s different now?”

“We share a common enemy within the Pit,” said Mammon. “And she is not one of us.”

“Ah. The old ‘us versus them.’ Of course,” said Belphegor. “Some of you were gods. A few are even older. Abaddon, Adramalech, and I were of Heaven, and many others like us. Are we the same as you?”

“Lilith has always stood apart. You know this,” said Mammon.

“How are we to trust one another?” Adramalech barked through lupine jaws.

“Do you remember when we banded together to slay Baphomet?” asked Mammon.

Beelzebub chittered. Moloch coughed. Abaddon shook his head. “No. I remember Lucifer undermining Baphomet’s kingdom until it crumbled, and then the rest of us swept in as vultures. It’s been, what, six hundred years? No one has seen Baphomet. He may not be dead.”

“Baphomet is gone,” spoke up the woman in armor. Rows of shark-like teeth unfolded with each word, spoiling the illusion of perfectly human features. “Leviathan devoured him.”

“Oh no,” Beelzebub hummed. “I got her talking.”

“Leviathan slumbers, but she will awaken!” the herald continued. Her eyes blazed with the red glow of fervent loyalty. Her body trembled with conviction. She pointed dramatically across the barren landscape to a far-distant mountainous arch on the horizon. “Baphomet mistook her torpor for vulnerability. He fled to her waters and paid the price. She has slept since then, but she is aware, and she is mighty. Oh, she is mighty. The slightest stir of her resting form shakes the earth and spawns the tsunami. Leviathan does not fear Lilith. Only Leviathan could⁠—”

“Herald,” said Abaddon, “what is your name?”

“I am Karis, first of her⁠—”

“Karis, shut up,” Abaddon snarled. “We’ve heard it all before. Mammon, why do you even invite Leviathan’s yapping brood?”

“Because he’s desperate,” answered a bored vocal fry.

No one spoke. Eyes met, mostly covering their dread. The pack of demon lords and servants slowly, reluctantly turned.

Lilith strolled in on simple black boots under faded jeans, her outfit finished with an equally casual black top and denim jacket. Her long black hair seemed untended and frazzled yet stylish despite her disregard. She wore no makeup, made no effort to impress… and still most of the princes ached for her almost as much as they feared her. Almost.

Some only feared her. They all tried to hide it.

“I see Lucifer still doesn’t come to your little meetings—and yet, I’m here,” Lilith conceded, crinkling her nose in annoyance. “Guess the joke’s on me.”

“What do you want?” asked Abaddon.

“Power and souls and an end to the patriarchy, going all the way to the top.” Lilith shrugged. “Also, has anyone seen Nahash? That little snake owes me a debt.”

“Then we have that in common,” grumbled Mammon.

“See, there you go again with finding common ground. You’re so good at that one. You’ve got everyone eating out of the palm of…” she held her hands out, gesturing to the others, and then let them drop. “Or maybe not. This still seems pretty frosty. Did you try any icebreakers?”

“What do you want?” Abaddon repeated.

“Told you the first time.”

“Then why are you here?”

“Stirring the pot. Rattling the cages. Fucking around. I’m sure you would all inevitably wonder how much I knew about your meeting and your plans. Maybe you’d worry someone might betray the rest, and yes: someone most definitely has. Have fun figuring that out.”

“You didn’t come for that alone.” Belphegor finally looked up from his tablet. “You don’t care enough to threaten us.”

“I do, actually,” said Lilith. “Four realms is a lot to sort out, and I’ve got other things to do when that’s done. I care just enough to come threaten you. So, let’s make it plain: the first of you to come at me gets mounted on my wall with the other corpses, and then I’ll end another of you at random on general principle. Or you could leave me alone and tend to your own problems. I promise you have them, though you probably don’t look down your noses far enough to see.”

“I don’t bend to threats,” Abaddon sneered.

“Neither do I.” Lilith waited.

Abaddon glanced once at Mammon, scoffed, and took to the sky.

Adramalech vanished when no one was looking. Moloch mumbled some farewell and sank into the cracks in the ground, bubbling away until nothing remained. Beelzebub looked like he might say something, but he, too, flew away on his cockroach wings.

“If we are at peace, then nothing more need be said.” Mammon nodded to his bodyguards, who obediently raised and set him back onto his throne. With stifled grunts and groans, they lifted his chair by its great poles of steel and carried him off.

Lilith rolled her eyes and walked away. She faded from perception within a few steps.

Karis remained, staring until Lilith disappeared. That left her on the rocky landscape with one other. “Mammon is weak, and none of the others trust him. Rightly so.”

“Told you,” said Belphegor.

“Is your work finished?”

“Work. Hah. I’m the lord of sloth, dear. I don’t work.” Belphegor held out the tablet. “That’s the best part about this. It finishes itself.”

[image: ]


Alex woke to a caress up his inner thigh. Another graced his neck, this one wet and joined by warm breath. He let out a groan that was half welcome, half complaint. Even with his eyes closed, the room held too much light. “What time is it?”

“Too early,” Lorelei answered at his ear. “You have only yourself to blame.”

“Nrf. Fuck—um,” he corrected in groggy apology. Alex turned toward his withdrawing bedmate, squinting as his eyes adjusted. “That’s not about you.”

“No?” Her mouth twisted in wry amusement—her beautiful mouth, on a beautiful face, with dark eyes framed by a long, dark curtain of hair. Nude and glorious, Lorelei could make him yearn and ache with only a glance, and yet: “Have my appetites become an imposition?”

“Literally never.” It wasn’t entirely true, of course: she sometimes left him exhausted and falling behind on tasks. Her appetites could, in fact, impose. He also loved that imposition, day or night. She knew he felt that way, or she wouldn’t tease.

The light was a different matter. Sunrise in late July granted no mercy to the weary or unprepared. “Didn’t we have the blinds closed?”

“We did,” she corrected.

“Lorelei,” Rachel whispered from across the room, “light blue, or green and—? Lorelei.” She dropped her whisper along with the pair of tops she held from hangers at shoulder-height. They both held more color than her white sundress. “You woke him up?”

“In several ways.” Lorelei’s voice taunted as directly as the hand between his legs.

“Okay, but you know I need help with this shit,” said Rachel.

“Why do you need…?” Between the early hour and the redirection of blood from his brain, Alex caught on a beat slower than normal. He caught up before he finished his own question. “You’re coming with us?”

“All morning, if I have my way,” murmured Lorelei.

Rachel rolled her eyes. “I love how you’re too poised and elegant to be silly until it comes to slutty innuendos and puns.”

“Your sarcasm hides nothing. You do love it,” said Lorelei.

“Yeah, I do,” Rachel admitted. “And yes. I put my foot up a couple asses about last night. It got me the day off. I’m coming. Which means I need normal mortal clothes, and I’m clueless about that stuff.”

“You need them hours from now, love.” Lorelei slid one leg across both of their mortal lover’s, then shifted to sit upright, straddling his thighs—all while looking at the angel. “We are here together, now, for all those hours in between.”

Alex looked from one to the other. The one thing that could pull blood back to his brain with Lorelei naked and on top of him like this was concern for their feelings. He sensed a tension beneath the overtures—perhaps about him, but also not. “Rachel?”

“It’s not about horny fucktime.” Rachel tossed the clothes aside and climbed onto the bed without matching Lorelei’s sultry vibe. “We’re great at the oversexed threesome stuff. It’s the rest of it that’s got me. I want to protect you. Both of you. And I want to be a real partner.”

“Rachel, you are,” said Alex.

“Not really. I’m in and out all the time, completely at random to your perspective. The fact that I can’t explain my angel bullshit isn’t fair, either. I just run in and bang you both and then run out again… until there’s another crisis to be late for.”

“Hey. I’m fine. You showed up.”

“Rachel.” Lorelei reached out to stroke her cheek, then down her neck. Normally, Rachel leaned into that touch. This time, she only stared back in apology. It wasn’t needed. “You give everything I want from you.”

“Not everything.” Rachel’s eyes roamed Lorelei with the same longing Alex felt. They weren’t shy about looking at one another. It was only one of their intimacies—and their comforts. They were honest about this. “You want more of me, too. All the time.”

“We have one another now,” Lorelei pointed out softly.

“Yeah,” said Rachel. “What about the rest? We need the normal stuff, too. We’re partners. Life partners, not just insatiable fuck-magnets.”

“I don’t need normal. I need you,” said Alex—and then the statement caught up to him. Rachel snickered in spite of herself. Alex lifted his hands from the naked, majestic thighs straddling his. “Sorry. Words are hard. I woke up into full porn romance here.”

“Yeah, words are hard,” Rachel teased.

“We all want this,” said Lorelei. “We have the day. We’ll talk about your concerns. Embrace that comfort and enjoy us, then and now.”

Rachel’s breath carried the hotter side of her conflict. “I want to. Always. All the time.”

“Good.” As it often did, Lorelei’s demon tail appeared out of nowhere—this time, with one barb of its spade tip hooked into the top of Rachel’s dress. White fabric split with a smooth, precise tug that reached all the way to her waist. Rachel let out a note of shock. Lorelei met it with smug indifference. “You have many others. You also have safe words, yet I haven’t heard them.”

“Safe—? What about ‘bossy slut?’”

Rachel pushed Lorelei onto her back—and off of Alex. They fell perpendicular to him on the bed as Rachel advanced on top of Lorelei. Alex went from staring up at his lovers in a heartfelt conversation to staring up at the ceiling. Their big bed jostled and he heard Lorelei’s low hum of approval within a kiss. Alex propped himself up on his elbows and pulled his legs out from under theirs before the scene became a tangle of limbs.

That made it a tangle of two. Lorelei barely struggled. Rachel was much stronger, though their form of sexplay usually gave the opposite impression. Usually.

“You want me to shut up and play?” Rachel pinned Lorelei’s arms on the bed. She trailed a rough kiss up Lorelei’s neck, drawing an excited gasp for more. The torn dress hung open from her shoulders, making the forceful embrace that much more intimate. “Big, bad seductress power games, is that it?”

“Yes. You love it.” Lorelei thrashed helplessly against Rachel—except for the tail that cut through the straps of her ruined dress, and then the back, all while Rachel assaulted her with hotter kisses and a grinding thigh between Lorelei’s legs. “More.”

“I’ll give you more. ‘Safe word’ my ass. Fuck around and find out, lover.” Rachel brought one knee high over Lorelei’s shoulder and then the other. In an instant, her shins covered Lorelei’s upper arms in a new and far more intimate pin.

“Mmmh! Oh yeah, okay, no more talking.” Rachel trembled atop Lorelei’s face.

Alex saw no struggle. No objection, no resistance… only Rachel’s back and that ass that made him swoon, hovering over Lorelei’s head. He couldn’t see everything, but he knew Rachel had a hand in Lorelei’s hair. He knew where Lorelei’s lips and tongue were, too. The gasping pleasure in Rachel’s breath said the rest. That was enthralling enough before his eyes roamed over Lorelei’s long, mesmerizing body stretched out between Alex and their shared lover.

The serious discussion hung in the back of his mind. They had feelings to work out. He’d seen a lot of kinky play between the two, and he often joined in. This dynamic wasn’t their norm. He trusted them both beyond measure, especially when it came to sex and romance, but flowing from their conversation into this…?

Lorelei raised one hand to beckon him closer. Any last vestige of his doubts expired.

Alex slid along Lorelei’s legs, which she spread for him in welcome. He traced a hand up one thigh and his lips up another. Her scent filled his breath. He longed to taste her. Self-control and romantic impulse told him to take it slow.

“Fuck, you’re good at that,” said Rachel.

Lorelei didn’t answer, though one leg curled up around Alex to entice him onward.

“Unh. Wait. Alex, no,” Rachel exhaled.

He stopped. Lorelei’s leg stayed in place, but he had two lovers to consider, and they had their own romance. “You want me to leave you alone?” he offered.

“No. I want you to fuck her,” Rachel managed through trembling pleasure. “No foreplay. Dirty. Selfish. Use her, like she’s always telling us… all morning. Because she’s our slut… and we’re hers.”

This time, Lorelei gave a low note of approval.

“And she’s right about this,” Rachel added. “About now. And us.”

It wasn’t his first thought, but it matched all his body’s demands. Alex brought his knees under Lorelei’s legs. His entirely ready cock grazed the wet flesh between her thighs as he paused only to kiss Rachel’s bare back. She gasped in affection and surprise, and then the posture had him even more intimately close to Lorelei. Contact became penetration; pleasure demanded more.

“All morning,” Rachel shuddered. “All morning… and then… we do brunch with your mom… and then⁠—”

“Wait. Time out,” Alex said—the mildest of their safe words, clear and direct in not actually stopping anything, but—“No family. We don’t talk about family during sex.”

Rachel looked back over her shoulder. Again, her body shook. Lorelei kept at her, and kept being all sexy and inviting beneath her. “Sorry,” said the angel.

“It’s okay. I just…” He looked away to find the clock. It was barely 6:30am.

Long before brunch plans.

He looked back to his lovers. “Yeah, I’d better set an alarm.”
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“So, I think Eddie might be serious,” said Michelle.

Alex looked up from his Eggs Benedict. His mother sat across from him at the outdoor table for four, wearing a casual teal blouse fit to the sunny morning. Her blonde hair had recently been cut short. Michelle had a warm glow, good spirits—and a smirk Alex didn’t quite catch before he asked, “Serious how?”

“Oh, you know. Relationship. Being exclusive. Lower-case-c commitment. You don’t think that’s too fast, do you? We’ve only been dating since September.”

Brunch carried on with patrons filling the patio, but a falling pin would’ve made a racket at their table. To Alex’s left, Lorelei pursed her lips; to his right, Rachel froze.

Michelle grinned.

“Okay, if you’re dunking on us, I know you’re not bothered anymore,” said Alex.

“He catches on eventually,” Michelle said to the other women at the table.

“Thank you,” Lorelei told her quietly.

“See? Told you your mom’s cool with us,” Rachel said to Alex.

“This is only the fourth time I’ve seen you,” Michelle pointed out to Rachel.

“Yeah, but you’ve got a vibe. I understood.”

“Sure,” said Michelle. “I’m saying you should be less of a stranger.”

“I’ll keep trying. Availability is my new priority.”

Michelle smiled easily and often when she saw Rachel. Naturally, she liked the literal angel right from the start. Lorelei never held it against her.

“It’s your life. Lives,” Michelle corrected. “You did move fast. I never wanted to run your life, but your mother’s bound to say something.” Her brow rose with a thought. “We’ve never talked about your families.”

“Oh. There’s not much to tell. I was the independent sort,” said Rachel.

“Alex told me your parents passed years ago, before you left Iraq,” Michelle said to Lorelei. “I’m sorry. Were you close?”

“I thought so. It ended badly.” Lorelei caught a glance of concern from Alex, but deterred him with the slightest shake of her head. “You wouldn’t have recognized the child I was. My parents… married me off very young, or at least local, rural tradition labeled it as marriage. It’s more accurate to say they sold me. Money exchanged hands. They thought it was for the best, but it is hard to forgive them. He was abusive. Horrible.”

The answer stunned Michelle. She glanced to Alex and Rachel, who both nodded. “Lorelei, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“Of course. My ‘husband’… died. I fell in with another man who treated me better at first. He opened up the world and opportunities, and I started becoming the woman you know. In the end, he was awful, too. And the next. Alex and Rachel helped me break a pattern.

“I asked them to leave this to me. It is private, but that’s not to say it was a secret. Rather, I didn’t want it to create leverage or color your judgment. You had reasonable doubts about this.” Lorelei gestured to her partners. “I wanted time and action to settle those doubts. It seems they have.”

“Wow. Yeah,” Michelle exhaled. “Look, I’m always gonna be the mom here, but… yeah. I wouldn’t try to compare scars, but I know from bad marriages, at least.”

“Alex means the world to us both,” said Lorelei.

Michelle sat with the revelation, processing it. She glanced to Rachel, who watched Lorelei with a tactful silence. Michelle looked to her son. “What’s the one thing I taught you?”

“No girl owes me anything, ever,” said Alex. “Not even if we’re married. Doesn’t matter what I’ve done for her. Ever.”

“Both of you need to know he understands that,” Michelle told Rachel and Lorelei.

“Yeah. We like him a lot,” said Rachel.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to get heavy at brunch, but I’m glad you told me,” said Michelle.

“Of course. I don’t want to weigh us down, either.” Lorelei smiled. “You were taunting him with your own developing relationship.”

“Yes.” Michelle brightened. “Yes, I was.”

“Oh my god,” Alex muttered. Beneath the table, Rachel nudged his foot with her own. “Alright, fine. Back up. What’s serious?”

“I did Thanksgiving with Eddie’s family, and that was only a couple months in.”

“Yeah. You wanted to see what they’re like.”

“I did. They’re fine. Nice. And it was a way to make sure I wasn’t wasting my time with him.” Michelle’s nonchalance held with every question. Taunting nonchalance.

“Okay, so… how serious?” asked Alex. Rachel smiled as if keeping something to herself. Lorelei held a better poker face. That only made him more suspicious.

“We spend lots of time together. It’s half our weeknights and every weekend at this…” Michelle checked the buzz of her phone, but rolled her eyes and set it back in her purse. “Junk call and Nevada. No way. Anyway, it’s every weekend, and he’s helping a lot with my new house.”

“Uh-huh,” said Alex.

“He’s been renting. No property of his own, so…”

“He’s talking about moving in?” asked Alex.

“We are, yeah,” said Michelle. “That okay with you?”

His mind ground to a halt.

Michelle seemed more amused than concerned or defensive. “You like Eddie, right?”

“We all like Eddie,” Lorelei put in, eyes sliding toward Alex. “He’s a good man.”

“Thank you, Lorelei,” Michelle said with mild surprise.

“How much have you talked?” Alex asked slowly.

“More than the three of you could’ve talked in a month before moving in together. Thanks for asking,” said Michelle.

“Ugh.” Alex bowed his head.

“We had that coming,” Rachel said to her plate.

“We did,” Lorelei agreed.

“I’m only teasing,” said Michelle.

“You’re gonna keep teasing,” said Alex.

“Yes,” said Michelle. “Anyway, we’ve talked about sharing space and such. I know he cleans up. He knows my expectations, my pet peeves, all my favorite things.”

“Isn’t that expected?”

“Oh? What are Rachel and Lorelei’s—ugh,” she interrupted herself, rolling her eyes at the phone again. “That’s two, just sitting here on a Sunday. Anyway. What are their go-to snacks?”

“Are you trying to bust me on a couples’ quiz?”

“Yes,” said Michelle—and an amused Rachel.

“Lorelei likes fancy cheeses and mixed nuts. Don’t start,” he said without needing to look at their other partner. “Rachel eats like a middle school trash panda.”

“Oh, so you do have things in common. What colors do they never wear?”

“Rachel’s in mostly white most of the time. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Lorelei in pink.”

“Aw, that’s true,” said Rachel.

“Nothing wrong with pink. It’s not my color,” said Lorelei. “You could make it work.”

Don’t ask about movies, Alex thought. His brain locked up with Lorelei’s taste for exactly the kind of movies he couldn’t mention to his mother. No movie questions. No⁠—

“Favorite musicians?” asked Michelle.

Oh no. Alex held back a wince. He couldn’t lie about something this trivial in front of Rachel, and yet it wouldn’t be trivial. Not between them. “Megan Thee Stallion for both of them, Rachel loves Kesha, and Lorelei loves, um… Duran Duran.”

“Duran…?” Michelle blinked. “That’s my favorite band.”

“They’re a good band,” said Alex.

“Your mom’s band,” said Michelle. They all saw the wheels turn in her head as she looked to Lorelei. “Seven and the Ragged Tiger was the first album I ever bought. On cassette.”

“Rural Iraq didn’t exactly keep up with the pace of pop culture,” said Lorelei. “My tastes aren’t limited by era or genre. I work at a conservatory.”

“Sure,” said Michelle.

“Mom. Frozen music eras are Grandma and Grandpa’s thing. Lots of people like Gen X stuff. I do, too. It’s not weird.”

Michelle threw him a frown, but he worried the damage was done. Throughout brunch, and even before, Michelle had shown growing comfort with his relationships, and Lorelei particularly. Now he saw all her concerns about their age gap click back into place.

“Anyway, hit me,” said Alex. “What’s next on your checklist?”

“Ah—chores,” said Michelle, putting her thoughts aside. She looked to Lorelei and Rachel. “As in, does he do them?”

“To a fault, actually,” said Lorelei.

“That might be my fault.” Rachel sank in her chair. “I leave stuff everywhere. Sorry.”

“It’s not a problem,” Alex began, and then felt his phone buzz. He nearly ignored it, but the buzz continued with a call rather than a simple message. Alex pulled the phone from his pocket to silence it, only to note the area code. His screen also lacked the usual warning of likely spam. “Mom, those calls were from Nevada?”

Michelle blinked and then grumbled, “Oh no.”

“I’m gonna⁠—”

“Yeah. Go ahead,” she sighed. Lorelei and Rachel looked on. They knew why Nevada had relevance to mother and son.

“Hello?”

“Hi. Is this Alex?” Her voice wavered with urgency and anxiety. “I’m trying to reach Alex Carlisle or his mother, Michelle.”

“That’s me.” A new weight grew in his stomach. Part of him had dreaded some sort of call like this from Nevada. Someday.

“Your father is David Holt?”

“That’s him, yeah,” Alex answered as a cue for Michelle. Her frown deepened. “Who’s this?”

“Okay. Hi. My name is Lucy. I’m… David is my father, too.”

“What?”

“Yeah. We didn’t know, either. I got your numbers from Granma Jeanie.”

“That’s…” Alex blinked. That checked out, too, but: “We?”

“Listen, I know it’s a bunch to unpack,” said Lucy.

“Older or younger…?” Alex stared at Michelle, who could no longer follow the hints of the conversation.

“Uh. We’re older. I’m twenty-seven. Look, obviously we should talk, but we haven’t seen him in days. He’s not answering his phone or email. Have you heard from Dad recently? Is he in Seattle?”

The question turned the weight in his gut into something else. He looked to Lorelei and Rachel, wondering if this was really about his father. Lorelei watched with concern. Rachel’s eyes widened as if seeing some entirely new part of him.

“I haven’t heard from him in two years. Didn’t get cards at my last birthday or Christmas.”

“Oh damn. I’m sorry. Granma Jeanie said he might’ve… well. She thought he might’ve gone up there to see you. We didn’t even know about you before this.”

Alex bit his lip. Hesitantly, he asked, “Can you tell me exactly what Jeanie said?” The question turned Michelle’s expression another shade darker.

“She said, ‘He might’ve gone back to that woman and her kid in Seattle.’ Kind of harsh, if you know her.”

“Yeah. I do. That checks out.”

“Okay. I’m sorry. I know this is a lot, but right now we’re focused on finding Dad. I’m sorry to drop this on you out of the blue. It sounds like I interrupted something.”

“It’s only a restaurant. I can—” Again, Alex hesitated. He was not ready for this. Any of this. He’d written his father off long ago, and so had his mother… and yet, looking again at his lovers, he wondered if his father and mystery siblings were only the hook for something else. “Can I call you back at this number in a couple minutes? Just let me get outside. Maybe I can help.”

“Sure. Yes. We’re grasping at straws. Anything that might help is worth it.”

“Thanks. It won’t be long.” The call ended before his finger touched the red button on his screen. He looked up to the others. “That was allegedly my sister. Lucy.”

Michelle had already caught on from what she heard. “Older or younger?”

“Twenty-seven. And I guess not the only one?”

Her jaw fell. So did her shoulders. She looked away, half surprised and half not surprised at all. “Holy shit, Dave.”

With Michelle’s head turned, Rachel whispered to Alex: “Not allegedly.” He blinked. She saw the look from Lorelei, too. “I didn’t know, either.”

“What’s going on with him? Or them, I guess?” asked Michelle.

“He’s missing. Haven’t seen him in days. Granma Jeanie thought he might be up here. I guess they call her that, too,” said Alex.

“She knew,” Michelle realized. “All this time, she knew. I’ve literally taken you to visit her.”

“Right?”

“Alex,” said Lorelei. “You are suspicious.”

“Yeah,” he answered—and so did his mother.

“First off, how much do you know?” Michelle asked Rachel and Lorelei. “About Dave and the divorce? Alex told you some, right?”

“You had concerns of infidelity and secrets,” said Lorelei. “Alex confirmed them in Las Vegas. In the divorce, you learned his philandering ran deep. He misled you financially, too. You told us some of the fallout at Christmas.”

“He faked being in the Air Force Reserve,” said Michelle. “Faked it the whole time we were together so he could be away for weeks, and I fell for it. I worked while he went to school. He’d been in the Marines, but said some boss screwed him out of his GI Bill. That part wasn’t true, either. He just pissed all that money away. And then I found out he was pulling check fraud and all sorts of garbage to pay for gambling and other women. Child support never happened. I didn’t know he had another family, but I shouldn’t be shocked.”

“You think this could be part of some scam,” Lorelei suggested. Alex knew she meant something worse.

“Absolutely. That’s my first thought. Or he finally got himself into real trouble with something more than messing around on his finances or another…” Michelle shook her head. “This person didn’t say how many siblings she’s talking about?”

“No,” said Alex. “But she sounded genuinely worried. I said I’d call back.”

“Right. Alex, listen to me,” said Michelle. “We’ve talked this out many times. I don’t ever want to see or hear from him again, but he’s your father. That relationship will always be up to you. I don’t see a loyalty question between you and I, okay? But he also hurt us both, badly, more than once, and never made any effort to fix it. You don’t owe him anything, ever.”

“I know, Mom,” Alex agreed. “It’s not him I’m worried about.”
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Michelle asked Alex to wait for the bill so she could accompany him for the call. They all saw her emotional defenses rise, but she wanted to know.

She wasn’t alone.

“Hey, I’m gonna hit the restroom,” said Rachel.

“I will, as well. You two should have a moment together.” Lorelei stood with her.

“Lorelei,” Michelle spoke up. She hesitated, but: “It’s okay. I’m glad you’re here, actually.”

The concession surprised her. Lorelei smiled softly. “Thank you. Still.” She indicated Alex with a glance. “We won’t be long.”

Rachel slowed for the exchange, but walked off the patio and into the restaurant with purpose. Light changed as she passed through the door and around the first corner. Her body faded in a half-transparent ghostly shift, bringing out the halo and wings that mortals could not see—just as Lorelei expected.

A server carrying a tray passed through Rachel without a clue to her presence. He didn’t notice Lorelei, either, but he still avoided her with a subconscious sidestep. He also didn’t hear her as she asked, “Rachel?”

“Yeah, I’m not going anywhere,” Rachel assured. “Sorry. Couldn’t talk in front of Michelle.”

“Of course.”

“I didn’t know,” said Rachel. “I didn’t have a fuckin’ clue until he picked up the phone and they started talking. Then the connection formed. Like a thread standing up from his shirt, y’know? Pointing off into… well…” She waved her hand. “Fucking off to Vegas. Several strands, actually.”

“You saw nothing before? You are sure this makes it legitimate?”

“Yup. Half-sister, same father, and not the only one, sure as shit. Mind blown, just like his. It’s not literally sight. It’s more than that. Feelings and knowledge and… fuck, I’m gonna have to explain that to him, aren’t I? ‘Trust me’ isn’t enough.” Rachel put her palms against her forehead and groaned. “He’s not supposed to know all the things I can see and do. Fucking pissballs.”

“Love. This is you and Alex. If you tell him, ‘Trust me,’ he will.”

“Yeah, but that’s not fair. And he’s gonna have questions. So do we.”

“We do,” Lorelei agreed. “This could be about us. We’ve made more than a few enemies. He sees it, too. But we’ll have to start with this.”

“Right. It’s why I checked out for a sec. C’mon.” Rachel started back the way they came, ghosting through minor obstructions but staying in sight for Lorelei.

“We’ve no need to eavesdrop when we’re already welcome,” said Lorelei.

“Yeah, this is different.”

“How so?” Lorelei asked as they came out onto the patio.

“This is a big emotional mindfuck for Michelle, too, and it’s gonna get bigger.” Rachel scanned the sky, left to right and then turning in place. Waiting. “Unless something bigger and worse has priority, we’ll see… her. Hey! Debbie!” Rachel faced their table, unseen and unheard while Michelle handled the bill and Alex looked at something on his phone. “Show up. We’ve gotta talk.”

Another angel faded into view, dark-haired and seeming a touch older than Rachel. She wore white like most, and a frown for Rachel’s demands—or perhaps for the demon beside her. “I’m with my charge. This should be private.”

“Yeah, I know. We’re here, you’re here, and I know you’re caught up already,” said Rachel. “It’s not physical danger. They’ve got a minute to be on hold. Talk to us.”

Still frowning, the other angel stepped closer. “I prefer Deborah.”

“Yeah. Cool. Secret siblings? The fuck, Debbie? You had to know.”

“I saw David’s shortcomings and deceptions, yes,” said Deborah. “I knew his lies. I guided and guarded Michelle as best I could, then and now. You know our restrictions.”

“You watched them marry and have a child together,” said Lorelei.

“Most mortals face less than ideal circumstances in one way or another,” said Deborah. “Some make better choices than others. I don’t imagine you regret their child’s birth.”

“Obviously fuckin’ not, but we could’ve known about the backstage drama shitshow before now,” said Rachel. “You saw his dad for ten years. Michelle’s husband. Longer, right? They didn’t get married out of the gate.”

“I could not tell her, Rachel. You know this.”

“Right, but you couldn’t tell me?”

“David was out of their lives,” said Deborah. “I guarded Michelle and sometimes Alex—before the two of you came along. Alex already knows too many things, or he would not have lost the full protection of Heaven. If I told you, that knowledge might have come out, and to what end?”

“You know how many metric ass-tons of secrets I keep from him on the daily already?”

“Yes. Did you need another on your conscience?”

“I—” Rachel stopped. “Oh.”

“I know you love him,” said Deborah. “I see how much you care for Michelle, too. Don’t you think I long to be part of their lives? That I wish to give her clearer guidance? Let her know I truly exist?”

“Okay. Yeah. Now I feel like an asshole.”

“Many guardians envy you, Rachel. They don’t say so, but they do. Not for romantic longing for their charges. That is obviously rare. But we all have feelings and connections we cannot express. You can.”

Rachel let out a breath. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Make the most of this, for the sake of all who can’t have what you have. And don’t tell anyone I said such things,” Deborah added with a softer tone.

“Deborah,” said Lorelei, “apart from the infidelities and secret family, do you know of anything dangerous about David? Any supernatural connection? Does he have a guardian?”

“He did,” she answered. “No longer. His angel parted from him some time after the divorce. I do not know specifically why, and I am not at liberty to name the guardian. David’s sins are his to confess. It is not our most consistent rule, but in these circumstances, it applies. I can tell you I never saw any influence of magic or the Pit, if that is your concern. I have not seen him in almost a decade.”

“That is worth knowing. Thank you,” said Lorelei. “This may well be some scheme against the three of us. The Pit and other monsters rarely attack a target through intermediaries, but exceptions can happen.”

“I have guarded Michelle with special vigilance since you came into her life, Lorelei. My guard has not relaxed since then. You see how fast I arrived for disturbing news.”

“Of course. I suppose that is clear. And reasonable.”

“You transgressed against Michelle in your first night at her home,” said Deborah. “At the time, I had other charges in more immediate peril, but I came to her side as soon as I could. I stayed my protection and retribution because I was warned of the situation with Rachel before I acted.

“I was furious. Then I saw the benefit of your actions. You extracted no price for your favors, nor sought any leverage. What you did for Michelle was… kind.”

It wasn’t what Lorelei expected to hear.

“I have not warned Michelle against you in many months. Her concerns about you and your life with her son are her own. I would say they are reasonable. Realistic.” Deborah nodded to Alex. “The three of you have enough troubles. You don’t need to count me among them.”


3


MESSY AS HELL


“Anything I think I know might not be true,” Lucy began. “Dad’s been lying to all of us. That’s apparently the case for you, too. We’re total strangers. But what I know is what I’ve got, so maybe I should start there?”

“That makes sense.” Alex had set his phone on the center console of Lorelei’s Lexus. He sat in the back seats beside Michelle, with Lorelei and Rachel in front. Sitting in the parking lot on speakerphone felt awkward, but every other option was too public or too far away. The car at least cut out most ambient noise.

“Okay. I’m not challenging anyone with what I have to say. I’m all doubt and anxiety right now.”

“Lucy, we understand,” said Michelle. “You’re doing great. None of this is your fault.”

“Huh. I know that in my head, but… Okay. I’m twenty-seven. Mom got pregnant with me before she and Dad were out of high school. Unplanned, of course, and way too young. Dad joined—says he joined the Marines to support us, but he got stationed far away. He didn’t want to get married, which turned the family benefits into a big mess. Mostly he sent cash. Sometimes.”

“What’s your mother’s name?” asked Michelle.

“Caroline. She’s here in Vegas. Mom and Dad have been on and off for most of my life. Mostly off for the last few years, which is for the best, but it’s been bumpy getting there. She couldn’t fully cut loose because of the kids in the picture.

“So, there’s me. I’m a pharmacy tech. Chris came along in one of their ‘on’ phases. He’s twenty-four, trying to finish at UNLV. He had a baseball scholarship, but then he got hurt, so that’s been rough. And then there’s Kaitlin. She’s eighteen.”

“Eighteen?” Alex and Michelle asked in unison.

“Yeah. Recently. Just graduated.”

“Lucy, sorry,” said Michelle. “It’s just… the divorce was ten years ago. Less, really, because that’s when it started. Alex was ten. Do you see what I’m saying?”

“Wow. Yeah. Oh gosh.” Lucy fell silent for a moment. “Kaitlin has a different mom, too. We only found out about her a few years ago. That’s why finding out about you and Alex isn’t a total shock. Chris and our mom and I have been here before.”

“Oh my god.” Michelle winced.

“I’m still piecing together a timeline. Looking back, I think Dad came back to Mom whenever someone else didn’t work out. And she kept falling for it, because even once she saw past the charm, she still wanted us to be a real family, y’know?”

“I can imagine.” Michelle stared past Lorelei and Rachel to the wall outside the windshield.

“So it was you, Chris, and your mom, and sometimes Dave?” asked Alex. “Kaitlin came along later?”

“Yes. I don’t like to say this because I don’t want to hurt mom, but I did a lot of the parenting for myself and Chris. Mom tried hard, but she didn’t have much support, so that left her working a lot. Kaitlin… her mom was always a mess, and then she started going in and out of jail. About four years ago, Dad got Kaitlin out of there. She lives with him now, mostly. He’s better than her mom, but it’s still not great. They both lean on us a bunch. It’s a rough story.”

“I’ll bet,” said Michelle. “I’m not mad at her or you. I’m mad at him. Lucy, did your mom know about me? Or Alex?”

“You, sort of. Alex, no. Mom wouldn’t have hidden a brother from us. She knew Dad had been with someone else for a bit. That’s a long way from being married, let alone having a kid.”

“Does Caroline have red hair?” Alex wouldn’t have trusted his childhood memory without the photo to sear it into his mind. “Pale complexion, big smile?”

“No. She’s sandy blonde and usually kind of tan.”

“Okay.” Then he blinked. “Ugh, I don’t know if that’s better or worse.”

“Dave had a bunch of other women,” Michelle explained for Lucy. “We were there in Vegas when we first caught him, but then we found out about others in Seattle, too.”

“Yeah, that’s… the worst part about this is wondering if there are other siblings,” said Lucy. “Granma Jeanie was dodgy about it all, and I wouldn’t be surprised. Apparently Dad never played it very safe, right?”

“Oof.” Alex buried his face in his hands. “I hadn’t gotten there yet.”

“Pharmacy tech,” said Lucy. “I get that specific panic at my counter at least once a month.”

“You said Dave was in and out of your lives?” asked Michelle. “You were a teen when we were married and Alex was a little boy. Did he see you in those years?”

“Oh yeah. Came to visit all the time. Sometimes he stayed for weeks. Really messed with Chris. At first, he said he was back and forth for the military, but eventually I met kids from military families. They didn’t have that kind of problem. I started putting things together.”

“He gave us the same lie about being in the reserves,” said Michelle. “Air Force after the Marines, because the Air Force lives better, he said. It was all bullshit. All a big con, and I didn’t know until the divorce. But that’s what I’m sitting with. We had lawyers and went through discovery. That’s how we found the other women and sketchy financial stuff. Our lawyer caught that, and yet he somehow hid a second family the whole time? More, with Kaitlin?”

“We were in another state and he tried to keep his name off stuff,” Lucy pointed out. “Believe me, I’m running into all that now in trying to find him.”

“Yeah. Now. We should talk about now,” said Alex. “What’s the story been lately? You’ve had regular contact?”

“Mostly because of Kaitlin. Mom… I wouldn’t say Mom is gullible normally, but Dad was always her blind spot. She wanted to believe he’d get it together. Anyway, she seems to have realized he’s a lost cause, but taking Kaitlin in sort of pushed us closer together. Mom’s had some health problems in the last couple years and Dad stepped up to help. He’s been there, physically and with finances. I don’t know where we’d be without him. Nowhere good. I help where I can, but things are tight for me, too. Kaitlin really needs him.

“Anyway, he’s been working for a property management company. Checks up on buildings, manages staff. Doesn’t really have a desk. Kaitlin said he had a late-night work thing on Thursday. She figured she just missed him in passing on Friday, but then he never came home and didn’t answer his phone. I tried calling the office, but by then everything went to voicemail. That seems weird, but what do I know?”

“No, it is weird,” said Michelle. “Property management means they need to respond to broken pipes and accidents. They should be reachable, and this is a missing employee. Have you talked to the police yet?”

“That’s touchy. When I say he’s gotten it together, I mean that’s after he went through some legal stuff. He’s been arrested for stolen property and a casino scam. Plead out both times, but he doesn’t want police involved in anything. That’s always been Granma Jeanie’s mindset, too, and Kaitlin’s been through a lot there. I’ve seen police jump to conclusions myself, and Dad’s got a record, so… they’re not my first choice. I broke down and called the jail to see if he’d been booked. I also called around at the emergency rooms. That took all afternoon yesterday. Nobody had him.”

“Lucy, this is Lorelei.” Introductions had been short, but Lucy knew she had a small audience. “I hate to ask, but I see a pattern in what you’ve described. Dave has this history of financial trickery and skirting the law, yet he has the wherewithal to support your family. Do you think he could be involved in something criminal? Perhaps dangerous?”

“I don’t know,” Lucy sighed. “I’ve thought about it. He’s never been violent and I’ve never seen any sign of drugs. Other than that, nothing would surprise me. It would explain all this. I’m kind of afraid that’s the explanation, to be honest.”

“Are you familiar with any of his friends or associates? Do they give you a bad feeling?”

“No. I know he’s got friends, but I couldn’t name any of them. He’s never had any social media, either. I’ve tried that route. Now that I know he’s a serial womanizer, I’m not surprised. When I started calling, I hoped either I’d find him with you, or maybe you could point me toward someone else who could help.”

“Dave’s social circle in Seattle split with him or with me in the divorce,” said Michelle. “I didn’t want everyone choosing sides, but that’s what happened. The ones who didn’t stick with me faded away. I’m trying to think of some way to help. When I get home, I can look through my records. If he’s been living lies and hiding stuff, maybe it’ll help to compare notes. At least it could give you things to trace. Past that, my only thought is Jeanie.”

“I would really appreciate that. Anything you could send. Thank you.”

“I’ll look through what I’ve got,” said Alex. “There won’t be much. Last time we emailed was two years ago. He didn’t write back.”

“Okay. Thank you for that, and your time, I guess. I’m sorry we found each other this way. I’d like to talk again, but I’ve gotta get back to looking.”

“Of course,” said Michelle.

“You’ve got my number. Here I am,” said Alex.

“Thanks. Seriously. Bye.” She left behind a tense, frustrated silence.

“I need to stand up.” Michelle stepped out of the Lexus, but didn’t go far.

“I should—” Alex hesitated before following. “What do you think?”

“She’s really your sister,” Rachel confirmed, gentle yet solemn. “Chris and Kaitlin are legitimate, too. I didn’t know before. I see it now.”

“Is that weird? Should you have known?”

“It makes sense, given the circumstances. You didn’t know, and neither did Michelle, so there was nothing for me to see until now.”

“Okay. What about the rest of this? Are there others?”

“I couldn’t see these three before, so I wouldn’t know if there are more. I’m not especially better at reading voices over the phone than you are, but Lucy sounds honest to me. If this is spooky fuckery at work, I can’t see it yet.”

“That’s on my mind, too. Like, screaming in my brain,” said Alex.

“We have all thought it,” said Lorelei. “Proxy targets and second-order harm are rare in the shadows. Earthly monsters thrive under a low profile. It’s in their best interests to minimize a feud, not expand it. Demons are even less likely to court such trouble, lest they run afoul of some guardian. If things were otherwise, I’d have been more concerned for those around us and their families all along.”

“Okay.” He digested that. “Rare, though. Not impossible.”

“No. The vaunted Thief of Heaven announced you by name to an international ballroom conspiracy of monsters, and then Rachel and I showed ourselves. Sammael died here by our hands. Baal died in an entanglement here. Petty lords of the nightlife have died here. My familiarity with Las Vegas is outdated, but I know it has its share of nightlife and demons. We cannot discount such threats.”

“I’m gonna look into this,” said Rachel. “I can’t trace him through you, but someone’s gotta know something. The trouble there is how not everyone rushes to help me. Some of my people might be pissy with me confirming your siblings to begin with. Fuck ‘em, but that’s still a hurdle. And Alex… the other thing I know is your dad lost his guardian. I don’t know why. I think I’d know if he hit the spooky exemption like you, but that leaves me in the dark.”

“That all came out today? With all this?”

“Pretty much. I’ve gotta talk to people, but I understand why they didn’t volunteer shit. It’s more stuff about angel rules.”

“Uh-huh.” Alex gave it a beat to sort his feelings. “I guess that makes sense. I love you. I don’t know what I’d do without you in all this.”

“You have us,” said Lorelei. “As it stands, this is all conjecture. What we know is a matter of family. Perhaps start there?”

“Yeah. You’re right.” Alex opened the door. “You don’t have to stay in here.”

“We won’t,” said Lorelei.

He stepped out. Lorelei turned to Rachel. “Is there anything you cannot tell him?”

“Nothing yet. Maybe nothing along those lines will come up.”

“His past lives were hijacked by his guardian’s agenda, and his path from one life to the next.”

“Yeah. It’s on my mind. This could also be normal shitty dad stuff. Right now, I’ve got the same info everyone else has.”

“I feared as much.” Lorelei’s hand found Rachel’s. “It’s never a question of your love or trust. I didn’t know how much you could share.”

“Yeah. I get it. You didn’t snap. No worries. I’m thinking all the same things you are. Most of his thoughts, too,” she said. “We can’t know if this is normal mortal dumbass fuck-around-and-find-out stuff or if it’s spooky fuckery until we look into it. Either way, they’ve still gotta deal with this.”

Outside the car, Michelle paced in a loose circle. She tilted her head upward, rubbing her temples. The sound of the car door turned her around. “Hey. Are you okay?”

“I’m…” Alex shrugged. “I guess I’m okay. I’m worried about you.”

“I don’t suddenly have brothers and sisters.”

“Yeah, but I was a little kid through most of this. Most of him. You lived it all.”

“That’s…” Michelle heard him. It was enough to unleash the rest. “He had kids! He had a little girl and a son the whole time, and another little girl right after you! He was out cheating on me for years and he was running out on all of them, too! God, how was I so stupid?”

“It wasn’t you,” said Alex. “Look at how many other people he fooled. It’s not on you.”

“Yeah, but I fucking married him. I paid the rent and everything. He went to school while hiding all his money from the GI Bill. We found that out. How did this stay secret? All his trips and…” Her hand came to her head again. Thoughts flashed behind her eyes. “All those other women. How did I not catch anything?

“I was never enough.” Her shoulders fell. Her voice cracked. “Never did enough, never gave enough, never adventurous enough. Never trusted him enough.”

“We know what that was about now,” said Alex.

“I was never enough woman for him,” Michelle muttered.

“Whoa. Hey.” Alex felt that hit, but pushed his own feelings and situations aside to focus on her—and succeeded. Mostly. “Look who we’re talking about. If nothing was ever good enough for him, that’s not about you or anyone else.”

“Damn it.” Michelle’s eyes turned downward. “You’re not the first to tell me that. I know that. I just… I thought we were the only ones I let him hurt.”

“We didn’t know. We can’t do anything about what we don’t know.”

“Didn’t we? The end didn’t come out of nowhere. You didn’t go chasing after him with that camera because you missed your dad. He was only gone for an hour.”

“No,” said Alex. “I’d gotten used to missing him.”

“Both of us had, by then. He kept guilting me into trust. You wanted to know why.” Michelle shook her head. “God. Two other kids. Three. What was it like for them?” The car doors opened. She waited for Rachel and Lorelei to step out. “Please tell me you’re all being careful.”

“We are. Always,” said Alex.

“We can’t have children,” said Rachel. She expected Michelle’s blink of surprise. It hadn’t been made explicit before. “I’m not able.”

“I gave up the option,” said Lorelei. “Too young, perhaps, but I do not regret it. Neither of us have been inclined toward children.”

“Oh. I didn’t know,” said Michelle. “I’m… if that’s what you want, then okay. Good for you. I’d never pressure for children. That’s not about anyone but you. I wasn’t sitting on a wish anyway.”

“None of us are,” said Alex.

Michelle stepped on her first thought for his reply, but he saw sympathy. “Your grandparents might be disappointed, but that’s their problem.”

“It’s for another day, too,” said Alex.

“Yeah. Hey. Shoulders. Breathe.” Michelle inhaled deeply, rolling her shoulders back, and let it out slowly. Alex followed her lead. It helped. “Okay. Lucy asked for help. I don’t want to keep her waiting. You’re alright?”

“Oh, I’m gonna be carrying this around for a while, but yeah,” said Alex.

“Well, you’ve got—we’ve both got better people than we had.” Another thought clicked. “Hey. Alex. You’re not your father. You need to know I know that. This is…” She held her hands up to indicate his girlfriends. “You three aren’t traditional, but you’re honest with each other. In the open. No pressure, right?”

“Only the pressure to be honest with what we want,” Lorelei answered quietly, looking at Alex. Rachel nodded.

“Yeah,” said Alex. “That. We talk it out all the time. I know it’s different. And you’re right. We don’t have to deal with this alone.”
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“You didn’t call the witches first?” Sierra asked over the phone.

“I did, ‘cause I thought maybe they could short-cut this with magic.” Alex sat on the living room couch, hunched forward and alert despite his emotional exhaustion. “Turns out they don’t have anywhere to start. They don’t know Dave, so they’d need something that really connects us. Mom and I threw most of that stuff out.”

“What about your FBI friend?”

“Ex-FBI, now.”

“Yeah, but that’s even better. All the advice, none of the mess.”

“I’ll call her, too. Partly, I figured you’re closer and Drew was there through the divorce. I figured he should⁠—”

“Three fuckin’ kids?” Drew shouted in the background. “He had three kids behind your backs?”

“Hey. Which of us is on the phone with him here?” asked Sierra.

“Yeah, callin’ my girl twice on the weekend isn’t weird,” said Drew.

“Knew that was coming,” muttered Alex.

“Oh, fuck off,” Sierra told Drew—or perhaps both of them. Alex didn’t mind. “Speakin’ of which, yeah, I asked about your whale. Tribal elder types know about him from old stories, and I mean old. Tradition says orcas are normally protectors, but that guy’s a dick.”

“Okay, if you know about him, should he be hanging in a museum?”

“They figured if he’s not staying buried in the Sound, let the colonizers deal with him. And you did,” she teased. “Good job, sport.”

“Whatever. Forget the fish. I called because Drew should know, and because I thought this might fit your skill set. Lorelei has experience and I’ve got ideas, but you’re the modern-era skullduggery expert.”

“Skulldug—?” Sierra paused. “Yeah. Okay. Good label. I’m into it. Fine, then: he’s your dad. What are you thinking?”

“I dunno, we go check out his home and his job?” Alex guessed. “Is that just a TV detective trope?”

“Only ‘cause it works. If that’s the lead you’ve got, take it. The bullshit part of TV is cops with unlimited time and resources working one case at a time. That, and making every case personal, but this is personal for you.

“Also, yeah, don’t go to the cops,” Sierra went on. “They’ll be useless unless they’re already looking for him, and then you’d have a different problem. Either they respect his rights and they don’t bust down his door and look through his stuff, which doesn’t help you, or they do bust down his door and then you’re dealing with fucked-up cops.”

“Okay, so I go bust down his door instead?”

“Maybe with a pick or magic instead of a boot if you wanna be polite, but yeah. You’re his kid. It’s his fault for ghosting you like this.”

“So when do we leave?” Drew sounded closer, perhaps sitting beside Sierra now. “We getting the crew together first, or meeting there?”

“Drew, listen,” said Alex. “Lorelei and Rachel say this is probably mundane nonsense. It fits a couple of Dave’s patterns. Also, the spookies don’t normally go after side targets—but the main word there is ‘normally.’ Lorelei doesn’t know much about the nightlife in Vegas, either.”

“Right, so if it is spooky shit, you want everyone together.”

“If this is spooky shit and someone’s coming after family, we need to watch everyone else.”

“Damn,” said Drew. “Yeah. We already had that one close call with my mom and the stupid furniture cult.”

“Rachel says my mom is covered. I assume that applies to Leticia and your sister, too, and it’s not like we’d ever know the difference with Rachel’s crowd. Bad things happen to good people, y’know? If this is something nasty, I’d rather help be close by than have everyone off in another state.”

“Yeah. Alright. So it’s you three, then? What about the witches? They’d probably be better at the detective shit. In fact, I know they are.”

“That’s the same situation. Onyx has local family. If there’s trouble here, I’d rather they be nearby to help. We need to figure out plans and then make calls. Once we see what’s up in Vegas, I’ll call around again.”

“Don’t fly,” said Sierra. “You don’t want to be on a plane if someone’s gunning for you and they’ve got real pull. Even if they wouldn’t do anything to a whole plane full of people, flying still puts you on a restricted, predictable schedule.”

“Huh. I wondered if flying was safe, but then that felt paranoid,” said Alex.

“Paranoia’s the standard until you figure this out. Use it. Anyway, you don’t wanna go unarmed, right? Unless you’ve got some way around the TSA? I wouldn’t risk checking that shit in a bag.”

“Yeah, that was on my mind, too.” The enchantments Onyx and Molly put on his gladius made concealment within a jacket viable, but he’d only needed that against human eyes and inspection. His other weapons didn’t have that same benefit. It seemed better to avoid the hurdle entirely.

New light spread through the living room with Rachel’s arrival through the balcony window. Her mortal outfit was gone, replaced by another angelic white dress. She also wore a frown that heralded something less than great news. “Okay. I’ve gotta go. Thanks for your help. I’ll stay in touch.” Alex ended the call.

“Nobody knows shit so far.” Rachel walked through the coffee table before slumping sideways beside him. She rested one elbow on the back of the couch to twirl her hand in the air with frustration. “City’s still at an all-time low of demons and spooky fuckheads, so nobody has anything to go on locally. My boss hasn’t heard shit about shit. Javier said he’d ask around with the local guardians for connections to Dave, ‘cause the guy did live here for all those years, but it’s been a whole decade. I wouldn’t get my hopes up.”

“Did you get in trouble for what you told me?”

“Ehhrrnh.” She rolled her eyes. “I got some off-the-cuff ‘maybe don’t do that’ and a frown. Gentle critical feedback, I guess? Javier didn’t like it, but he understood. No pissyfits.”

“Has he still got a crush on you?” asked Alex.

“Presumably. I am pretty fuckin’ great. I don’t think it’s clouding his judgment, though. We’re not like that.”

“Uh-huh. I’m still okay with it.”

“I know. We don’t have to talk it out again. Means a lot, but I’m happy being exclusive to you two sluts.” The poke gave them both the small grin she intended, but she saw more beneath it. “That stuff is wrapped up in all your feelings, too.”

“Yeah. It is.”

“You’re back.” Lorelei emerged from the hallway to the bedrooms and their small office. “Anything?”

“Buttkiss,” said Rachel.

Lorelei paused. “I think the word is bupkis.”

“Oh. That makes sense. I figured the split definitions of suck-up flattery and the actual fun stuff was enough without a third meaning.”

“The literal meaning tends to draw other words.”

“As long as we keep doing it,” said Rachel. “Anyway, nothing. No word.”

“Nothing online regarding Las Vegas stands out to me, though I could search for hours.” Lorelei took the other side of the couch. “I’ve only been there a few times, and my interests always focused on mortals. The city has its demons, but I’m not aware of any particularly strong interests there.”

“Really? Not what I expected,” said Alex.

“Oh, we could find demons,” said Lorelei. “I know for certain that Vegas holds a fitting room and other activity, but ‘Sin City’ is more marketing and mortal image than infernal corruption. What did Sierra and Drew have to say?”

“Drew’s shocked and pissed like I am,” said Alex. “Sierra mostly validated our ideas. She said we shouldn’t take a plane in case this is a trap.”

“We were talking about the other part of this. The us part,” Rachel clarified.

“We should,” said Lorelei. “You should. Talking is one of your healthier habits.”

“Yeah, but Dave is missing and his family is worried. If he’s in trouble, that’s a ticking clock and we’re already days into it. I feel like every minute is…” Alex waved an empty hand. “Do we have time for my dumb feelings?”

“They are not dumb. You know this,” Lorelei replied.

“You could suck it all up and dramapants your way through this for hours or days while we’re walking on eggshells until you finally hit some blowup,” said Rachel. “Just explode like a backed-up toilet spewing someone else’s bullshit everywhere.”

“Thank you for that image, love,” said Lorelei.

It got a snort from Alex. “This is someone else’s bullshit, isn’t it? Mostly.”

“I mean…” Rachel rolled her eyes. “Kids blame themselves for divorce, but everyone knows that’s never the issue. You always knew that.”

“I am literally the one who caught and exposed him,” said Alex.

“And you know it was the right thing to do,” said Lorelei.

“You knew it then, too. His lying mouth and rampant dick were the problem, not you or Michelle. You know it more now.” Rachel settled her hand on his shoulder in idle, gentle affection. “Still feeling it, though.”

“Less about him,” said Alex. “I don’t think about him much. Less than ever, since you two happened. Maybe I should, but I don’t. I’m better off without him. I always knew that.”

“Then you do not hope for some reconciliation,” said Lorelei. “Do you feel obligation to him as your father, regardless of that?”

“Not him. It’s Lucy and Chris and Kaitlin, and… whoever else, possibly.”

“Oh, you don’t need to justify,” said Lorelei. “You have gone to dangerous lengths to help strangers, sometimes without being asked. Your siblings are no less worthy. And if this is about us, we must know. I only wonder where your heart and your thoughts are.”

“I’m not crying over Dave, if that’s what you mean,” said Alex. “I’m mad at him. About him. Fuckin’ furious. But I feel like I’m mostly over it, too.”

“Maybe you are,” said Rachel. “It’s the kind of shit you’ve gotta keep getting over. Repeatedly.”

“Yeah.” His eyes fell to the table, searching for words.

They waited. It took only a moment, though that felt longer for Alex.

“It is still such a thrill to sit between you both. I’m blown away all the time. It’s more than the crazy horny stuff. More than the magic and the existential nonsense. If you were regular mortals and we didn’t have the supernatural sex life, I’d still be amazed.

“I have all this, and two other serious girlfriends, and...” He waved at the window. “We find other women to play with, too. Together or on my own. Just the way we live. The succubus curse keeps me extra-horny, but that’s not the whole story, is it? Some of this is me. Maybe most of it. Normally it’s fun... right up until I wonder where it came from. Then it seems gross.”

“Babe, I can’t tell where you inherited your libido or your plumbing, but that’s irrelevant,” said Rachel. “The stuff a person is born with is still a roll of the dice, and the result is still you, not him or your mom or anyone else. You get to own that. I love my thirsty slut boyfriend.”

“As do I,” said Lorelei. “So do Onyx and Molly. You have been honest at every turn. You have only given every partner a good time.”

“Okay, but… what Mom said keeps replaying in my head. How she felt like she was never enough. That still hurts her.”

“You never considered polyamory before we came together,” said Lorelei, “let alone cheating. Promiscuity is something we have all embraced—joyfully. Your father clearly sowed harm at a younger age. You have not followed his path.”

“Not for lack of interest in girls,” said Alex. “Maybe he was just more successful. Everyone talked about how good looking he was. Charming. All that.”

“Yeah, and he was a self-centered, dishonest douchenozzle with it,” said Rachel.

“Alex, take it from someone who has been the other woman professionally,” said Lorelei. “Your good fortune and ‘success’ is nothing like the desires of this man. You have lied to no one. You care for every partner. You take responsibility for your actions. All else is play—mutual play. There are reasons you get to share this life of lust and joy with us.” An edge of anger crept into her soft assurances. “I want this man to see the difference between his selfish schemes and your success. Let him choke on it.”

“Fuck yeah,” Rachel agreed.

Somehow, their hands had found their way into his. Alex bit his lip. “I should not be turned on by this conversation.”

“Yeah, you should. Angry fucking is awesome fucking,” said Rachel.

“And delicious,” echoed Lorelei.

“No. No,” Alex laughed. “I couldn’t turn the rest of my brain off for it. Not now. Ticking clock. I’m sorry.”

“It will keep.” Lorelei threw a subtle wink to Rachel.

“I’m also not sure how meeting everyone will go over. Normally I’m happy to tell the world, but given the circumstances, what do I say? ‘Hi, I’m Alex, here to find our serial cheater dad, and these are my two girlfriends? Full disclosure, two of four?’”

“Such is the burden of multiple lovers.” Lorelei smiled. “You’ll have to endure that pain.”

“I don’t want to make it weird for them.”

“Ah. Yes, the circumstances are an unfortunate complication. We’ll work it out.”

“Okay. Later. We’ve gotta get there first, right?” asked Alex. “If we’re not flying, that’s a sixteen-hour drive. We did it once when I was little. Barely remember it. And we don’t want to wind up in debt to a djinn again, so magic portals are out.”

“Rachel, you can fly there on your own, I assume?” asked Lorelei.

“Sure. It’s faster and easier if I’m flying to someone there, but I can also just travel with you.”

“I know an alternative route that may be best for Alex and I alone. It would be much faster than a flight. The path holds some risk, but we could minimize the danger if you would… indulge me.”

Alex listened. Rachel stared.

“You mean sex, don’t you? We’re back to sex.”

“Oh yes. I will not let some mystery or threat get in the way of enjoying my pet sluts.”

This time, they both stared.

“Holy fuck, that’s hot,” Rachel exhaled.

“You have all the best ways to say you love us,” said Alex.

“Right? Damn, I love the domme thing.”

“Then I suggest we pack,” said Lorelei.

“Yup. Packing.” Alex got up. “Wow. Yeah. Might need a minute for that. All the blood left my brain again.”

The phone rang before he went anywhere. The ringtone identified Onyx without need to look at the screen. “Hey,” Alex answered.

“Hey. We talked after your call,” said Onyx. “Neither of us had any bright magic ideas, but you mentioned how none of us know the Vegas nightlife. Molly thought of someone who might.”
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“Huh.”

“Huh?” asked Alex.

“Yeah. Huh.” Hector Kingston stared from the other side of the counter—his counter, built mostly of thick glass to display a variety of handguns. Dark eyes set in a dark brown face scanned Alex without a hint of what they sought. The shop’s proprietor projected casual confidence and strength, punctuated by a Jamaican accent to his deep voice. Short dreadlocks, a goatee, and an open Hawaiian shirt over a plain tee and jewelry added to the image.

Dark wood paneling and faint incense gave the shop character, too. The place lacked the posters and logos Alex expected of a gun store. After waiting out the previous customers, it also lacked onlookers. The counter hosted only Alex, his companions, and Hector—whose skills and merchandise went beyond those of the average gun dealer.

“Kinda blatant with the aura-reading, aren’t you?” Onyx scaled her dark ensemble down for warmer weather, but her ankle-length skirt and top were as black as her usual wardrobe.

“Should I hide it?” Hector still watched Alex.

“Most people think that’s polite,” said Onyx.

“Polite, maybe, but blatant is at least honest.”

“You know us.” Molly took to summer easier than Onyx, trading her dark jeans for dark shorts that had all of Alex’s attention until they got here. She’d always been more comfortable with Hector than Onyx was, too. “Aren’t we cool?”

“We are, sure.” Hector turned to the counter along the wall behind him, opening a drawer from a richly-stained wooden library card catalog. Alex didn’t see what he withdrew until Hector raised his hand to blow a grey cloud of dust at him.

“Whoa, what—?” Alex stepped back. Nothing in Hector’s body language warned of a real attack. The cloud seemed harmless, though some of the dust caught on his shirt—heavy dust, mixing gunmetal grey with jagged white.

“Hey,” Molly protested. “You didn’t give our other friends this kind of shit.”

“That’s why you didn’t expect it now.” Hector nodded to Alex. “Powdered iron and salt, man. Harmless. Brush it off.”

“If it’s harmless, what’s the…?” Alex stopped. “It’s to shut down any magic.”

“Or curses or illusions. Good for cutting puppet strings. If you’ve got ‘em, I’m doin’ you a favor.” Hector folded his arms and looked Alex over again. “I don’t know you. I know the company you keep. Some’s good,” he said, nodding to Onyx and Molly. “They tell me your other company is cool, but I don’t take anything for granted. You know the demon lady. I don’t, so a demon’s a demon.”

“You’ll notice we didn’t bring her,” said Onyx. “Even though she’s cool.”

“I know you say so. Ain’t nothin’ against you.” Hector watched Alex brush the dust from his chest. His eyes narrowed. “And your guy’s got somethin’ in him too deep for salt and iron.”

“Okay, yeah.” Alex caught on. “You got me. Technically it’s a curse. They know. It’s only on me and it doesn’t hurt anyone. Past that, it’s personal.”

Hector’s examination included a downward glance at his subject, and then his eyes rolled away. “A’ight. If you know and they know, it’s your lookout.”

“Is our word for Alex good now?” asked Onyx.

“His aura shows how he feels about you two,” said Hector. “You seem to know all about him and his situation, so yeah. We’re good.”

Molly frowned. “Hector, are you looking out for us?”

“Might be.”

“Why?” asked Onyx.

“Maybe I like some locals better than others.” His eyes narrowed curiously. “We been around a few blocks. Fought together. Molly’s chill. You ever gonna drop the side-eye, Onyx?”

“Plot twist: coming to you was her idea,” said Molly.

“We’re all chill,” said Onyx. “You’ve done right by us. Always been friendly, too. I know it.”

“Okay. So?” asked Hector. “It ain’t for something petty. I know you ain’t like that. So what’s the deal?”

“You told us once that you’re only altruistic when it doesn’t cost you,” said Onyx. “Said it right after you shot someone in front of us. You saved our necks by shooting him, but that helped you out, too. I feel like if I started calling you a good guy, you’d lose some respect for me.”

Hector stopped, stared… and then smiled broadly. “This is why I like you two.”

“Back at you.” She didn’t drop the side-eye, mainly because she was looking right at him.

He chuckled. “A’right. Back to before. Why you askin’ about Vegas?”

“I have to go there,” said Alex.

“People go to Vegas all the time. Kind of what that place runs on. Doesn’t mean you’ve gotta know the nightlife or its politics.”

Alex sighed. He gave up on being cagey with the guy who already didn’t trust him or his absent demon girlfriend. “My father is missing. It may be about us.”

“Is your pops in the night life?”

“I don’t know. We barely talk and I haven’t seen him in years, and that’s before I got wrapped up in the spooky stuff. Could be he’s in some ordinary mess from being a dumbass. If this is about the spooky stuff, I don’t want to go in completely ignorant.”

“…huh.”

“You said that already,” said Molly.

“Yeah. You all goin’?” asked Hector.

“No,” said Alex. “They’re staying. It’s just me and Lorelei. The demon lady.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Hector stared again, this time without the unsubtle scrutiny. He seemed to mull something over. “You flyin’?”

“No. We’ve been warned against that. Reasons.”

“You going soon?”

“Soon as today, hopefully.”

“Make you a deal,” said Hector. “I need somethin’ delivered in Vegas. It’s small. You take it for me, I’ll tell you what I know and hook you up with a local who knows more.”

“What kind of delivery?” asked Alex. Onyx and Molly seemed equally surprised.

“Ammo. I dunno if I’d call the client a Practitioner, but he knows enough magic to do a few things and he’s connected enough to know me. Don’t worry, it ain’t the kind of ammo to hurt anyone living,” Hector said to the trio of frowns. “Guy’s got a ghost problem. These bullets make ‘em go away for a bit. It’s not the sort of thing I send postal or FedEx. I’ve gotta get staff to play courier or do it myself, and that’s a pain. You take it to the client, he tells you about his town. Knows more than I would. And if your problem is a nightlife thing, maybe he gets a warning of trouble.”

“What’s the rest?” asked Onyx. “Who is this guy and why is he haunted?”

“Confidential,” said Hector. “He’s a client. No details unless we have a deal. I’m already tellin’ you more than I’d like.”

“Is that because you can guess what kind of deal we’d be okay with?” asked Molly. “And what we wouldn’t?”

“Probably. I sell weapons and ammo, magic and not. Maybe I run a better background check on most buyers than the feds, but I’m still sellin’ weapons. Can’t guarantee what a customer does with it or where it goes from there.”

“It’s good to know you’re picky about customers,” said Onyx.

“If someone wants to buy a gun for murder, they’re gonna find it somewhere. Doesn’t mean I’ve gotta be the one to sell it to ‘em. My customer ain’t like the Brotherhood or the Light. That’s what I can say.”

“How complicated does this delivery get?” asked Alex. “Does this guy live out in the sticks? Do I have to solve riddles to find him? Climb a tower?”

“He’s in the city. Gets DoorDash like everyone else.”

“It’s small?”

“Couple boxes, like on the shelf there.” Hector nodded to his stock of ordinary ammunition.

“And he knows it’s coming?”

“Yeah.” Hector frowned. “Guy wants his bullets and I want them delivered. No catch. Why would we set the delivery guy up for some bullshit?”

“Because it’s not a side quest without some kind of bullshit.” Alex shrugged. “Okay. Deal. I’ll get it done.”

“One second.” Hector disappeared through the door behind his counter, revealing only a glimpse of the workshop and its ordinary tools on the way.

“I can think of good reasons ghosts might haunt someone,” said Onyx. “And bad.”

“Did I jump too soon?” asked Alex.

“Hector’s never done us wrong. In fact, he’s been there for us more than once.”

“Onyx doesn’t want to assume too much, and she’s right,” said Molly. “We don’t know him well. But he likes us, and I think that’s enough for him. He wouldn’t blow all that up just to get some gig delivery off his to-do list.”

The workshop door swung open for Hector, laden with two simple brown cardboard boxes in one hand and a computer tablet in the other. He set them all on the counter and started tapping on the tablet. “Shells are 12-gauge, but the load is mostly the same powder I blew on you. Mostly. Still wouldn’t want to get hit with it. Quieter, too. The pump action makes more noise.”

“What’s it do to the ghosts?” asked Alex.

“Poof.” Hector raised a fist and opened it for a visual. “For a night or two, anyway. Depends on the ghost. Won’t keep ‘em away forever.”

“And it’s more than one ghost?” asked Molly. “Is this a lot of bullets for the problem, or not enough?”

“Safety net. Customer’s been relyin’ on wards and home defenses. Wants the bullets in case something goes wrong.”

“So they won’t solve the problem. How long has this been going on?” asked Alex.

“About a month. Customer’s tryin’ to deal with it their way. Ain’t my business. You want to know more, ask when you get there. Also, the customer’s a she, and more of a Practitioner than I said. Wanted to maintain confidentiality until you agreed.” Hector glanced casually at Onyx. “Didn’t know if you’d catch me.”

“I took some level of dodgy for granted,” said Onyx.

On the tablet, Hector called up a simple map of Las Vegas. He looked it over once before turning the tablet to orient it for his guests. “You ever been there before?”

“Couple times as a little kid,” said Alex.

“Okay.” Hector’s finger hovered beyond the outskirts of the city. “Desert on the west side is haunted. Fuckin’ shadow people, all around here, stopping outside Red Rock—that part’s safe.” He pointed to the state park that marked the canyon. “East and south of Lake Mead can be creepy, too, but it’s a natural kinda creepy. Like the wildlife don’t want more neighbors. With the way the city’s growin’, I dunno if they get a say in it.

“City’s got the usual nightlife: vampires, couple packs of werewolves, couple local urban myths that might be real. Ghosts too, obviously. I know there are a few Practitioner circles and some solo types. You’ll get better gossip by making the delivery. The djinn keep to themselves. Couldn’t tell you which faction is biggest and baddest or if anyone’s in charge. Far as I know, everyone minds their sides of the street. The customer knows more.”

“You have a lot of experience with Vegas?” asked Molly.

“Only a couple trips, and I’ve talked to people. That’s why a local is a better source than me.” Hector expanded the map on the screen. “You know the Strip? Don’t fuck around on the Strip. That’s the engine for this city. None of the nightlife want anyone fucking that up. You can go there and do your thing as long as you don’t make a mess—no bodies, no scary shit, no stunts, or everyone will come down on you.

“Downtown’s got casinos and tourism, too. That’s where the monsters roam. That, and other parts. The casinos are the engine, but it’s still a whole city. It’s got neighborhoods and history like anywhere else. That’s where you want to talk to a local.”

“Okay,” said Alex. “Who is this customer and where do I find her?”
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Buildings on the north end of Seattle mostly held to two or three stories, except for a few apartments. The neighborhood around Hector’s gun shop was no exception. Turning one corner brought the trio to a quiet side street of homes, evergreens, and parked cars. Onyx walked with Alex’s hand in hers. Molly had no problem with that; in fact, she was the one who dropped the hint to him.

Amid the thrills and absurd fortune of his love life, nothing drove his sense of gratitude deeper than that kind of support. His lovers appreciated one another. They all encouraged one another in the shared romantic fiasco. They enjoyed the fiasco aspect of it, too.

Crucially, that acceptance allowed a lot of honesty, even in the negative.

“I feel like we should offer to go with you,” said Onyx, “but I do not want to go to Las Vegas in fucking July.”

“Right?” Molly snorted. “Who does that?”

“You grew up in Arizona,” said Onyx.

“Yeah, and I can take the heat, but it’s not my first choice. I live here now.”

Onyx squeezed his hand. “Just saying. LA was bad enough.”

“I know,” said Alex. “It’s more important to have you here in case something else happens. If we need you, we’ll call. That’s okay?”

“You know it is. We’ve got family, too, and your friends are our friends. If this is some spooky bullshit targeting you, that makes it everyone’s business.”

“Also, we’ve got nothing better to do.” Molly stopped at her car, parked along the side-street under the blessed shade of a tall tree. The Civic was dark and new, bought with money from a consulting job they no longer had.

“She means taking care of people is our highest priority.” Onyx poked Molly and turned back to Alex. “Our Practice has always been about that. Ideally, it’s supposed to be a softer approach than all the action nonsense we’ve gotten into, but still. When the world’s shitty, the first and best thing you can do is take care of the people around you. That’s the deal. And we’ll be okay with the other stuff, too.”

“Other stuff? Oh, you mean dropping the FBI gig?” Alex raised an eyebrow with a glance to Molly.

“So far it’s just a hole in our income.” Molly shrugged, but held a grin. “We’re still riding on our cut from the megayacht loot. It’s fine. If we need help, we’ll ask.”

“We’re not worried,” said Onyx. “I’ll even put on sunscreen and run to Vegas if it’s necessary. I just hope it isn’t.”

“Me, too,” said Alex.

“Made you something for that, by the way.” Molly opened the car to pull out a transparent sports bottle. “Drink this when you get there, or a little before. It’ll help you adjust to the heat. Works all day. If you need more, I’ll text instructions. Easy stuff.”

Alex unscrewed the cap. He saw leaves, seeds, and lemon peel at the top. It had a nice scent. “Thank you. Is this nutrition or magic?”

“Little of both. You’ll hold up as well as the other desert critters. Nothing unnatural except for how long it lasts. Bonus: it’s cheap. Just gotta drink the whole thing.”

He looked from Molly to Onyx. “You can make this cheaply, but summer sun is still a drag?”

“Oh, we’re using it,” said Onyx. “Doesn’t change how the sunshine clashes with my whole identity.”

“Thank you. For this, and the help with Hector, and… everything. I don’t know how to thank you enough. I never know.”

“Yeah, you do,” Molly taunted. With Onyx leaning on the car and Alex facing her, Molly got in closer. “You do it all the time.”

“You come to our rescue as often as we come to yours,” said Onyx. “You also bare your soul for us at every opportunity. We know your phone password. You’ve done our yardwork and laundry and watched my period-piece movies without correcting stuff.”

“And watched my sick critters while we’re away,” said Molly. “And you mind our boundaries.”

“Always,” Onyx agreed. She tugged on his shirt. “There’s also the mind-blowing sex. You’re even good with us hooking up with your super-hot girlfriend.”

That made Alex glance to Molly, who raised her eyebrow just like he did. “Us?” he asked.

“Hypothetical topic for later,” said Onyx. “Point being, of course, we’re here for you. I can see the emotions swirling in your aura and I can guess what they’re about. We’re good. We’re so much better than good.”

“Is all that stuff enough?” asked Alex.

“Yes. We’re happy and we’re in love with you. Both of us,” said Onyx.

“You’re our boyfriend.” Molly hooked a finger around one of her girlfriend’s to make a different point. “We’re life-partners. It’s not the same and it doesn’t have to be. You’ve got yours and that’s awesome, too. I think that makes this work for all of us.”

“Also the mind-blowing sex,” Onyx said with grave seriousness. “Big feature.”

His brow furrowed. “You’re not usually the one who, um…”

“She’s waiting on us over there.” Onyx tilted her eyes to the next tree along the lane. “Lorelei, you can join us. It’s fine.”

Lorelei stepped out from behind the tree, clearly relying more on magic than its thin trunk for concealment until called out. Her appearance surprised Alex and Molly, giving the latter a new grin. “My errand took less time than I expected. Hello, Molly,” she said, stopping at her side.

“Hey,” said Molly. They covered their intimate electricity with cool body language and understated grins. Any passing stranger would still notice it in a heartbeat.

“Eavesdropping was not my intent,” Lorelei told Onyx. “I couldn’t overhear. I respect your privacy as much as I can.”

“I know.” Onyx nodded to Alex with a small grin. “Can’t help picking up signals from him, right?”

“I revel in his desires and the pleasures he shares with others. We’ve discussed it before.”

“Many times,” said Onyx.

“Has that begun to trouble you?” Lorelei asked as if she knew the answer.

“Nope. Only making another point for him.” Onyx poked Alex. “We’re more than fine with it. And everything Rachel sees and hears, too.”

“Fuckin’ well better be,” Rachel put in without showing herself. “Fact of life here.”

“Hi, Rachel,” Molly and Onyx said together.

“S’up, witches. Don’t let me interrupt.”

“I’ll confess that this conversation I could not hear has been distinctly pleasant,” said Lorelei. “And invigorating. What of Hector? Was he helpful?”

“Yeah,” said Alex. “He gave us some basics and asked us to take something to a local who can tell us more. I’ll catch you up. We should get on it, though,” he told the witches. “I don’t want to leave, but… the longer we talk, the harder that gets.”

“Heh. Harder,” snorted an unseen angel.

“Oh my god.” Onyx winced, laughing, and then pulled Alex in for a slow, soft kiss. Her mouth lingered against his. So did her body. “Yeah. Harder.”

“Sorry. Take it out on Molly.”

“Oh, I’m gonna.” Onyx passed him off to her other lover. The aggressive hug and smooch Molly planted on Alex in her wake kept Onyx smiling, but then she faced Lorelei and her single raised brow of curiosity.

“I didn’t hear words,” Lorelei said quietly, “but something you said provoked one of Alex’s rather specific fantasies.”

“It’s a fantasy for him, then?”

“We’ve both teased. It’s hardly a secret, let alone a threat to him… or to Molly.”

“Yeah. I’ve been thinking about it. I trust you. I trust everyone. We’ve played around before. All those bonds with Alex mean we’re already pretty intimate.”

“Yes, though that intimacy is rather one-sided.”

“Right. So at that point, it seems silly to worry. Like leaving money on the table, but way better.”

“It is,” Lorelei agreed patiently. “I would never pressure you. My offer stands.”

“I know. Kind of a thrill.” Onyx bit her lip. “Maybe I’m open to persuasion.”

Lorelei stepped close, raising pulse and heartbeat and breath like Onyx knew she would. One confident, all-too-smooth hand brushed a curly black lock of hair from Onyx’s face, and then Lorelei kissed her. Their lips opened. Lorelei’s tongue caressed and probed deeply. Onyx lost all sense of her legs, but she stood steady while she felt Lorelei’s chest against hers and the kiss continued. Lorelei’s hand slid around her waist and down her hip for an added thrill, yet Onyx didn’t realize how closely they embraced until the kiss ended. Their foreheads touched.

“You are the most cherished of friends, Onyx,” said Lorelei. “All the pleasures I have to offer are yours for the taking. None of our romances would suffer for it. We would all benefit.”

“Y-y-yeah,” Onyx stammered, feeling damn good already. Her eyes fluttered open. “Slow?”

“I think that’s how you would enjoy it best.”

“Thank you.”

“I am just as grateful.” Lorelei held Onyx by both hands until the younger woman steadied. Then her eyes and her sly smile turned to Molly, only now parting from her brief makeout with Alex. “Another time,” said Lorelei.

“Promise?” said Molly, also rocky with arousal like her partner but less shaken—until Lorelei pulled her close.

“Absolutely.” Lorelei kissed Molly with an easy aggression built up through repeated flings and clear invitations. She wrapped Molly in a lustful embrace, fingertips slowly dragging down her back and all the way to her ass. Molly inhaled sharply and kissed back. A whimper escaped her throat.

Alex had his arm around Onyx again by the time they both noticed Lorelei’s tail wrapped up Molly’s thigh. They couldn’t see the spade tip, but a stroking motion between Molly’s legs made its presence clear. Lorelei released her before things went any farther.

“Holy shit,” Onyx all but groaned. She tugged Molly away. “Okay. Home. If we’re not settling this here, we’re going home. Now.”

“Right. Yeah.” She mumbled another grinning “bye” to Alex before her starry eyes turned back to Onyx. “Oh my god, I love you. Can we have sex?”

“That’s what I’m saying.” Onyx tugged the car door open. “Get in. Home. Now.”

Molly blinked. “Oh hell, can I drive this turned on?”

She could. They pulled away without trouble, leaving Alex, Lorelei, and an angel who finally let her lovers see. “Hey, witches,” Rachel said in a facsimile of Lorelei’s sultry tones, “what if we made our own private sex cult, except we skip the cult and just have all the sex?”

“You mock, yet you fully approve,” said Lorelei, watching the others drive away.

“Fuck yeah. I wanna watch every minute and then jump in when they’re finished,” said Rachel. “Still silly. And horny. It can be both.”

“So, um. Speaking of,” said Alex. “I’m not complaining, but… I keep saying we don’t have time, and then the turn-ons keep coming anyway.”

“And you’re not complaining,” said Rachel.

He shook his head. “Nope. Still a thing. You both know, though. Full disclosure.”

“Aw. I love your technically-not-an-addiction problem, babe.”

“Yeah, you both already know,” he sighed. They always knew. “I’m saying maybe we should get moving before we get really distracted. How do we do this?”

“Magic,” said Lorelei. “I know an infernal path seldom used and clear from the Pit. Rachel and I will keep you safe. Opening the path will require a significant use of my power.” Lorelei slid a hand under his shirt and up his chest. “Your arousal is a good start, but I will need more from you, love. Much more.”

“Oh good,” said Alex, simultaneously relieved and turned on even more.

“Hhhhuh,” Rachel trembled. “Any other way I can help?”

Lorelei grinned to her. “All part of my plan.”
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TRUST


“We call them the Low Roads,” Lorelei began.

“Aw, fuck,” Rachel sighed from the back seat. “I thought that might be your plan.”

Lorelei expected and accepted Rachel’s complaint. “They lie underground, beyond the notice of Heaven, and in fact below this plane of existence… though much closer to Earth than the Pit.”

“Still takes you closer to Hell than if you stayed on Earth,” said Rachel. “Jump down any ordinary hole and you’re still in the same world. The fuckin’ Mariana Trench is closer to home than one step down a Low Road.”

“True,” said Lorelei. “But it is not the Pit.”

Sitting in the front passenger seat, Alex looked from one lover to the other while Lorelei drove. Her route brought them to downtown, but then turned east toward Pill Hill—officially First Hill, though the hospitals were more relevant to most people than neighborhood history. “Is this the kind of road you drive, or walk?”

“One walks,” said Lorelei. “They are older than most other options. Time and distance flow differently along the Low Roads. An hour’s walk can take a traveler thousands of miles across the world, where only fifteen minutes have passed on the surface. Sometimes less.”

“Imagine if Hell upgraded it into a fuckin’ subway,” said Rachel. “Probably can’t get through all the NIMBY bullshit, though, same as up here.”

Alex frowned. “Should we maybe talk this out before we decide anything?”

“We are talking. And listening. All of us,” said Rachel.

“It’s an option,” said Lorelei. “We don’t have to take it. If we had a better path, I would not suggest this one. Conventional travel methods present trade-offs we’d rather avoid.”

“So does this shit.”

“If it is unacceptable, our bags are in the trunk. I will turn back to the freeway and the airport, or drive onward to Vegas without complaint.”

“I know, I know,” Rachel sighed again.

“Do you trust me?”

“With my life,” Alex answered as always.

Lorelei pursed her lips. “I’m asking Rachel.”

“More than anyone.” Rachel folded her arms and glanced out the window. “Both of you. And I don’t mean to sound all bitchy about it. You’re everything to me.”

Her lovers didn’t reply. Alex watched. Lorelei drove. They knew when Rachel had more to say.

“Feels like that should be a closer call, being an angel and all. And I do trust a whole lot of angels. Most angels. Even some of the asshats. Some of them are everything you’d want in an angel. They’re not you. Either of you.”

“I would say, ‘Likewise’ to trusting you above all others,” said Lorelei. “Our experiences have never been the same. This is a different matter for you. I know it.” She raised her right hand into the space between the front seats and the back.

Rachel took it—briefly, but long enough to draw Alex into the gesture. They held together for only a moment. It meant much more than that.

“You’re everything to me, too,” said Alex.

“We know,” said Rachel. “And Onyx, and Molly⁠—”

He winced. “Yeah, fine.”

“—and your platonic non-hookup friends and family. And your casual hook-ups.”

“No caveats needed, love.” Lorelei smiled.

“I trust your judgment, too,” said Rachel. “It’s not only about loyalty. You’re smart. I know you’ve already thought this shit through and you’re probably right. It’s still shitty.”

“I hope to make it much less than that,” said Lorelei. “We haven’t spoken on this much. How well do you know the Low Roads?”

“Not much more than you told me in the autumn, when I was putting my foot up every demon asshole I could find. I caught a few around here, either slipping into the city or fucking off to safety once they’d been made. Mostly little shits. The big hitters bounced early or didn’t get caught.”

“I used the Low Roads for millennia,” said Lorelei. “We all did. Modern transportation offers other benefits, but that is a recent development. Obviously, I bring this up because I know a direct route from here to Las Vegas. The gate is nearby. We could be there within an hours’ walk to our experience, yet mere minutes for the waking world.”

“Wait, these things are older than dirt, but we’ve got a straight shot from Seattle to Vegas?” asked Alex. “Neither city has been around all that long. Were the Native people linked somehow?”

“Not as such.” Lorelei smiled. “The Roads as a practice and a path developed before mortal history, but many have been established since then. The Road between here and Las Vegas is not yet a century old. It was blazed by servants of Mammon to facilitate temptations and schemes of wealth as Vegas began to draw gamblers.”

“You’ve only mentioned this in passing before. Is it more ‘man was not meant to know’ stuff?” asked Alex.

“Meh. Not really. Wasn’t relevant,” said Rachel.

“We’ve only traveled a little together,” said Lorelei. “The Roads were neither useful nor preferred. Also, I know only so many gates and their destinations. The Pit doesn’t share information freely. Demons have no internet or public libraries. One learns through experience and word of mouth, and those mouths often demand a price. I learned of this one in a trade of knowledge with other demons before coming to Seattle.”

“How dangerous is this?”

“I’ve never encountered another demon once embarked upon a Low Road. I’ve heard of encounters at intersections, but those tales are dubious. That distortion of time and space keeps travelers apart. In my experience, they are places of true solitude. Transit is more or less safe⁠—”

“More or less,” Rachel broke in.

“Without guarantees, yes,” said Lorelei. “I believe this side of the Road is safe. We’ll know when we investigate. The destination point is a restaurant on the west side of Las Vegas. I checked online and found it shut down over a year ago. The property is still unused, but also not available for sale or rent. It’s unlike Mammon and his agents to let any center of profit lie fallow, so to speak. I expect it is abandoned… though that’s a gamble.

“The other gamble would be you, Rachel. I know mortals can travel the Low Roads unharmed if they have a guide. I’ve never heard of an angel making use of them.”

“Neither have I, really,” said Rachel. “Nothing more than a peek. I’ve heard of angels chasing demons into a gate, but if they get more than a step inside, the fuckers are already gone. Nobody’s been dumb enough to push deeper as far as I know.

“It’s not Hell, but it is closer. Not all my abilities felt right in our little dip into Baal’s front yard. I’ve got no idea if I can hide myself there like I can in the mortal world. My bright divine ass might blaze like a big old fuckin’ beacon.”

“We would reach Las Vegas in minutes if you stayed on this side,” said Lorelei. “Once Alex is there, you could fly to him swiftly.”

“I could, but fuck that. You might run into a pack of shitheads on the other side, or something you don’t expect on the way. If you’re going, I’m going.”

“If.” Lorelei glanced to Alex. “Are you comfortable with this?”

“Comfortable is the wrong word, but I trust both of you.” Then he frowned and nodded to the streets ahead. “Are we gonna leave the car here?”

“We have plenty of friends with keys to the house. If we’re gone longer than a couple days, we can ask them to retrieve the car.”

“What’s with the left turns, then?” The side streets took them away from the hospitals into a neighborhood of tall, mostly older homes. Robust trees in summer added to the nice setting. “Have you been driving around to give us time to talk?”

“No. Gates into the Low Roads can move slightly to match changes in the mortal world. I have a good idea of where to find this one, but we may need to search a bit. The greater challenge is the search for parking.”

She wasn’t wrong. Alex and his mother joked that moving to some of the hill neighborhoods in Seattle was a great way to avoid visitors because parking was impossible. Patience won them a safe spot along some condominiums only a brief walk back to the older, upscale homes that Lorelei sought. She and Alex packed light, each needing only a gym bag.

They didn’t walk long before Alex noticed the close body language and frequent contact of Lorelei’s “low profile” enchantments. Any normal neighbor or passerby wouldn’t blink at the sight of them in search of some address or another. Lorelei’s stealth magic was meant to evade other witnesses—in case the Low Road was more active than Lorelei suspected.

“They told me this is—was—Millionaire’s Row.” Lorelei slowed and stared between craftsman houses once considered mansions. They still drew envy in the present. “Mammon’s agents usually have a type.”

“He’s the greed and gluttony guy, right?” asked Alex.

“None of ‘em are exclusively any one thing,” said Rachel. “More like they’ve got preferences. They’ll all grab whatever souls they can.”

“Poverty inspires far less greed than one might think,” said Lorelei. “In my experience, wealth is the most fertile ground for avarice. It’s those who have more that want more.” She stopped between two more homes, peering at greenery along wrought-iron fences and a modern utility easement. “There.” She turned to her lovers with a warning grin. “We’ll have to trespass.”

“Fuck. We’re spiraling into corruption already.” Rachel rolled her eyes. “Today it’s one little misdemeanor, by tomorrow we’re crack-addicted contract killers.”

“Perhaps one more misdemeanor before we escalate to felonies.” Lorelei’s sultry tone caught the notice of both her lovers. “Victimless, but… sinful to some.”

Rachel bit her lip. “Go on…”

Lorelei led them into the alley—if it could be called such with all the landscaping. Only one of the two homes showed occupancy. Fortunately, Lorelei hopped the wrought-iron fence to the other, where greenery and sparse windows along the side gave them more cover. Alex tossed his bag over the fence to Lorelei before grabbing the top iron rail. As soon as he had one foot on the fence to swing himself over, he felt Rachel’s hands on his ass.

He didn’t need the boost, but he didn’t mind. Having a super-strong girlfriend was pretty great, actually.

“I think the residents might be out.” Lorelei spoke softly and stayed close to keep Alex concealed, but her posture showed confidence. “Rachel? It might bring peace of mind.”

“Sure, why not?” Rachel ghosted through the iron fence, Alex and Lorelei, and then the dark brick wall. She floated upward as she disappeared into the home. A moment later, she fell out again from a higher point and settled back to earth. “Yeah, looks quiet. Nobody’s home.”

“That will make this more comfortable for all of us.”

“Where’s the gate?” asked Rachel.

“You passed through it,” said Lorelei. “A gate must be activated. This one is embedded in the wall… here.” She traced an arch in the air, indicating a spread large enough to drive a car through. The bricks showed no such outline, nor held any odd markings. Only simple dark paint covered the surface.

“How can you tell?” asked Alex.

“It stands out to my eyes. You’ll see it when it’s active.” She set her bag down by the wall. “For that, I could use your help. I have power enough to open it, but…” Lorelei stroked Alex under the chin with one finger. Her tail rose into view to do the same for Rachel, though she also favored the angel with an arm around her slender waist. “I could have more. Perhaps it would be wise to enter the Low Roads at the height of my power.”

“Hhhuh.” Rachel’s voice already wavered. Alex sympathized. “You mean that kind of sinful.”

“Did you expect anything else?”

“No. Hoped it wasn’t anything else.”

“I love you.” Lorelei looked from one to the other, touching them both. “Sex with me is always more than intimacy and fun. We play power games and kinks, but at every turn, I am using you—and you know it. You choose it, embrace it. You want to give this to me.”

“Hell yeah,” murmured Alex, trembling with rising arousal.

“Fuck yeah,” Rachel agreed.

“You are my prey,” she said to Alex. “I feed on your pleasures and desires. I drain your energy and your time… and you, our love, heal and revive him for more,” she told Rachel. “You share your own bond, your own romance, and yet that benefits me, too.” Lorelei kept stroking, her voice low with promise and desire. “It’s invasive and unfair, and you are both glad for it.”

“Yes,” said Alex.

Rachel nodded, staring at him, her breath heavy. “Yes.”

“You are vulnerable. Entranced. Seduced.”

“Works out for me,” Rachel murmured. “S’ too honest to be seduction.”

Lorelei grinned. She stepped around Rachel to loom in a near embrace, hands on her shoulders, licking her ear—while her eyes and smile beamed past Rachel at Alex. Her tail rose again, snaking up Rachel’s torso and between her breasts, until finally wrapping around her neck. Rachel shivered like it was another kiss. “You are mine,” Lorelei whispered with another lick.

“Yes.” Rachel’s eyes fluttered. Her voice cracked. “Yes.”

“And his?” Lorelei asked.

“Fuck yes.”

“Always?” She kept Rachel between them, whispering right at her ear, but Alex still had Lorelei’s gaze and her smile. “Even when he’s in my power? Even when his desires are at their basest?”

“Especially then. It’s fuckin’ awesome.” Enthralled or not, she looked directly at Alex when she said it. “You’re awesome.”

“Your love is pure and divine,” said Lorelei. “You love a demon and her mortal plaything… and you love the perversion of it, don’t you?”

“Yes,” Rachel admitted. Willingly. Eagerly.

“Do you want more of that, and more often?”

As if arousal had claimed her voice, Rachel silently nodded.

“Like now?” Lorelei slipped the straps of Rachel’s dress off her shoulders. Her fingers slid down her chest, dragging fabric along the way... and dragging their other lover’s eyes downward from their locked stare to Rachel’s bared, perfect breasts.

Alex wasn’t sure when he’d gotten in so close. Rachel tugged at his belt and the fasteners of his jeans like her hands had been there the whole time. The erection straining against his pants found thrilling relief when she tugged his boxer-briefs away. His thrills doubled as she wrapped her hand around his cock.

That angelic touch did more than soothe. He didn’t need healing, which meant all that energy only raised his own.

“Tell him, slut,” Lorelei said at Rachel’s ear.

“I love you.” Rachel stroked and tugged slowly, her blue eyes locked on his. “I love you and I’m your slut.”

“Show us.”

Rachel sank to her knees. Her gaze held. Another stroke angled his stiff length toward her face. Her lips descended and spread, taking at first only the head in a warning kiss and then advancing down his shaft. She still held his eyes.

Devoted lips and a welcoming tongue claimed more than his flesh. His vision narrowed. His breath shuddered. Alex watched her slide back and forth, shuddering with every stroke. Then Lorelei stepped closer behind Rachel, legs at her shoulders as if restricting her. Lorelei’s hands returned—at Rachel’s head rather than her shoulders, lightly but firmly pushing. Guiding. Taking control.

“She feels this, too,” Lorelei taunted, near enough to kiss Alex if she leaned only a little. “Magic ritual bonds. A succubus curse. True love. Shameless lust. So many naughty advantages.”

Rachel moaned again in agreement. And gratitude.

“Oh god.” Alex didn’t know how he could stand, let alone take this without bursting. He felt that way often. It was a good life.

He wanted this to go on forever, except he wanted something else even more. Something better for both of them, magic or no. Alex lifted her chin and withdrew, guiding her to her feet. He planted a shameless, loving kiss on her mouth while his hands went to the dress hanging from her hips. He pushed away the lace beneath her dress, too.

Lorelei helped with that. She also guided the scene toward the wall—and then slid her hands down Rachel’s ass to lift her up between herself and their mortal lover. Already surging and reveling in their lust, Lorelei had the strength to spare.

Alex barely thought once, let alone twice. He closed in with another kiss, hands coming to Rachel’s legs on instinct. She embraced him with every limb and welcomed his dick in a sharp cry. “Lover, yes! Nnf!”

Change and effort brought back a little more of his wits. Alex fucked her in slow thrusts until he understood Lorelei’s role. He let Rachel’s legs go, trusting Lorelei to hold her up while his touch roamed her body. Rachel moaned and writhed under his caress. She held one of his hands to her breasts. Gasping breath goaded him onward.

Behind her, Lorelei grinned. She held Rachel up in her lewd pose, helping Alex plunder her without inhibition. Unnoticed by either lover, Lorelei’s tail rose to her wrist. One corner of the spade-shaped tip took on a sharp edge, dragging deep enough to split skin. Blood seeped out to coat the tip. Lorelei swept her tail across the brick wall behind her to paint a red arc large enough to walk through. Her wound healed as soon as she had the blood she needed.

“We have little time, Alex,” Lorelei prodded him. “Ravish her. Finish her. She’s yours.”

“Yes. Nnf!” Rachel hooked one arm over his neck, slowing him for a brief catch of eye contact. “And her. Promise.”

“Promise.” It was all he could manage. Fucking her felt too good to interrupt with words.

Black veins spread downward through the arc of blood on the wall. Bricks cracked and split between the veins, crumbling into darkness. Alex and Rachel didn’t notice. They missed the slight breeze of gym bags being tugged past his legs, too. Alex kissed her fiercely. Rachel moaned into it and clung to him with need. Given Lorelei’s hold, her thighs around his hips allowed her only so much control, but she rocked and claimed as much of him as she could get.

Climax arrived in a rush and brought out one more unfair advantage born of magic. Not every finish became mutual, but when it hit hard, it could overwhelm them both. Barely past the edge of Alex’s orgasm, Rachel tensed and then succumbed to throbbing pleasure.

In the end, despite her healing touch, climax left them both shaking and weak. Alex held her with his eyes closed, but he sensed her grin beside his face. He knew she felt the same.

Subtle shifts of weight and balance guided Alex into laying Rachel onto her back. The hazy afterglow deflected any question of his surroundings, while warm stone and dim lighting seemed perfectly comfortable to her. Starry eyes and a broad smile under a halo held no complaint.

A familiar hand curled around his shoulder before he rose. “May I?”

“Yeah,” he huffed. The question of what she wanted didn’t even occur to him until Lorelei tugged and turned him onto his back on the warm stone. That put him right beside a still shaken Rachel, offset only enough to put his shoulder against her leg. His eyes turned upward.

Lorelei towered over them both, nude and stunning in full crimson demon visage. Black predatory stripes curved inward at her sides. Broad demon wings and horns seemed larger than they used to be. Her tail snaked down her own naked body in a tease of self-pleasure, drawing attention to her chest, and then her waist, and then lower.

Alex didn’t know where the long black gloves and thigh-high black boots came from. She hadn’t worn either on the way in here, but they matched the image perfectly. His heart pounded. His breath shook. She was painfully, aggressively beautiful. Powerful and glorious… no, Alex realized. Majestic.

He barely noticed their surroundings: a cave-like tunnel, scoured bare of dirt and dust, lit by glowing red veins through the rock. It shouldn’t have been enough light, but he could see fine.

“Now we have time.” Lorelei crouched over Alex, one foot outside either leg. She reached out to stroke Rachel from belly to thigh. The angel shivered and moaned. Lorelei’s eyes turned to Alex as her groin slid over his. Already damp with sex and sweat, his naked skin met hers with a rush of ecstasy. As if she flipped a switch, Lorelei turned his satisfaction from Rachel into a roaring need for more.

“The mortal world will not miss us as long as we stay where we are.” She held both her lovers prisoner on the ground with her touch and her image. “Time moves with us as we travel. It all but pauses while we remain here… and we need this.”

Lorelei tilted his cock into line and sank onto him, stealing his breath. Her eyes widened with delight. She rocked against him, feeling him inside her, taking full control. Taking all she wanted. “I didn’t know until now, but I hoped.”

They made love much more than daily. Sometimes it claimed most of a day, or a night… and yet Lorelei and Rachel could still bring him back to the rush of their first week together. This felt stronger somehow: not painful, but with a strain they usually only reached once well into a long tryst. He yearned to please her. Needed more of her. Sensation and desire pulled from muscle to soul toward every bit of his body that touched hers, especially to his groin and the grip of her flesh around his.

“You’re mine,” said Lorelei, claiming him. “Tell me.”

“Yours,” said Rachel.

“I’m yours,” Alex agreed. “Both of you.”

“And the rest,” Lorelei taunted, riding him and pleasing her. “Say it.”

His hands spread over her ass. Somewhere adrift in surrender and devotion, he found this, too: “You’re mine. Both of you.”

“Fuck yeah,” said Rachel. “You bitches are mine.”

Lorelei laid over Alex, her glorious chest crushing against his, but she tilted to the side. Then he understood their positions: she could ride him while planting a kiss between Rachel’s legs—a deep kiss. In no time, Rachel was gasping and shaking in orgasm against them.

When Alex reached climax, his mind clouded. His body shook, strained, and gave... and then, in the slow breaths of relief and release, he found his need growing again. He needed to give Lorelei more.

She smiled as she gave and took in return.
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“Hey, sluts. We gotta talk.” A dreamy mix of satisfaction and fatigue hung in Rachel’s voice, but her wits returned. Cuddling helped with that—even if it was naked on the floor of a cave. “This was a lot.”

“Yes. We should do it more often.” Lorelei reclined beside her lovers with all the same satisfaction and none of their weariness. “I hadn’t realized we could find our own private time bubble until we stepped inside.”

“We’ve gotta get moving, though.” Laid out on his back, Alex tilted his eyes from the glowing veins of the ceiling to Rachel and then Lorelei. “Part of me wants to stay here forever like this. I wouldn’t, but I wish we could.”

Lorelei smiled in triumph, though she sacrificed that smile to kiss Alex with all the favors of her body against his. “Thank you, love. It means much to hear.”

“Oh, same. Seriously,” Rachel said to Lorelei’s renewed smile. “But we’re not. So.”

“Another time?” Lorelei taunted. Rachel nodded with her eyes wide. Alex agreed. “Splendid. Then we move on for now.” She stood and stretched—and then the sight of her threatened to derail the whole notion of her lovers going anywhere.

It was Rachel’s first point. “Talk, though.” She found her dress and panties within reach and pulled them close. “You’re different here, Lorelei.”

“Oh?” She paused and turned with one eyebrow arched.

“Yeah. That. Right there.” Alex pointed at her. His finger still shook a bit, but he was recovering. “You’re, like…” He spread his hands in a pantomime of awe. “You’re a lot right now.”

“You’re on another level,” said Rachel. “Demon lord without the ick. Maybe an earthly goddess. You’re more powerful here. It’s not just the visuals. You’ve gotta feel it.”

“Yes,” Lorelei considered. “Tell me more.”

Alex and Rachel shared an eyeroll, but they stayed on topic. “This was hot and amazing and almost scary,” said Rachel.

“Almost?”

“You love us,” said Rachel. “I wasn’t worried. Boundaries are part of this for you, too. Maybe you dropped that ass over the line knowing we’d go crawling after it, but you didn’t go any farther. We knew it was okay.”

“And if I did?”

“You don’t want to,” said Alex. “I could feel that. I knew the edge was safe with you. Even if we went over the edge, I knew we’re safe.”

“I confess, I barely considered it,” said Lorelei. “I thought only of our wants.”

“Kind of my point, though,” said Alex.

Lorelei pondered—unbothered and glowing in satisfaction and even pride, but she took the matter seriously. “I am stronger here. It’s much more than brawn. This is my nature; perhaps that strength is greater in pleasure and lust. It doesn’t rise to the same power I claimed from the crown of Perdition, but…”

“This is the closest you’ve been to the Pit since then.” Rachel tugged on her lace and then her dress, prompting Alex to sort out his own clothes. “You’ve taken hundreds of trips on the Roads, but it’s only today that you realized you could park it for a good long fuckfest and not lose any time. Maybe there’s still something left of that boost from the crown.”

“Lilith claimed it all.” Lorelei shook her head. “All of that power is drawn from the realm itself and the souls it holds. The crown was only a channel, and once broken, only a trinket. I surrendered that power to Lilith willingly. Honestly. I held nothing back.”

“Maybe it’s not all voluntary?” wondered Alex.

“This is Lilith. If she received less than the whole, she would know, and she would not let it slide.”

“Could she hide something up the sleeve of her ass?” asked Rachel.

“In all my time and across all the Pit, no one has been as forthright with me as Lilith,” said Lorelei. “She is not good or kind, but she is… uninterested in cruelty for its own sake.”

“Sounds like a demon I got kinda hung up on,” said Alex.

“Hah. Don’t turn one shared trait into hope of finding more.”

“No, but it’s gotta be a bitch finding anyone with anything in common in Hell,” said Rachel. “Anything but the shitty stuff, at least. Lilith gave you a break before. Alex, too.”

“Those were—?” Alex began, but then he remembered the context of demons and the Pit. Lilith played rough, yet she’d been key to getting Alex and Lorelei out of serious jams. She could have demanded more from both. “Okay, I guess those were breaks.”

“Also, she picked up three realms and whatever she got from Sammael eating shit,” said Rachel. “Bitch made out like a bandit, and she was already Lilith. Maybe she doesn’t care.”

“Or maybe any power you retain still benefits her somehow,” said Alex.

Lorelei glanced at him with a faint smile of pride. “That sounds much more likely.”

“How do you feel, though?” asked Rachel. “Differently, at all? Not the brawn or the banging. Do you feel like yourself?”

“Entirely,” said Lorelei. “I’m not tempted to return to Perdition or toy with you as another succubus might, but…”

“But?” wondered Alex.

“Even the greatest liars among demons cannot help but seed some underlying doubt of their word, if only to reserve some taste of fear. It is curious that you would feel safety from a demon. Especially one projecting such power.”

“Ehh…” Alex shared an uncertain look with Rachel. “I dunno if you projected safety. More like I know you love us and we didn’t have to worry about it.” Beside him, Rachel nodded.

Lorelei held out her hands. They accepted, drawing in close.

“For three millennia, I survived on whatever pleasures I could claim. On brief occasions, I thrived. Mostly I endured for the promise of the next fleeting joy. Then came the two of you. I had not truly enjoyed being what I am until I found you. Not since my first centuries, when everything was conditioning and false promise. Now I know truth. Now even my hunger is a joy.

“When I wore that crown, I briefly thought of seeking others with hope of redemption. It wasn’t viable. I hadn’t the time and couldn’t take the risks. But the only temptation I felt was the thought of gathering every succubus and temptress of the realm and sending them to you.” She included Rachel, but they knew she meant Alex. “Many would have gladly accepted any condition if it meant leaving the Pit. I dismissed the thought for obvious reasons, practical and moral. The fantasy remained.

“I love what I am. I want to give you everything. Both of you. I am yours. Whatever power or sway I have over you is mutual. Don’t hesitate to indulge.”

“Only if you promise, too,” said Alex.

“Hey. Same.” Rachel squeezed his hand over Lorelei’s. “She knows all this, but it’s you, too. I meant everything I said earlier. It’s not just fucked-out-of-my-mind throes of passion babble. I want more of the horny life, okay? And more for you. I’m always cheering for you sluts.”

Alex didn’t blush at that anymore. They were too intimate for that now. “Maybe when this mess is resolved?”

“Definitely, but if we find cock time on the clock, I’m saying fuck it, let’s go.”

“Agreed,” said Lorelei.

“Okay.” Then he took another breath. “You’re gonna put more on before we go, right? Because the gloves-and-boots-only look is killing me.”

“Right?” asked Rachel. “Where’d you even get ‘em? ‘Oh my, I’m more powerful here? I only conjured these Fuck Me Accessories out of thin air. They feel so natural, I didn’t even notice the glory of my own slut powers.’ Damn, woman.”

“I mean, I’m not complaining.” Alex, in fact, openly stared. “But if we’re going, maybe a bra and panties would be good, right?”

“Is that a request?” Lorelei taunted.

“I. Um.” He glanced downward. Now he really could feel temptation pulling at him like a magnet. “It’s not not a request,” he admitted.

“Can you do the draping loincloth thing?” asked Rachel. “Like when everyone’s hoping it’ll slip and you’ll show a little more ass, but it never actually slips, but they still hope?”

“Oh god, yeah, that.” Then Alex winced. “No. Not that. Your body. Your clothes. You decide. No blood in my brain. Again. Sorry.”

“Alex,” Lorelei taunted.

He sighed and admitted it. She liked it when he did that. “Can you?”
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WELCOME TO VEGAS


The Low Road barely changed as they walked. Those glowing red veins continued through the dark rock, creating a dim light strangely hospitable to other colors. A faint, warm draft carried neither dust nor scent. Not a sound produced an echo. The tunnel occasionally bent but the floor never rose or fell. Consistency eroded vigilance, though so did other factors.

Lorelei felt her lovers’ eyes drift and linger upon her—and more.

Alex tried to stay watchful, but only partly succeeded. Rachel was less susceptible to the urges of the body, though she, too, fell to distraction. Ravishing them both at the start of the Road already had Lorelei at the height of her power... and though satisfied, they all wanted more.

She had told them before, but Alex and Rachel couldn’t truly know how good their desires felt. Her limbs almost trembled with power, now a decadent overflow. A soft and pleasing throb between her legs encouraged her to hold onto their wistful thoughts. Their eyes lingered on her crimson curves and strutting legs, hardly even noticing the gym bag hanging from her shoulder. The journey nearly became secondary to their state of rapture.

Nearly. Desire never became obsession or tunnel vision. She loved them for that, too.

“Is it just me, or is this creepy and nice at the same time?” asked Alex.

“Not just you,” said Rachel.

“Oh?” Lorelei eyed them with a grin.

“You know you’re killing me here,” said Alex.

“I do, and I am grateful.” She continued onward. “Yours for the taking.”

He sighed. “Time bubble or not, I’d feel guilty.”

“Which is why I do not pressure. The end is in sight.” She nodded ahead, where the tunnel walls and red veins narrowed to an end point.

“This didn’t feel like an hour, even with all the ass distractions,” said Rachel.

“You could give me a little more credit for those distractions,” said Lorelei.

“Give you more than credit later,” said Rachel. “How do we open it up? Do you need to fuck Alex through the wall?”

“Tempting on principle, but no. The toll has already been paid.”

“This is where it gets dicey, right?” asked Alex. “We don’t know for sure what we’ll find on the other side. How old is the info you saw online?”

“Months for the street view images. I did not see any announcements of closure, so it must have been abrupt. It’s entirely possible the closure is just as much of a cover as its previous life as a restaurant. I was assured this gate opens up inside a building with some degree of cover from mortals. That’s all.”

“So we could find anything on the other side?” asked Alex.

“I hardly expect some demon stronghold. A simple gate such as this would not be worth more than a sentry or two, and Seattle seems rather low on traffic of late. Unless someone is present in the room, our arrival may go undetected altogether. That said, we might do well to layer our abilities at stealth.”

“I’ll do what I can,” said Rachel. “Worst case, I start fuckin’ up baddies. And if it is fuckin’-up-demons-time, your goal is to get the fuck out,” she told Alex. “That’s our goal, too, but we can’t leave if you aren’t leaving.”

“All good,” said Alex.

The conversation brought them to the end of the tunnel. Carved blocks like masonry created an arch around an otherwise featureless grey wall of stone. Runes carved into the blocks held a dark red color, yet they lacked the glow of the veins that lit the tunnel. Though the travelers had been rather distracted upon entry, the gate from Seattle looked nearly identical once it closed.

They paused at the gate to get sorted. A belted, knee-length black dress suited the mortal world better than the lustful ensemble Lorelei wore to indulge her lovers. Alex pulled on the waistband holster and shoulder-strap rig for his Colt .45 and gladius. Both weapons virtually disappeared under his leather jacket thanks to enchantments from Molly and Onyx. If the jacket itself was out of place in the Las Vegas summer, it was still better than openly wearing a pistol and sword.

“If we need to run, do we come right back through here?” he asked.

“A Low Road passage does not open to both directions at once,” said Lorelei. “Reopening it would take a moment. Fighting through to the street may be a better option. The neighborhood is not dense, but at this hour there should be enough mortal traffic to deter magic in public.”

“Okay. That’s our worst-case scenario,” said Alex. They already understood how one another would improvise and prioritize in an emergency. Life had put them through enough to think ahead about such things. “Any other plans?”

“None until we know what we face.”

Alex shrugged. Rachel nodded. “We follow your lead. Let’s do this shit.”

Lorelei found a soft, warm tremor at the stones on the wall as if they waited for her touch. Runes etched into each brick glowed red and bright until cracks split the grey stone wall into a hundred pieces, each then breaking into hundreds more. The wall crumbled into a deserted room of bare cabinets and shadows.

A few old stains marred one shelf. Industrious cobwebs spread across the far corner. The door on the other end of the room had been left shut, presumably for some time. Every sign pointed to ordinary abandonment.

“Curious.” Lorelei stepped through the gate with Alex at her side—into bright lights, and white walls without any shelves. The illusion at the gate had also covered up a single chair with old blue upholstery against the wall by the door—to the right of the portal, rather than the illusory door she had seen straight ahead.

Smoky black fur with crimson-and-black wings stood and stretched like a cat on the chair, but no cat had glowing red eyes and an alligator-like snout with so many teeth. “Alright, hold on,” he said with a bestial, high-pitched voice. “State your business and—wait—oh,” the little demon blinked in some realization. His thoughts turned to alarm when Rachel stepped through the Gate after Lorelei and Alex. “Oh, shit! Boss!”

Alex and Rachel moved fast. Lorelei moved faster and stood at the lead. She caught the little demon by the neck and snout before he reached the door. The beast struggled, of course, slashing at her wrists with the long paws of his forelegs and curling up to add his hind legs to the effort. Lorelei interrupted him by swinging her captive into the nearest firm surface, even if that was only the floor. The jolt blunted his resistance for a brief, critical moment.

“Arklo? What is it?” asked a man’s voice from the other side of the door.

“Hide,” Lorelei hissed at Rachel. A meaningful look guided Rachel against the wall beside the door. It was all the time they had to formulate a plan before the door swung open with the angel behind it.

The ostensible boss seemed ordinary to mortal eyes: a tan complexion, short hair and a well-trimmed beard, a black apron dusted with flour over a sleeveless workout shirt and denim shorts. Lorelei saw the shadow-like horns, wings, and tail rendered nearly intangible by his mortal shell. From the way he blinked, Lorelei guessed he found some similar signs in her... though the furry demon in her grasp was also something of a giveaway.

“Hello?” he greeted her uncertainly.

“Hello.” She noticed another wary glance at her prisoner. “He was rude.”

“That’s unlike him.” The demon in the apron took in the scene with quick glances at Alex, Arklo, and the space behind Lorelei. The latter made him blink. “He’s—we’re the toll collectors, of course.”

“Of course. Your name?” Lorelei asked, mainly wanting time to think.

“Sterling.”

“Naturally. The toll collector.” She managed a pleasant enough smile. Behind Sterling and still half-hidden by the open door, Rachel pointed at him, drew a finger across her own neck, and flashed a questioning look. Thankfully, Alex didn’t give it away with a blink or some other reaction. He stayed quiet and ready beside Lorelei.

“In service to our lord, Mammon.” After a telling pause, Sterling added, “Though that’s not exclusive. All are welcome.”

Lorelei blinked. “All?”

“Well. We’d have no reason to be cagey about mutual service,” Sterling smiled with careful, probing politeness. “And I could note some obvious exceptions, but you don’t seem like the type. Perdition, perhaps? Formerly of the Legion? Most of the recently fallen had an appreciation for lovely ladies in their service.”

Rather than answer, Lorelei tilted her head in curiosity. Her poker face cracked only as Arklo struggled again, drawing a grimace from her as she held him tight. Arklo’s words never emerged beyond muzzled growls.

“You can let him go. He won’t be any trouble,” Sterling assured.

She held onto Arklo anyway. “Is it only the two of you here?”

“Ah...” Sterling glanced to Alex, but maintained his smile. “That would be rather daring of us, given the state of things lately and the services we provide. But again, have no fear. All are welcome and we try to serve with discretion as long as that discretion is returned in kind. We’re here to help.”

“Help?” Lorelei repeated curiously.

“For a price.” Again, he glanced at Alex, this time with a gesture. “Not the price we normally have in mind, but we understand people make do with what they have. The turmoil of the Pit has affected many. If you, ah⁠—”

Arklo thrashed in Lorelei’s grasp again. This time, enough of his snout pulled free to allow a single, smothered warning from the side of his mouth: “Shmeeaddle!” The little demon waved a paw at Lorelei, or rather to indicate the area behind her.

“Arklo, don’t... oh.” Sterling blinked in growing understanding, and with it dread. “Oh my. Are you her? You’re Lady Lorelei?”

Her jaw tightened. Knowing a heartbeat in advance what he would say, Lorelei still bristled at the title, but she controlled her reaction. “Would every demon to come through this gate be her?”

“No, of course.” Sterling’s answer faltered. She followed his eyes as he glanced to the walls at her other side. White paint covered otherwise bare brick. “As I said, you fit the stories.”

“Wait,” Alex spoke up. “Are these other walls also gates? Other Roads?”

“W-well...” Sterling hesitated, addressing Lorelei with the look of a man who now dared not lie. “Yes. Seattle, Macau, Mexico City. The Seattle gate has been quiet since the rush in the autumn, but lately the others...” He swallowed, gathering either his wits or his courage. Perhaps it was both. “Many would still follow you, Lady Lorelei.”

“Mmrrpgh?” Arklo growled angrily.

“What do you mean?” Lorelei asked, though the pit in her stomach already knew.

“Several demons escaped Perdition after your conquest, or amid the chaos that followed,” Sterling explained. “Others here in the mortal realm felt their bonds break and seized the opportunity. Some refuse to serve Lilith and seek a new master. Others see a chance at freedom. I helped them on their way—for whatever price they could pay, of course, but...”

“How many?” asked Lorelei.

“I only watch this one junction. Some had their places to go, others merely wished to get away, whatever that meant to them. Those I spoke with mentioned others. Hunters, warriors, tempters. I’ve heard of your own, erm, peers. Former peers,” he corrected. “They don’t stay here. Some will have found new allegiance or been claimed by such, but others... I’m sure I could put you in touch. Or if you’re looking to recruit from elsewhere...?”

The pit in Lorelei’s stomach turned further toward anger. “I want nothing to⁠—”

Arklo thrashed harder than ever, making Lorelei pay for her brief shift in focus. The little demon’s snout wrestled free and pressed the advantage with a cough of flame. Lorelei turned him away from herself and Alex, avoiding the fire but weakening her grasp. Those twisting hind paws dug at her wrist and broke free entirely.

“Traitor!” Arklo barked. The instant his paws hit the floor, Arklo leaped with a snarl at Sterling. The demon in human form shrieked and threw up his hands, but he couldn’t keep Arklo’s jaws from closing around his neck. Again, fire puffed from Arklo’s snout. This time, it went directly where he wanted it.

Sterling staggered backward through the doorway. Alex and Lorelei rushed after them. Rachel moved with the same urgency, stepping effortlessly through the wall at the door. Boards covered the windows of the restaurant hallway, though the plentiful lighting and clean surfaces continued.

Lorelei had no time to spare for a better look at their surroundings. She thought only of Sterling and the information he possessed, and how it might now slip away into death. She grabbed Arklo again, this time with her talons plunging into his torso. Sterling pushed while she pulled; together, they wrenched the beast away—and sent him flying backward. For Lorelei, the triumph instantly turned to fright.

“Rraaagh!” Arklo growled, thrashing and biting in mid-air as he tumbled straight toward Alex. Thankfully, Alex was ready with both wits and blade. He swatted Arklo against the wall at his side with his free arm and followed up with a stab that went through the demon’s ribs and the drywall behind him. Demons in monstrous forms lacked the resilience of mortal shells, and were vulnerable to mortal courage. Alex knew both advantages. He also knew to keep Arklo’s snout turned away with his forearm. Lorelei finished Arklo with a stab in the neck by the spade tip of her tail.

At her other side, Sterling clutched at his gored and burned neck, staggering into a turn—and shrieked again. “Angel!” His fist came up at her, knocking Rachel backward a step. Sterling meant to follow with sharp, bony ridges sprouting from his knuckles, but Rachel clocked him much harder with her own punch.

The blow sent him reeling into Lorelei, who saw no room for mercy with their arrival now exposed and turned violent. She threw Sterling to the ground, stomped on his chest to keep him pinned, and exhaled a stream of fire at his already wounded head and neck. Her flames burned hotter than she was used to, holding tight with easier effort. Only her victim suffered from the fire.

“Alex?” she asked. “Rachel?”

“I’m good,” he answered.

“He may have lied about being alone, but we can’t be sure,” Lorelei warned.

“Same thoughts here.” Rachel turned to that very problem. “Quick snoop, hold tight,” she announced before plunging through the next wall.

Lorelei and Alex shared the instinct and took stock of their surroundings. Beside the empty room with the gate—or gates, apparently—two more doors bore bathroom signs. Nothing else marked the hallway of plain white walls, simple tan tiles, and ceiling panel lights. The other windows were all boarded up like the one beside them.

“This is gonna—wait.” Alex looked down at Sterling’s body and his charred head. “Where’s the smoke?”

“Infernal flame, stolen flesh,” said Lorelei. “His body will vanish in minutes. None of this is natural. My flames were stronger than usual, too. Perhaps it’s the Road, or you and Rachel. Perhaps both.”

“What, like a permanent power-up?”

“Not permanent.” Lorelei could already feel the expended effort much like physical exercise. A turn of her wrists assured her of no further bleeding and no form of venom. With a little more focus, she could erase the cuts altogether. “At least, I don’t believe so.”

“You’ve never gotten stronger from the Roads?” Alex wondered.

“Never. I’ve never made love within them, either.” Another difference occurred to her, but she dismissed thoughts of her exhausted crown with a shake of her head. “We have greater concerns now.”

“Yeah. No exit door from this hallway.” He glanced at the bodies, prompting Lorelei’s eyes to follow. Already, Sterling’s body thinned and dried with a grey pallor as if deflating and crumbling all at once. Arklo sagged, too, looking like a fur pelt steadily curling up on itself. “This was more than you expected, huh?”

“I didn’t know this place was a junction. That makes the site worth watching. As for the things they said⁠—”

“Hey. We’re good.” Rachel emerged through another wall with a look of perplexion rather than alarm. “Nobody else is here. The street outside is totally normal. This place is weird, though. There’s fuck-all for furniture in the main rooms. Even the booths all got pulled out and every window is boarded. Doors, too.”

“I assumed this served as a restaurant as I had been told, and that the closure was legitimate,” said Lorelei.

“Yeah, there’s that part, but... c’mere.” Rachel advanced up the hallway to open the next door and gestured for the others to follow.

Regardless of the restaurant’s operational status, the kitchen remained fully stocked. Bowls, mixers, and ingredients sat on a counter beside an oven, with a digital readout of four hundred degrees and a softly humming range fan. A muffin tray held batter and blueberries in five of its eight reservoirs.

“We came in on him baking?” Alex wondered.

“Yep. Guy’s got a whole-ass bedroom set up in the manager’s office, too,” said Rachel. “It’s nice. Weirder still, it’s normal. No weird idols or human remains or any blood and ritual bullshit. Normal bed, normal clothes, laptop, all of it.”

“Dude was just living here,” said Alex.

“Not just,” Lorelei corrected. “You heard what Sterling said. They welcomed other demons through the Roads and helped them on their way. Some to new lieges, others into hiding.”

“Why, though?” asked Rachel. “These guys worked for Mammon, didn’t they? Wouldn’t they want to steer everyone toward him?”

“That was my first thought, but Arklo clearly reacted to genuine betrayal,” said Lorelei. “Sterling mentioned some price for their aid. Perhaps he had Arklo convinced their activity served Mammon somehow, yet aiding me was a bridge too far.”

“Little fucker got upset when Sterling said other demons would still follow you,” Rachel noted.

“That upset me as well,” said Lorelei. “I gave everything to Lilith. I have no interest in power within the Pit or sway over its demons, whether here or there.”

“You don’t have to convince us,” said Rachel. “The wicked demon dominatrix thing is all horny playtime stuff. We know better.”

“Perhaps more sincere than mere play,” Lorelei conceded uncomfortably. “I felt good on the Road, and as good as ever with you.”

Rachel slid closer. Lorelei didn’t get the same benefits from Rachel’s divine touch as Alex, but her arms still brought comfort and relief. “Still you. Still us. We’re good. You’re good—in lots of meanings. Alex?”

“This guy baked.” Alex stared at the implements on the countertop. He nodded to the open copy of the Joy of Cooking. “No arsenic, no blood, nothing fucked up. Like his bedroom, right? He just... baked.”

“We have only a snapshot of his activities,” said Lorelei. “He watched a junction of the Low Roads in service to Mammon, and presumably to his own benefit.”

“Yeah, I’m only...” Alex frowned. “Mammon’s the big greed demon. His guys always have buckets of money, right? You told me that once.”

“Yes,” said Lorelei.

Alex gestured to their surroundings. “Dude could’ve set himself up somewhere else. He stayed here. Quiet spot, out of view, playing... I dunno, demon underground railroad conductor. And he baked.”

“We shit-canned Baal in September and Lorelei put her foot up Azazel’s ass in the winter,” said Rachel. “Wouldn’t have been any escapee-type shit before then. The guy probably saw an opportunity and made the most of it.”

“Maybe.”

“Alex, what’s on your mind?” asked Lorelei—though she could already guess.

“Dude looked right at me and said I wasn’t the sort of price he was looking for. Most demons look at me like I’m either a bug or a joke or a snack. Maybe I shouldn’t read anything into this dude reacting differently, but... he lived quietly and he baked. He had a hobby.

“You had hobbies. You always liked music and dance, and you never enjoyed the cruelty of your life. Never spread pointless suffering.”

“No,” Lorelei confirmed. “Love, that demon wore a human body. Someone died to give him mortal flesh—likely someone unpleasant, but such a fate is still awful. I doubt Sterling lived a life of hidden charity or reluctant evils. My example is one of wild circumstance and exception. The odds of finding another like me are low, and the risks involved in such a search are too great. Demons lie.”

“Hey, I get it. I remember wars,” said Alex. “Probably lots of people I fought in my other lives didn’t want to fight. More than half the time, I didn’t want it. You can’t really stop to ask everyone in a battle if they’re a true believer or if they just got sucked into some bullshit.” He glanced at the counter again. “The thought stuck in my head is all.”

“I wanna believe others like Lorelei are possible,” said Rachel. “I’ve gotta believe that. Lorelei can’t be the only one. But I dunno if this was the guy, y’know?”

“In time, he will reform in the Pit. Arklo, too,” said Lorelei. “Whatever their inner truth, their story is not over. We should get on with ours.”

“Yeah. You think that’s related?” asked Alex.

“Doubtful. This is only a junction and a stopover. As Sterling said, no one would have lingered here. This has been informative of matters in the Pit, but I expect it has little to do with your father.”

“Same. Feel like I ought’a torch this place,” said Rachel. “Nobody’s minding the store now. Some poor mortals are gonna wander in here sooner or later, and then it’s still a demon intersection.”

“What stops you? If the structure collapses, it would sever the gates,” said Lorelei.

“I should check in with the angel in Dominion before I do anything. His circus, his fuck-monkeys.”

“What’s his name?”

“Matteo. We haven’t met. I need to get on that soon.”

“We should move, then,” said Alex. “Let’s get the rental car and check in at the hotel. Then we can move on to the next awkward thing.”

Rachel led the way out. Alex followed, slowing only for a hand on Lorelei’s and a look that needed no words. He trusted her. Never second-guessed. She knew that.

The thoughts he voiced stuck in her head.

[image: ]


The door stopped Alex in his tracks: plain white, set in a southwestern stucco exterior, only yards away from another just like it and two more above. Fourplex apartments lined both sides of the driveway, with streetlights coming to life ahead of sunset. Brass characters on the side read 14C. A sign hanging from the spyhole read in cursive: “No solicitors. Don’t make it weird.”

It was an ordinary door. The tenant knew he was coming. And it was absolutely, unavoidably weird.

At his either side, his partners shared a look. “Love, if you would?” Lorelei suggested.

“Yeah, on it,” said Rachel.

“Hm?” Alex blinked, and then caught the rush of Rachel floating straight past him and through the apartment wall. “Whoa, we don’t want to⁠—!”

He stopped when Rachel emerged and flew back to their side as part of the same quick arc. Her wings and halo disappeared. Mortal eyes would see her now. “We’re good,” she reported.

“I didn’t want to invade their privacy,” said Alex.

“You didn’t. I only made a safety check,” said Rachel. “No demons, no traps, no fuckheads. Just people. That part’s mostly on you. But we’re here for you, babe.” She kissed his cheek.

It meant a lot. It also couldn’t fix anything, and wasn’t meant to. She was right.

Alex took a steadying breath and walked to the door. He knocked.

“One sec,” called a voice.

Alex bit his lip. It took more than one second. That’s normal, he reminded himself. You could be normal, too. Or fake it, anyway. Give it a shot. Maybe one day, you’ll manage. Then he heard the deadbolt. The door opened.

She was a few inches shorter than Alex, putting her at Rachel’s height. Big round glasses stood out on a slightly round face. The blue dye in her hair and the cat on her t-shirt sent positive signals he wouldn’t consciously unpack until later: she looked like one of his crowd. The tentative smile gave another signal. “Alex?”

“Yeah. Lucy?”

She nodded. Paused. “What’s more comfortable: hug, or shake hands?”

“Oh god, you can ask instead of guessing?” Alex had carried that indecision along with all the others from the curb to her doorstep. “Um. Both are fine.”

“Okay. Hi.” Lucy put her arms around him in an easy embrace—not too enthusiastic, nor pressuring, nor too fast… but real. He hugged back. “It was like that with Kaitlin,” she laughed as she released him.

“Lucy, this is Lorelei and Rachel. They’re my girlfriends. Plural,” he added, for honesty and clarity. He didn’t wince. “We didn’t get into full introductions on the phone.”

Lucy processed it with a blink, but kept her smile. “Okay. Hi.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Lucy,” said Lorelei.

“Definitely. Hi,” said Rachel.

“Come on in.”

Lucy’s two-bedroom apartment optimized space like most of its kind, with a dining nook nestled in a corner between the entrance and the kitchen. Two couches and a television on a low cabinet dominated the living room. Alex saw plants at the windows, boxes and jars and mail on the kitchen counter, and a sewing machine with mid-project accessories on the dining table. Small paintings probably bought at a coffee shop hung on the wall beside a bookshelf.

Like normal people live here, thought Alex.

Another apparently normal person emerged from the hallway past the television. He was blond and fit, wearing shorts and a loose t-shirt. “Hey. I’m Chris. Sorry, I was on the phone,” he explained, and put his hand out. “Alex?”

“Yeah. Hi.” Alex accepted. His hand was warm. Strong. Holy shit, I have a brother? Alex gestured behind himself. “This is⁠—”

“I heard. The window was open. Hi.” Chris continued the handshakes. “Girlfriends? Are you guys poly?”

“We are. Hello,” said Lorelei. Rachel followed.

“Wasn’t sure how to broach that, given the missing elephant in the room,” said Alex.

“Hey, if everyone knows, you’re one up on our moms. I tried the poly thing once. Boyfriends.” Chris watched Alex for a reaction.

Alex thought nothing of it, but he understood the check. “Tried? Didn’t work out?”

“Not really, no. Lotta drama, no actual talking.”

“It can be like any relationship that way,” said Lorelei. “We’re glad to meet you, Chris. I wish it was under better circumstances.”

“Chris came over as soon as I called,” Lucy explained. “My boyfriend, Mike, is a server at the Venetian, so he’s out tonight. It’s usually us and—Emma, are you being brave?” The question turned everyone to a white cat standing at the far end of the couch. She watched with eyes wide and ears and tail standing straight up. “Do you want to say hi?”

“Aw, kitty.” Rachel took a step closer, hand low and forward, eyes turned away. “Hi. Wanna give it a shot? Maybe a sniff?”

The cat looked back and forth from Rachel to Lorelei. She seemed almost indifferent to Alex. Rachel’s offer had her leaning forward, but every look toward Lorelei sent her back again. Soon, Emma opted for caution. She hopped off the couch and moved to the hallway with a wary look over her shoulder.

“I never know how that’s gonna work out,” said Lucy.

“You got closer than most strangers,” Chris told Rachel.

“Eh. I’ve got the approachable vibe,”, and then noticed Lorelei’s side-eye. “What? It’s true.”

“Alex is the approachable one,” Lorelei replied.

“Kaitlin’s out with her boyfriend, but she said they’d swing by,” said Lucy. “Dunno if that will happen or not. He had stuff to do.”

“It’s fine. Short notice,” said Alex.

“Our mom wasn’t sure whether to come,” said Chris. “She didn’t want to make this about herself, I guess. Didn’t know if she’d create tension.”

“No, hey, tell her it’s fine,” said Alex. “Like my mom told Lucy, we assume all the nonsense is on Dave and it’s been ten years for us. We’re not holding anything against her or you.”

“It’s also a little timing, again.” Lucy shrugged. “I was kinda blown away when you called. We just talked this morning and you’re already here. You said you were at brunch?”

“We had time,” said Lorelei. “The trip was easy to arrange. One imagines more travelers are leaving than arriving in Vegas on a Sunday.” She accepted the glance from Rachel in silence. The angel had to run her own misdirection and minor lies with mortals, but that didn’t make her comfortable with deception. “We have wanted to get away for a bit, too. This would preoccupy Alex until we did something to help.”

“Oh, we’re grateful.” Lucy winced in doubt, and perhaps apology. “But I’m not sure what more there is for you to do. We’ve kinda gone through everything we can.”

“It sounded like you’ve all got a lot going on already,” said Alex. “Extra bodies and extra eyes might make a difference. We’ve got a couple people we can call for guidance, too. Not cops, but they can take us through the same steps.”

“I have also had some experience with secretive men,” said Lorelei. “This is not the first time I’ve seen such a situation.”

“And we’re good with being pushy and rude if that comes up.” Rachel stood at the end of the couch with her hand low. Emma reappeared to sniff her fingers. The sly, smug grin Rachel threw her partners only broadened as Emma ran a cheek against her hand.

“Guess it can’t hurt, but we’ve checked all the places we know,” said Chris. “I hope this is worth the trip for you.”

“I have siblings now?” said Alex. “Which is still coming out of my mouth like a question. That’s reason enough. The time and travel weren’t a stretch. It’s fine. Also, I’d like to find Dave so I can yell at him. Probably a lot.”

“That part is unanimous,” said Chris.

“Where are you staying? I hope it’s not an arm and a leg on short notice,” said Lucy.

“We’re at a hotel away from the Strip. No need for the tourist stuff.”

“Lucy, you said Kaitlin lives with Dave?” asked Lorelei.

“She’s started staying here last night. Kaitlin can take care of herself, but if he’s really missing, being on her own doesn’t seem smart. Not when he’s been in trouble before. I didn’t want to get too deep into that over the phone. There’s nothing specific to tell, but speculating right out of the gate seemed dumb. Better safe than sorry.”

“It’s fine,” said Alex. “Kaitlin could get us into their place, right? Or maybe look around in there for us, if she doesn’t want us intruding? We did just meet. I get it.”

“No, that’s—well, I guess it would be up to her,” said Lucy. “Chris and I have been over there, but you would be strangers snooping. I wouldn’t blame her if she’s not cool with it.”

“Neither would we,” Lorelei assured. “It’s only one option. We have further thoughts. On that note, the particulars are not our business, but does Kaitlin have access to Dave’s bank accounts? Are they on any shared service plans for phones and such? You may find leads there.”

“Not the finances, no. Dad’s pretty tight about that. They’re on separate phone accounts. We thought about going that route, but Kaitlin didn’t have anywhere to start. His desktop computer is all locked up, too.”

“What does he drive?” asked Alex. “Any chance you know the license plate? Oh, and pictures would help. I don’t have anything recent. Lorelei and Rachel have never seen him.”

“I’m sure I’ve got something.” Chris turned to his phone.

“It’s a blue Explorer,” said Lucy. “I don’t know the plate. Kaitlin might have it on a paper somewhere at home. We didn’t know if that would be relevant without police involved.”

Still apart with the cat, Rachel’s brow rose at some new thought—or reaction. Alex saw her eyes tilt to the entrance. Then she said, “Speaking of phones, I’m gonna step outside a second. Shouldn’t be long.”
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The other angel accepted Rachel’s cue to step outside, though only after a long and wary glance at Alex and Lorelei. She stopped at the porch step, wings and halo in full view—prompting Rachel to shift out of mortal sight along with her.

She was taller, confident, and seemed a little older, though none of those features were definitive. An angel’s appearance was largely dictated by their personality and self-image. Brown curls hung over one shoulder. Her white dress was at once tighter and more substantial than most, with diagonal cuts that took Rachel back to the ‘80s. Simple straps showed off definition in her shoulders and arms—also an affectation among most angels.

“I am Annabelle. Lucy and Chris are my charges. Given your companions, I assume you are Rachel?”

“Sure am. Hi. We’re that well known, huh?”

“A somewhat ‘redeemed’ succubus, an angel allowed a mortal love, a brief Dominion, and the end of Pit lords? Yes.” Annabelle took the all-too-serious tone and stance of yet another angel ready to judge. “That sort of story gets around.”

“I don’t generally assume anyone’s heard of us,” said Rachel. “Seems arrogant. Back up a sec, though: ‘somewhat’ redeemed?”

“The stories are second and third-hand,” said Annabelle. “I don’t know enough for a fair judgment. When it comes to demons and a change of heart, some would not be satisfied by less than dramatic prostration and wailing for forgiveness. That has not been part of any such story.”

“Huh. Guess that tracks. No, nothing like that happened, but she’s solid.”

“I was also warned you had… distressing verbal behaviors.” Annabelle’s brow rose. “Is that unfounded?”

Rachel pursed her lips, glanced around curiously, and shrugged. “Fuckknuckles.”

“I see.” Annabelle didn’t dwell on it. “Obviously, I sensed the rush of emotion and altered lives from my charges now that they have met their brother. When they learned of a sibling named Alex in Seattle, I thought of the stories. Like you, I did not want to assume.”

“Surprise.” Rachel hoped this would stay professional, if not turn friendly. Though Annabelle seemed a bit stiff and formal, she’d gotten much colder shoulders from other angels. “Were you there for Lucy’s call?”

“No, but I have caught up.” Annabelle frowned curiously. “I see bonds between you and Alex, but I also see the absence of Heaven’s light. Are you not his guardian?”

“Not with the capital-G job title, but we’ve got the whole sorcery bond goin’ on and he’s my boyfriend. It’s on the up and up. Officially allowed to fuck and everything, but nobody wants to hear the sordid post-banging gossip. Can’t imagine why. It’s pretty great.” Rachel couldn’t read either approval or sarcasm in Annabelle’s small, tight flash of a smile. “What about you? Sibling charges sounds convenient.”

“Lucy came first, of course. When Chris arrived, I anticipated their future needs. I asked to be his guardian. The Dominion saw efficiency and granted my request. They are bright souls. Decent, kind, and vulnerable. They have struggled greatly to come this far in life.”

“Yeah, they seem real nice,” said Rachel. “Alex—we came for the family stuff, but also for his dad. Especially if it might connect to us and all the magic fuckery we’ve dealt with. Do you know what’s up with Dave?”

“I do not,” Annabelle sighed. “At least, I cannot explain his disappearance. I have suspicions, but he is not my charge. Lucy and Chris are not my only charges, either.”

“I know how it goes,” said Rachel. “If you’ve got suspicions, could we chase ‘em down? Maybe take this off everyone’s shoulders?”

“I don’t know if I can. You are not here as a true guardian. You are directly involved with the lives of these mortals, yet with knowledge they cannot share. You have dispensation regarding Alex, but I do not. Regretfully, I think I must hold my counsel, despite how it might make everyone’s lives easier. I am sorry.”

“Shitballs. No, I get it,” Rachel grumbled. “We go through this a lot. I guess if you can’t tell me, that’s a little more honest than me holding info back from him… like I already do.”

“I imagine your relationship requires a great deal of compromise.”

“Fuckin’ constantly. Okay, how’s this: what about the supernatural angle? That’s not off-limits, right? Our first worry was that Dave got grabbed by some spooky shitwad as a way to target Alex or Lorelei.”

“None of the family have shown any signs of supernatural danger,” said Annabelle. “Unless I missed something, Lucy and Chris have never had any such encounter before now, nor has Kaitlin to my knowledge. You seem aware of Dave’s unfortunate choices, but nothing ever seemed supernatural. I suppose I can say that I saw no warning signs or particular stress leading to his disappearance. Whatever is going on seems rather sudden.”

“That makes me feel a little better. Maybe the problem is entirely mortal life stuff instead of night life fuckery. I still don’t like it, especially after all the shit we’ve seen.”

“Your lover and your situation are now connected to my charges and their lives, and thus my duties. I will exercise due vigilance. If you and Alex are to become part of their lives, may I ask a personal question?” Annabelle took Rachel’s shrug as intended. “What brought you together? Not your exploits, but emotionally. Romantically. He is mortal.”

“Most angels wanna ask about Lorelei,” said Rachel.

“I could ask as well, but she is not mortal. She is not as limited. Most guardians bear great love for their charges, but it is more familial, or perhaps as a mentor. I’ve never felt romantic attraction, nor known anyone who has. Apart from being forbidden, it always seemed impractical. You felt differently. Why?”

“It’s… lots of things,” said Rachel. “He’s a flaming good guy, if you didn’t notice. Gives to panhandlers, sticks up for the vulnerable, cares about right and wrong. That’s why the sex is so good. I’ve got Mr. Humble and Sweet slamming me with a ten-pound ultracock every—um. Sorry,” Rachel grimaced. “That’s one rumor confirmed: not a lot of filter here.

“I think all that compromise is part of it, too. He knows I’ve got limitations and he’s okay with it. He trusts me. He’s more patient with me than other angels who don’t have to compromise. Alex doesn’t expect me to drop all my shit and fix every fuckin’ problem for him. He’s got the barest sense of what that would cost me, and that’s enough to never ask.”

Annabelle smiled again, softly—and clearly enough to read this time. “I am glad to hear that.”

“It’s nice to be heard out, actually. Thanks.”

“I imagine demon-fueled passion is a unique benefit, too.”

“Hey, give the guy the credit he’s due. The foundation is all him.”

“Ten pounds seems like an exaggeration.”

“Maybe. Feels accurate in the moment. If you want to see for yourself, we’re not exclusive.”

Annabelle closed her eyes and inhaled, probably to stifle a laugh. “No thank you.”

Rachel snorted. “Okay. Real nice to meet you. Anyway, business. Some freaky shit’s goin’ down, even if it’s not about Dave and the fam. We came through a Low Road west of here and it turned out to be a junction point. You know anything about that?”

“No,” Annabelle answered with a dark frown. “Las Vegas has its demons, but I know little of their activity. You should report to the Dominion. He would expect you to present yourself in any case, but this is news he should know.”

“Yeah. Um.” Rachel frowned, too. “Present myself?”

“His expectations can be somewhat formal. Guardians need not announce themselves when they follow mortals on ordinary travel and tourism, but you’re not here for that. The demon alone merits some notice.”

“Ugh. I’m not good at the sir and ma’am circle-jerk.”

“Etiquette is less important than cooperation. You should meet with him right away. I can introduce you.”

“Right now, we’re here doing this and I’m playing normal mortal girlfriend for your peeps,” said Rachel. “Taking off would make it weirder. Maybe when we wrap?”

“Immediately thereafter, I would suggest,” said Annabelle.

“Cool. I should get back. Um, hey,” Rachel said before she turned away. “Can you tell me why Dave lost his guardian, or when? You must have known them.”

“I did, though I am reluctant to discuss it, or them. It was not my decision. I will say that it was not for any single transgression, and the Dominion weighed in on the matter. His standards are... high.”

“High standards?” Rachel blinked, then shook her head. “Okay. This is me, not forming expectations. Gonna hear it out. This is….” She winced. “Fuck.”

“I cannot recommend your current path, but if you are committed, you may want to return to it.” Annabelle nodded to a pickup truck turning onto the apartment complex driveway. “That is Kaitlin and her boyfriend, Chad.”

“Cool, right. Any advice? What are they like? Or their guardians?”

“They are under Heaven’s Light, but their guardians are often challenged by their duties to other charges in distant lands. Kaitlin’s childhood has been turbulent.” Annabelle tilted her head in thought. “You may find familiar qualities.”
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IT’S LIKE THEY’RE RELATED


“You’re Alex. And you’re twenty?” asked Kaitlin.

“Yeah. On both points.” Alex had Lucy’s “come right out and ask” approach to handshakes or hugs in mind when the door opened—and then it dropped right out of his thoughts as soon as he and Kaitlin saw one another.

She stayed in the doorway, looking Alex up and down with narrowed eyes. She had the same jet-black hair as his, though hers hung to her shoulders. Black leggings and a purple tank top under a light, unbuttoned black shirt gave her a casual look, along with only earrings for jewelry and no makeup. Most of all, he noticed the subtle, skeptical curve of her mouth.

Her image brought Alex right back to several high school classmates and four years of unbroken ice. She completed that image with a single word: “Weird.”

“Yeah, I get that.” Alex saw a few ways to take it. They were probably all fair.

“Whassup. I’m Chad,” said the guy behind Kaitlin. He wore a muscle shirt, long shorts, and a backwards ballcap over a mop of hair. His head seemed permanently tilted back. Alex tried not to imagine Chad dragging his teeth over his lip and rubbing his hands together. That wasn’t a fair judgment on first meeting... although it seemed fairer as Chad looked past Alex.

“Hi.” Alex gestured to the others in the living room. “This is Lorelei and Rachel. They’re my girlfriends.”

Kaitlin’s eyes narrowed further while Chad’s brow shot up. “Girlfriends? With an s?” she asked.

“Yeah. We’re poly,” said Alex.

“It’s nice to meet you, Kaitlin,” said Lorelei.

“Hey,” said Rachel.

“Aw, shit, babe,” Chad said with rising interest. “Remember we⁠—”

“Stop,” Kaitlin told him. He did. She twirled a finger, indicating the three of them. “You’re all together?”

“All out in the open, yeah.” Rachel nodded at Lorelei. “Our idea, not his.”

That seemed to answer one question on Kaitlin’s mind, but not all of them. She considered Rachel, and then Lorelei, and then Alex. “And you’re twenty.”

“Kaitlin, c’mon.” Lucy seemed at least half amused. “You’re not the traditional type, either. Don’t judge.”

“Everyone judges everything,” said Kaitlin. “That’s not the same as telling anyone how to live. You do you. Not my problem.”

“We ask for nothing more.” Lorelei seemed unbothered—perhaps even approving.

“You came down from Seattle? Today?” Kaitlin’s frown remained. “Why?”

“They want to help look for Dad,” said Chris. “They’ve got some good ideas, too.”

Her frown deepened. “Is one of you a cop?”

“Kaitlin, no. I told you that when I called. It’s fine,” said Lucy.

“You wanna give them a chance?” asked Chris.

“I don’t know them. You,” Kaitlin corrected, eyeing each of them. That cool skepticism held firm. “Maybe you’re fine. I don’t know. You just heard of us today. If you’re not cops, what’s the deal? Is one of you a private investigator? Movie spies? You told Lucy you haven’t talked to Dad in years,” she said to Alex. “You’re two years older than me. How are you gonna help?”

“We’re gonna go out and physically look,” said Alex. “I know you’ve called around and checked places like his job. We’ve got the time to do more. We’ve got some ideas. Also, I just found out I have a brother and sisters. Seems like the kind of thing I should take seriously.”

Kaitlin folded her arms, staring at Alex. “People don’t rush in to help unless there’s something in it for them.”

“Turns out some do,” said Rachel.

“We did,” said Chris. He pointed to Lucy. “You know that, right?”

“There was something in it for us,” said Lucy. “That’s you, Kaitlin.”

“That’s not the—” Kaitlin paused. “That’s not the same. You knew Dad. He brought me to you, and you were close by. He’s still part of your lives. You three are strangers.”

“That’s not Alex’s fault. That’s not anyone’s fault but Dad’s,” said Chris.

Kaitlin didn’t have a retort for that.

“If you wanna know what’s in it for me, that’s it,” said Alex. “I want to find him because you’re my siblings and it matters to you, and because I’ve got a lot of questions for him. Most of them start with, ‘What the fuck?’”

Chad snorted. That turned Kaitlin around, prompting a defensive shrug. “Hey, I can’t blame him,” Chad explained. “Not saying anything else. This is your family, babe. But extra help can’t hurt, right?”

“We have other thoughts besides personally searching and calling around,” Lorelei spoke up. “Some of those ideas would be easier to pursue if you would help us, Kaitlin. You live with him. You have the keys and know at least some of his routines. We would not invade your privacy, but you may have answers we do not.”

“What, you want to come search our place?” Kaitlin pushed back. “I went through that with the fucking cops comin’ to get my mom. They tore everything apart looking for shit she never had and then still hauled her away. I couldn’t say no to them. I couldn’t say shit.”

“You can say no to us,” said Alex. “We’re not them. We’re not gonna push.”

Kaitlin took on a different, uncomfortable frown. “Don’t say it all soft and gentle.”

Alex blinked. He thought he’d only dialed it down one notch at most. A glance at Rachel at least won some reassurance there. Kaitlin wasn’t wrong; this was weird. Even in better circumstances, surprise family was bound to be weird.

“I’ve already looked for notes. What do you want to look for?” asked Kaitlin.

“Bills, mostly, if any of them are on paper,” said Lorelei. “Notes may be better if we find them, but bills may give some idea of places he frequents or people we could meet. Apart from that, I have some experience with deceitful men. I might know places to look you did not.”

“Deceitful?” Kaitlin scowled, but dropped it when Lorelei—and almost everyone else—tilted or nodded toward Alex as evidence.

“We’ll go with you,” said Lucy. “Everyone’s here to help. I didn’t expect this when I first called, but it’s not like we have any better ideas.”

“You wanna go right now? That’s why we’re here?” asked Kaitlin.

“He’s a missing person,” said Alex. “I don’t wanna freak you out any more than you already are, but⁠—”

“No.” Kaitlin held up her hand. “No, we’re already there. We get it.” She fumed, considered, and decided: “No cops. Not for anything short of a dead body or something else that fucked up.”

“No cops,” said Alex.

“You’re not getting back any unpaid child support or whatever, either. He doesn’t have it. Sorry if things were rough,” she grudgingly added as the implications caught up with her. “I’m just saying. It’s not there.”

“Mom and I gave up on that a long time ago,” said Alex. “I’ll settle for making him feel bad. Maybe give him a middle finger.”

“What if he does feel bad about…?” Rachel began, and then looked around. “Damn. Wow. Yeah, you’re siblings alright. You all get the same frown when you smell bullshit.”
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Alex doubted the accuracy of his childhood memories, especially when visits to Granma Jeanie took them straight out of town, but some things held up. Caesar’s Palace was right where he remembered it—and, as it happened, not far from the address Kaitlin gave. They followed her, Chad, and the others only a short drive west of the Strip and the freeway to a quiet complex of brown, two-story apartment buildings. Chad turned into the gate and waited for the other cars to roll in after them.

They parked in visitor spaces not far from the covered spots for residents and walked to Dave and Kaitlin’s unit. Alex looked around curiously the whole time. The complex had desert trees and a few sparse family decorations outside some units. Someone kept up with the landscaping.

“I don’t know what I expected,” said Alex. “Either living the high life or somewhere sketchy and rundown, I guess. I didn’t imagine something in between.”

“He was living someplace sketch when I first moved in with him,” said Kaitlin. “It was a bachelor pad on the north side. He gave me the bedroom and took the couch, which was still weird but he said the other way around wasn’t right. We were out of there in about a month.”

“Where’s your mom now?” asked Alex.

“Seven more months before she’s up for parole. It was mostly on her dumbass boyfriend dealing and money laundering, but the cops came in when she was wasted, so she got caught up in the bullshit.” Kaitlin stopped at the door to her home. “I don’t think we’ve ever had this many people over.”

“You want a couple of us to stay outside?” asked Rachel.

“Not sure what I want, other than for Dad to get his ass home.” She opened the door and called out, “Dad, if you’re here, speak up. I’m with people.”

The interior was as straightforward as the exterior: plain white walls, wood-style flooring, a bar countertop and stools separating the kitchen from the living room. Little of the furniture matched, but it was in good condition. Mail, glasses, and utensils on the kitchen counter, pillows and a couple bits of discarded outerwear on the couch, and the scents of coffee and tomato sauce attested to ongoing life in the apartment.

“Kaitlin, what sort of hours does Dave keep? And yourself?” asked Lorelei.

“Work doesn’t expect him early in the morning, but sometimes he’s out late. Some of that is the job. He gets called to check on things. I don’t know his friends, but he’s got guys he plays cards with or hits a bar. Doesn’t bring anyone home.”

“Is he seeing anyone?” asked Alex.

“Nobody recent. I know he’s hooked up. Kinda laughs it off ‘cause I’m old enough to know, but he doesn’t get into details.”

“Yeah, he’s joked around with me about it a couple times,” said Chad.

“Which one of you cleans?” That earned Alex a scowl from Kaitlin. He held up his hands. “If he’s hiding stuff, it matters.”

“Is it that, or are you talking about our house? Which one of you cleans? In fact, do you live together?”

“We do,” said Lorelei.

“He cleans,” said Rachel. “We just had this conversation with his mom. I’m the slob and Lorelei is casually organized. Alex is always doing the ‘acts of service’ stuff to show affection and support and compensate for Lorelei bringing in all the money.”

“You’re really gonna read me like that in front of the family I discovered literally today?” asked Alex.

“You’re not denying it,” Rachel smirked.

“You are not wrong,” Lorelei said to her. “But you are hardly a slob. You generate almost no trash.”

“Eh. I’m cluttered. I own it.”

“Wait, back up,” said Kaitlin. “Compensating?”

Alex released a long breath. “Like you said, I’m two years out of high school. Lorelei bought our condo. Before we met, I was living with Mom. It took her a long time to fix all the financial damage Dave did to her. We lived in a place like this, but we also relied on SNAP and all that for a few years. So yeah, it’s been a big change, and I try to appreciate it.”

“Aw,” Lucy approved.

“You do much more than we ask.” Lorelei passed Alex with a smooth kiss on the cheek.

“Shit. Wouldn’t bother me,” said Chad.

Kaitlin’s eyebrow rose, but neither Lucy nor Chris had anything to say to her new frown. “Okay, so where do we… I clean,” she answered finally. “It’s mostly me, and it’s not hard. This is me falling behind, actually.”

“None of us meant any judgment,” said Lorelei. “Does Dave have a desk? Do you know where he keeps his papers, like bills?”

“Yeah, they’re… how about you let me go get them? Maybe I don’t need to let strangers into his bedroom.”

“Of course,” said Lorelei. “We’re not here to invade his privacy or yours. A bank or credit card statement would be best. If you prefer we not see it, that’s fine.”

“How about if I help?” Lucy joined Kaitlin in the bedroom to search.

Lorelei stayed outside the half-opened door—and pointedly turned around rather than watching the two sisters. “Does he still travel? Does he have a passport?”

“No passport as far as I know,” Kaitlin answered. “Doesn’t travel much. I thought of that myself and I checked his dresser and closet yesterday. His bags are all here and it’s not like his clothes are missing.” Sounds of shuffling and opened cabinet doors followed. “Gonna be awesome when he finds out we went through his junk.”

“If he’s in trouble, he’ll be glad we’re looking for him,” said Lucy. “If he’s not, then it’s his fault for disappearing on you like this.”

“Yeah. That’s what I’m telling myself.”

Rachel drifted between the guys in the living room and Lorelei outside the bedroom. She cast a questioning glance to Lorelei, who returned much the same. A gesture to the horns no one else saw on Lorelei’s head elaborated on the reply. Rachel shook her head. Neither of them sensed anything pointing to magic or the infernal.

In the living room, Alex found nothing in the mail on the counter but random advertising junk. The lone bookshelf held an assortment without focus: a couple glossy NFL retrospectives, a big “how-to” on home repair, high school yearbooks for both Dave and Kaitlin, and the inevitable middle-aged guy’s book about World War II. Gambler’s guides and a few spy and crime novels filled a little more space, but none of them looked particularly loved. Alex saw more knickknacks than books.

Chris wandered over. “Holding up okay?”

“I’m fine. I’m more worried about you guys,” said Alex.

“If I’m honest, I’m not super surprised at this,” said Chris. “It’s not our first Dad-related mess. You haven’t seen him in years. Hasn’t been in your life much since you were ten, right? Although I bet that was just a different kind of rough.”

“It was, but it wasn’t, too. When I was little and he was an absentee parent, I missed him. Then we caught him cheating and the divorce hit and he was really absent. Like, completely. It felt like Mom and I were the ones who really cared about each other—and her parents and friends—so that was it. Once I was done with him, I was just done. Mom made more effort to keep me in contact with him and Jeanie than I did. I shouldn’t dump on them. They’re family for you.”

“Yeah, but the absentee thing was our deal, too,” said Chris. “Except he kept coming in and out for us. Maybe you had it better by getting a cleaner break. I’m not trying to compare scars or see who had it worse. Working out a perspective, I guess.”

“That’s where I’m at, really. I’m rushing to judgment, but I wonder how I’m his kid.”

Chris opened his mouth to say something reassuring, but his casual glance fell upon Rachel and Lorelei. That thought turned his reassurance to a grin. “If you’re making this work, I don’t know if that’s a common trait or a difference,” he laughed. “Maybe he could relate to trying, at least. He barely knows what to do with me seeing guys.”

“Was he cool with that? Is it an issue?” asked Alex.

“Oh, it’s fine,” said Chris. “He’s a little clueless, but owns that. Mostly he grumbles that he doesn’t know how to give a dad’s advice for dating when it’s a guy dating other guys. He feels like he can’t relate, but he’s not against anything. I never even had the whole ‘coming out’ thing.”

“Good. Mom wouldn’t have been with him in the first place if he had that kind of issue, but there was a lot we didn’t know. Guess I don’t want to take anything for granted with him.”

“Hey, open-minded and progressive people can be messy assholes like anyone else. Happens all the time,” said Chris.

“Pff. Wow. I’m getting read by everyone today,” Alex laughed.

“What, you mean about them?” Chris nodded to Rachel and Lorelei. “If you’re happy and it’s all honest, good for you.”

“Yo, but like, seriously.” Chad had all but faded into the scenery until the topic brought him out again. “How’s it work, y’know? I mean, they’re together, too?”

“They’re together, like a real couple,” Alex answered patiently. He faced this often. It was better if he fielded Chad’s curiosity rather than leaving the guy to embarrass himself to Lorelei.

“Do you have separate date nights or whatever?”

“Sometimes. Not by design. It’s not exactly structured. We live together.”

“How’d it start? Like, how’d you meet?”

“We all met at the same time, and we all liked each other,” said Alex. “It’s a long story. Getting together like this was mostly Lorelei’s idea. I always imagined a typical monogamy thing. Never would’ve been the one to suggest something else.”

“No doubt, no doubt.” Chad mulled that over, almost swaying at the shoulders with the effort. “But if you did want to bring it up…”

Oh no, Alex groaned inwardly. An accidental glance at Chris revealed yet another facial tick they had in common.

“Found some bank stuff.” Kaitlin emerged from the bedroom with envelopes in hand. “I dunno why he still gets them in paper, but he does.”

“It’s a combination of being old and not trusting anyone,” said Lucy. “If he’s got it on paper, the bank can’t change numbers and lie about stuff. That’s what he always tells me.”

“Some will try it, anyway, but I appreciate his instincts.” Lorelei and Rachel followed the two women to the kitchen counter. “Better to have some records to fight with than nothing.”

Chad brightened with an idea. “Oh hey, babe, is his gun still here?”

Everyone stopped and looked at him. After a second to process, Kaitlin rolled her eyes.

“What gun?” asked Alex.

“Well, it was—right when Kaitlin and I first started dating, I came over to pick her up, and her dad was cleaning his gun on the coffee table there. It’s a semi-auto, I think? I wanted to ask, but I didn’t, because, y’know. Guns.”

Alex winced. “Jesus Christ, Dave.”

“What? Lots of people own guns,” said Kaitlin.

“It’s not that, it’s—” Alex stopped. “Nope. Fine. Your dad. Not my relationship. Sorry.”

“I don’t understand. What’s the problem?” Kaitlin pressed.

Alex nearly tried to dismiss it, but he knew the challenge in Kaitlin’s eyes too well. “He made a threat display at your date?”

“It wasn’t a threat,” Kaitlin pushed back—and responded to Alex’s deepening frown with one of her own. “He was looking out for me.”

“He could make the same point with a friendly introduction and looking your date in the eye. You don’t need a gun or a macho look. Showing someone cares and they’re paying attention is enough. A move like that is more about ego than protection.”

“You’re an expert in guns and psychology?” asked Kaitlin.

“I’ve met enough—never mind,” Alex sighed. “This is a tangent. We’re not gonna agree and we don’t have to get into it. Sorry.”

“Maybe you’re not an expert on my dad.” Kaitlin tore open one of the bank statements.

“I mean, he did seem to get a kick out of it,” said Chad.

“Oh, shut up,” Kaitlin grumbled.

“If he owns a gun, it could be relevant. Do you know where it is?” asked Lorelei.

“Yeah. He showed me the basic safety stuff. I haven’t…” Kaitlin turned away, disappearing into the bedroom with the envelopes still in hand. She took all the conversation in the room with her, too, leaving only pensive and awkward glances for everyone else. Then she returned with a new look of concern. “It’s not there. The holster and a couple of clips are gone, too.”

“Magazines, actually,” Chad corrected, and then partly shrank into himself when some of the others looked back at him.

“Mom never mentioned him owning a gun,” said Alex. “Is he an ‘everyday carry’ guy?”

“No, he’s not,” said Kaitlin. “He says that’s pointless and just asking for accidents. If the gun’s gone, he took it for a reason. Fuck. Maybe he is in trouble.”

“Then it means he saw some shit coming, which is better than being blindsided,” said Rachel. It gave Kaitlin the slightest nod of comfort.

“We should keep working. The statements?” Lorelei prompted gently.

“Right. Okay.” Kaitlin pulled one out of its envelope and looked it over. “Most of the lines are abbreviated.”

“Let me look.” Lucy scanned the pages with interest. “Normal auto-pay, online ordering, couple… Dad, why are you going out to casino bars? You’re local. That’s so expensive.”

“He has a pattern of short relationships and one-night stands, correct?” asked Lorelei. “That’s where all the tourists are. It’s convenient.”

“It’s also busier and probably less people will know him there,” said Alex.

“Yeah, I guess,” Lucy grumbled. “Wait, this place is local. He’s been to the Lighthouse a few times on this statement. The address is toward Winchester. That’s another part of town.” She pulled out her phone for a search. “Kaitlin, has he mentioned this place?”

“Sounds familiar. Nothing special. He goes out a couple nights a week, but so do I. His office is in the Arts District, so that’s not that far away.”

“Somewhere to look for easy hook-ups, and somewhere else with steadier company,” said Lorelei. “That makes sense.”

“But he’s not at the office much, right?” asked Alex. “Lucy said she tried calling there and didn’t get any response, but it’s property management. Someone should answer the phone.”

“Yeah, he runs around checking out tenant problems and reminding people to pay their bills. It’s mostly small businesses.” Kaitlin missed the raised eyebrow from Lorelei. “They had a company party Thursday night. I figured I just didn’t hear him come home or leave in the morning. Now it’s been three days and his gun is gone.”

The statement hung in the air. Lucy and Chad started to say something comforting, but Kaitlin stepped in to look at the papers and Lucy’s phone. “Where is this place? Let’s go.”

“Kaitlin, how about if we go check it out,” said Alex.

“Why? He’s my dad. What’re they gonna do, keep me out for being under twenty-one? So are you. I’m only gonna ask if they know where he is, not order a drink.”

“It’s not a question of your ability,” said Lorelei. “Your father has kept parts of his life separate from you. It’s possible he doesn’t want those parts of his life to know about you, either. His gun is gone. He hasn’t called. If he is involved in something dangerous, he doesn’t want that danger to connect him to you. Does that make sense?”

“I don’t care if it’s dangerous,” said Kaitlin.

“He does,” said Alex. “If it’s dangerous, connecting you might make it worse for both of you.”

“And what about you?” Kaitlin pushed back. “What are you gonna do? Fight kidnappers? Hide him from the cops? Are you a secret super hero?”

“No.” Alex wondered how he could answer with any credibility. “I’m just⁠—”

“He knows how to follow our lead.” Rachel said it without anger or rebuke. She didn’t raise her voice. It was enough to bring Kaitlin to a stunned halt. “Lorelei used to roll with a dodgy crowd. She knows how to handle that. She also knows how to get people on her side and get them talking, and so do I.”

Kaitlin listened with something just short of a stare. She hadn’t noticed when Rachel took her hand. Most of the room missed it entirely.

“Ask what you really want to know,” said Rachel.

“Why?” Kaitlin asked. “Why do you care? Don’t tell me it’s family. That doesn’t mean shit to lots of people.”

“Most of our family is the chosen kind,” Rachel answered. “Blood isn’t everything. For some people, it’s a curse. But Dave connected you, and now we’ve met, and this affects all of us. We care because it’s good to care about each other.”

Slowly, Kaitlin looked at Alex.

“I don’t know what we’re gonna find,” said Alex. “But we’re gonna look. This bar tonight, his job tomorrow. And we’ll keep looking.”

“We have the time,” said Lorelei. “It will be easier with only the three of us. A large group may cause people to close up.”

“I’ve gotta work in the morning, and so do you, right?” Lucy gently reminded Kaitlin. “Chris has classes. It’s stupid, but life goes on. It’s the world we live in. At least someone’s out looking for him. We’ll keep on this.”

“Okay.” Kaitlin eventually slipped her hand free from Rachel’s. “You call us with anything, right? No leaving us in the dark.”

“Anything we find. Anything we rule out, too,” said Alex.

Kaitlin looked to Lucy and Chad. “I’m gonna get some more things, and then we can go.”

“We should get going, too,” said Rachel.

“Hey. Thank you. Seriously,” Lucy spoke up. “Thank you for coming and… trying, at least. Everything.”

“It’s more than we knew before,” Chris agreed.

They left only after Alex got hugs from both of his older siblings. Kaitlin looked on, then turned away to her room. Chad followed.

Outside, Alex waited until they were around a corner and out of view before he stopped to take in and release a long, steadying breath. “They are all way more normal and nicer than I was ready to hope for.”

“Lucy made a good impression over the phone, particularly given the circumstances,” said Lorelei.

“Yeah. She did. Definitely.” Another breath. “Like Rachel said, there’s the family you choose, and the one you get assigned, y’know? The latter isn’t always great.”

“I know exactly what you mean, love,” said Lorelei. Rachel smiled, but said nothing.

“Okay. Straight to this bar?” Alex started walking.

“Yes,” said Lorelei. “Sunday may not be the best night, but we can at least speak with the staff. A dive bar is more likely to hold personal connections than the resorts. We’ll try there if the bar has nothing for us. Rachel and I saw no sign of supernatural influence in the apartment.”

“Okay. Rachel, thank you for stepping in with Kaitlin,” said Alex. “Did you, um…?”

“Normal stuff for any guardian, except for how she could see and consciously hear me,” said Rachel. “What I said calmed her down more than my angel cheat codes. She’s real used to shitty people being shitty. When you’re used to nothing but shit, anything better than shit seems suspicious.”

“I can relate,” said Lorelei.

“Speaking of guardians,” Rachel continued. “I met one of theirs earlier. Probably shouldn’t get into details. You know how it is. The one thing they could tell me is they haven’t seen any spooky shit or boogeymen around the fam. Dave’s still an open fuckin’ question, but nothing tripped any demon or monster alarms leading up to this. Also, I’ve gotta check in with the Dominion as soon as I can. Maybe I take a quick look at this bar with you in case it’s some dark anus of magic, and then take off from there if it seems safe?”

“We should also make contact for our delivery now that we’re in town,” said Lorelei. “Their knowledge may be useful, even if only for the sake of ruling out some possibilities.”

“We haven’t considered the challenge of getting my underage ass into a bar,” grumbled Alex.

Lorelei smiled. She had seen him manage it several times, with or without her help. “Kaitlin nearly made me laugh out loud with that one.”

“It was more about throwing shade than technical accuracy,” said Alex. “She didn’t miss.”

“Yeah.” Rachel grinned. “Maybe, possibly, I’m so head-over-heels, panties-soaked in love with you that it’s nice to meet someone who’s ready to dunk on you.”

“Everyone in my life is ready to dunk on me, including you,” said Alex.

“Yes. I like her,” said Lorelei.

Alex sighed. “Yeah, I like her, too.”
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ALONE IN THE CROWD


“This may be faster and easier if we are somewhat apart,” said Lorelei.

Alex snorted as they crossed the parking lot. The Lighthouse held one corner of a small strip mall, anchored at the other side by a bank and an ice cream shop closed for the evening. “You mean it’ll be faster and easier for you without me.”

“Separation has other benefits. A little distance might allow you to notice things I cannot while I am engaged.”

“It’s fine. We’re here with a goal and people might talk more if I’m not in the way. I’m not worried.”

“Most people are more likely to approach a lone woman than one accompanied by a man.” Lorelei slowed to a stop. “They may speak even more freely if they believe I am available.”

“Sure.” Alex nodded. Her look of concern didn’t go away. “Lorelei, I haven’t been bothered by your hookups, and those were mostly for fun. This is important—and I don’t see you taking it that far just to get someone to talk.”

“No.” Thoughts connected behind her eyes. “You’re right. I’m not inclined to play in a situation like this.”

“Right, ‘cause somebody holding out info on a missing person in hopes of getting laid is an asshole, and that’s not how you’d deal with an asshole.”

“Yes.”

“What’s with the stare?”

“We haven’t discussed this sort of thing. Not recently.”

For once, Alex got to be the smug one. “Maybe I’m catching on to this whole ‘desire’ thing. Or maybe I just know you.”

Her stare eased. Her warmth did not. “I bring it up because I know what bothers you. This comes close to past wounds.”

“Not the same,” said Alex. “We’ve got a goal. You have the skills. We’re in love and I trust you, Lorelei. It’s fine.”

She stepped closer. “You will feel worshipped before I let you pass out tonight, my love.”

Alex swallowed. Like this morning and the expressway cutting over Hell weren’t enough? What can I say to that? “Cool.”

“Ahem.” Rachel appeared between parked cars before the bar’s entrance, wings broad and halo bright. “First off: cute moment. Sploosh.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder to the door. “Second, if someone in there is a demon or some other night life shithead, they’ve dialed back the stench of ass low enough that I can’t spot ‘em. Plenty of ordinary baggage, but nothing worth a double-take.”

“Then we should get on it, and you can go deal with your thing,” said Alex. “Thank you for checking.”

“Natch. I’ll catch up when I’m done.” Rachel passed Alex from behind, tracing her fingertips over his shoulders and her lips past his ear. “Seriously, it was fuckin’ hot.” Then she faded out with a wave. “Love you, sluts.”

“Love you,” Alex answered.

“And you.” Lorelei tilted her head toward the door. Alex opened it for her.

Dim lights, air conditioning, and the faint scents of beer and fried food welcomed them into The Lighthouse. Customers numbered perhaps two dozen, maybe a little more, and mostly with two decades on Alex. The actual bar took up much of the right side of the interior. To the left, past the tables and the larger share of customers, rose a small stage with monitor screens on both sides. A handful of people stood around the table nearest the stage, looking at large binders.

“Oh,” said Lorelei. “Karaoke.”

Alex had barely spotted an open table before she walked away, crossing a room full of people who all immediately noticed her. Hell, watching her walk like that pulled his attention, too, and he lived with her. Slept with her.

Loved her and trusted her. It’s not like Yasmin. Not like Lisa or Beth. I literally told her exactly this was okay, because it is.

“Old hurts, huh?” Alex claimed the available booth only seconds before a woman with a tray and a low black apron came by. She seemed young, though naturally older than Alex. She’d have to be.

“Hi there. Can I get you started with anything?”

“Hi.” Alex smiled back politely. “Could I get a Coke and a menu? I should probably let her order for herself.”

“No problem, but I’ll need to see ID if you order anything alcoholic.”

“It’s fine. I’m the designated driver.”

The server glanced once at Lorelei, already drawing attention at the karaoke books, and flashed her own polite, gentle smile. “Sure, you are.”
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“Your report is noted. Thank you.” Matteo’s eyes held all the same frost that filled his voice. He was a big guy even by guardian angel standards, with a strong beard and thick, tanned biceps poking out under the sleeves of a white tunic. His only accessory was a simple gold cord for a belt. The look had gone out of fashion before Rome started wobbling, at least to Rachel’s mind.

Again, she thought of how self-image dictated an angel’s appearance. Big-and-buff said one thing, ultra-simple clothes said another. His tone and icy stare said a third.

“If you’ve got questions, Lorelei might know details. I can ask,” Rachel offered.

“Of course.” Matteo’s expression held firm.

“Um. Cool. Not reading this.” She gestured with her fingers to indicate Matteo and herself on the other side of the altar. Nearby angels practically turned the dark church to daylight with their halos. Only one or two stood close enough to be part of the conversation. “Are you lookin’ at me like, ‘Now fuck off,’ or is that your, ‘Start explaining yourself’ kind of look?”

“Do you have questions? Or more to say?” asked Matteo.

“Kinda wanna know if you’re gonna burn the place down, for one thing. Lorelei said nobody could use that Low Road if the mortal side is destroyed—not until somebody puts up a surface for a new gate. Busting it up would fuck up whatever nasty shit is going on with the whole intersection for now.”

“I have no evidence of unusual moves by the Pit within my Dominion,” said Matteo. “Your report is the first of its kind. I’ll have the site watched for a time before taking any action. Until then, it is business as usual, except for your presence.”

“Oh. Gotcha.” Rachel sighed. “So it’s the other kind of, ‘Explain yourself,’ right?”

“You did,” said Matteo. “An estranged father gone missing, no longer under Heaven’s light but still significant to your mortal and demon companions.”

“Partners. You can say partners, lovers, hotties. ‘Boo’ might be out of style, but I like it.”

“The nuances of your relationship are irrelevant to me. Your lovers’ knowledge of Heaven and the overt presence of an angel in their lives is more concerning. Mortals are not meant to know many things. Demons generally do not improve their spiritual prospects, either.”

“I’ve gotten rules of engagement from three different big hats, including Michael-in-all-caps. I know what I can and can’t say or do. Everyone knows I’m playing it straight. Alex and Lorelei know I’ve got restrictions, too, and they’re fine without having them all spelled out.”

“Your three ‘big hats’ did not include me. They did not speak for my Dominion.”

“Wow, okay. When did I miss that memo, and did Mikey and the others get a copy?”

“You held Dominion yourself, however briefly, and you had your own unique approach. You were aware of your authority and limits. Mine are no less. I require your cooperation and support in keeping my Dominion peaceful and secure.”

“‘Peaceful and secure’ is the kind of policy you don’t get to decide on your own. Every night life asshole and shitrag gets their say in it.” Rachel saw his already hard eyes harden a little more. “If I run into some kind of dark fuckery in your town, do I deal with it, or are you telling me to come get your permission first?”

Something clicked on the altar. Rachel noticed a single fingernail from Matteo’s hand tapped against the surface. “My Dominion is calm, stable, and busy. This city hosts countless people in transit every day. If you were any other guardian with a mortal charge passing through, we would not need to speak. We both know you are different. We both know the chaos spawned by your companions and your relationship.

“You are to minimize your impact on my Dominion. It is too late to forbid you from revealing yourself to the mortals you met today, but you will limit further interaction. If you intend to hide in plain sight, remember that you are hiding. No chaos. No purges. No miracles. This is not your Dominion, and your mortal ‘partner’ is not under true guardianship. You will limit yourself accordingly. Is that understood?”

“Sure,” said Rachel. “Anything else?”

“You will remember that mortal lives are trivial in comparison to mortal souls.”

“Duh. Lives are still precious. What’s your point?”

“Mortal life is a crucible that tempers and perfects the immortal soul. Trials and suffering are natural and necessary. Every intervention in mortal hardship diminishes the outcome.”

Rachel didn’t try to hide her wide-eyed skepticism. “That’s a fuckin’ theory, unless you heard it straight from the Divine yourself.”

“It is the practice in my Dominion. It is the principle we all hold. While you are here, you will abide by it. Guardians guard, but they must exercise discretion. Those ‘big hats’ have decided your relationships with the mortal and demon are worthy of exception, and I will abide by that decision. You will remember the principles of Heaven and my Dominion. You are an angel and a guardian. I believe I can trust in your good faith.”

His frigid tone and stare implied otherwise.

“Cool. Sounds like we’re done.”

“Yes.” Matteo watched her turn to leave before a final thought occurred to him. “Rachel. If you find evidence of demonic connection to this matter, you must report your discoveries to me personally without delay. I hold Dominion over this city. Defense against the Pit is my responsibility.”

“Gotcha.” Rachel couldn’t argue about that.
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Lorelei attracted a clutch of patrons before the karaoke DJ called her name off the waiting list—“Lori,” this time, showing a little concern for visibility in a new town with unfamiliar shadows. Heads turned as she took the small stage, showing how many more people had given her their idle curiosity since she arrived.

Hungry Like the Wolf played in the same understated studio cover band style of every karaoke set Alex had ever heard, but that didn’t hold back the performer. Lorelei killed it, because of course, she did. She tailored it to the scene, with not too much glory, not too much talent, but enough skill and joy to get everyone’s attention… or, more importantly, to justify it. Everyone who pretended they didn’t notice the knockout who wandered into their bar dropped the act.

Then came the applause and the slow drift of guys hoping to chat her up. Lorelei stayed up front to boost the middle-aged mom who followed her on stage. Alex thought that was a nice touch. He wasn’t sure anyone but he and the singer noticed the effort. Several probably saw it as a delay in winning Lorelei’s attention.

Alex had walked in on more than one set of guys jockeying to impress her or win her interest. It came to Lorelei naturally, though she was self-aware about it. She never let Alex feel ignored or left out; if anything, his eventual arrival was part of the game for her. Ultimately, whether she let her admirers down easy or hard depended on how they reacted to him.

This time was different. She stayed in the crowd and barely looked his way. Several guys did, either because they saw them enter together or because Lorelei said something. A few scoffed. Others almost looked on with pity. Almost. Then they forgot Alex and turned back to her.

Lorelei wasn’t wrong about the scars. They weren’t big or deep, but he carried them from Yasmin at junior homecoming, Lisa in the summer that followed, and then Beth at that New Year’s Party the year before last—God, fuck New Year’s, except this last one. The party with Beth still stung. At least Yasmin found the courage and tact to say she just wanted to go to the dance and didn’t see it as a date-date. Then he knew what page he was on. By contrast, Lisa and Beth ditched him as soon as they arrived. None were after another guy or anything so hurtful. They were there for the scene. It still left Alex alone in a crowd.

Getting ditched at parties sucked, but Lorelei cared more about it than he did. That was one more reason he loved her so much. She didn’t fawn, nor did he want that, but she always cared and never left him feeling alone.

The strength of their relationship made this scene almost funny. Lorelei’s broad tastes in adult movies had shown him how this sort of scenario was an entire trope and fetish for many guys. In the moment, Alex felt nothing of the sort. I’m not humiliated or aroused. It’s just kinda tedious… but maybe useful.

Some question from Lorelei prompted knowing groans from her audience. Guys laughed and pushed to be the first to explain something to her. A couple women in the mix shared an eyeroll. Alex could imagine what Lorelei had asked.

“That guy,” said one man.

“—all the time,” said another.

“Not you, too,” said a third, louder than the rest. “You’re too smart to fall for him. C’mon.”

Scanning the bar, Alex saw most people minding their own business, or at worst stealing a wistful look her way. No one reached for a cell phone. Nobody ducked out to get away from her. The question hadn’t alarmed anyone, either. Whether or not she found a lead, the scene at least appeared safe.

With that assured, Alex pulled the burner phone they bought for this trip and texted the number Hector had given him. “Hi. Your order from H is in the area. Do you prefer pick-up or delivery?” His instructions hadn’t been more detailed than “keep it simple” and “don’t put my name on anything.” Alex sent the text and went back to playing wallflower.

Five minutes passed. Ten. Someone attempted a Sabrina Carpenter song on stage, and then someone else pulled the inevitable rendition of Margaritaville. Guys told Lorelei stories, tried to shut each other down, and found her boundaries. She kept everyone reeled in with grins and looks, but nobody won more than the lightest touch. At length, she snuck Alex a long glance across the room. Neither the physical distance nor the would-be suitors really separated them.

On the way back from a bathroom visit, Alex noticed the bulletin board. Flyers advertised a gym, roofers, a dating service, a helpline—and something in dramatic, edgy red-on-black print called Deep Truth. An inset picture offered a set of smiling faces: a blonde woman, a white guy, and a Black guy, all fit and conventionally attractive, together in a chummy pose with logo-emblazoned swag. The overall tone of edgy masculinity couldn’t be ignored. Alex winced inwardly: Fellas, is it gay to wash your ass? He rolled his eyes and walked away.

Across the bar, Lorelei’s aspirants had thinned out to three guys who thought they had a chance. At his booth, Alex found the spicy chicken strips, fries, and coleslaw he’d ordered. The slaw looked more like a cup of mayo with a sprinkling of cabbage. The menu made it sound better than the burger, but people probably didn’t come here for the food.

Then he tried the chicken. Paprika, garlic, and honey fit together incredibly well, and none of it felt too dry. The cook had great timing. Okay, Dave. Not a total loss.

“He’s not in the morgue or any of the emergency rooms.” Rachel slumped into the booth seat opposite Alex and grabbed one of his strips without preamble, and also without her halo or wings in view. She bit, looked toward Lorelei, chewed, and then looked back to him with interest. “Hey, these are good.”

“I know, right?” Alex agreed. “You checked them all? How many are there?”

“Eight. I got a guardian to give me a list, but it’s only the actual ERs. If Dave got fucked up days ago, he might’ve been moved to some other room by now. Looked through a few ICUs, too. Lucy already called the jails, right? That’s some of the shittier things off the table.”

“Locally, at least. Thank you.”

“I don’t know what’s up, but I’ve got a feeling he’s out there. We’ll find him.”

“How’d your meeting go?”

“Uuugh.” Rachel slid deeper into her seat. She bit down on her chicken strip again and stared at the ceiling tiles. “Local boss has such a stick up his ass I think he may be more stick than guy. I already follow the rules, so he can’t get too shitty with me, but he’s taking the narrowest interpretation of every-fucking-thing. I’m pushing it just sitting here like this. And with my scouting run. Seems like he’s half personal paranoia and half political bullshit.”

“Like, office politics or the partisan kind? Do angels have that?”

“You could make the analogy. Office politics aren’t always the other kind, but the other kind usually leads to office bullshit. I shouldn’t get into it. He didn’t tell me to fuck off out of town or piss up a rope. We’ll be fine. What about you? I’m getting a ‘holding pattern’ vibe.”

Alex gestured toward Lorelei before picking up a fry. “She’s talking. I’ve got nothing.”

Then his cell phone buzzed with a message: “My place is fine. Can you bring it tonight? Late hours are okay if you let me know.” A follow-up provided an address.

“Side hustle is ready to go,” said Alex.

“I should probably go stealth mode for that,” said Rachel. “Playing normie for actual normies is fine. Magic types shouldn’t notice anything different about me, but I’ve been busted before.”

“Yeah, I remember.” He grinned.

“Love, I’m glad you’re back.” Lorelei slid into the booth beside Rachel. She looked to Alex. “Thank you for your patience.”

“Sure.” Alex nodded at his plate. “Didn’t know what to order you or how long you’d need.”

“Of course. What did the angel in Dominion have to say?”

“He’s a douche and he’s all about my rules and boundaries,” said Rachel. “Also, he said they haven’t had any special demon fuckery lately. They’re gonna watch that Road junction for a bit before they do anything. I checked some other spots for Dave but came up empty.”

“Our delivery job is ready to receive,” said Alex. “Other than that, I haven’t seen anything. What about you?”

“This was nearly a waste of time,” said Lorelei. “Dave is a regular, but every connection appears surface-level and casual. No one has knowledge beyond our own. He hasn’t been in since before Thursday. That said, a few of his coworkers frequent this bar with him. One of them visited the night before last. Apparently they are all hard at work on venue arrangements for an arena event, and that’s unusual for them. Some kind of life coaching seminar. It all sounded entirely mundane.”

“It’s more than I’ve got,” said Alex. “I’ve felt kinda useless here while… wait. Life coaching?” He stiffened. “No way.”

“What does that mean to you?” asked Lorelei.

“There’s a flyer on the… no. Naw.” His frown deepened as he got out of his seat. Rachel and Lorelei followed him to the hallway and the bulletin board. “Dave, you did not get wrapped up in some creepy toxic self-help cult.”

And then he read.

“Are you lost? Alone? Fed up with all the lies?” The top line spelled it out in perfect English, followed by a mix of text and emojis: “Cut the poop emoji, drop the handcuffs, claim the crown, bicep, dollar sign.” Alex winced inwardly as he kept reading.

DEEP TRUTH

Discover the hidden truth and hidden power behind every religion.

We have the knowledge. We have the technology. We know the way.

Advanced Artificial Intelligence has unlocked the TRUTH from every religion, philosophy, and creed, applied to the success and failure of societies and individuals through global history! DEEP TRUTH is a deductive, algorithmic, memetic synthesis of all the REAL wisdom of the ages, cut free from all the lies!

The techno-Celtic knot triangle hovered over a few final lines: “Deep Truth is open to all people! All ages! Minorities and females welcome!”

That brought Alex to the pair of pictures on the bottom: the young and attractive people in symbol-bearing swag he’d already noticed on one side, and some middle-aged white guy giving a TED-Talk on the other. Between the pictures was a QR code, and beneath it a final pitch: “Don’t be cucked by all the lies. Escape the left and the right. Success with money, with relationships, with power all come from the TRUTH!”

“’Minorities and females,’” Alex read out loud. Wincing.

“Oh no,” Rachel said with the same groan Alex felt.

“This is gonna give my phone gonorrhea.” Alex scanned the QR code anyway—using the burner rather than his own phone. A website appeared with hyperlinks to all the major social media platforms. He clicked for video.

“I’ve never heard of this group,” said Lorelei.

“Neither have I. The internet algorithms don’t label us as frustrated dudes.” Alex scrolled past videos with bold titles that echoed the flyer, all dated within the last year. Views numbered in five and six digits. “They might be inflating this with click-farms, but it has a following, because of course it does. Gross.”

“Their event is on Wednesday.” Lorelei had her phone out, too. “I wonder if it’s the only day they could get the space. The arena probably has other events before then, but it’s a lead… for tomorrow,” she added once the web page came up. “Nothing is scheduled tonight. The arena will be dark.”

“I can swing through and see what’s what,” said Rachel. “If the place is hosting other gigs between now and then, I wouldn’t expect much.”

“Okay. It’s something. We should still hit his office tomorrow,” said Alex. “Do we want to get the side hustle out of the way?”

“Yes.” Lorelei stared at the flyer. “Now I am even more curious about the state of the night life in this city.”
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EVENTS ALREADY IN PROGRESS


Desert suburbia spread for miles into the northwest, though Alex couldn’t see much beyond the streetlights. The cookie-cutter homes weren’t so different from the suburbs of Seattle, except Vegas lacked the greenery and hills. Residential walls around developments were rarer back home. They seemed ubiquitous here. He wondered what that said about either place.

He thought about it again as he and Lorelei walked up to one of many two-story, stucco-and-red-clay-tile-roof homes along a residential lane. Most were built with the garage thrust forward, putting the front door slightly back. Many had rock gardens. This one had a pair of desert willows to shade the flower bed and the entrance beside the garage.

A porch lamp and greater light inside supported the invitation of a late delivery. Alex looked back to Lorelei and Rachel—the latter now showing full wings and halo, and thus unseen to others. Neither of them sensed or warned of any danger. He knocked and waited.

A curtain-shrouded window cracked open. A woman from inside asked, “You mind leaving them by the door and stepping away?”

“Sure,” Alex answered, “but I was told we could talk. Part of the delivery deal.”

“I know. That was before I saw who was coming. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Okay,” Alex said to the curtains. “How far back do you want us?”

“Go to the corner of the garage. Stay visible. I’ll let you know when we can talk.”

“Feel like maybe I shouldn’t peek inside this time,” said Rachel.

“No,” agreed Lorelei.

Sharing a curious glance with them both, Alex set the package on the doorstep and walked back along the garage wall with Lorelei and Rachel. That put them under the tree branches.

The door opened inward—a solid door, Alex noticed, controlled by the person standing behind it. A small cloud of powder puffed out over the package. Then a thin, ornately tapered shaft of wood poked from behind the door, pointed downward to trace three tight circles over the package. Alex heard a few whispers, and then the wand retreated.

“Hold on another minute,” said the woman inside. She snatched the package off the welcome mat and closed the door.

“Holy balls.” Rachel turned to look at the rest of the neighborhood.

“What do you think she’s worried ab—? Oh,” Alex understood with a glance at Lorelei.

“I wonder,” she remarked dryly. “You may have to do the talking.”

Faintly curled red hair and a wary face on the far end of middle age emerged in the doorway. She wore a loose white blouse and a red patterned knee-length skirt fit to the desert summer. The wand in her hand stayed low but visible. “You can probably guess why I’m reluctant to invite you closer,” she said.

“I’ll bet he didn’t tell you the conditions until after we were already on our way,” said Alex. Hector wanted his name used sparingly, but they both knew.

“No, he didn’t. Sounded reasonable at the time.”

“Okay. I’m Alex. This is Lorelei. She’s not talking because we don’t want to freak you out.”

“Good. I appreciate that. You know about your friend, then?”

“She’s more than a friend, and I know everything. She’s safe.” Alex expected the raised brow and the skeptical look. “It’s a long story. She’s proven it over and over again. We’re not here for trouble. We came for your advice.”

“Why me?”

“You were recommended by the guy who sent that package,” said Alex. “This, um, tension kinda points to your qualifications.”

“Maybe I’ve got wards around my home. Maybe I know a trick or three.”

Alex considered it—and then remembered the trees. An upward glance brought the thin willow branches closer.

“Oh, wow, yeah,” said Rachel. “I see it now. These are some bad motherfucker trees.”

“How do we make this more comfortable for you?” asked Alex.

“Nice choice of words.” Her eyes narrowed. “Show me some cards.”

“Keep me out of this,” warned Rachel.

Lorelei pursed her lips in thought and then brushed her hand through her hair. In the blink of an eye, all her demonic features came into view, without a single change to her clothing or stance.

“Huh. Okay.” Their host paused to swallow, but her nerve held. “Are you a particular type? Should I guess? Wait,” she warned. “He can answer.”

“I really don’t like speaking for her,” said Alex.

“Why’s that?”

“Because she’s an adult with her own mind and her own point of view. It’s not a power thing or a curse. It’s ordinary respect.”

“Alright,” said the stranger. “If I catch a hint of magic or anything suspicious, we’re done.”

“Of course,” said Lorelei. “I am a succubus. Alex is my prey, but he is uniquely safe from my abilities. I am no longer bound to the Pit. We have fought hard to assure that. I have no reason to harm you.”

“Show me another card.”

“This is my natural form, and so is the form you saw before. You are still wearing a disguise.”

The other woman snorted. “Rude.”

“Now you know that I know,” Lorelei answered mildly.

“What else?”

Lorelei paused with a thoughtful glance to Alex. “I sense your desires.”

“Ooh, fuck yeah,” murmured Rachel.

“Really rude,” said their host.

“It comes to me naturally. Now it is one more thing you know.”

Their host considered it. “You. Alex. ‘Uniquely safe?’ Are you a Practitioner? Demon deals? Anything?”

“I’ve been through some weird stuff. Hec—our mutual friend said you weren’t exactly a Practitioner. Was he downplaying the truth?”

“I downplay it.” She nodded upward. “What’s the sky look like to you?”

“Oh, the stars? About a month ago, you started seeing stars despite all the light pollution, right? I don’t see ‘em, but I know about that. A guy in LA did a thing. I have friends who were there. I can tell you the story if you want. No names.”

“Huh. And you want to know about the night life here. That’s the deal?”

“That’s the deal,” said Alex.

“Why?”

“My father lives here and he’s gone missing. We don’t talk, but he still matters. As long as we’re in town looking for him, we’d like to avoid any supernatural mess.”

She stared, still discerning, still wary. “You mind if I read your palm, Alex?”

“We can do that.” He saw no objection from Lorelei and heard none from Rachel. He came forward and offered his left hand, level to the ground, palm up and relaxed.

“Are you left-handed?” she asked, still with an equally wary eye on Lorelei.

“Right-handed. I’ve been through this with someone who knew what she was doing.”

“Hmh.” She nodded, guiding him closer under the porch light without stepping beyond the doorway. Notably, both of her feet stayed inside. “Does that mean you know what I see?”

“Discolored skin tones and a mess of past lives?”

“Is the discoloration natural?”

“My hands burned to the bone once. Somebody fixed them.”

Her frown conveyed surprise, but not disbelief. She looked once more, with a glance to Lorelei along the way. “Who are the others?”

“Other who?”

“Lovers.”

“One needs to stay private. The others are Practitioners back in Seattle.”

Finished, she looked to Lorelei and Alex again, considering—and then nodded inside. “Call me Julia. C’mon in.”

The entrance split with stairs to one side and an open-plan, kitchen-first layout on the other. A framed, nearly floor-to-ceiling picture of the Grand Canyon hung on the stairway wall. Another wall held a quilt in a Southwestern pattern. The kitchen held ordinary appliances, brand-name boxes on the counters, and faint scents of cumin and pepper. Beyond it spread a living room with big couches and a flatscreen television. Her home seemed tasteful, cozy, warm… and utterly normal.

“Fair warning, my place has defenses. They’re not traps, but I could see that being a matter of perspective.” Years vanished from Julia’s face when Alex and Lorelei turned to her again, bringing her just inside middle age rather than the later side of it. Her red hair turned naturally blonde. She had some wrinkles and no makeup, but Alex saw an enduring beauty now that her disguise was gone.

This wasn’t the time to fuss about beauty, but he always noticed.

Lorelei entered in her mortal visage. “Thank you, Julia. I apologize for the surprise. Your supplier isn’t comfortable with me, either. You have already given me more of a chance than he has.”

“Hah. But he let me have the surprise anyway. That’s cute.” Julia shrugged. “Can I offer you anything to drink? It’s mostly tea, or I’ve got wine and soda.”

“I’m good, thank you,” said Alex. “We don’t want to impose more than we have.”

“Hey, you’re here now. A guest is a guest.” Julia led the way to the living room. “You came to talk, so have a seat. Let’s talk.”

Lorelei followed. Alex turned to do the same, but found Rachel staring at the picture of the Grand Canyon. Not wanting to tip off Julia, Alex glided one hand through Rachel’s hip. It snapped her out of her reverie. “Fuck! Shit! What?” Rachel blinked and looked around before she came to Alex. “Right. Defenses. Yeah, don’t stare. It’ll suck you right in. This lady is for real.”
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“Hector has the basics right. There’s no dominant faction of night life in Vegas.” Rather than sinking into her plush chair per its design, Julia sat forward, holding a mug of the same tea she offered her guests. “The real power around here is money, big business, and ordinary mortal politics, in that order. Creepy supernatural types might not even make the top ten. Don’t get noisy and especially don’t make a mess on the Strip. Nobody likes that, mortal or otherwise.”

Lorelei and Alex had the couch opposite Julia’s chair. Rachel leaned on it from behind, still unknown to their host. “And the shadow people in the desert to the west?” asked Alex. “Was Hector right about that, too?”

“Shadow people? I guess you could call them that. Bad things have happened out in that desert, long ago and as recently as the mob days. It leaves an echo. Most people never notice. I’m surprised he remembers.”

“Did Hector get all this info from you?” asked Alex.

“Yeah, he did.” Julia smiled. “He first came here on a job, too. Not as personal as yours. He heard I could give him this talk, same as you. That’s how we met.”

“Do you get this sort of visit often?” asked Lorelei.

“No. You’re only the second. I didn’t think I had a rep until now. Maybe I should talk to Hector about that, because I don’t know if it’s a good thing.”

“Anonymity is generally better than fame in this side of life,” said Lorelei. “Does your expertise come from personal connections? Could you make introductions?”

“Only a few. I’ve been around a while and I’ve been in some rooms when things happened. A lot of what I know comes through magic, and my main interest is in knowing places and people I’d rather avoid.”

“That is our hope, too, though it’s possible the night life is our problem.”

“Any particular part of the night life?”

“No,” said Alex. “We’ve had, um, issues with lots of different sorts. They’re not problems anymore, but who knows if this is coming from their friends?”

Julia frowned curiously. “I hear a mix of euphemisms in there.”

“Alex doesn’t want to sound violent and he isn’t a braggart,” said Lorelei. “We’ve survived several supernatural feuds. The opposing parties have… not.” Her eyes and grin slid toward her lover. “That’s how you say it.”

“Yeah, but then I wouldn’t sound like myself,” he said.

“Lots of different sorts?” Julia guarded her curiosity, but didn’t hide it.

“There it is. Wheels are turning,” Rachel put in from behind Alex and Lorelei.

“More than a few, anyway,” said Alex. “For a while, we stayed mostly anonymous. The last time around, our names kinda got out. I’d bet money my father is in some ordinary mess, but the pattern is there and we need to be careful.”

“And if it is some ordinary mortal situation, we’d like to keep it that way,” added Lorelei. “In either case, coming to you seemed wise.”

“Alright. From the bottom: Vegas is a great place to be a vampire, so we’ve got plenty of them. It’s not a good place to be the one in charge. Vampires dislike change, but Vegas is all about that. Sooner or later, the vampire boss gets in the way of progress and the casinos get annoyed, so they deal with it. Every new boss comes up with a new title, and none of them last more than a couple decades. The current bigwig is named Jeremiah Clement. He controls the Lucky Nugget, which is big, but it’s old and in downtown and he keeps things quiet. That’s good enough for the Strip.”

“Wait, so the casino bosses know about vampires and spooky stuff, but they keep it secret?” asked Alex. “I know how magic hides and all that, but… these guys know, and all they do about it is keep their businesses rolling?”

“More or less. I wouldn’t say every CEO knows. It’s more like there’s always someone on staff who knows where the bodies are buried and who to call when the creepy stuff starts. And there’s always some vampire ready to rat out the current leader for whatever advantage it brings.” Julia let out a sigh. “I admit, I learned some of this when I was new and I tried talking to a few. All the warnings about vampires sounded like a stereotype.”

“Unfortunately not,” Lorelei confirmed. “It’s a matter of selection, from the earliest nights of their kind. Only the darkest mortal souls survive the transformation into vampires. Werewolves, too.”

“Good to know. What about demons?” asked Julia.

“D’oh!” Rachel laughed.

“Exceptions are obviously possible,” said Lorelei. “Demons are a more complex category. As a default, one should expect the worst—though if I am an exception, I suppose I must hold out the same possibility for others. Such exceptions would still be exceedingly rare. I would not bet your life on finding another.”

“Sure.” Barely smothering her grin, Julia glanced to Alex.

“We started with a pile of extraordinary circumstances,” he said. “And we were right for each other.”

“And all those others in the love line on your palm?”

“You can be right for more than one person. It depends on what you and they want.”

Julia slowly nodded.

“Fucking hell, babe, the smolder!” Rachel clung to the back of the couch as she sank behind it. Alex felt her fingers hanging on behind him. “I’m melting back here.”

Lorelei merely watched.

“Back to business,” Julia resumed, though her eyes hung on Alex a little longer. “I mentioned the buried bodies. Vegas has plenty of hauntings, especially at the casinos. That urban legend is true. I know a necromancer who keeps them under the radar for a regular fee—nice guy, actually. If you’re up to something that riles the dead, be careful where you do it.

“The djinn keep to themselves. I know a few. No agenda, no power plays, just living their lives. They like the mix of urban life and desert. As far as I know, we don’t get many werewolves. I’m guessing it’s the climate and the consequences of making a mess. That leaves the Practitioners and the demons.”

“How much experience have you had with my kind?” asked Lorelei.

“Only a little. I’m all about awareness and safety. Mostly I know how to spot them and go the other way.”

“Mostly,” said Lorelei.

“We have a handful of Practitioner circles in and around the city,” Julia carried on. “A few others Practice on their own—family and neighborhood stuff. Witches and other natural types focus on quiet interests and living well. A couple Hermetics have gotten so filthy rich on the magic of numbers that they only live here part-time. Another Hermetic circle calls itself the ‘Study Group.’ They like to go out in the desert to make things go boom with magic. And then there’s my former circle.

“The Summerlin Book Club used to almost fit the name. We were as much about wine and catty gossip as magic. As we got better at magic, the power started creeping in. First it was pranks, then things like ‘nudging’ people they didn’t like out of their workplaces or neighborhoods. Then it was matchmaking, then affairs. Pretty soon life was like a game of The Sims to them. The more I objected and got in the way, the more they cut me out. I tried to talk them down. They didn’t listen.

“I went to one last meeting expecting to get banished when a guy named Mr. Cook turned up. Handsome, white suit with a black tie… and he had the same demon tells I see in you,” Julia said to Lorelei. “He’d made friends with Leah, who had basically become the leader of the circle. He promised greater power and knowledge, but he wanted to ‘call on us for assistance’ in the future, and he wanted the whole set of us to agree. All or nothing.

“I warned them he was a demon. The circle blew it off. They really thought I’d buckle, so when I walked out, they lost their minds. That’s when the haunting started. They don’t want to kill me outright, because that runs too close to the limits of our Practice, but they can sic angry ghosts on me and that’s fine, I guess. Their interpretation, anyway.”

“Wow, that’s fucked up. I’m sorry,” said Alex.

“They were great for a while. I had some warning signs in the beginning, but I didn’t know how it would turn out. Money and privilege goes to people’s heads. Magic isn’t so different.”

“Did this ‘Cook’ elaborate on his expectations or his promises?” asked Lorelei.

“Nah, he wanted to keep it vague.” Julia frowned. “The weird thing is, as much as he wanted the whole group, he seemed just as satisfied with the circle fracturing over it. Amused, even.”

“That is entirely possible,” said Lorelei. “I cannot say from your story if I am familiar with him, but this fits a mold. He saw benefit in either outcome and he wanted to lord that over you all. If it is any consolation, he could not retaliate directly for your refusal, no matter what he may have implied. It is in the nature of such offers and bargains.”

“I was hoping you’d know more,” said Julia. “It’s weird enough to run into one demon, let alone two in the space of a month. I get the impression I didn’t really torpedo the deal by walking away, either, but I haven’t had any real contact with the circle since then. If we see each other in public, it’s all staring daggers and turning away.”

“A later bargain is entirely possible. He might offer less to maintain leverage and consequences, but he likely still wanted whatever he was after.”

“Do you know what that is?”

“Souls, above all else. He may have had some agenda in the mortal world as well, but that is always secondary to souls. As I said, you chose correctly.”

“Uh-huh.” Julia let out a long, sobering breath. “I suppose that’s good to hear… for me, anyway. Not so good for them.”

“We could look into it,” Alex offered.

“Whoa. Wait. Several things. First: just like that? Why?”

“Why not?” asked Alex.

“Ohmygosh you’re doing the sweet helpful soul thing, too.” Still unseen, Rachel sank until only her eyes came over his shoulders, staring at Julia. “She digs it.”

It didn’t show. Trying to form a response, Julia looked from Alex to Lorelei and back again.

“Ah,” Lorelei understood. “Alex offers—we offer freely. This is no demon contract or bargain. You would owe no price, and certainly not your soul.”

“Mmff fuuuuck now you’re in on it, too!” Rachel squeezed her thighs together tightly. Lorelei’s unseen tail swept through the couch to cover the invisible angel’s mouth.

“But why?” asked Julia. “You’re here looking for your dad. You want to avoid conflict, right?”

“Sure,” said Alex, “but they’re hurting you, hurting other people, and now they’ve got a demon buddy. Seems like a problem. Maybe we can help.”

“How?”

“Can’t know until we check it out,” said Alex.

“Again, we have some experience in supernatural conflict,” said Lorelei.

“No, see, that’s another problem,” said Julia. “When I say my circle—ex-circle’s Practice forbids killing, I’m still committed to that, and it’s not just letter of the law. I’m not a pacifist, but I don’t hurt anyone unless I have no other choice. I’m not sending anyone out to hurt people on my behalf, either.”

“What happens with the ghosts?” asked Alex.

Looking away, Julia folded her arms in a simple gesture, but soon it was clear she hugged herself. “It’s always a handful of them. They died together—violently. They project fear, but that’s only the start of it. If they touch me, it’s… like the nightmare of dying. I feel like I’m being torn to shreds or beaten or buried alive, and then I’m a gibbering wreck on the floor until daylight at least.

“The first time was awful, but I lived. The second was enough to make me expect more. That’s where I got in touch with Hector. I’ve got their pattern now. I have wards and the bullets. I can deal with them.”

“For how long?”

“I dunno. This kind of thing can’t go on forever.”

“Can’t? Or you hope it won’t?” asked Alex.

“Pretty sure it would stop if I moved away,” she muttered.

“You haven’t yet,” said Lorelei.

“No, because I’ve been here most of my life. I’ve got a mortgage and family and…” She shook her head. “That’s the commitment I made to finding another way. That’s how serious it is.”

“It’s not right,” Alex pushed gently. “What they’re doing to you is awful. They’ll do worse to others. We don’t want to kill anyone. It’s not our first choice. But we can probably help.”

“Why? Because it’s the right thing?”

He shrugged. “Yeah. And you seem like you could use some friends.”

Again, Julia looked to Lorelei and found only a solemn nod of agreement. Her jaw set. She still wasn’t ready to believe. “Can you do something about the ghosts?”

“I can help with that,” Rachel whispered. “I can totally get away with this shit.”

“Our experience is limited, but yes, I believe we can help,” said Lorelei. “We are here on another pressing task, and you have your wards and defenses for now. If caught between matters, we may lean toward our own issues first.”

“Yeah. That’s fine.” She considered it. “No strings attached?”

“None,” said Alex. “We brought the bullets and you gave us info. Deal’s done. This is different.”

“Let me think about it. The offer is appreciated.” Julia nodded to the door with a wordless request. They all stood. “I hope things work out for the best with your father,” she said as they left. “Good luck.”

“Thanks. Good night,” said Alex.

The door closed and locked behind them. Alex and Lorelei shared a look, agreeing not to speak until they reached the car. Rachel followed in silence, though her smile glowed almost as brightly as her halo. Despite the short distance, Alex felt Lorelei’s hand close around his—and her tail slide around the back of his waist, and then down his ass. An angelic hand joined their hold from behind, awkwardly but meaningful, or at least teasing.

Lorelei drove. Rachel sat in the back seat, since her usual invisibility made any other arrangement weird. They made it to the corner before Alex checked the mirror, saw nothing, and relented. “Okay, what do we think?”

“I think we may have made a new friend,” said Lorelei. “A lovely friend.”

“Yeah, she’s pretty, but I dunno if that… wait.” He turned her way to find a quieter grin than Rachel’s, but a grin nonetheless. “You don’t… really?”

“It’s wistful and physical rather than romantic,” said Lorelei. “She hasn’t been with anyone for some time. I suspect that awful Practitioner circle may be to blame. You and I presented an opportunity she couldn’t keep out of the back of her head—myself partly by lore and archetype, but you…” Lorelei’s hand slid up his thigh. “You taunted fantasies she would never consider, if not for all these exceptions of magic and circumstance. And you did it so well.”

“I didn’t do anything,” said Alex.

“Oh, you did a lot, babe,” said Rachel. “‘You can be right for more than one person,’” she mimicked in a husky voice neither she nor Alex possessed. “‘We can help. It’s the right thing. Hi, I’m Alex, here to provide good deeds and good dick on demand.’ Motherfucker, I’m about to crawl into your lap and ride you right now. You couldn’t put up more green lights if you bought them at a store.”

“Rachel, nobody else has your benevolence fetish.” He paused. “Also, I’m not turning you down.”

“Nothing certain,” said Lorelei. “You are a younger man, and I am a demon, and Julia is cautious... though your sincerity and lack of an agenda worked in our favor.”

“You mean our chances of hooking up are better because I wasn’t trying to hook up?” asked Alex. “Then why are you telling me now?”

“Because you asked, love. I have my priorities.”
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EXTREME MEASURES


“Religions aren’t about philosophy or a way of life. Look at every billionaire, every world leader, every celebrity. Personal success comes in contradiction of a professed religion.” Dr. Gary Keane’s slicked-back hair, glasses, and middle age fell out of step with the sports and action movie posters around the table. He wasn’t a regular on this podcast. “That is what Deep Truth is all about. Our AI has combed through every religion in history to find what’s at the core, and it’s this: you are the only real god. The world is what you make it with your own strength.”

“Wait, I’ve heard of this.” Charlie Bennet’s podcast kept him current and visible between B-movie tough guy roles. He surprised Alex with his dash of knowledge and skepticism for his guest. “Isn’t self-worship a Satanic Temple thing? Because they do some good⁠—”

“No, no. We’re not the Satanic Temple. Their first tenet is about compassion for all. That’s not so different from other religions. We’re saying that’s nonsense. Also, we’re not talking about ‘self-worship.’ Deep Truth reveals that we are the gods—you, me, and anyone who has the insight to realize it and the guts to claim their godhood.”

Outside the car, Las Vegas suburbs grew sparser and browner. Alex preferred the flat, bright morning desert to the discussion on his phone... or would have, if not for their destination. Lorelei drove with Rachel in the back seat. Alex watched his screen.

“Does the man telling you to love your neighbor love his?” Keane went on. “Hell no, he doesn’t! He’s gouging his neighbor at the market, or using the neighbor’s parking space, or banging the neighbor’s wife. He preaches peace and love to make you into another trusting victim.”

Bennet cracked a grin at that, but he also folded his arms and leaned back in his seat. “Isn’t that kind of dog-eat-dog? You’re talking about a world where a few people with advantages do well and everyone else gets crushed.”

“Is that you? Because that’s the world we live in already. Are you weak, or are you strong?”

“I’m saying, shouldn’t we work for a better world than that?”

“Once you find your strength, that world is pretty great. Look at me. I’m no athlete. I’m a little past that. But I’ve found my strength in technology and clarity. I found it in Deep Truth. And I’m doing fine. You could, too.

“Calling out the bullshit is only half the task. The truth is that religions fill a need. We want a guiding path. Humans crave structure. But we need a structure that isn’t a scam designed to cuck us, which is what all the traditional religions are. That’s why we need Deep Truth. We need unbiased, pure AI technology to sort out the garbage and tell us what’s really going on.”

“Man, that’s...” Bennet considered it. The skepticism Alex first appreciated seemed to wane, if not crumble. “I guess that’s a good point.”

“No, it’s not,” Alex muttered. “Dude really said, ‘Unbiased AI’ with a straight face.”

“He appeals to the bias of the audience,” said Lorelei. “A con artist wants their mark to feel smart. Satisfaction and pride reduce doubt—and in this case, introspection. It’s why he praised his host so thoroughly at the start of the show.”

“He also keeps using ‘cuck’ and ‘banging your wife’ stuff,” noted Rachel.

“Oh, that’s right in the creed. Hold on.” Alex switched from the video to an open page on his browser and read out loud: “’I make God in my own image; I have no other god before me. My respect must be earned. Cuck, lest ye be cucked.’”

Rachel dragged her fingers down her face and ended with them at her jaw, still pulling. She stared at Alex and said in flat disbelief: “What.”

“Everything’s got essays of elaboration and ‘evidence.’ Moses, the Apostles, the Buddha. All out to get money and bang everyone else’s wives. Same stuff about Islam and indigenous religions. They argue it’s human nature and there’s no way to stop it, so the only thing to do is get better at it than the other guy. And it all reads like standard AI-generated slop.”

“I assume this includes other standard religious sexism?” asked Lorelei. “Obedience, subservience, motherhood?”

“Oh no, apart from the obsession with infidelity and virility, this shit barely talks about women. Sorry—‘females,’ like it’s written by a Ferengi from Star Trek. Mostly they just aren’t there. Can’t accuse anyone of sexism if they don’t talk about women at all, right?”

“Can you give an AI a wedgie?” asked Rachel. “Like, do we put a computer in this dude’s underwear and wedgie him? Does that get them both?”

“This makes more sense to me now,” said Lorelei. “AI is the appeal to authority. Masculinity and insecurity are the real hooks. They claim to be open to all, but their language and focus are clearly gendered. They tug at fears and promise strength. Who else is involved? Are any of their preachers women?”

“I haven’t found any,” said Alex. “It’s all written in ‘we’ and ‘us,’ but so far I’ve only got this one dude, Dr. Gary Keane. His doctorate is in sports management, by the way. He’s done like two journal articles. One of them says the NFL doesn’t owe players anything for brain injuries.”

“Lovely,” said Lorelei. “I hear little expertise in religion or technology, but he would be familiar with publicity and how to target an audience.”

“What are the chances this dude is some spooky type?” asked Alex.

“Our context raises some suspicion, but I am doubtful. Even if this is a supernatural scheme, the masters would want a genuinely human face at its front. The world has no shortage of swindlers.”

“That’s the weird part. I haven’t found anything asking for money. Not even a crowdfunding link for donations. Comments point that out like it shows legitimacy.”

“Then Keane has some private funding?” Lorelei considered.

“I guess, or good connections. This isn’t his only podcast appearance. Christian Miller had him on recently. Rumor says Miller secretly charges guests, but I wouldn’t know.”

“That’s the hockey dipshit with the line of bad shoes, right?” asked Rachel.

“Yeah. I didn’t think you’d know that one.”

“Guardians bitch about work like everyone else. When you watch over mortals, it means watching what they watch. More than a few gotta sit through that dude’s bullshit once a week—and all the shit ideas he gives their mortal peeps.”

“I dunno how anyone falls for that guy’s trash,” said Alex. “And I really don’t get how anyone falls for this shit.”

“It’s an old story,” said Lorelei. “That’s the sole point of truth that anchors this whole scam. Many people want simple answers and a high-minded excuse to be selfish or cruel. All too many others have used religion in the same way.”

The thought sank into Alex like a new weight in his chest, and then his gut. He looked up from his phone to stare at the desert landscape. Sparse buildings and a near-absence of trees made for few landmarks, but he knew this part of the Vegas outskirts. Drive until you’re worried you went too far, then keep going. He heard that with every visit since he was little.

He didn’t visit often. The sprawl had crept closer since the last time. Now it didn’t feel far enough.

Lorelei and Rachel shared a glance in the rear-view mirror—and a sentiment. “You’ve been quiet, apart from this topic,” Lorelei observed.

“Yeah. Guess I have.”

“Like you’re avoiding something, which you don’t normally do with us,” said Rachel.

“No.” Alex watched the desert. He wondered how much Rachel already knew of his thoughts... but she only hinted, rather than spoke. She wasn’t a mind-reader. “Can I tell you something I’ve never told anyone?”

“Obviously,” said Rachel.

“Of course,” said Lorelei.

“Never said it out loud. It’s not charitable.” Alex wasn’t proud of it.

“Babe. We never expect you to be perfect. Nobody is,” said Rachel.

Natural ground gave way to a development of nice, new houses with solar panels and landscaping, then to construction, and then to older and humbler homes. If nothing else, the residents here had lots of space.

“I always thought my grandmother looks like a frog. A dusty frog.”

Lorelei drove with no hint of judgment. Rachel pressed her lips together. “Yeah. I guess that is a topic you’ve always avoided. Seemed like it hurt.”

“It does. Dave… was Dave. Granma Jeanie wasn’t the one who pulled all his shit on us. Mom told me not to hold it against her. At first I was too young to see how Mom and Jeanie never got along. After the divorce, Mom felt like Jeanie was still my family, like Dave was. She didn’t want to get in the way. But Jeanie seemed even less interested in being family than Dave… and as I started growing up, I realized there are probably reasons Dave is the way he is.”

Rachel put her hand on his shoulder. He pointed to the upcoming intersection. “I’m really lucky to have my mom.”

They passed one last house under construction, then a home with a cactus garden, then one with a tarp over part of the roof and a rusting truck outside. Lorelei turned at the next corner, marked by a low wall of stacked rocks and tall, unkempt bushes. The mailbox was right where Alex remembered it, and the Home Depot storage shed, and the aging Honda Accord parked beside the old white trailer home.

A raised deck along the front made up the biggest embellishment the trailer had received since it was first settled into place, along with the awning to provide shade. A handful of plants along the rail gave it a little life. The American flag on the porch and the thin blue line bumper sticker on the car meant little to the owner. She merely believed the symbols reduced hassles.

A white puff of smoke blew from behind the flag as they pulled into the driveway and parked. Alex was out of the car before Jeanie Holt rose from her lawn chair on the deck to look down at him. A hair tie kept her graying curls back, while big sunglasses covered up much of the face Alex remembered. The faded pink blouse fit his memories, too, and the cigarette, and the Caesar’s Palace coffee mug.

“Hi, Granma Jeanie.” Alex gave it all the warmth he could manage. It wasn’t nothing, but it came out more like an apology.

“Alex. I figured you’d call, not visit.” Jeanie took another drag off her cigarette, watching his companions get out of the car. Her brow rose. “And I only told Lucy yesterday morning. You’re here already?”

“It sounded urgent,” said Alex.

“Twenty-five years,” said Jeanie.

“Dave’s missing, and—” The comment clicked. “Lucy’s twenty-seven.”

“Sure.” Jeanie waved it away with the cigarette between her fingers. “Same difference. Who’re you two?”

“Jeanie, this is Lorelei and Rachel. My girlfriends.”

“Hi,” Rachel said brightly.

“It’s good to meet you, Mrs. Holt,” said Lorelei.

“Huh. Sure.” Jeanie might’ve cracked a grin, but the coffee mug obscured it. “Guess it’s different when it’s all out in the open. That how it’s done now?”

“It works for us,” said Lorelei.

Jeanie looked them over again. Lorelei wore casual dark slacks, matching top, and sunglasses for a relaxed, almost-professional look. Rachel’s usual angelic dress and sandals fit the climate. “Didn’t know we were getting all put-together for a family visit this morning,” said Jeanie.

“Nobody has any expectations,” said Alex. “Like you said, this all came up yesterday.”

“Uh-huh.” She didn’t move from her spot on the deck. She made no motion of invitation, either. “You met everybody, then?”

“Lucy, Chris, and Kaitlin, yeah.”

“Pff. Right. Him.” The sunglasses didn’t hide her eyeroll.

Alex could guess where that comment came from. He didn’t need to start a fight—although that always seemed to be the case for this particular brand of shitty remark. That only made him feel worse about ignoring it. “Jeanie, why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“All that was your daddy’s to tell, Alex. Wasn’t my business.”

“Not—your grandkids aren’t your business?”

“Not when Dave wanted to handle it. I figured you all had enough drama, and it’s not like I had a better plan.” The upper arc of her bullfrog frown shifted from right to left. “Not like you reached out a lot, either.”

“I was a kid, Jeanie.” His shoulders fell. “What was I gonna say or do? And then we had the pattern set.”

“Well, see?” Jeanie waved dismissively. “What was I gonna say, either? It was up to your dad. Your mom never liked me, anyway. With the way you clung to her, why would I get between you?”

“I had siblings,” said Alex.

“You had a daddy, too, kiddo. Look how you handled that. You don’t even call him dad, or me Granma.” Jeanie pulled another drag from her cigarette. “Anyway, there’s no money. Never was. If you came down looking for that, I guess you know why now. Less money than you ever thought in the first place, I suppose.”

“You think I’m here looking for old child support?”

“That’s how it usually works. I had to do it with your grandfather. I had your daddy too young, like he had Lucy and Chris. Jim disappeared and I had to track him down myself when the judge wouldn’t do shit. Twice. Wasn’t near enough to be fair, but I didn’t let him skate.”

“Then you had to fight for your child?” asked Lorelei.

“I had to fight for everything, honey. I wasn’t born pretty like either of you. Didn’t have money to waste on going to college for a job they’d never hire a woman to do anyway. And I didn’t marry rich or have anyone take care of me, or Dave. I worked. I hustled. It wasn’t always nice, but I dealt with it. Took what I could get. Fancy lady like you wouldn’t know anything about it. Where’re you from, anyway? Europe?”

“Babylon,” said Lorelei.

“Whatever. And what about you? You’re quiet.”

“I’m sad you feel this way, Mrs. Holt,” said Rachel. That made Alex blink. He feared what might come out of Rachel’s mouth, but she was just… sad.

“Mrs. Holt,” Lorelei tried again, “if you experienced a split, raising a child on your own, and had to fight to support him, could you blame Michelle for doing the same?”

“I did have to fight for Dave and me. Fought for years. Him and me, against the world, even after I found him another daddy. That’s how it was until he could stand on his own. Guess it’s still that way.” Another drag. Another puff. “This property here? Dave helped me get it. Those housing developers keep coming south. Couple more years and they’ll buy me out, and it’ll be a hell of a lot more than I paid. That’s how sticking by somebody works.”

“He didn’t stick by us,” said Alex. “That was the whole problem.”

“Yep. And you made your choice in that, Alex.”

He closed his eyes. “Wow.”

Jeanie never left her spot on the deck. She never set down her dying cigarette. “And now you’ve brought strangers to hear all our family history.”

“We’re not here for that,” said Alex. “We’re not here to fight or throw around blame. Dave’s missing. You know that, right?”

“Sure. Lucy’s been calling. Katie, too. I don’t have anything to tell you I didn’t already tell them.”

“You’re not worried about him?” asked Rachel.

“Dave’s a grown man. I’m sure he’s fine. If he’s in trouble, he’s tough and smart. He’ll figure it out. And he’s not here, so why’d you come to me?”

“You knew I had siblings,” said Alex. “You’ve been part of their lives. You never told me about them or them about me, but you knew. Dave tells you things. He hides stuff from everyone else, but he tells you lots, doesn’t he?

“His office isn’t answering the phone. Last anyone heard from him, he was at a work event. And we both know Dave gets up to stupid shit. What’s going on with him? With this job?”

Jeanie shrugged. “I’m not a snitch.”

His brow rose. “Not a—so there’s something to snitch on?”

“Well, if I told you that, I’d be snitching. Think, Alex.” The coffee mug came to her face again, this time without any trace of a smirk behind it.

“You’re really not gonna help,” said Alex.

“I have helped. Bad enough I put you all together, but it was what I could think of. If I see him or hear from him, I’ll let the girls know. That’s what I’ve got.”

His head sank. He didn’t know what to say. Shouting would do no good, nor was he about to pressure her, nor did he have any leverage. Alex glanced to Rachel and Lorelei, then the car as if to go, but stopped. “Jeanie, do I have any other siblings?”

“I could tell you no, but would you believe me?”

“Then what if I do have others?”

“That’d be up to Dave to tell,” said Jeanie. “Hell, maybe I don’t know. Wouldn’t surprise me.”

“Yeah, I guess not.” He opened the car door, pausing only to open Rachel’s behind his own. Lorelei followed his lead. “Bye, Jeanie.”

“See you.” She didn’t move.

They closed the doors. Alex hesitated, staring past the hood at nothing, searching for something to say. Lorelei and Rachel waited. “Nope. I’ve gotta get out of here,” he decided.

“Yes,” Rachel agreed.

Lorelei backed out smoothly and turned back the way they came. “Love, I am sorry. I thought we might turn that conversation down some better path, but…”

“No. No, I’m glad you didn’t. That had to be what it was. At least it was honest. It’s okay.” He flicked his gaze to the mirror. Rachel sat in the back seat with her arms folded tightly, her jaw set, and her eyes staring out at the desert. “Rachel?”

“Fuck it,” said Rachel. “Y’know what? Fuck it, and fuck her. She’s not a frog. Frogs are great. That self-centered cunt is—nope. Fuck it. Keep driving. I’ll catch up.”

“What?” Alex and Lorelei asked at once.

Rachel faded, dropping her legs through the floor of the car to the pavement below. Angel wings spread and her halo blazed as she stood straight, instantly left behind as the car drove on. She waved two fingers in a casual peace sign before turning around in the opposite direction and then disappeared from view.

“Um. Whoa. What’s she doing?” asked Alex.

“I don’t know,” said Lorelei. “She wouldn’t seek confrontation or harm, and wouldn’t reveal herself, either. We’ll have to trust her.”

“Well, yeah, but…” He held up his hands.

“She knows how to find us. She always does.”
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Rachel hoped to find any number of things when she returned to Jeanie. She wanted to catch a rushed phone call to her son, or maybe an appearance by Jeanie’s guardian. That heart of dried leather and the long trail of shitty words and shittier deeds hadn’t shut down Heaven’s light just yet. Perhaps, just maybe, she’d find Jeanie in a private moment of vulnerability and regret. Shaking hands. A tremble in that frog-shaped lip. Tears.

Something. Anything.

“God damn service updates,” Jeanie grumbled as Rachel swept unseen into her home. The place smelled of coffee and more cigarettes. Limited space meant a buildup of belongings everywhere, though mostly arranged in neat spaces. The living room took up the center of the home, with Jeanie on the couch that lined one wall—fussing with the remote to operate the flatscreen on the other side of the room.

Streaming services flashed by. Jeanie fumed about filling boxes with some four-digit code from her phone, but that brought her to a new menu. She turned on the latest Price Is Right and eased back against the cushions with a sigh.

Connections stretched out from Jeanie, intangible and unseen—existing as threads only within Rachel’s perception and imagination, putting form to the formless for the angel’s sake. A couple of threads fit Lucy and Kaitlin, and another for Chris with the disdain Alex correctly heard in her voice. The strongest had to represent Dave, but even that lacked the tension of mother and son. The thread seemed weathered. Not ignored, but untended.

Her connection to Alex showed less interest than any of them. Rachel saw annoyance and disregard. As a child, he’d naturally been all hassle and no benefit or opportunity. The divorce had been a relief for Jeanie. Now Alex meant less, except for the fuss and hassle of his visit just now.

The encounter sat in Jeanie’s thoughts and emotions as she skipped through the show intro. Human nature kept her from banishing the moment from her memory so soon, yet she already had it in the rear-view mirror. Her feelings mostly ran to annoyance. She didn’t care for the girlfriends—two girlfriends, however that worked, and whoever was scamming who. It wasn’t Jeanie’s problem. Hell of a way for Alex to live after the way he judged Dave, though.

Rachel pulled out of her study of Jeanie’s soul with her head turning and eyes shut tight. A pulse of sorrow ran through her.

Decades of tasks, toil, and disappointments had worn down Jeanie’s heart. The spark may not have been born especially bright, but too little had fed and nurtured it all along. Her heart carried the scars of selfish slights, rejections, and advantage taken by others. Jeanie hardened further through petty thefts, blackmail and backstabbing in the workplace, drugs sold and countless lies told. Necessity and desperation justified some sins; others came from resentment or convenience. She could have been more careful about who got hurt, but the world could’ve been more careful with her, too. Bills demanded payment, her body aged, and others got ahead while she got nothing. Another day, another bill.

One husband left her. She eventually buried the next and didn’t miss him. Jeanie barely loved the girls, and grudgingly acknowledged Chris as part of the package deal. It got her remembered on holidays and granted her a few people likely to help when she was in need. Jeanie’s love for Dave carried more stubbornness, pride, and self-interest than warmth. It was real, yet old. Faded. A default.

Jeanie didn’t love Alex at all. She carried no hate or anger; resentment lay within her feelings, ready to be picked up like a discarded rag if needed, and otherwise ignored and irrelevant. Not worth the energy. Whatever.

Rachel turned back to Jeanie in a clash of rage and pity. The old woman didn’t have it in herself to care about blood relations, let alone anyone else. It just wasn’t there. She was a selfish, cold-hearted cunt, and also an ordinary person broken and empty after the world took so much without giving. Rachel winced until her eyes shut again. “Fuck.”

“Huh?”

The grunt snapped Rachel from her thoughts and turned her head toward the kitchen. Jeanie sat unmoving and unaware on the couch. No one else lived here, nor had anything moved since Rachel arrived. No pets. An animal friend might work wonders for Jeanie, but that thought clammed up in the back of Rachel’s mind as she scanned.

Movement brought her gaze to the kitchen sink, situated beneath a window out to the deck and the driveway. Glasses and dishes arranged for later care filled one basin and part of the other. The second basin still had enough room for a small curve of dark red fur and tiny black horns.

Beady black eyes rose over the lip, scanning as intently as Rachel, but the little demon looked right through her. Sniffing nostrils at the end of a tiny snout and batlike ears gathered better info. The little imp couldn’t see her, but he heard the curse Jeanie missed. He knew.

“C’mon, that’s a sucker’s bid,” Jeanie complained at the contestant on the screen. “Go lower.”

A little crimson hand with tiny black claws reached up from the sink for the latch on the window, with no screen obstructing the inside. Rachel bit back another curse. The imp had a full physical form, and thus confronting or catching it would draw attention. Outside, though, she might lose it entirely. She only saw it by virtue of looking in the right place at the right moment. Given the slightest break in sight, the imp could—would—probably disappear completely.

Rachel crept closer. The imp pushed the latch on the window and waited.

“Three eight-seven,” Jeanie guessed. The contestant put out a bid, drawing a buzzer. “Hah!”

Under the cover of Jeanie’s voice, the imp nudged the window open and rose in the sink. Rachel’s blade of flame ignited in her hand, mid-swing at an imp who now very much saw her and jumped.

Glasses fell and dishes clattered in the imp’s wake. He was about the size of a large a rat, though with arms and legs and tiny wings. Rachel passed through the sink, the window, and the wall behind it with her sword stroke.

“Toldja it—wha?” Jeanie blinked, turning at the noise and sudden chaos. “The hell is that?”

“Aaack!” cried the imp. Rachel felt contact, but not enough, and then she was through the sink and out on the deck. A black whisp of smoke and a thud at her feet pulled her attention low and right. Red fur and burnt bat wings scampered across an astroturf carpet to get under the barbecue grill in the corner. “Lemme go! Just looking! Just looking!”

“Just looking my ass, you little butt goblin.” Rachel stalked him with long, quick steps. She made a grab for him but came up empty, and then he was under the grill. He swatted her next grab away and even drew blood.

“No, I wasn’t! Not checking out your ass! Lemme g—oh shit,” the imp gurgled when she caught him by his little throat and chest. Rachel vaulted the deck rail and rounded the corner before Jeanie looked out through the kitchen window. Plastic storage crates under a tarp lined the side of the home, giving her a place to shove the imp and pin it on its back. Smoke continued to trail from the smoldering ruin her sword had made of its wings, but it wasn’t helpless.

“Sshh!” Rachel ordered, and waited. A grumbling curse from inside and the creak of Jeanie’s footsteps away from the window had to be good enough. “Okay, what the fuck are you doing here? Talk.”

“Just w-watching!” the imp’s bestial face could almost have been cute, if not for the permanent snarl and boils that marred its snout and the weird twitch in one eye. “Swear! I swear!”

“Don’t bullshit me. I’m a lot nicer than your fuckin’ bosses and we both know it. They won’t know we talked, either. You gonna tell me the truth?”

The imp nodded vigorously.

“Watching who? Us?”

“No! Old lady. Only the old lady! Didn’t know about you. I swear, I wasn’t watching for Lady Lorel—um.” The imp clammed up at the new flare he saw in Rachel’s eyes.

Then Rachel heard the door open around the corner. She needed a place to continue the conversation. Sharp, stinging pain at her hand interrupted that thought as the imp bit hard along her knuckles. The bastard added all the flame he could muster in his breath, too, spewing real smoke and heat.

It was more than she could withstand, control, and hide all at once. The imp squirmed and nearly broke free from her grasp as soon as she lifted him off the crates, and she had nowhere to go with him that wasn’t still out in the open. Jeanie was coming. The imp bit and burned.

Rachel pitched the imp straight between the bushes and over the little property wall where she could see the road. She meant to follow right after him, taking to the air before she lost sight. Her throw was good.

Everything worked out except for the UPS van barreling through at exactly the wrong moment. The imp bounced off the fender, hit the pavement, and wound up under the wheel without the driver ever noticing more than the slight bump under the front and then rear tire.

“Aw, motherfucker,” Rachel groaned. Smoldering blood and fur remained in the road. She landed beside it and saw the predictable bubbles of demon flesh already dissolving. She kicked the remains off the road. “Motherfucking fucking fucker!”

The blade vanished from her hand. She turned back, striking her forehead with both palms. “Damn it! I didn’t even get his boss, or… fuck!”

At the trailer, Jeanie rounded the corner, baseball bat in one hand and her cell phone in the other. She sniffed, scanned, and frowned. “God damn kids,” Jeanie fumed, and then raised her voice. “Hey! Little shits! Next time I hear you out here, I’m bringing my gun!”

With new concerns, Rachel marched across the road and through the property wall and bushes. She reached the driveway before Jeanie made it inside, but stopped at a new arrival—this one also with angel wings and a halo, wearing simple white pants and an open, short sleeve shirt. “Whoa. Hey. You the guardian?”

He turned and blinked in surprise. “Yes. Um. Hi? I’m Howard.”

“Rachel. I’m with Alex.”

His surprise doubled as the connections clicked into place. “Oh wow. Rachel, Alex, in Seattle. You’re that Rachel? That Alex is Jeanie’s Alex?”

“She doesn’t consider him much of ‘her’ anything,” Rachel corrected. “We just had the whole displeasure of a family visit, and then I caught a fucking imp inside her house.”

“An imp? Just now?”

“Still smoking.” Rachel jerked her thumb over her shoulder. “Roadkill now. Tried to question him, but the asshole was too slippery. Now I’ve gotta go talk to fuckin’ Matteo again, too—unless you know about it already? You seem surprised. First time?”

“Yes, absolutely,” said Howard. “Jeanie is a little calloused, but she’s not open to whispers from the Pit, let alone anything worse.”

“She’s a self-centered ultra-twat without a shred of fuckin’ empathy, is what you mean.”

Howard bristled, but his shoulders also fell in concession. “Jeanie has had a rough life. I haven’t been there for her as much as I wanted—as the imp might demonstrate.”

“Yeah, seems like.”

“Hey, I’ve got a lot of other charges, alright?” Howard fumed. “I do what I can. Tell me about this imp. Also, why are you here? Alex doesn’t exactly like to visit.”

“Really? Damn, I wonder why.”
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“What the hell was I thinking when we came to Las Vegas in July?”

“Summer came late to Seattle,” said Lorelei.

“Summer’s usually late to Seattle,” said Alex.

“You haven’t had time to adjust, yet you’re holding up better than I expected. Did you drink Molly’s concoction?”

“I did. That’s the crazy part. I think it is helping, but I can still feel the sun on the back of my neck.” Alex shook his head. “I like the desert, but we never came here in the summer.”

The Arts District lived up to its name with bright, colorful paint jobs and murals. Buildings ran the full span from shops and small businesses to apartments, with regularly-spaced mesquite trees for shade along the sidewalks. Other buildings were as straightforward as any, including the grey, three-door retail and office space across the street.

Castle Property Management occupied the space on the west corner. It hadn’t opened yet, leaving Alex and Lorelei to kill time with a walk around the block out of simple diligence. The absence of ambushers, secret doors, or magic rituals left them with only the scenery and the weather. Pedestrians were even more sparse than the light street traffic.

“The office should be open by now,” said Lorelei. “Coupled with the lack of response Lucy found on the phone, this is more than curious.”

“How long do we wait?” asked Alex.

Lorelei looked sideways to him. Her eyebrow rose. “I’m done waiting if you are.”

“Well then do we—oh,” said Alex.

“Let’s do this properly.” Lorelei stepped around to Alex’s left side and spoke softly at his shoulder: “Your father is missing. Your newfound family is worried. It’s only an office... and you’ve no angel on your right to counter my words.”

Alex slapped a hand over his face. “We’re going full cliché about this? And without Rachel?”

“She’s only reporting an imp. One would think she’d be finished by now. I imagine she is caught in some tedious hold-up. The angels can be like that.” Lorelei’s tail slid between his legs and upward to tease his groin. “We could make the wait much more pleasant for her.”

“Weren’t we talking about breaking and entering?” he asked.

“We could do both. I don’t hear an objection.”

“You don’t,” he sighed. “Although that points back to the missing angel at my other shoulder again.”

“I think she would approve. Grudgingly, perhaps, but as long as we do no harm...?”

“You know you can cozy up and whisper naughty stuff to me whenever you want, right?” asked Alex. “Like, just for the hell of it?”

“I like my loves uncorrupted,” she said—and then dragged a slow, shiver-inducing kiss across his ear. “Also, I thought flirting and banter might give the office staff another moment to show up, but they have not. The alley in the back will have fewer eyes and cameras. Let me go ahead.”

“What about the lock?” asked Alex.

“It’s a combination. I may get lucky.” Her stride picked up a beat while Alex fell behind as she suggested. He didn’t see a shift of light or a sudden disappearance, but her humbler posture and gait tracked with her ability to go unseen. It could even work on cameras when she put the extra effort into her magic… and extra power.

“Huh. I think the flirting was functional again,” he mumbled. Then again, gluttony and hedonism could always explain her flirting. It always worked, too. He was half inclined to break in just to ravish her on top of someone’s desk.

Within the next minute, Lorelei reappeared to beckon him closer. The back alley was more of a small parking lot, with a handful of spaces for each business. Castle Management’s slots were empty, though its back door was now ajar. A small bit of paper covered the overhead security camera, held in place by a hair tie.

Inside the office, more than enough daylight filtered through the drapes to guide Alex. They found only a handful of desks and spare chairs for clients, with a couple back rooms and relatively sparse décor. Lorelei pulled the door closed behind them. “I disconnected power to the camera in here,” she said, nodding to another corner. “The one outside wasn’t so accessible. I believe I’ve accounted for them all.”

“Doesn’t that leave a trail?” said Alex.

“Some risk is unavoidable. I haven’t found an integrated security system. They won’t notice problems with video unless they have reason. We’re better off being discovered eventually rather than immediately.”

“Cameras and good locks, but no security system?” Alex wondered. “Weird. How’d you beat the lock?”

“I tried the numbers of the street address, but it turns out these tenants weren’t so careless. They use the reverse of the street numbers.”

Alex stopped in his tracks. “You’re kidding.”

“It happens all the time, even with people who know better. Mind your fingerprints.” Lorelei rounded the nearest desk, tapping the workstation keyboard with her nails to see if it would come to life. “The less we disturb, the better. Most records aren’t kept on paper anymore, anyway.”

Alex scanned the office, but his impression hadn’t changed in the last twenty seconds. He saw desks, chairs, and random office supplies. “This isn’t exactly in my skill set. Any of my skill sets. Tons of sneaking, not a lot of modern snooping.”

“What is training but the lessons from someone else’s trials and errors?” asked Lorelei. “Snooping is a skill anyone can build.”

He looked again. A large whiteboard calendar behind one desk held mostly text scrawled in a shorthand he couldn’t decipher. Another wall held the sort of property pictures he saw in the realtor’s office when he and Lorelei started home-hunting. The back corner had the usual board with legally-mandated notices and licenses. It all seemed bland and boring, and they didn’t want to be caught here.

That prompted him to pull out his phone and activate the camera. “Guess we can do the reading once we’re gone. Do you sense anything spooky here? Any magic?”

“Nothing but cleaning products. This employee at least wipes down his keyboard regularly.” Lorelei tapped a few more keys. “He also keeps a decent password. I’ll try the others.”

Alex continued his camera sweep while Lorelei focused on the workstations. His past lives had little input, but he had the vigilance to walk the inner perimeter of the office and check the adjoining rooms. Someone kept the restroom relatively clean. Take-out in the breakroom fridge attested to life as recently as last week. The space lacked a private office for a manager, but Alex found a storage room in the back. He covered his hand with the bottom of his shirt and tried the doorknob.

Bathroom supplies, jugs of water for the breakroom cooler, and copier paper meant little. Most of the paper boxes still had the yellow straps to keep them shut. Anything could be a clever disguise, but Alex had worked as office support for over a year. He was no stranger to this sort of closet. The firm had been mostly digital since long before he came along, yet they still had boxes and boxes of documents… along with forgotten party decorations, outdated HR manuals, and someone’s booze stash.

This closet held far less. It made Alex wonder how long the office had been operating, or how active it could be if nobody ever stashed random nonsense in here just to get it out of the way. Then he found a single file box on the shelf—the kind with wood grain print on the outside and a loose cardboard top. Alex kept his hopes down and slipped the lid off.

Neatly-arranged bucket files hung from plastic hooks, each holding simpler manilla folders not unlike those back at the law firm. The box wasn’t even half full, and the files were thin. Instead of case numbers, the label tabs bore simple, handwritten names, last coming first: Costiniu, Dragomir; Edwards, Ben; and then “Holt, David” jumped right out at Alex. He pulled the file and opened it on the shelf.

The employment application had far more blank boxes than text. The W-4 was closer to standard. Whatever else was going on, Dave apparently wanted no trouble with the IRS. Alex spread out the other forms, finding a couple standard waivers and insurance papers, and an emergency contact form. It listed only one name. He winced—and then frowned, checking it with the other papers.

The same address appeared on the job application, and the W-4, and the rest. It wasn’t Dave’s apartment with Kaitlin. Alex knew this address. “What the fuck, Dave?” Alex murmured. He gave the forms a closer look and noted the date from four years ago.

He didn’t have time to ponder it. Alex pulled his phone again and took quick pictures of Dave’s info, then a shot of the file box to make sure he at least got everyone else’s names. Another quick look revealed only one set of paperwork fully completed. Alex got a couple pics of Craig Timbrell’s forms and then packed it all up again.

Lorelei had moved to another desk, closing a drawer as Alex arrived. “Find anything?” she asked.

“Yeah. Employee records. They seem sketchy. Also, this place feels kinda empty.”

“Yes. Five desks, and three of them hold almost nothing. The desktop calendars don’t match; that one hasn’t been turned in months. I suspect only one person works here regularly.”

“We should probably go,” said Alex.

“I agree.” Lorelei stepped back to examine the desk, ensuring she left it as she found it. “I came across a few property contracts. It’s oddly eclectic, and I have other suspicions. If we can’t reach the employees, we can at least try the clients.”

She led the way to the back door. Alex followed in silence, letting Lorelei and her supernatural stealth check first for onlookers. The back parking lot hadn’t gotten any busier in the few minutes since their entry. Lorelei remained behind to take care of the cameras.

Alex kept going until he was out of the alley and back onto the street. He stopped at the buzz of his phone in his back pocket. The screen bore Lucy’s name. They had exchanged texts earlier—upon his arrival at the office, in fact. “Hello?”

“Hey, Alex. Sorry to bug you. I had a thought. Any luck at the office?”

“Not much.” It wasn’t an outright lie, but not entirely the truth, either. He had to live with that. “Nobody’s here. Still.”

“That’s weird,” said Lucy. “Like, that’s really weird, isn’t it?”

“Weird to me. We’re gonna see if we can find a couple of their clients in case they have other phone numbers.” Again, not the full truth, but it was something.

“How’d things go with Grandma Jeanie?”

Alex let out a sigh. At least he could be honest about that.
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“Castle Management? Eh. They’re kinda slow.” The guy behind the counter at the sandwich shop boasted thick muscles and crowded tattoos. “They’re on contract with the landlord for the whole building. If you get Craig at the office, he’s good. The rest aren’t really the customer service type, y’know?”

The middle-aged woman running the laundromat next door was less forthcoming. She shook her head at the question. “I don’t talk. You have laundry? Do laundry. Questions are for landlord.” Then she turned to collecting carts and baskets, pausing to look over her shoulder. Twice.

The motel manager—if one could fairly call it a motel, or him a manager—couldn’t hide his up-and-down looks at Lorelei. Then the question settled in past the lust at the forefront of his mind and he proved just as bad at hiding his suspicions. “Sorry, what?”

“Your business is supported by Castle Management,” Lorelei answered as if she didn’t notice the looks. Though she generally enjoyed and benefited from the lechery of others, she preferred it didn’t come from combovers, bad teeth, and sweat stains. “I’m considering them for my own business and I’d like to hear your experience.”

He leaned forward, eyes narrow and darting past Lorelei and Alex to check the lobby windows and the street beyond. “Why are you asking? Are you cops? If you’re cops, I’m invoking my Fifth Amendment rights. Anything I say without a lawyer doesn’t count in court.”

Alex rolled his eyes. “That’s not how it works.”

“It’s not?”

“No.”

“No, but you can talk to us, anyway. We’re not police,” said Lorelei.

“Then who’s asking?” the manager replied.

She raised a single eyebrow. “Do you really want to know?”

The wheels turned in his head. Alex thought he might hear them creak, or even snap. A dump motel like this with hourly rates had some obvious clientele and probably regular visits from actual police. How was a guy this dim not already busted?

“I don’t want to get between anything or anyone,” said the manager. “I’m paid up. I pay to stay out of trouble. That includes competition.”

“And none of this is on you,” Lorelei assured—darkly. “Don’t worry about that. You have to take care of yourself. We understand. What do they do for you?”

“If you’re here asking, you probably already know.”

“Asking is how we get to discussing a better deal.”

He looked from her to Alex and back. “You don’t really fit the image.”

“It’s how we keep things quiet,” said Lorelei. “Bringing you trouble doesn’t help us. How long have you been paying them?”

“Every month for a few years now. It’s not for nothing, either. They keep the trash away. Help with the cops sometimes. When I call, at least.”

“Have you paid recently? In the last few days?”

“Last payment was a couple weeks ago, but… the other night, they came by to talk to some of my regulars. Workin’ girls, y’know? The guys said they were hiring for a gig. Didn’t want to talk much about it. Not to me, anyway.”

“Did they speak with all the regular workers?” asked Lorelei.

“No. Only a few. Like they knew who they’d be interested in by sight. Didn’t seem like all the prettiest or youngest or whatever, but people got their tastes.”

“Could you tell us who they recruited?”

“I don’t pay close attention. Wasn’t my business.” The manager licked his lips with another leering gaze. “So what’s your counter-offer? Would you be my new contact?” With too much tongue, he added, “Or my liaison?”

“How much are you paying?” asked Lorelei.

He looked away, then down, then squinted with curiosity for her reaction as he said, “Fifteen hundred a month.”

“Too small. Thank you for your time.” She turned around for the exit. Alex followed with relief.

“Whoa, wait up! Okay, it’s more than that,” the manager corrected.

“I assumed so. Goodbye.” Lorelei pushed the door open before Alex got to it, bringing them back into hot sunshine and a small parking lot long overdue for repaving. The motel likely hadn’t been much in its earliest days, whenever those were. Parking the car two spaces from the door meant they were inside before the manager made it outside to plead with them.

“Hey, wait! Who are you? What the fuck?” he called as Alex backed out.

“Should’ve pushed that line before you talked, bro.” Alex swung the car into a turn and reached the street without issue. “I understand opening up for a pretty face, but not when it’s actually dangerous. That guy’s worried about more than cops.” He stopped at a light and looked to Lorelei. “This is a protection racket, isn’t it? ‘Nice place, shame if something bad happened to it, pay us and we’ll protect you from ourselves.’ That kind of thing?”

“It seems clear, yes,” said Lorelei.

“God damn it, Dave.”

“I suspected it earlier, but now I am certain. Such rackets can involve real protection from external threats, but they are predatory regardless, and they prey upon the vulnerable. The victims are people who can’t rely on lawyers or police. Perhaps they run a shady business, like that motel. Perhaps the victim has few friends or some other precarious circumstance, like the woman running the laundromat. I saw fear in her eyes. It’s why I didn’t push her for answers. We can find them elsewhere.”

“Sandwich guy didn’t—wait,” Alex considered. “Able-bodied man with some muscles and confidence. They’d skip over him to find an easier target.”

“Correct. He may not have a clue. As he said, their arrangement is with the landlord, who may be the real victim financially. If we dig more, we’d likely find a pattern. Some of Castle’s clients are probably legitimate as part of the smokescreen and money laundering, but the real money will be illicit.

“That idiot back there started talking out of lechery, but he knew he had no chance at charm. He kept talking because he thought we might be a rival racket, and he didn’t know where that would go. It was a mixture of fear and opportunism.”

“If they’re scared, they’ll warn the racket that someone’s asking questions, right? If only to stay out of trouble?”

“Presuming the group hasn’t gone dark for everyone, yes,” said Lorelei. “I’d rather find them on our own terms, but if they are in hiding, we’ll need to draw them out. We also don’t know everything yet. The print shop is north of here. Take a right.”

He drove. Lorelei reviewed more from her cell phone, alternating between the navigator app and the pictures they’d taken in the office. Alex watched the road, looking at people and businesses along the way. The Strip had the loudest attractions, but Alex simply liked being in a place so different from home. He wanted to see more of local life. He wanted to pull into El Pollo Loco. Instead, he kept driving.

“You normally talk more when you’re troubled,” said Lorelei.

“Oh. Am I—yeah, I guess I am quiet.” He held out his hand; she held it loosely, mindful of the needs of driving. “Thank you. For everything, and for… I dunno, being you. Not just the immortal demon stuff, but you. Partners and all that. It’s kind of incredible.”

“You’re thinking about more than appreciation,” she observed. “Alex, you know this is no imposition. This is life. This is what it means to be together, more than sex and romance.”

“Feels like an interruption to the sex and romance. That’s usually our priority.”

“When we have time, yes. Alex, the family that raised me sold me off. It was their culture and time, but can that rightly be called family? I had nothing worth the name before you. Our friends are more than friends… and I don’t mean playtime with the witches,” she added. “Although they are family, too.”

“The kind you play with?” Alex smirked.

“Much like you and I and Rachel, yes.” She released his hand for easier driving, but stayed turned in her seat to face him. “The warmth and ready hand you have offered to siblings you just met is no small matter. The wariness you hold for Jeanie and Dave matters, too. This isn’t blind loyalty to blood. It’s not obligation. Your love is a choice. That’s part of its value.”

“Unconditional love has value, too.”

“Yes. One could argue which is better, but I know which way is yours. And let’s not pretend you hold unreasonable standards. You fell in love with an ancient demon seductress.”

“Pretty seductive,” Alex countered. “Also, you’re paying for housing and tuition. That’s even more seductive.”

“I also know what it is like to live without warmth and love,” said Lorelei. “Jeanie’s empty heart troubles you, but I recognize it. Mine wasn’t so different for a very long time. From day to day, I filled the void with decadence and carnal satisfaction. She didn’t have that. I suppose her jab about beauty wasn’t entirely off the mark.”

“Still shitty and unfair. It’s not about beauty. Lots of pretty people are miserable.”

“A case in point.” Lorelei’s smile turned sad. “I think it’s fairer to say I found sources of joy to sustain myself where she did not. Obviously mine furthered a darker end, but the difference remains. I found reasons to move forward. Perhaps Jeanie had that in her son, but then he grew up and grew apart. People need connections, but they also need their own passions and joy. I don’t think Jeanie ever found hers. The urge was ground out of her long ago.”

“Now I feel like I’m being too hard on her. Again.”

“Oh, I think the split between you is clear, and she is the one who decided it. You cannot bridge that gap alone. You also cannot fix every problem yourself. Leave that to your siblings. They have a closer path than you.”

“Two of them, anyway,” said Alex. “And then I’m back to not feeling bad for Jeanie.”

“If that’s a line she draws, then yes. She chooses that void all on her own.”

Alex drove. He stole a glance, and then another. Lorelei’s grin changed again. “Now you’re back to being seductive.”

“And too close to our destination to take advantage while you drive,” said Lorelei.

“Damn.”

“We’ll have to wait until the next drive.”
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Fidelity Printers still had the distinct chain diner exterior of the building’s original construction, but the kitchen and tables were all long gone. The interior held self-service copiers, shelves of office and shipping supplies, and a far nicer ambience than the seedy motel. Alex and Lorelei found no customers, but steady machine noises signaled activity. The larger printers behind the front counter had plenty to do.

“Hi. Can I help you?” The speaker emerged from around the printer with a box in his hands, presumably hefting some weight from the cues of his body language. He was middle-aged and a little short, East Asian by descent, wearing a button-up shirt, slacks, and a dash of sweat on his brow.

“Hopefully, yes,” Lorelei answered. “Are you the manager?”

“Yes. It’s my shop. I’m Paul.”

“Lori. This is Alex. We’re only hoping for a minute of your time. I’m looking at some business rentals in the area, and they’re under contract with Castle Management. You work with them, too, correct?”

The step back from customer service openness was plain on Paul’s face before she finished asking. “They handle the property. Electrical, plumbing, stuff like that. I don’t see them much.”

“And the parking lot, I imagine? With the potholes and fading paint?” Lorelei asked gently.

Paul didn’t flinch, exactly, but his guard stayed up. “Did you have a problem out there?”

“No problem. Only questions. Are they easy to work with?”

“They’re fine. Not much to say.” He hesitated, watching the pair. “You’re here for references?”

“You could say that. I’ve spoken to a couple other clients and the reviews are mixed. If I’m looking for help, would you recommend them?”

His eyes turned to the windows. The slightest shake of his head preceded an answer, but he closed his mouth before it came out.

“They don’t know we’re here,” said Alex, following Lorelei’s steady yet soft example. “We’re not gonna tell them you talked to us.”

“I don’t think I should, um.” Paul reached for an answer. “Confidential. This is confidential.”

“The others were scared, too. It’s okay,” said Alex.

“Do they demand payment off the books? Are they threatening?” asked Lorelei.

“Reference checks are done over the phone,” said Paul. “Who are you? Police? No. Too young,” he considered, nodding at Alex. He looked to Lorelei. “You, though: lawyer? Reporter?”

“They are trouble, aren’t they?” Lorelei spoke without her masterful charm or seduction. She took a more honest, straightforward approach with Paul. If nothing else, it carried the benefit of respect. “Threatening? Violent?”

Again, he looked to the windows. “If they were, why would I talk to you?”

“We have a family concern,” said Lorelei. “We’re hoping to resolve it quietly. First, we must know what we’re dealing with. If they are what I suspect, I have known men like this before. They have some leverage over you besides violence. Some way to prevent you from looking for help. If it’s not some legal or personal vulnerability, they will invent one. Perhaps they force you into some action that helps them, and then you believe you are bound to them through crime. If they go down, you go down. Am I wrong?”

Another look. His frown persisted. “If so, it wouldn’t help me to tell you, would it?”

“No. We can appreciate that. Are they violent toward you?”

“Not in a long time,” he finally admitted. “I pay up. I do what they want. They have friends in the police. You don’t want to get into a fight with them.”

“And you have nowhere to turn?”

“Nowhere better,” he huffed. “I could find help, but it’s the same kind of trouble. Different gang, same mess.” Another glance. “What do you know about them?”

“Talking to a few other victims created a pattern. Beyond that, we don’t know much more than names yet. Dave is the only one we know of personally. Have you dealt with him?”

“Dave? I don’t know any real names besides Craig, the one at their office. The others all go by nicknames. Igor, Ducky. Hollywood does the talking. White guy, dark hair, swaggers. They have… hurt me, yeah. Some. Enough to make the point.”

“Mr.—Paul, sorry,” Alex corrected. “You keep looking outside. Are they likely to come by?”

“They came in Saturday. Usually, they want money. Sometimes they want things. We’re normally closed on Sundays, but I had to come in yesterday to make all this shit.” Paul set the cardboard box on the counter and opened the top.

Inside, arranged in neat stacks, sat professional glossy prints of the same sort of flyers Alex found at the karaoke bar. Some of the text differed, but the same general pitch and slogans stood front and center. Instead of the smiling faces, though, the corners featured inset pictures of several people speaking to crowds—and, at the bottom, the flyer listed a date and time.

“This is some event they’re working with,” said Paul. “Motivational speaker, I guess. It looks like trash to me. These are only to post around town. Mostly I’ve been printing materials for their event. They want banners, t-shirts, pens, sports bottles. They’ve cleaned me out of my ready-to-print stock. I’ve got more shirts and bottles coming in tomorrow. They’re supposed to pick up some of this today.”

“You’re doing it all by yourself?” asked Alex.

“I’ve only got a few employees. Mostly your age, I’m guessing. I don’t want them mixed up in this. Didn’t want them asking questions. I told them we’re closed today for a plumbing repair.” With the denials laid aside, Paul’s face showed long, terrible stress. “I have to compete with bigger businesses and cheaper online services as it is. With the protection garbage, I’m barely hanging on. This will set me back even more. They said they’d ‘credit my account,’ but they’ve given me that line before. I don’t know what I’m going to do. And I don’t know why I’m telling you, except… I’m tired. Really tired.”

“You’re not alone anymore,” said Lorelei.

“That’s nice, but I have no idea who you are.”

“We’re about to become their biggest problem,” said Alex. That got Paul’s eyebrow up.

“Paul, you said they’re picking some of the product up today?” asked Lorelei.

“Soon. Any time now, I imagine. They said something about needing it tonight.”

“Then we’ll get out of here so they don’t see us. Can you show us what they expected?”
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“None of this feels right.”

“Sorry, what’s up?” Lucy turned from the fridge with her Sprite in hand—not a cola, she’d explained, because those were worse for people, but one couldn’t give up every little joy. It was part of her after-work routine: glide in, drop the purse by the door, take the same path to the kitchen, dump the mail on the counter just like Dad, grab a soda. In a few minutes, she’d sort and throw out the junk mail.

Kaitlin had stayed with Lucy before. The routine of it bothered Kaitlin more than anything else… along with how she herself hunched forward on the couch, scrolling her phone until Lucy arrived. Just like she often did at home.

“None of this feels right,” Kaitlin repeated. “Dad’s missing and we’re going on with daily life while other people look for him. People we don’t know.”

“I’d give it a ‘barely know,’ at least.” Lucy rounded the corner. “Have you had any other ideas? Anywhere to look?”

“No,” Kaitlin fumed. “That’s part of it, too. I should be doing something, but I don’t know what, so I’m just sitting here with my phone hoping he’ll text or call. Trying to think of something I can do, or somewhere I can look. Best I’ve come up with is to go back to places I’ve already looked and check again, or call again, and that’s not getting anywhere.”

“And in the meantime, life goes on, huh?”

“Yeah, and that’s fucking bullshit. He’s missing. One night might be nothing, maybe just some shitty ‘forgot to call’ sort of thing, but now it’s bad. And everyone still goes along like it’s business as usual. Eat, sleep, work, all of it. How does life just go on?”

“I’m stressing, too. So are Chris and Mike. Life doesn’t wait on this. I could tell my boss my dad is missing and take a sick day or vacation time, but I don’t have much of either and I don’t know what I’d do with the days if I used them.” She nodded to Kaitlin’s phone. “Same as you.”

“I know his car,” Kaitlin mumbled. “I borrowed Chad’s truck while he’s at work to drive around a few places and look. Waste of time, but not trying seemed worse.”

Lucy sat down beside her. She had that look on her face again, like a big ‘I’m Making Space for You’ sign. It annoyed Kaitlin except for how she sometimes wanted that space. More than sometimes, if she was honest. Dad had his moments. Lucy had more.

“How is life going on?” Lucy asked.

“Pff. Fine, I guess. I dunno. Work is work. I still have to sign up for classes at CSN, but I don’t know what I want to do, so college seems like a waste of money. I don’t see the point. Chad’s fine. And now I’ve got a new brother and he’s got two movie star girlfriends, so that’s weird.”

“It is a little weird. But hey, surprise sibling worked out well last time.”

Kaitlin acknowledged it with a glance, but she wasn’t looking for hugs. Her frown remained. “What do you think of them?”

“He seems nice. They’re… whatever’s going on with them seems real.”

“Rachel seems nice. Lorelei seems a little sketch. I can see Rachel and Alex if she’s into puppy types.” That got a snort of laughter from Lucy. Kaitlin shook her head. “But Lorelei… she doesn’t fit. Oozes sophistication and money, but Alex isn’t either of those. I don’t see it.”

“Give them time. They’re here to help. We can’t turn that away.”

“I think they don’t like Chad,” said Kaitlin.

“What did he have to say when you left last night?”

“Oh my god. I could tell he wasn’t gonna stop talking about them unless I shut him down, so I did. Just seeing a guy with two girlfriends gave him ideas, let alone girlfriends like that.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s a guy being a guy. Doesn’t know what to do about Dad any more than the rest of us.” She set down the phone, stared at it, and then it came out: “Dad doesn’t say so, but he doesn’t like Chad.”

“They don’t get along?”

“Oh, they get along okay, except I catch Dad dunking on him. Sometimes Chad doesn’t even notice. Dad says it’s my life, but he didn’t like some of the things Chad said. Then he figured out Chad is just repeating things he hears at work.”

“What kind of stuff?”

“Dumb guy shit. Doesn’t matter. He treats me fine. Just figuring out how to be one of the guys. Dad says an adult should be over that, and Chad’s nineteen, so…” Kaitlin shrugged. Frowned. Folded her arms. “That’s not really what’s bothering me.”

“You want to talk about what is?” asked Lucy.

“No.” That lie lasted three seconds. “Something felt wrong when I first woke up and Dad wasn’t home. It’s not the first time. I dunno how I sensed it, but it was like I knew. I only felt worse since then. Life with Mom was like that, too—the drinking, and worse, and the guys, and all the stuff I wasn’t supposed to talk about. Then the cops finally came for real, and that was all wrong, but it also felt inevitable. At least nobody pretended things would be normal after that.

“Moving in with Dad felt all wrong, too. Temporary. Bound to fall apart. He didn’t know what to do with me, either. Then there was you and Chris, and Dad started figuring things out, and I didn’t know if I was hopeful or scared that Mom would get out of jail and take me back. And now I’m an adult, right? Technically. Legally. Still need my dad. Messy as he is, I need him.”

“Yeah.” Lucy nodded. Said little. Gave space.

“You’re pretty good at the sister thing,” Kaitlin mumbled.

“Effort and practice. I read a bunch and watched videos. I kinda needed to get good at it.”

“Guess so. You and Chris had it rough.”

“I think maybe you had it rougher.”

Kaitlin stared at her phone on the table. It didn’t light up. Didn’t buzz. “I yelled at Dad during that first Christmas. I yelled at you, too.”

“We all knew that first year wasn’t about us.”

“Alex doesn’t even call him Dad. Seems like he wants to beat Dad up more than find him.”

“Kaitlin, I think Dad hurt Alex and his mom real bad. Despite whatever good Dad’s done for us, that’s real, too. Alex gets to feel however he feels about it. All of that can be true at once. And not to dump on him, but Dad hasn’t exactly batted a thousand since taking you in, either.”

“Oh, I know. He’s an ass half the time. I just don’t care right now. And it seems wrong that the one of us who’s really out there looking for him doesn’t see the other half of Dad at all.”

“I’ve already told Alex that part. He seemed to hear it. You can tell him yourself if you want. We’ve got his number.”

“I don’t feel right calling him,” said Kaitlin.

“I’m fine with it. He said to feel free. Besides, we’re wondering what’s up. Why not now?” Lucy asked. Kaitlin didn’t have a better answer than a shrug. Lucy picked up her phone and tapped the screen. She held the phone between herself and Kaitlin, tapping the speaker icon.

“This is Alex.”

“Hey, it’s Lucy. Kaitlin’s here. How’s it going?”

“Yeah. Hi. Sorry, we’re following up on something and I figured I’d wait ‘til we had more to say. We haven’t found him, but we’ve found other stuff.”

“Are you driving?” asked Lucy.

“No, Lorelei’s got it,” said Alex. “So… the office was still closed, but we dug into their clients and uh… it’s not great. People are literally afraid to talk about Dave’s company, and it’s not like they cite a non-disclosure agreement. They’re scared. I’ll tell you more later, but it’s not normal.”

Lucy shut her eyes. “Great.”

“Maybe they thought you were sketchy?” Kaitlin suggested.

“Oh, a couple of them definitely did, and that’s also kind of telling,” said Alex. “I’ll be real happy if we’re wrong. Anyway, last night we heard the company is helping with some self-help event this week. It’s like a cross between prosperity gospel and AI-crypto bullshit aimed at edgelords and dudebros. They call it Deep Truth. The whole thing screams ‘internet scam,’ but they’ve got a minor-league arena lined up for a whole, I dunno... like a fake-ass TED Talk?”

“I’ve never heard of this,” said Kaitlin. Lucy shook her head, too.

“Neither have we, but it’s a thing. It’s mostly aimed at guys who fall down the wrong podcasts or social media holes. I don’t think Dave would fall for it, but if it’s a company client or a scam, that might explain it.”

“So where are you going now?” asked Lucy.

“That’s the part where we’re being kinda sketchy ourselves,” said Alex. “This Deep Truth thing mostly recruits online, but we found out they’re doing some street team hype at a gym tonight. I guess it fits their target demographic.”

Kaitlin grimaced. She looked to her phone and then the clock over on the stove. Lucy didn’t notice.

“We’re not sure which gym yet, so we’re gonna check a couple,” he went on. “Maybe we’ll run into him there.”

“Okay. Thanks for the update, I guess. Let us know when you’ve got more.” Lucy made her goodbyes and ended the call. Frowning, she looked to Kaitlin. “That doesn’t sound good.”

“Not really. Maybe it’s not that bad?”

“Let’s hope.”

Kaitlin held her cool long enough for Lucy to turn to other things. Then she flipped her phone over and feigned an eyeroll at the blank screen. “Oh, hey. Chad needs me to bring back his truck. I’ve gotta go.”
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“You told them more than I expected,” said Lorelei.

“You’re not wrong,” said Alex. “I don’t want to kick off being someone’s brother with lying and secrets. Hiding all the spooky stuff feels bad enough. And what’s worse? Telling them we’re following somebody, or not telling them?”

“Understandable.” Lorelei always drove with easy confidence, but the task at hand changed her usual approach. She kept both hands on the wheel, had the stereo off, and didn’t so much as glance to the side when she spoke. Sunset traffic posed some complications, yet also had advantages. She kept a car between herself and the SUV they followed.

“Where’d you learn to tail someone?” asked Alex.

“His name was Joseph, a CIA operative in the nineties. The terrible things one does for their country are still terrible things. They are almost never truly necessary.” Lorelei changed lanes to keep up as they neared an intersection. “He thought the flag he chose made his sins into something heroic.”

“Oof.”

“He liked to show off what he knew.” Buildings steadily rose in height and grandeur as they followed. Their target flashed a turn signal coming closer to the north side of downtown.

“The Fremont Street Experience is near here. It’s not the Strip, but it’ll be busy. Big spot for night life.” Alex sighed at the double meaning. “Man, I really hope Dave is only wrapped up in normal-stupid and not spooky-stupid.”

“So do I.” Lorelei shared his frown. “You may want to grab your jacket for this.”
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“Your guys stand out like a sore thumb in those coats and jackets,” said Dave. “You know what time of year it is, right?”

“That’s why we have your guys coming.” Mr. Cook seemed amused by the turn of phrase. “Mine stand out to you because you’re already aware of them. No one else cares.”

The open-air mall held plenty of distractions: bright lights and flashing signs, sidewalk bars, ambient music from half the shops along the sidewalks, and as many locals as tourists. A coalition of businesses had made local appeal a priority for the summer months, with discounts and promotions for the work week to draw people in. So far, the effort showed success. Cook had a point about his guys, too. Though burly, surly, and dressed in leather coats and rugged pants, they were on the low end of interest on the street.

Buskers, vendors hawking their wares, and attractive bartenders in minimal clothing added to the distractions. More than a few businesses made a show out of every sale. A pair of showgirls in full feather-and-glitter costumes paraded down the lane as if the big establishments on the Strip needed further advertising.

Standing on the corner beside Dave, Cook turned to the arrival of a woman in a showy neon crop top and yoga pants. “We ready to go?” she asked. After a blink, Dave recognized her as one of the working ladies from that sleazy motel. The makeup and hairstyle weren’t exactly appropriate for a workout, but that seemed to matter about as much as the leather and bulk worn by Cook’s goons.

“Everyone else is set. Are you comfortable?” Cook asked her.

“Oh yeah.” She rolled her shoulders, briefly thrusting her chest out with the motion—and noticed how Dave noticed the move. If she caught the suspicion and discomfort beneath his notice, it didn’t show. Cook had more of her attention regardless. “This is a good one. I’m ready. Is this my guy?”

“One of them. Can’t be too careful. Say hello, Hollywood.”

“Hey. Didn’t catch your name before,” said Dave.

“Hah! Right. Call me Charisma,” she answered.

Dave didn’t get whatever joke she implied, but he couldn’t fault her for nicknames. At least she came up with her own. Most of Cook’s creepy associates didn’t bother to give names, so Dave made some up. He designated the two big buzz-cut-and-scowl goons by the shop window Ox and Bull, and still wasn’t sure if it mattered which was which. The grouchy, hunched-over, bushy-eyebrowed East Asian guy in the leather long coat was Oscar, since he had an attitude straight out of a garbage can.

In truth, Dave didn’t want to speak with them much. Most of them looked at Dave like his presence was an annoyance or an insult. They treated the rest of Dave’s coworkers like that, too. The other women in Cook’s crew were barely more tolerant—and none of them looked at Dave like a literal snack the way Charisma did.

“You got my goodies?” Charisma asked him.

“Almost here,” said Dave. “Just got a text. They’re parking on the other side of the block now. I’m still not sure this is how you want to advertise, though. It’s the demographic you want, but this isn’t really the place.”

“Oh, don’t underestimate Charisma,” Cook replied. “They’ll forget all about what is and isn’t appropriate to the venue once she works her magic. In fact, she’s the real advertising here—maybe not with the reach of our online targeting, but we have reasons to cover the in-person approach as well. No stone left unturned and all that. Anyway, the cards only reinforce the information and maybe catch some secondhand interest. Your men know where to bring them. No need to delay.”

“And we just keep watch while she does the talking and makes the handouts?” asked Dave.

“Yes, that’s exactly it. Stay close, but let Charisma take the lead. I suppose you could pass out a few cards yourself if you want more to do. It’s only a little ‘street team’ hype, but we wouldn’t want a lovely girl like Charisma to venture into a den of lustful young men alone, would we?”

“That’s the part I don’t get,” said Dave. “The scam and the event is your lookout. Your money on the line. If you get suckers, fine. But if this is only street team stuff, I get the impression Charisma can take care of herself, and you’ve got other guys. Why send me and mine?”

“Such trepidation,” Cook chided. “As you say, Hollywood, your team is much subtler than my friends. Charisma knows how to get attention. We need to make sure she doesn’t get the wrong sort of attention, and so she needs security—the kind who don’t draw the wrong attention themselves.” He patted Dave on the shoulder. “I have perfect faith in you and yours. Let’s get to it.”

Prudence and discipline kept Dave from rolling his eyes at the new boss. Despite the pleasant overtones, patient half-answers, and generous pay, Dave hadn’t forgotten their first meeting. He didn’t dare let his guard down, no matter what it cost him. His coworkers bought into this life; other people made no such choice.

Dave caught a glance from Igor at the churro stand nearby. He nodded to the street corner, pulling Igor back onto the job. With Charisma, they crossed the street alongside a small clutch of partiers. A couple of passing cops on foot patrol barely gave them a second glance. Dave almost wished they’d stop his group for some reason. Any reason. Anything to change up his situation and maybe give him an escape hatch.

It didn’t come. Charisma and Igor kept walking at his side. A semi-casual backward glance found Cook smiling and nodding with encouragement while his mooks looked on.

Rock music blared from inside the gym. Movement inside showed plenty of activity. Dave stayed in front of the group with enough time for a look around the corner into the lobby—and was rewarded for that vigilance, if not rewarded by what he spotted. He made an about-face and withdrew behind the concrete support column. “God damn it,” he hissed.

“What’s wrong?” asked Charisma. Igor stopped with an equally curious look, but he was quicker to pick up Dave’s sideways nod and get out of sight from the lobby.

“There’s someone I know inside,” Dave explained. He hated giving away any such information, yet numbers at least mitigated the mistake. He’d spotted three staffers at the front desk along with a couple passing patrons. “They’re not in the business. We don’t want to make the connection.”

“Connection?” asked Charisma. “Oh. Are you trying to hide your naughty job from people in your daily life, Hollywood? Does your family think you’re a swell guy?”

“Most of us try to keep a clean cover, lady. It’s useful, kinda like how we’re here now. There’s a reason I knew this place was a good spot for you. But if someone connects the right dots to me, maybe they connect back to your boss. That’s trouble for everyone, right?”

“It’s cute that you care, and that you think we do, too.”

“Igor’s got this. The others are on their way. I’ll be right here outside if⁠—”

“No, no, Hollywood.” Charisma stepped in close, her eyes wide and so blue. Incredibly blue. Almost shining. “I need you. It’s time to show your commitment. Loyalty. Everyone else is on board. We can rely on you, right?”

The pulse in her words sent shivers down his spine. His vision clouded at the edges. He saw only her… and god damn, she was gorgeous. Sexy. Hot as hell. He wanted her.

“Don’t you want to impress me?”

“Yeh—” It came out as little more than a mumble, stomped out by long-held instincts. Dave knew better than to seem too eager. He had to make her want him back, but couldn’t do that by waiting outside. The guys needed to see him get involved, too. He needed the team’s loyalty. Had to show commitment… didn’t he?

Her eyes were so blue. Enticing. Glittering, like jewels, and also full of desire. Baser feelings took hold. He couldn’t remember his hesitation—something important, but how important, really? “Alright. Lead the way. Let’s go.”

She did. Charisma favored Dave with a stroking finger along his jaw before strutting into the gym. That ass and those legs in skin-tight yoga pants kept his eyes mesmerized right through the entrance. In his blurred peripheral vision, he barely noticed a vending machine, posters pitching membership deals, and a front desk with three guys in black polo shirts.

“I told him he’d lose half his gains without a post-workout,” said one.

“He needs to lose that girl of his,” said the other. They sounded distant. Irrelevant. “Not like she’s ever gonna lose all that—oh, hi, welcome to Feel the Burn,” he said for the new arrivals. “Are you members, or here for the first⁠—”

“Whoa! Dave?” The familiar voice crashed through the clouds in Dave’s mind. Chad stood behind the counter, folding and stacking towels beside a pair of older and much beefier physical trainers. The shocked look on his young face set him apart, too. “Where have you been, man? Everyone’s⁠—”

“Shut up,” Dave interrupted through gritted teeth. Charisma’s spell snapped under the sudden context of Chad and everything connected to him. “Not a word.”

To his credit, Chad took the instruction literally.

“Oh, not one, Dave?” Charisma taunted. “So mysterious. Maybe we’ll talk later… Chad,” she read from his nametag.

“Um, sorry, is something going on?” asked one of the trainers. Unlike Chad, they didn’t wear nametags. It was one more signal of the hierarchy.

“We’ll find out later. Hi.” Charisma leaned closer to the desk, giving each trainer the same long closeup look she’d given Dave. “You two seem perfect. I need guys like you… to show us around your gym. Could you come with me? Not you, Chad,” she corrected playfully. “You need a little more seasoning. Stay there, though. We’ll talk.” She winked, poked his chest, and then tilted her head to drag the two mesmerized trainers away from the desk. “Come along, everyone. Especially you, Dave.”

The pulse didn’t drive as deep this time. It didn’t hit the same when contrasted against his beating heart and rising alarm. Her voice still pulled, but he could resist it… except then he might lose control of the situation. If he bolted now, if he left Chad alone…

“Dude, what the hell?” Chad asked softly as the others followed Charisma.

“Shut up and stay out of it,” Dave urged. Damn, couldn’t the stupid kid be any quieter? “Don’t talk to these people. Get out of here. Now.”

“I can’t just bounce. This is my job,” said Chad.

“Stay out of it,” Dave repeated—as if Chad had any more control than Dave’s own legs carrying him after Charisma, and deeper into this whole mess.

Feel the Burn lacked the extra space and polish of the larger chain gyms. Style and layout appealed to edgy, aggressive sensibilities, with black paint instead of white wherever the walls weren’t covered by mirrors and posters. Machines, benches, and racks of weights lined the main room, with an adjoining space full of treadmills and exercise bikes. Ads on the bulletin board pitched weekend boot camps and tactical body spray. The plentiful televisions of chain gyms were absent, too, replaced only by modern rock over some unseen speakers.

From Chad’s comments about his job, Dave expected mostly young and male patrons. At the moment, “mostly” turned out to be “exclusively.” Among the patrons, Dave saw lots of backwards ball caps and muscle shirts bearing sports logos, slogans, and stylized American flags. This must be what happens to guys who never learn to talk to women, he thought. Or maybe this is why they never figure it out.

Curious faces looked up as Charisma sauntered onto the workout floor, and then around the perimeter in a slow circle. “Oh yes,” she murmured. “Testosterone, peer pressure, and insecurity selection bias. Not a single glimmer of wet blanket warning lights. These boys are all perfect.”

“Hey, what’s up?” said an early contender for Charisma’s attention. He was tall and young, wearing workout clothes with expensive brand labels. The guy had a confident smile for Charisma—and only a scoffing glance to the men trailing her. “You looking for a workout buddy?”

“Sort of,” Charisma answered. Activity in the room slowed. She had lots of interest, and spoke up to catch more with that hypnotic pulse in her voice. “What I need is an alpha. A real alpha male. Anyone here know one? Or would you like to become the real alpha?”

Another gym bro stood, bald and burlier than the first. He seemed unsure if he was insulted or intrigued. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I can show you the way if you’ll listen. And if you’re strong enough.”

Within seconds, Charisma had the whole room’s attention. Guys came off the exercise bikes and treadmills to listen. Dave couldn’t fault them for their interest when he couldn’t resist Charisma’s voice and sex appeal, either, but his brain didn’t shut off entirely. He knew a con when he saw one. The negging and prodding around masculinity had such an obvious angle… except these guys ate it all up.

“You’ve all got potential,” Charisma went on. “Real potential. I can see it. I can smell it. Raw power and strength, success just waiting to be taken. Wealth, women, all of it. You only need to see the way. It’s right in front of you. I’m here to show it’s real… and make it even better.”

Whatever, Dave told himself. Bunch of jackasses. If she doesn’t take them for a ride, someone else will. No loss if it’s just a bunch of gym bros.

“Dad?”

Dave’s head snapped toward the lobby. His heart stopped. Kaitlin stood there, eyes wide and mouth agape, looking at him in a sudden swirl of emotions.

“Babe, hey, your dad’s here. I was just texting,” said Chad.

“Yeah, I know.” Kaitlin stormed across the workout room, either oblivious to the rest of the scene or just not giving a damn. “Dad, where have you been? Why are you here?”

“Daddy?” Charisma turned from her speech with a bright look of interest and a predatory grin. Igor looked on in quieter surprise. She noticed that, too. “Oh, delicious. We had no idea. Hollywood, you’ve been holding out on us.”

“The fuck?” Kaitlin blinked, but she blew Charisma off. “Dad⁠—”

“Honey, you can’t be here,” Dave tried.

“Why not? Why are you here?”

“Stop,” Charisma commanded—harshly, in contrast to all she said before, and with power. She threw that power directly at Kaitlin, who stopped in her tracks and went silent. Kaitlin turned, questioning it much like Dave questioned his own reactions. Despite Charisma’s renewed smile, the difference in this blunt approach was obvious. “You’re interrupting. Igor, help her mind her manners.”

“What—hey, who the fuck are you?” Kaitlin asked when the burly man advanced on her.

“Igor, hold it,” Dave warned.

“I’m not the one who needs to settle down.” Igor looked right past Dave. “Shut it, or I shut it for you.”

Charisma returned to the rest of her audience. The few who showed any reaction or interest to the disruption went passive again as Charisma resumed. “Now. You men. You’re the reason I’m here. My real interest. I wonder if you measure up… and if you don’t, would you take the path that gives you all you lack?”
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COLLISIONS


“Nobody ever worries about parking when they do this on TV,” said Alex. “I don’t see an open space. Fuck.”

“If I find nothing, I’ll accept a ticket or a tow.” Lorelei gave up on the lane of parked cars, curving instead toward the men crossing the lot without any sense of being tailed. Slow-moving parking lot traffic kept her from getting close. “Stay in sight, but keep your distance. I’ll catch up.”

Alex bailed out the instant Lorelei came to a stop. He heard the trunk pop on his way around the back, prompting him to flip it open, grab his jacket—and its contents—and throw the trunk shut again on his way out. Within a couple breaths, they were off in perpendicular directions.

Ordinary people passed by, some with shopping bags and street munchies, all dressed for the warm night. Alex focused on the two sets of broad shoulders and tight haircuts stepping out of the last parking lane and onto the sidewalk. He could guess why one wore an open, untucked long-sleeve shirt and why the other wore the Vegas Knights jacket. It was the same reason Alex carried the carefully-bundled leather under his arm—though the other two guys presumably had any concealed weapons secured.

Complications mounted as Alex took stock. They were in a busy spot full of people and presumably video cameras. Alex didn’t know the area. The imp back at Granma Jeanie’s place raised the danger to vague, unknown heights. Worst of all, this separated him from both Rachel and Lorelei. That was usually how the real nonsense started.

Ahead, Goon and Mook walked the busy nightlife plaza without any sign of threat. Mook, dark-haired and vaguely Latino, carried the cardboard box of promo cards from the print shop. Goon, the Black man in the open button-down, walked with an easy stride and frequent head-turns that looked casual but signaled real vigilance. One such look back prompted Alex to slow his stride and glance away.

“Fuck,” Alex muttered. Past lives gifted Alex with masterful skill at stealth, but most of that experience had been in forests and jungles. Hiding in the night was not the same as hiding in plain sight—though he could make use of what he knew, at least. Goon and Mook tended to look left, where there was more traffic and open space. Alex angled right. It kept him closer to shop entrances and pedestrians for whatever cover they offered. Bright lights and flashing displays added distraction. He slowed his pace again and was rewarded with time to turn away from another backward glance.

Reflections in the windows helped, too. Goon laughed and elbowed Mook to indicate some other nearby sight. Alex let out a tense breath. He’d been unnoticed. The turn saved him. It’s not all past life cheat codes, he thought. Sometimes he figured things out for himself.

They continued on. Alex followed with a tight grip on the bundled leather jacket under his arm. In truth, none of this was a game, and he was perfectly happy to use every cheat code he could get.

His targets soon turned down a plaza exit path, giving Alex a new shot of worry. He caught up to the corner fast but carefully lingered and checked reflections in restaurant windows, hoping this wasn’t active evasion or a trap. Things fell into place once he spotted Mook and Goon and still more bright signs. Plenty of businesses faced outward from the plaza, including Feel the Burn. The two men slowed only for a look around the outside before entering.

Nobody else came or went through the doors. Alex saw only a small part of the lobby from this angle. With a quick scan of his surroundings, Alex noted a corner between businesses… with a gap in foot traffic, and slightly lower lighting. Alex moved in and unfurled his jacket for the set of straps and stiff leather within. He had his arms through the rig in a flash, back to the wall, one sleeve on and then the other. Hardly anyone on the street looked his way, and even fewer had a chance to see what his jacket hid.

Ready as I’m gonna be. Don’t want to lose track of them. This place is public, looks quiet, don’t know how long Lorelei’s gonna need… Alex looked one more time at the entrance to the gym, still seeing no one inside from this angle.

…and I am not going in on my own, he decided, stomping on his conflicting impulses. Sure, dumbass. Crooks and weirdos and maybe demons. Why would you need backup? Go full drama queen and Leeroy Jenkins it all by yourself. Just walk right around the corner into Darth Vader getting up from the dining table, that’ll be totally fine.

You know where they are. They probably haven’t spotted you. It’s barely been a minute. They’re armed, but they’re carrying a box of promo cards, not bombs. You can wait for Lorelei, or hopefully⁠—

“Hey babe, I’m here.” Rachel landed opposite his line of sight on the gym, wings and halo in full view to signal her invisibility to others. Though not out of breath, she arrived with a similar energy. “Sorry. Matteo kept me waiting forfuckin’ever for no damn reason. What’s the story? Where are we at?”

“No Dave yet, but we’re following a couple of his coworkers,” said Alex. “It looks like a protection racket. They just went in there with promo cards for that self-help gig. Lorelei had to deal with the car. Should catch up in a minute. Matteo really kept you waiting all fucking day?”

“Yeah, and mostly it was just the hurry-up-and-wait runaround. He made some asshole ‘I see’ noises about the imp and then pointed out I only stumbled on the imp out of my personal attachments. The last hour of it was more criticism and complaints about me intervening too much.”

“I thought Dominions weren’t really bosses?”

“They’re not,” said Rachel. “Anyway, it’s two guys right now? Dangerous?”

“Seem like it. I don’t get a spooky vibe, but they’re a couple tough guys at least.”

“Rachel. Good. You’re here.” Lorelei caught up to the pair with a smooth, confident stride. She had greater talent and confidence in hiding in plain sight than Alex. “Any news?”

“Only bullshit. Alex filled me in. What’s the plan?”

“Can you scout out the place?” Alex nodded toward the gym. “You move faster and quieter than either of us. You see more, too.”

“I could, but I’m already getting stinkeye from the locals. ‘Exceeding my allowances’ type of shit. They can’t complain about me going in with you, though.”

Alex turned to Lorelei. “We’re going in one way or another, right?”

“Let’s use stealth and subtlety as long as we can,” she agreed. “I’ll conceal us both, but it is a bright and open setting. If they are watchful, my abilities may fall short.”

“Worth a shot,” said Alex.

Ordinarily, Lorelei’s stealthy enchantments involved a loose hold on Alex’s hand. They approached the gym entrance without the reassuring contact, but Alex couldn’t complain. He wanted his hands free in case of danger. Then he noticed the slight tug on his waistband at one hip and caught on to another of her tricks. Her demon tail always kept a low profile even without active magic.

The lobby appeared empty as they reached the door. Only a few steps ahead of Alex and Lorelei, Rachel passed through the windows, stopped, and tilted her head curiously rather than in warning. Lorelei opened the door with care for time and noise, slipping through ahead of Alex—and, like Rachel, stopped short to listen.

Alex saw one problem as soon as he made it through the door. Chad stood at the corner leading from the lobby with all his attention turned toward the workout room. The scents of sweat and body spray hung in the air, but Alex heard none of the music or ads he expected in a gym. Instead, he heard a woman’s voice over the soft hum of the air conditioners.

“Religion is a scam. Always has been. Every religion, everywhere. Real men see through all the peace and love bullshit. That’s why all the successful men are such bad Christians, or Muslims, or whatever. In the end, the label doesn’t matter. It’s all a scam.

“‘Oh, boo-hoo, he’s a cheater. He lies. He takes what he wants.’ Good for him! He’s doing the same thing the scammers do, except better. And now we can prove it with science. Deep Truth runs every religion and creed through AI tools to create the perfect, real religion: the one about yourself. Your strength. Your success. That’s the only god that matters.”

Rachel cracked her knuckles.

Angling quietly around Chad for a better look, Alex and Lorelei found a couple dozen patrons all paused in their workout to hear the speaker. The guy Alex dubbed Mook stood at one corner, promo box in his hands. He didn’t see Goon.

“And here’s the wildest part.” She sauntered into view, tight neon workout clothes showing off curves and skin. “You know this already. You know I’m right. The AI proves it, but you know it’s true. You’ve known all along. You just need to hear someone else say it.”

“Magic and demon fuckery. We’ve gotta shut this cunt down,” Rachel seethed.

“It’s too many mortals,” Lorelei murmured. “Even mesmerized, they limit us.”

“If you come to our event on Wednesday, you’ll hear more. Interested?” asked the demon in yoga pants. A dozen men answered in the affirmative, with a dozen more soon echoing them.

“We can’t wait,” said Rachel.

“Oh. Hey. Know what makes a big, messy distraction?” Alex jerked his thumb at the wall. Lorelei and Rachel blinked… and nodded.

“Then all you need is one of our cards,” said the demon. “Scan the QR code, get registered, and tell all your friends about⁠—”

Alex stepped up beside Chad to pull the fire alarm on the wall.

Rapid, screeching tones stepped on the demon’s next words. Flashing bright lights from fixtures along the walls and ceiling added to the shock. The rapt audience in the workout room suddenly turned alert and concerned, with guys rising from their benches and scanning for trouble. At least one other woman outside Alex’s line of sight yelped and demanded, “Let me go!”

“Whoa, what—hey, Adam?” asked Chad, suddenly aware of his company.

“Alex,” he corrected. “You need to get out of here.”

“Why is everyone saying that?” Chad fumed. “Listen⁠—”

“Hey, who the fuck are you?” the speaker shouted when she spotted Alex.

“Igor, let go of her!” someone demanded inside the workout room.

“Her fault for trying to run,” retorted some other man.

Lorelei stayed behind Alex and Chad, holding any fleeting edge of concealment as long as she could. “It’s not enough to break her spell,” she warned.

“Got it.” Rachel leaped into the air and through the overhang between lobby and workout room. The raised ceiling had the same tiles found in a million other places—and the same sprinkler heads. Rachel’s flaming blade sprang into existence with the sweep of her hand, flowing across one such sprinkler and setting it off instantly.

“Oh shit!” blurted one patron, joined in profanity by many more. The deluge turned the alarm from annoying curiosity to genuine warning. Most of the patrons had the natural reaction and fled. Alex and Lorelei sidestepped to the walls, the former pulling Chad out of the way before the stampede trampled him.

“Seriously, Chad, go!” Alex repeated. The lobby kept them at the water’s edge, but the alarms and the chaos of the crowd had them enveloped.

“Kaitlin is here! And her dad!”

“Kaitlin? What the hell?”

The path cleared fast, leaving Alex to face the more than just the woman still in the center of the workout room. Not all of the gym bros fled, nor did Mook or Goon. Another who fit Mook and Goon’s image stood nearby—holding Kaitlin in place by the arm, with Dave apparently two seconds from punching him.

“Igor, don’t do this. We been friends too long,” Dave warned.

“Yeah? What else are you hiding?” asked the other man, bald and Slavic by his accent.

The demon flung one hand up toward the ceiling and snapped her fingers, cutting off the flow of water. In the same instant, she commanded, “Stop!”

The last fleeing gym bros halted in their tracks. Despite his awareness and resilience against mental enchantments, even Alex hesitated at her voice. He shook it off with a shiver and a hostile thought. Not everyone else could do the same. Mook dropped his box and rolled his shoulders for a fight. Goon came into view with the same look.

“I said, who the fuck are you?” the demon repeated.

Rachel dropped from the ceiling to stand behind Charisma. Her halo, wings, and blade all vanished in front of so many witnesses, but she lost none of her confidence. “You first, cunt-nugget.”

The demon whirled and backed away as soon as she got a look. “Oh no. You wouldn’t dare. Not in front of all these normies.”

“Fuckin’ watch me.” Rachel advanced.

“Last chance, Igor,” Dave growled at the other apparent gangster. “I’m not telling you again.”

“Make me, Hollywood,” Igor shot back. He tensed, expecting Dave might try it.

He didn’t expect the upward, open-palm thrust from his prisoner. Kaitlin slammed Igor’s jaw shut hard. The bigger man reeled and lost his grip, freeing her to duck around him. Dave ensured her escape with a shove that put Igor on his back.

The other two still blocked her exit and Alex’s entry. They advanced as he did, ready to fight, and then a voice beside Alex remedied that. “Step aside,” said Lorelei. The power of her voice was subtler than Charisma’s, but it did the trick. Mook and Goon reflexively hesitated and made just enough room to get past.

Perhaps a third of Charisma’s audience remained in the workout room, along with Mook, Goon, Igor, and a newly-surprised Dave noticing Alex for the first time. “What the hell?”

Alex pushed through and gave Kaitlin space to escape. “Get out of here! Go!”

She made good on it, though only to Chad’s position at the lobby’s edge.

“Talk,” said Rachel, still forcing Charisma back in Dave’s direction. “Now.”

“Fuck off, girlie. I’m not scared of…” Then she looked past Rachel to the newcomers. Her resolve cracked. “No. Oh no. How are you here?”

Lorelei’s eyebrow rose. “Me?”

“Help me!” Charisma cried with all the power she could muster. She pointed at Rachel and Lorelei beyond her. “They’re here to kill me! Help! Save me!”

“Oh, you shitheel fuckin—” Rachel’s sneer vanished under a pair of soaking wet guys flying at her in a tackle. She flung the first to the floor without loss of her footing, but the second was too much all at once. Rachel bent forward under the assault, refusing to fall but unable to throw him with her usual divine strength. Mortal witnesses limited her in more ways than one. It didn’t help when a third gym bro leapt in from another side to drive her away from Charisma.

Mook and Goon tore pistols from their waistbands. Alex expected the threat, swatting Mook’s forearm upward and then grabbing the threatening hand with both of his own to turn the weapon away. The struggle allowed Alex to throw his elbow into Mook’s throat, leaving him staggered and wheezing. Lorelei threw her hands up in false surrender to draw Goon’s attention upward. He never saw the tail that lashed around his gun to pull him downward, nor the fist that drove his head into the nearby pulldown machine.

As they resolved two of the worst threats, the remaining gym bros descended. Alex preempted the first incoming punch with a jab and threw an elbow to make space, only to catch a solid blow to the ribs. Another hit landed, and then another. In an instant, the threat of numbers took hold. Unlike the movies, attackers in a mob rarely waited for their turn.

Opposite the brawl, Charisma grabbed Igor and an unsure Dave by the arm. “Guard me,” she demanded. “I have to get out.”

“Okay, but that’s… that’s…” Exactly enough of Dave’s instincts remained to cut off the words. The alarm and the water helped. He didn’t understand how, but they helped. The rest was chaos.

“I don’t care. Guard me!”

Behind her, Rachel stomped on one gym bro’s toes and shoved the other away. “Won’t keep my foot out of your ass, you little cuntsnot wretch!”

“Help me!” Charisma pressed.

The power of her voice sent Dave’s hand to his waistband despite the chaos of the alarm and sprinklers, but she wasn’t powerful enough to overcome everything. He didn’t draw the pistol.

Igor had fewer qualms.

Freed from the last gym bro, Rachel lunged straight into a pair of bullets. She jerked and doubled over with wide eyes. Her stagger became a fall, dropping her to her knees with her hands at her chest.

Gunfire proved a bridge too far for mesmerized gym bros willing to brawl amid sirens and sprinklers. Everyone not engaged with an opponent looked up in shock and then looked for an escape. Only the ones still brawling with Alex and Lorelei stayed in the haze of battle.

Alex blocked one punch. Another landed. He ducked a third hit like they taught Will in basic, blocked another with the lessons of childhood friends in Detroit, and jerked back from the next. All the saloon brawls he endured as Tom kept Alex going. Lorelei had his left flank, dropping men with stronger blows. He had it under control until the gunshots and Rachel’s fall.

Skorri’s fury roared to the surface. Alex threw berserker punches and elbows that sent blood and teeth flying. The sudden turn of the tide spun Charisma around with a new look of fright. She wasn’t the only one.

“Oh shit,” Dave gasped.

One last guy in a shirt boasting a “Beast” logo stood against Alex—and suffered a brutal upward punch in the gut for his trouble. The blow lifted Beast partly off his feet, which only got worse for him as Alex drove in with the shoulder and kept going. Alex carried Beast through those first critical steps to close the distance with Igor, growling furiously. A human body made neither solid cover nor a good weapon, but he unwillingly did the job. Igor’s next bullet stuck in Beast rather than continuing through Alex, and then flailing limbs and muscle brought Igor down.

Beast collapsed on the floor in front of a similarly beleaguered combatant. “Aw fuck,” Rachel croaked. She turned her hands from her own bloody wounds to his.

“Whoa, wait—!” Dave managed before Alex threw a left hook that nearly broke a rib. The blow sent a wave of fear through the older man, too, but luckily Alex turned to take care of his other opponent.

Igor nearly recovered in time to defend himself. Instead, Alex fractured Igor’s wrist with a hammer blow to swat his gun down. His follow-through punch dislocated Igor’s jaw. He kept swinging as the bigger man tottered back.

Berserker rage narrowed the world around Alex, but not his vigilance. He knew Rachel was on the floor at his left, kneeling and bent over the gunshot gym bro. Dave was somewhere behind him. Lorelei had the last of the brawlers somewhere farther off to the left, the shooter was almost on the floor now, and the demon was just past—No. Gone. Alex whirled around to find her.

“Nope,” Rachel coughed. Her hand shot out to her side without looking up from her patient. Charisma reappeared out of thin air, calf in Rachel’s grip until the demon fell flat on her face. “You’re not getting out of this shit,” said Rachel, ragged with pain but still moving.

“Oh god, oh shit, I’m hurt.” Beast writhed on the soaking wet floor, wanting to clutch his back but unable to reach. “Was I shot?”

“It’s not bad.” Rachel kept him down with her other hand. “You’ll be fine.”

Her words and motions filtered through Alex’s wrath. Apart from that, little else mattered but friends and foes. The greatest danger was on the floor at his feet. Charisma wasn’t the first demon he ever punted in the head.

“Oof!” The kick threw Charisma onto her back, but only one such blow wouldn’t put a demon down. She was halfway upright almost as fast as she’d fallen, and then had a hand on the floor to push herself up. Alex came in to press the advantage. Charisma retaliated with fingers much more dangerous than her red nails let on.

Neither strike landed. Lorelei caught Charisma by the hair and slammed her back down on the gym floor. A sharp stomp to the gut kept Charisma down. “Alex, we’ve won.” She stalled him with a hand on his chest. “Rachel is alright. Breathe.”

A fierce growl escaped his throat. Alex stared past Lorelei at Charisma, wild-eyed, his hands clenched into fists. Other wordless noises joined his, coming as groans from aching and defeated men. Lorelei and Alex had put most of the gym bros on their knees or lower. Igor stayed down to cope with his wounds. Aside from Alex and Lorelei, only Dave remained on his feet—and the couple by the lobby’s edge.

“Kaitlin, Chad,” said Lorelei. “The noise will draw attention. Watch the entrance.”

“Um. Okay…?” Chad hesitated, staying by Kaitlin but otherwise at a loss through the scene.

“Dad?” asked Kaitlin.

“Yeah.” Though equally bewildered, he saw Lorelei’s point. He left his gun in his waistband. “Yeah, she’s right.”

His agreement turned Kaitlin and Chad to the task. Lorelei spared only glances to check on the gym bros. Alex shed the worst of his rage with Lorelei’s presence and the break in the action. Rachel remained on her knees but straightened in a sign of recovery; naturally, she’d seen to the bewildered mortal and his gunshot wound before herself. The guy in the Beast shirt sensibly rolled away and stayed low, wanting no one else’s attention. Others who could stumble away angled for the exit.

Nearly every mortal had their backs turned or wasn’t in a position to pay attention. It was all the space Lorelei would get. She stood beside Alex to look down at Charisma. “We did not seek violence. This was your choice.”

“Tell that to her!” Charisma pointed at Rachel.

“Definitely here to fuck a bitch up now,” said Rachel.

“Or you could spare yourself from the worst return to the Pit. Whom do you serve?” asked Lorelei.

“Why, so you can come after us?” Charisma shot back. “I knew the stories were all bullshit. Nobody just drops a crown. What’s your deal with Lilith? Eighty/twenty?”

“Perhaps you should focus on your predicament rather than speculate about matters beyond you,” said Lorelei. “Whom do you serve? What is your goal with this insipid event?”

Charisma’s eyes narrowed. “You really don’t know.”

“I know the sort of consequences most face when they return to their masters as failures.”

“I’ll take my chances on loyalty,” said Charisma—and then she roared with an arc of fire at her enemies.

Lorelei caught the worst of it, but she turned in time to cover Alex from the flame. He, in turn, grabbed her to pull her left and away, shoving Dave clear in the same move. Good reflexes and his leather jacket saved him from the flickers that reached past Lorelei’s back.

Charisma darted for the lobby. She made it just past Mook, Goon, and the last few gym bros lying concussed on the floor. Rachel all but flew across the room to catch Charisma by the arm and spin her around. Flames grew from her hand amid an upward thrust, stabbing Charisma from gut to chest with divine fire. She died on Rachel’s blade with a wide-eyed shriek.

“Jesus!” Dave blurted. Though Rachel blocked his view and her blade vanished the instant its work was done, he saw enough. Charisma’s attack had even less obstruction, and now Lorelei clung to Alex with her back smoldering. “What the fuck is happening?”

“Dad?” Kaitlin shouted. “What was that?”

Rachel shoved the dying Charisma behind the nearest exercise bike. The worst was out of view upon Kaitlin’s return—except for the last flop of Charisma’s legs and feet. Rachel waved it off. “Just drama queen bullshit. Don’t worry.”

“Don’t worry? How are you standing?”

Rachel looked down at herself. A single red mark like a bruise marred her chest above the neckline of her dress, but the rest of her wounds left only a few tears in the fabric. “Oh, this? It’s not like they really got me. I’d be all fucked up and covered in blood, right?”

Kaitlin blinked. Rachel shrugged.

“Alex. We need to go. I can manage,” said Lorelei.

“Kaitlin, what’s going on outside?” asked Alex.

“There’s—ohmygod, what happened to Lorelei?”

“Focus,” said Alex. “Outside. Cops? Bad guys? Can we go?”

“No cops, but there’s a crowd watching. Chad says we can go out the back, past the showers. It’s an employee exit.”

“Go. Get out of here. I’m right behind you,” said Rachel.

“Chad! Come on,” Kaitlin called out. He hustled back to lead the way. Kaitlin looked to her father. “Dad, you’re coming, right?”

“Yes, you are,” Alex told Dave with a glare. He carefully got his arms around Lorelei, avoiding the burn across her back to help her move.

“Alex, I don’t even know what you’re doing here or what’s happening,” said Dave. “We don’t have any kind of plan.”

“We usually don’t,” Alex grumbled. “Rachel?”

“Gotta make sure these dinguses will live.” Rachel gestured with an irritated hand to the guys still on the floor. “I’ll catch up. Go.”

“Wait, is she serious? How’s she gonna catch up?” Dave asked as he followed.

“She’s talented like that,” said Alex.

“Who is she? Why are you here? What the hell is going on?”

“Her name’s Rachel, she’s my girlfriend, and we’re here because your dumb ass disappeared on your other kids.”

“Shit.” Dave frowned deeper when they reached Kaitlin, holding the exit door open with her own unhappy look at her father. Beyond her, Chad led the way through a facilities hallway behind the gym’s neighboring stores and businesses.

“The car is nearby,” said Lorelei. “We’ve little hope of stealth as a group, but haste may be enough.”

“Are you up for that?” asked Alex.

“It’s not bad. I’m already coping. Escape was more Charisma’s goal than harm.”

“Coping?” Dave glanced at the blackened backside of her top. More than a little of her skin above the fabric had been scorched, too. “Who are you?”

“This is Lorelei. Also my girlfriend. Openly,” Alex added. “Nobody’s hiding anything.”

“Except for all the concealed flamethrowers?”

Alex scowled. “Shut up, Dave.”
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CORNERED


“Hey. You’re not dying. You just got your shit rocked. Suck it up.”

“Unh. Fuck. I thought he broke my whole face.”

“You. Hey. Stop wheezing. The rib is bruised, not broken.” Rachel turned from one patient laid out on the wet gym floor to the next, poking him right where Lorelei had punched him full-force in the chest. Bone crunched back into place, prompting a violent gasp for breath.

His name was Pete. His father routinely hit him until Pete grew to the same height. Rachel grimaced at all the invisible scars and dried tears. They had built up as callouses over his heart. “Oh god I can breathe!” Pete declared. “I can breathe!”

“Don’t blaspheme.” Rachel moved to the next, still sputtering and holding his throat with even worse respiratory trouble. Rather than bend over, she nudged him with the top of her sandaled foot. “Hey. Relax. Panic fucked you up worse than the hit.”

Like the last, her patient breathed easier with her touch. He only needed a little help, and her diagnosis wasn’t entirely deceptive. Parental disappointment and loneliness hurt him worse than anything Alex did to him.

Brendan. Twenty-three, still living at home because he couldn’t afford to move out—like many others his age, but his family shamed him for it daily. He couldn’t see a way out. He had no money for college, no skills for a better job. What was he supposed to do? And who wants a guy with nothing to offer?

The next in need of her aid sprawled unconscious against an overturned weight bench. Like the others, a simple glance revealed more than shape and clothing. Alan had always been a big guy, and had always known how to take advantage of it. He didn’t like how people used rules and numbers to counter his size. Bigger guys got more; that was just life, wasn’t it? Rachel rolled her eyes. She palmed his forehead and peeled back one eyelid. He awoke instantly, blurting, “Ghuuuh! What—where?”

“You got knocked the fuck out,” she said without pity. “Chill here a sec. It’s only a mild concussion.”

“Concussion? What happened?”

“You got played and you got wrecked. Never trust a big butt and a smile, dumbass.” Rachel straightened, stepped out of his bewildered vision, and surveyed the scene one more time.

Almost everyone who could flee had done so. Beyond the front windows, flashing red lights against the walls and the onlookers announced the arrival of the fire department. She caught a couple flashes of blue in the mix, too. Only the gym bros who couldn’t move remained, and they were thrashed enough to accept Rachel’s “it’s not as bad as it feels” line without question.

The last of them huddled against a lateral pulldown machine, wincing and clutching his dislocated arm. Again, she saw frustration and emotional pain, and fear of admitting it. Fear of looking weak. Anger at people who hadn’t hurt him, but he had to lash out somehow. Nick was one more guy with nowhere to go, and one more guy who became an asshole about it. Rachel saw both parts of him at once.

“Hold still, lemme look,” she said. His position took her farther from the others still recovering their breath and their wits. Once finished with him, she could catch up with her lovers. “It’s probably not that––”

“Rachel.” A firm hand snatched her arm and spun her around. Matteo’s halo and wings made plain that no one else in the gym would see him and his deeply displeased face. “What happened here? What are you doing?”

“Yo, don’t fuckin’ grab people, especially right after a fight.” Rachel jerked her arm free from his grip. “The hell’s wrong with you?”

“What is wrong with you?” Matteo waved to the scene around them. Firefighters in full turnout gear barged into the lobby accompanied by shouts and calls from their radios. Police came in with them. None of them noticed the two angels. “What have you done?”

“These dweebie fuckwits got played by a temptress,” Rachel explained. “Then she sicced them all on Lorelei and Alex and it turned into a big-ass brawl. We tried to catch her, but she was too slippery. I wound up torching the bitch.”

“You did this in front of mortals?”

“Nobody was watching. No one who didn’t already know too much, anyway.”

“And then you healed these men?” Matteo pressed.

“Yeah! Temptress, right? These aren’t exactly murderers and slave-traders. Half of ‘em are dipshits and douchenozzles, sure, but others are just hurting. Where the fuck are all their guardians? How are so many of them⁠—?”

“I told you no miracles.”

“None of this shit is miraculous. It’s⁠—”

“Shell casings over here,” warned one of the cops. “Looks like shots fired. Be careful.”

“Gun,” called out a firefighter. He pointed to a fallen weapon. “Is anyone shot? There’s blood on the floor, but this place is soaked.”

“No broken mirrors or craters,” said a cop. “The bullets went into something.”

Matteo glared at Rachel.

“Look, this is demon bullshit, okay?” she pushed back. “My babes and some others are on the run. I’ve gotta go.”

“I require a full explanation before you go anywhere,” said Matteo. “Now. Or I will consider you part of this problem.”
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“We have no time for long stories.” Lorelei’s stride improved a little with every step, but she stayed close to Alex for support. Pain from her burn and the other blows of battle kept her voice stiffer than she liked. “We may face worse dangers than police. That woman, Charisma: are you associated with others like her? People with strange behavior and abilities?”

Rather than answer, Dave asked, “Alex, you first: what the fuck is going on?”

“She said we don’t have time for that.” Alex scanned the corridor with all the lessons and instincts he’d learned in wars long past. The hall was much like the “backstage” corridors he’d seen at shopping malls and arenas. Though mostly bare, every crate, rolling rack, or side door could hide ambushers. He didn’t like having the defenseless Chad and Kaitlin in the lead. He also didn’t like the trail of wet footprints he, Lorelei, and Dave left. “Answer the fuckin’ question.”

“I don’t know her, or these people,” said Dave. “I don’t know this lady, either. Do you get that? I just turned on friends from work, and you put them all on the floor. This is nuts!”

“Yeah, and now your family has their asses on the line.” Alex pointed to Kaitlin and Chad. “Just like your own. Talk.”

Kaitlin looked back over her shoulder. Dave winced. “A few days ago, our boss invited us to a work party at his place. He was dead when we got there. This guy named Cook and his posse said they were taking over the company.”

“Posse?” Chad blinked.

“It’s old people slang. Never mind,” said Kaitlin.

“How many?” asked Lorelei.

“Seven. Cook, four guys, two women. I got the hint that Cook has more on tap. Not Charisma—I ran into her for the first time a couple days ago. Cook wanted us to hire hookers for some job. Then she just walked up fifteen minutes ago and it’s like she’s a different person. And I don’ t know how the hell she threw out that fire in there. If this is some mob shit, it’s crazier than anything I’ve ever heard of.”

“They are much worse than mafia. Chad, Kaitlin, wait,” Lorelei warned when they reached the white double-doors marked “Exit.” Though still wounded, Lorelei could now cope with her injury. She let go of Alex and covered the last steps on her own. “Where does this take us?”

“It’s a little alley,” said Chad. “Dead-ends on one side, but the other is a one-way street at the end of the Fremont Experience. Shit, I don’t even know where anyone’s parked. It was just the fastest way out.”

“That’s fine. You’re doing great, Chad,” said Alex. “This is all crazy. Nothing is perfect. We’ve gotta keep moving.”

“Yes,” Lorelei agreed. “Our car is in the other direction. What about the rest of you?”

“I didn’t drive,” said Dave.

“I came in Chad’s pickup,” said Kaitlin. “It’s around the corner on the left, along the street. Loading zone.”

“Excellent. We should pull out easily,” said Lorelei. “Try to stay close. If we are stopped by police, say nothing and let me handle it. Do not run or fight; that will only aggravate our problems. Anyone other than police may be a different story. Follow our lead. You understand?”

“Cook met us a couple blocks away, on the other side of the Experience,” said Dave. “He sounded like he was leaving.”

“That would be ideal,” said Lorelei. “Let me lead by a short distance. I may spot dangers the rest of you would not. In fact, it’s best if I could pull the truck forward and have you all get in at the mouth of the alley, if you’ll trust me to drive?”

“Shit. Yeah, okay,” Chad relented. He nodded to Kaitlin, who gave the keys over.

“It’s a tan pickup? Tinted windows?”

“Yeah. GMC Sierra. It’s kind of old. We can all squeeze into the cab, but it’ll be tight.”

“So much for not splitting up,” muttered Alex, but not out of opposition.

“We’ll stay within shouting distance. Let’s go,” said Lorelei.

The alley appeared as Chad described, with widely-spaced utility poles and blue dumpsters lining the walls. Scattered lamps and ambient light from the street ahead left shadowed angles everywhere. Graffiti ranged from haphazard scrawls to full cartoon murals. Cars trickled past the end of the alley along three lanes, all going right to left from their vantage point. The building on the other side of the street rose three or four stories of brightly-painted concrete with few windows.

Lorelei walked the alley in a confident, purposeful stride. The rest trailed her as she asked, though Alex had to nudge Kaitlin and Chad closer to those shadows and dumpsters. “Use what you’ve got. It’s better than nothing,” he hissed. Thankfully, they complied without argument. Dave didn’t need the advice, though he walked straighter.

“Alex, who are these people?” Dave asked, his voice low.

“Dave, is your ‘company’ running a fuckin’ protection racket?” Alex replied.

Dave bristled. “It’s not that simple.”

“Oh, that’s a comforting answer,” said Alex.

“Can we get the fuck out of here?” Kaitlin hissed.

“That’s easier if we all know what we’re dealing with,” said Dave. “These aren’t normal crooks, are they?”

“They’re not.” Alex saw several reasons to avoid the subject. He also saw Dave’s point. “If this goes to hell, try to find a crowd. They don’t like witnesses. And if you can’t get away, fight. Don’t let them scare you. That’s what they want.”

“Alex, these aren’t school bullies. This isn’t some ‘bark louder than their bite’ bullshit.”

“It’s not, but that still matters,” said Alex. “Run if you can. If you can’t, fight. They don’t want you to fight, which is exactly why you should.”

At the mouth of the alley, Lorelei paused in a confident, unbothered pose. She swept her hair back, hinting to Alex that she might already be perfectly dry. Lorelei looked left and right as if scanning for her ride. Drivers rolled past and a pair of pedestrians crossed her path without notice. She turned right and disappeared around the corner.

“How far is the truck?” Alex led the others to the last set of dumpsters, keeping them back a short distance from the street. Some cover seemed better than none.

“Half the block. Can’t miss it,” said Kaitlin. “Might have a ticket already, too. Sorry.”

“Some camera is bound to catch our plate anyway,” said Dave. “We’ve gotta get out of here before we worry about all that. One thing at a time.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I’m sorry you got mixed up in this. I didn’t want anyone to know⁠—”

Dave cut himself off as a man in black and a leather coat appeared at the corner, following Lorelei’s path with a slightly hunched, purposeful gait—and stopped. His round, scowling face turned and scrunched as if sniffing, and then looked down the alley right at the group behind the dumpster. He pointed.

Two men followed, also in dark clothes, but taller, wider, and thicker than the sniffer. Behind them strolled a man in a white suit and black tie, with a jeweled black cane he didn’t seem to need for support. “Hollywood,” he called out, “I am more than disappointed.”

Dave put a hand on Kaitlin’s arm to keep her and Chad hidden behind the dumpster as he stepped out. Alex stayed in the same corner. Many demons could see in the dark, but he hoped the mix of light and shadow would mitigate that ability.

He reconsidered that impression as the shadows of each man stretched into the alley. Shadows from the walls darkened, too. Ambient noise from the street softened.

Dave didn’t seem to notice. “Cook. Thought you were on the other side of the mall. What are you disappointed about?”

“Let’s not play games about what I saw or what I know,” said Cook. “I sent Charisma with you and your coworkers on a simple, peaceful errand. Now Charisma is dead and I find you here lurking amid the garbage.”

“How—? Wait, how would you know anything unless you were right outside?”

“We know many things you don’t, Hollywood. We sense a great deal more. Anyone might guess that your posture and distance imply disloyalty, but there’s more to it. You didn’t kill Charisma, yet here you are along the trail as my friend Pug sniffs the killer out.”

The hunched, round-faced guy beside Cook sniffed and nodded toward Dave. “More.”

“Ah. Hiding amid the trash, and not alone.” Cook swept his cane in a sideways motion—and the dumpster suddenly crossed the alley in line with his gesture. Locked wheels squeaked and even gave off a few sparks of resistance, but all that metal and bulk moved anyway, revealing the people hiding behind it. Two of them gasped. One only gritted his teeth in resignation.

“Interesting. Not what brought Pug here, but...” Scrutiny brought faint amusement to Cook’s face. “Hollywood, you didn’t tell me you had children. You didn’t tell anyone, did you?”

“Wasn’t anyone’s business. They don’t have anything to do with this.”

“I see we’ve moved on to outright lying. A daughter, a boyfriend, and... you know more than your father here, don’t you?” Cook narrowed his eyes at Alex. “Estranged, angry, and also outside the light. You have a dangerous look. That’s the look of knowledge.”

“Turn around and walk away,” said Alex. “You don’t wanna find out the things I know.”

“Oh, but I do. This is what makes this city so fun. Everyone tries to hide their cards, but they can’t help letting things slip. You’re unsure of your chances. We call that a bluff. I suppose I’ll have to call. Ox, Bull, try not to kill them.”

The bigger pair advanced. Alex decided Ox was the one with the knit brow, staring right at him. Bull, by contrast, rolled his shoulders and grinned as Dave pulled his gun and aimed it. “This isn’t a joke. Last warning,” said Dave.

Ox and Bull kept coming. Dave fired twice, barely staggering Bull and drawing no blood. He fired at Ox to the same effect, and then Bull again. Instead of falling or crying out, they both bowed their heads and charged—faster than such big men had any right to move.

“Shit!” Alex shoved Dave to the side, saving him from swinging fists and perhaps worse unseen dangers from Bull’s head. The move put Alex between Ox and Bull’s charges where he could kick hard at knee-level. His heel landed solidly, but to no apparent harm. Ox overshot by only a few steps and whirled around. Bull ended up behind Alex and Dave’s line, too, but straightened and smirked with more amusement than aggression.

“Shoot me again,” said Bull. “Give me the whole clip. Go ahead. You can—” Glass and long-skunked beer exploded across Bull’s face, ending his taunt. His search for the culprit turned him to Kaitlin, sliding against the wall and looking for something else to throw.

Chad moved with her, trying to stay between his girlfriend and danger. Again, Bull moved faster than his size implied. Though Chad threw a defiant punch, it made little difference. Bull swatted him into the wall and left him crumpled on the pavement. Kaitlin shouted his name.

Behind that confrontation, Alex gauged Ox’s next charge. He ducked forward, reaching behind his neck for the blade hidden behind his back. Ox didn’t see the gladius until it was embedded under his knee. Alex dragged the gladius deep on his way past Ox and continued on to attack Bull while his back was still turned.

They looked like ordinary if particularly large men. Alex knew better, especially after the display with Dave’s gun. That told him where to strike. A fully-committed thrust into the lower back would take out any other foe—even vampires, if he severed the spine. He couldn’t hope for that here. Instead, Alex slapped his gladius flat against Bull’s ass and swung it upward with all his might.

The blade caught on something lower than Bull’s belt. Bull arced backward and roared in pain. The demon’s severed tail landed in full view at Alex’s feet. With that accomplished, Alex brought his blade down hard at the crook of Bull’s neck and shoulder. Too little blood flew as he dragged the gladius violently along Bull’s back, but his enemy’s reactions at least confirmed injury and pain. He had their attention. He had everyone’s attention.

Kaitlin and Dave didn’t see Alex’s first attack, but they got a good view of his second and the sword that delivered it. Ox saw the tail—and though he clutched his knee, he mastered the pain and advanced once more.

Two others saw the shift of battle from the mouth of the alley. “Pug,” said Cook, “I think you’d better help⁠—”

Lights flashed ahead of the ton of metal curving inward from the street to slam into Cook and Pug. Lorelei stomped on the brakes of Chad’s pickup the instant the pair flew off the bumper, managing to stop short of Dave. The dumpster provided an abrupt backstop for Pug, who collided with a loud bang and then flopped onto the pavement. Cook tumbled right past Dave, the dumpster, and Cook’s other servants fighting Alex. Kaitlin yelped and moved to shield her half-conscious boyfriend on the ground as Cook rolled to a stop at her feet.

Alex hadn’t brought either of the bigger guys down. He slashed low at Bull’s gut, dragging the tip of his blade across the abdomen, but that seemed to do little more than tear Bull’s shirt. Rather than backswing, Alex arced the blade upward and down again to catch exactly what he hoped: a long, bull-like demon horn that wasn’t visible until it had a gladius sunk halfway through its base. Again, Bull roared in pain.

On his feet again, Dave was at a loss; his pistol did little good at point-blank range and his magazine was empty. Loading his spare magazine seemed pointless, especially when Ox ignored him in favor of coming to Bull’s aid. Alex and even Kaitlin seemed to have better luck with simpler weapons, and the gash through Ox’s pant leg pointed to some vulnerability. Though it meant flinging himself at a bigger, brawnier opponent, Dave kicked hard at that wound.

Ox limped, growled, and then turned in a vain attempt to swat Dave away. Dave backed up, forcing an adjustment—and then Lorelei swept past him from behind. She hooked the fingers of one hand into Ox’s neck and dragged violently as she continued onward. Blood flew. Ox roared in pain and dropped onto that bad knee, regretting it enough to sink onto the other instead. He clutched at the wound with his hands while dark, thick blood poured down his front and back. Not for the first time in this fight, Dave lost a step to shock.

That left Alex to face Bull alone. He couldn’t hack through a demon’s horn in a single stroke, but tugging his weapon free hurt his enemy. It was also too awkward and forceful a move to allow a rapid follow-up. Growling in pain, Bull shoved Alex against the dumpster. Metal assaulted Alex from the waist to the back of his head all at once, stealing his breath and putting stars in his eyes. Alex got the point instantly: if an open-hand shove hurt this badly, Bull’s closed fist could probably kill.

One of those fists closed on Alex’s jacket. Bull yanked Alex off his feet and flung him with terrifying force. The black rubber flip-top of the dumpster collapsed under Alex and left him sprawled amid shallow garbage, pain, and fright.

Alex managed to keep his grip in his gladius without stabbing himself, which was another lucky break. The lack of contents inside the dumpster wasn’t so lucky. The firm rubber lid now bent inward and restricted his movement more. Oof. Gotta move, Alex thought. Gotta get up and⁠—

Bull leapt onto the dumpster. His feet missed Alex by inches. “Kill you!” Bull snarled, barely delayed by his own search for steady footing.

Balance became even more challenging with a blade ramming upward into Bull’s gut. He took the pain and grabbed Alex by the sword arm, pulling Alex upward.

Bull bellowed again. Alex shouted back. He couldn’t come close to matching Bull in strength, but all the ferocity of his past lives came to the fore. Alex jerked the embedded blade up and down to worsen the wound. He crushed Bull’s nose with his own forehead and then jammed his thumb into the bigger man’s eye. As soon as Alex could push himself away from Bull, he reversed and stabbed again.

Only steps away, Kaitlin and Dave watched the dumpster shake. They heard the slam of bodies against metal and the roars of murder.

Lorelei reached Cook before he collected himself. Her taloned fingers nearly caught his face as he looked up, but cut into the arm he raised in defense instead. Still carried by momentum, she brought a knee up under that arm and into his jaw. Cook tumbled backward, but this time he kept his wits. He steadied himself with one hand on the pavement; his other hand reached out toward Lorelei, or rather past her.

The cane he’d dropped farther up the alley flew to his hand by way of striking Lorelei from behind. Flames burst on contact with her back, lasting only a second but driving their magic into her body. The cane continued onward to meet Cook’s grip while she coped with the pain.

The pause allowed their first real look at one another.

“Idiot,” Cook seethed. “Do you know who you challenge by... wait.” He stepped back and stared. “You’re Lorelei.”

“Have we met?” She couldn’t ignore the harm from his cane, but she managed to mask her pain as the tension of battle. “Your face isn’t familiar. Is it new?”

Cook ignored the question to take in the scene behind her. Alex and Bull battled inside the dumpster, with Ox staggered and bloodied and Dave and Kaitlin on guard against him. Pug either hid or was still on the pavement.

“Kill them!” Cook commanded. “Kill them all!” Broad demon wings spread from his back. They beat once to take him off his feet—and swept all manner of dust and alley trash off the pavement. The brief storm poured over Lorelei and through the alley beyond her. A second beat of his wings brought Cook above the rooftops and away into the night.

Lorelei didn’t watch for a feint. His reactions seemed genuine, and other dangers were just as real. She turned back toward the mouth of the alley.

“Okay, c’mon.” Kaitlin had Chad on his feet, supporting half his weight in a stumble toward the truck. She didn’t look back for the source of the wind and trash. “We’ve gotta go.”

“Right, okay.” Chad winced. “Sorry.”

Shouts and bangs chased them as they reached the truck. Lorelei had left the driver’s side open. Kaitlin got Chad around the door and pushed him in. “It’s fine. Not your fault. Keep going, let me drive.”

“Wait,” he slurred, halfway onto the driver’s seat. “I’m supposed to protect⁠—”

Hands grabbed Kaitlin from behind, pulling her from Chad and the door. Pug had her by the shoulder and then the neck with cold determination in his eyes and a dark smudge of grime down one side of his face. Kaitlin elbowed him in the gut and found no release, then stomped on his foot and elbowed again. It broke his grip for a critical instant.

She whirled around the door, putting it between herself and Pug for protection—or so Pug thought before she shoved the door all the way open at him. Pug wound up on his back once more. Kaitlin darted around the door again to deliver the hardest kick to the groin she could manage.

Pug jerked and gasped, eyes wide. His hands clenched over his crotch. “Oh wow, that does hurt,” he declared with a voice too small for his size.

Kaitlin blinked, but didn’t stop to question. She kicked him in the face instead.

More than fury guided Alex through another punch, another elbow, another vicious swipe of his blade across his enemy’s leg. Past lives had known fights like this. Skorri’s berserker rage only looked blind to an observer. Scipio knew sword work in close confines; Will knew how to fight dirty. Bull knocked Alex back with a forearm that bruised ribs, but Alex bounced back from the dumpster wall to slash at Bull’s fist, stomp on his knee, and thrust his elbow into Bull’s throat.

Force and unstable footing tilted Bull against the wall of the dumpster. Alex brought the gladius down along the side of his head, right for the invisible demon horn again—and chopped through.

The foot-long marker of infernal power clattered off the pavement. Bull cried out, jolted with agony and sudden weakness. Alex rammed the tip of his blade upward into Bull’s throat.

Black bile filled Bull’s eyes as the fight left him. More dribbled from his mouth and opened neck. Alex tore the blade free and stomped on Bull’s dying body to climb out of the dumpster for his next opponent.

Dave shook off the last of Cook’s storm of wind and trash just as Ox got back onto his feet—and his Glock was freshly reloaded. This time, they were nearly within arm’s reach.

The first bullet hit Ox in the head like a right hook, turning him from his target. The next struck his shoulder, meaning less. Dave put another bullet into the side of his skull—and saw no burst of blood or bone. “Motherfucker,” Dave breathed in exasperation. He fired once more, and then Ox swung around with his arm out as far as it would go. The blow hit Dave like a baseball bat and threw him to the pavement.

“Stop shooting me!” Ox demanded.

From behind, Alex flew sword-first at Ox, driving steel deep into the demon’s side while the rest of Alex tackled him from shoulder to hip.

They fell together gracelessly. Alex meant to pull and tear with the blade again, but pavement and demon brawn jarred him from head to gut. Ox shrugged him off with a mighty arm that pinned him on his back, and then rolled over to keep Alex on the ground. Fire raged in his eyes and a snarl curled his lips.

Fingers wrapped around the front of Ox’s throat, ending in nails like talons that dug in deeply. Lorelei tore inward and pulled back, saving Alex and rending their foe all at once. With a grunt of effort, she flung Ox to the pavement. He didn’t move.

Lorelei dropped to one knee over Alex, clutching at her side. The wound from Cook’s cane still burned inside her. She looked her lover over before anything else. “You’re alright?”

“Oh, I’m jacked up,” said Alex. Adrenaline masked the worst of it. “You?”

“Managing. Dave?”

“Yeah,” he answered, picking himself up off the pavement. A wary look suggested he’d seen more of Ox’s end than Lorelei wished.

“Oof!” protested a harsh, high-pitched voice. Lorelei and Alex looked to the truck at the mouth of the alley, where Pug struggled to rise despite another kick from Kaitlin. “Quit it!” Pug backed his demand up with a shove that put Kaitlin against the hood of the truck.

Lorelei charged forward. Kaitlin bought herself time with a punch to Pug’s face. The blow hurt Kaitlin’s hand more than Pug, but she stalled her attacker. His own strike never landed, caught at the wrist and yanked back by a much stronger demon. Lorelei planted one leg behind Pug’s and hurled him to the pavement.

“Get in the truck,” Lorelei told Kaitlin. “We’re leaving.” Behind her, Alex stopped Pug from rising with another sharp kick.

Kaitlin hesitated only to make sure everyone on her side of the fight was moving. “Right. Dad?”

“Coming.” Dave limped into his first steps, but he had the wits to scan the scene. “Where’s Cook?”

“He fled.” Lorelei delivered a brutal kick to Pug’s lower back to keep him on the ground. “That leaves only you, little pimple.”

“Aw, no,” Pug whined. “It’s not like I’m in charge. I’m sorry!”

“Where’d he run to if—?” Dave abandoned that issue as he remembered their surroundings. “Why aren’t people screaming and running? We’re right next to a tourist trap. I fired all those shots.”

“Cook obscured and muffled the alley,” said Lorelei.

“He what?”

“Look. Listen.”

Though still night, the alley steadily brightened. Noise from the Experience and the street rose as if someone turned a dial. Chad’s truck blocked most of the alley entrance, but anyone could have seen around it. A delivery van rolled by as if to make that point—the sole vehicle to pass since the fight began.

“Dave, we’ve gotta go,” Alex reminded him. “You’re driving, right?”

“Yeah. Okay.” Dave moved to the open driver’s side of the truck, but lingered outside.

“You’re stiff,” Alex noted to Lorelei. “How bad is it?”

“Worse than it looks.” She stepped closer. Solemn, focused eyes locked onto his. “Alex.”

Lorelei smothered his questions with a kiss. She had her hand on the lapel of his jacket, too, pulling them together. They’d been together long enough. Alex knew how to help. He kissed back and gave her this moment of all his desires, sparing only one thought to keep his blade turned downward at Pug.

Kaitlin turned from belting Chad into his seat in time to see that kiss. “Whoa.”

“Um. Whoa,” Chad agreed.

Dave didn’t speak, but he noticed, too.

Pug tilted away from the sword, but then he felt the edge of Lorelei’s spade-tipped tail against his skin. He stayed in place and swallowed hard.

“Better,” Lorelei breathed, releasing Alex. “Thank you.”

“Yeah,” said Alex.

“And you...” She heaved Pug up by the throat and shoved him against the alley wall. Pug whined, grabbing her wrist to no avail. “You have a little voice and you were losing a fight to a mortal girl.”

“You hit me with a truck!” Pug protested.

“An imp, I imagine? That body is bigger than your own, isn’t it? You’re unused to it. The others knew better. Who is Cook?”

“He didn’t tell me! Truly! We barely spoke! You should ask...” Pug’s eyes darted left to find Ox dead on the pavement. “Oh. Shit.”

“Plausible,” said Lorelei. “He is no lord. Whom does he serve? Whom do you serve?”

Pug growled with some inner struggle, searching frantically for an escape or some hope of rescue. He found neither. “Leviathan. We serve Leviathan.”

Lorelei’s expression hardened. “What is Leviathan’s interest in this city? What is Cook’s goal?”

“I don’t know. Followers. A cult.” Pug pointed to Dave. “That one and his friends were meant to help gather mortals.”

“I am aware. Why? To what purpose?”

“I don’t know. Something for Leviathan. Souls, service, I don’t know.”

“Leviathan sleeps, does she not?” asked Lorelei.

“Yes, but... um.” Pug grimaced in fear.

“Speak.”

“If I tell, they will punish me!”

“Is that your fear? Should I let you go to face the consequences of failure while they’re still fresh? Perhaps your masters will suspect betrayal, too. Why else would I let you go?”

“Aw. Damn.” Pug saw her logic.

“Give me reason to grant you this mercy,” said Lorelei.

“Leviathan sleeps. She has not stirred, but the Pit has changed. Her servants fear the growing power of Lilith. They must act.” Pug watched Lorelei’s expression darken further, and then a new thought struck him with deeper fear. “You’re, um. You’re not Lilith, are you? We’ve never met.”

“No,” said Lorelei. “I am not.”

Cars passed along the road behind Chad’s truck. Alex touched Lorelei’s arm. “We’ve gotta go.”

“Yes. You wish release, little imp?” asked Lorelei.

Pug hesitated for half a beat to consider it. He didn’t come up with a better idea. “Yeah.”

“Then hold still and do not let the others see.” She turned to Alex. “This is not true death. He will return to the Pit. It is a kindness.”

“Still weird,” said Alex, but he trusted her. At her nod, Alex walked to the truck. Lorelei drove a sharp right uppercut into Pug’s jaw, knocking him senseless and slumped against the wall.

“That’s it?” Dave asked Alex. “We’re not taking him with us?”

“He’s not worth it,” Alex answered.

Lorelei waited for Chad and Kaitlin to glance away before tearing deep through Pug’s throat with her talons. All the battering and exhaustion of battle helped the little demon more than he could have expected. His body hardly jerked.

“You’re driving?” Lorelei asked Dave. “Then let’s go.”

“What about Rachel?” asked Kaitlin.

“She can practically disappear whenever she wants,” said Alex. “We’ve got more to worry about than she does.”
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THE LAMEST AFTER-PARTY


“I’m headed for the freeway. It’s distance and cover.” Dave pulled a right turn at barely lower than an eye-catching speed. Kaitlin and Chad shared the front bench with him, leaving Alex and Lorelei in the folding seats and cramped space behind them. “If east or west is better for some reason, speak up right now.”

“We’re all hurt,” said Alex. “How bad is everyone?”

“I can’t tell if my arm’s broken,” said Chad. “Really hurts, but I can move it. Ribs, too.”

“You breathing okay?” asked Dave. “I don’t see blood. You checked? Feel wet anywhere?”

“I can breathe.” Chad groaned and bowed his head. “Ugh. Never been knocked around like that.”

“I can’t find any blood, but I think he’s got a concussion,” said Kaitlin. “I’m mostly okay. Just sore. What about you?”

“We’ll all feel worse in the morning,” said Dave. “Hospitals are a big risk after all that, but we can’t fuck around with broken bones or trouble breathing. Pay attention to all that, okay?” The rear-view mirror let him glance at his other passengers. “What about you two?”

“Trying not to think about it,” said Alex.

“I’ll be fine,” said Lorelei. “Rachel has medical skills if we can wait for her. Our hotel is near the convention center. We have a suite and we can avoid the main entrance.”

“That’s south,” Dave thought out loud. “Okay. We’ll loop around.” He continued onward. “Is Rachel gonna know where we’re going? Calling or texting might be bad if she’s dealing with cops.”

“She’ll know, and she’ll be fine. We’ve been through this before,” said Alex.

“Yeah, apparently.” Dave soon arrived at the corner of Las Vegas Boulevard. The wait for a left turn brought a police SUV to the adjacent corner, raising tension in the pickup. Though time slowed, the light eventually turned. The patrol unit passed without contact. The next light allowed Dave onto the long ramp to the elevated freeway.

“Okay. We’re all breathing and we’ve got a plan and a place to go,” said Dave. “Now someone tell me what the hell is going on.”

“You disappeared,” said Alex. “Lucy called Mom, looking for⁠—”

“Oh shit, Lucy and Chris,” Kaitlin interrupted. “Should we call them? Warn them? That guy saw us as a way to hurt you.”

“These guys didn’t even know I had kids until just now—although, how the fuck did Cook put that together? We don’t have that kind of family resemblance.”

“He knew from a look?” Lorelei shared a grave glance with Alex. “Perhaps he already suspected. You turned on his operation and fled the scene with three young people. He might have deduced the rest from there. If you kept your private life private and he only now discovered your family, he may have no way to find the others. Does anyone from your company know where you live?”

“They shouldn’t,” said Dave.

“No, because your paperwork at the office says you live at Jeanie’s,” snapped Alex.

“How would—how do you know that?” Dave snapped back. “And why are you here carrying around a fucking sword?”

“It’s safer than a gun and it doesn’t lump me in with a bunch of weirdos,” said Alex.

“Carrying a sword isn’t weird?” asked Chad.

“Not the same kind of weird,” Alex grumbled.

“Is that true, Dad?” Kaitlin pressed. “About Jeanie? Do we need to warn her?”

“Shit. Maybe. I dunno. I only put it on some papers they had to file with the state because a post office box wasn’t good enough.”

“Then it’s a good thing I took the file,” said Alex.

“Right, so how—? Hold on, did you break into the fucking office?”

“Yeah, actually. We broke into the office you guys use to cover up your protection racket and whatever bullshit brought you to that gym. You asked what’s going on. I told you: we came ‘cause Lucy called us looking for you. We found out about your sketchy-ass job, and then we followed your work buddies to that gym. You’ve been there for the rest.”

“That doesn’t explain the fight or Cook or that sword. And it doesn’t explain you, lady.” Dave shot her another look via the rear-view mirror. “You obviously know a lot about these people. Who are you, and who are they? Mob? That was some weird shit back there. What’s going on?”

“I am Lorelei. Alex is my boyfriend. We have lived together since the autumn. They are more like a cult than an organized crime ring, though that distinction may make little difference in the actions you see. I don’t believe I know Cook, but I know their kind.”

“You don’t believe?” asked Dave.

“I have known these people to change their appearances. He did not allow time for scrutiny.”

“That doesn’t tell me who you are.”

“We’ve told you more than you knew before,” said Alex. “Maybe it’s your turn. Who are you, Dave?”

Rather than answer, Dave glanced to his side. Kaitlin looked back at him without the resentment of his son, but her eyes asked the same question.

Past Kaitlin, a soft groan offered Dave a change of subject. “We’ll get you help, Chad,” he assured. “Pain is temporary. Hang tight.”

“That guy suckered me,” said Chad. “That was crazy. I wasn’t ready.”

“You did good, Chad,” said Alex. “You got us out of there and you kept the bad guys off Kaitlin when it mattered. You were great.”

“Why’d they come to my gym?” His voice cracked with fatigue and pain.

“Because someone brought them there.” Kaitlin kept her eyes on Dave. “That’s how I figured out where to go. Right after Alex called to update us.”

“Kait, you don’t know the mess we’re in. You don’t know these people. We don’t know her.”

“We didn’t even know about Alex until you disappeared and Jeanie told us. That means whatever is going on started without him or Lorelei.”

“You don’t think maybe that’s an awfully big coincidence?” asked Dave.

“She didn’t bring these guys to my boyfriend’s gym,” said Kaitlin.

Dave stared at the freeway. He shook his head. “Hell.”

“Yes,” murmured Lorelei.

“What?”

“It has been my experience that one can come clean enough without relating every single misdeed,” she said. “Dirty laundry can be gathered in piles. They need only be sorted properly.”

He drove. They waited. He glanced in the mirror at the enigma and the grudge staring at him from the back seats, and then at the daughter beside him. His shoulders fell.

“I never told you all about each other because it hurt, alright? It hurt and I wanted to move on. I didn’t like opening up the same cuts over and over again. And yeah, I’ve been shitty in a bunch of ways. I don’t want to get into that right now.”

Alex rolled his eyes. Lorelei held her silence until no one spoke. “Perhaps you’re right to save family matters for later. What of Cook and his group?”

“And your business,” said Alex.

“Look, the company had some off-the-books clients,” said Dave. “Yes, it’s kinda sketchy. Some of the guys at the office are kinda sketchy, too. Clients don’t fall into this category if they’re completely legitimate themselves.”

“So that makes it okay to take advantage of them?” asked Alex. “We talked to a couple of your ‘clients.’ Those people are scared. Who the fuck lives in fear of their property management company?”

“Hey, I didn’t build the client list, okay? I’m the one who keeps it from getting out of hand.” Dave wrestled with how much to say. “You don’t know what shit was like for me after the divorce. I got wrapped up in a dumb casino scam, and then I had a record. That shit closes all kinds of doors, Alex. I had to take the work I could get. This job was a big break. Yes, some of it was sketchy, but some was legit. I made sure the sketchy stuff never went too far.”

“Was it only ‘property management’ and extortion?” asked Lorelei. “You said Cook came to you. Something attracted him.”

“He said we had a change of ownership. Something about people above our boss trading the company away. The boss couldn’t verify that ‘cause they had already killed him. Look, we moved some packages and took a hard line on some clients. Scared some people, cheated on paperwork. No murder, nothing perverted, no drugs. I wouldn’t stick around for that.”

“Oh my god,” Kaitlin mumbled. She stared at the road.

“I’m sorry,” said Dave. “I had it under control until these people showed up. I couldn’t have anticipated this. No one could.”

“Then this business never involved anyone like Cook before he arrived?” asked Lorelei. “Did you ever interact with anyone particularly strange? Unsettling, unconventional, with odd needs or requests?”

“Nah. I’ve been trying to figure out what this change of ownership bullshit meant ever since Cook showed up. The boss never mentioned anything like it. He had a couple creepy guests from overseas once—Japan, I think—and he treated them like a high priority. We moved some estate property for them, off the books. I figured it was part of a deal. That sort of thing happened a couple times, but otherwise it was all routine clients and the boss was in charge.”

“You said Cook brought in six others. The men in the alley were three of them, yes? Did you hear any repeated phrases or names? See any symbols?”

“Yeah, for the event they had us working on, but they didn’t seem like followers.”

“What’s the deal there?” asked Alex. “The whole ‘AI religion for douchebags’ thing?”

“Christ, that,” Dave huffed. “That was another weird swerve, coming after killing the boss. I looked at their website and their videos. It’s all bullshit. Conspiracy garbage, simple answers for all of life’s complicated shit, constant lines about being ‘strong.’ It’s all empty circles of nonsense. Standard con man stuff.”

He didn’t notice Alex staring at him as he spoke.

“I figure it’s all a scam, but I can’t see the profit,” Dave went on. “Nothing ever asks for money. Cook and his people barely take it seriously, too. I figured maybe it’s a long con, but when I tried poking them for the financial angle, they blew me off like it was a silly question. That’s the scary part. If they aren’t doing this for money, it’s gotta be something uglier.”

“That’s the scary part?” asked Kaitlin.

“And murdering our boss,” said Dave. “With an introduction like that, I was afraid of just how much they knew and how closely they were watching us. That’s why I didn’t come home or call anyone. I didn’t want them to know you existed. I’m sorry.”

No one replied. Dave drove onward, soon exiting the freeway to double back toward the hotel. Chad broke the silence. “They’re gonna fire me for running away like this, aren’t they?”

“I know the feeling,” said Dave.
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“I’mma fuck him up for taking off on us like that,” Popcorn fumed.

“Shut it,” Ducky hissed. “Cops everywhere. Don’t get sloppy.” They sat on the curb with hand behind their heads, fingers interlaced, all as ordered. Everyone who hadn’t made it out of the gym ahead of the police and firefighters got the same treatment—except for the few who couldn’t move so well on their own. Ducky watched a couple paramedics wheel Igor out on a gurney to illustrate the distinction.

With another glance for safety’s sake, Ducky added, “He did more than take off.”

“Thought so,” grunted Popcorn. “Couldn’t track.”

Shoppers and tourists initially scattered with the first signs of people running from the gym in a reasonable fear of violence, but the tide of onlookers returned with all the uniforms to make them feel safe. Behind the couple of cops on crowd control, Popcorn saw curious faces and cell phones. “Fuck. We’re gonna be on the news.”

“Didn’t do anything, right?” murmured Ducky. “Just went to the gym and shit got crazy.”

“White guy waved a gun,” Popcorn agreed. They needed to get at least some kind of story straight before the police got around to separating them. “Turned to run and bumped my head. Don’t know what happened after that.”

“Shit, there was a gun? I didn’t see a gun. Just went to check out the gym and people started runnin’. Hell, I don’t even know you.”

Popcorn snorted, but the implication caught up an instant later. “Shit, that’s close to what I was gonna say.”

“Called it first. Pick another story—hey, man, can I go?” Ducky asked as one of the police came within hearing range. “I’ve got nothin’ to do with this.”

“That’s what we’re working out now,” said the cop. “One story at a time. It’s your turn. How about you walk over here with me? Hands still on your head.”

Ducky made a face. Of course, the cop had to make standing up difficult. He managed to rise with only a little struggle for balance, but stopped cold when he saw a familiar face.

“Officer Santos, I’ll take these two.” Cook appeared out of nowhere beside the cop with scrapes and tears across his suit as if he’d been in a fight. His voice held a subtle strength that gave Popcorn a shudder. “Leave them to me.”

“Um. Oh. You’ve got this?” The officer blinked and stammered as if called out for a mistake. “Uh. Tryin’ to get a first account. They’ve only been patted down.”

“Then it’s best if you move on to the others, Officer,” Cook assured. “You two, come with me.”

Though wary of objection from other police, Popcorn and Ducky followed Cook toward the street. “Try not to draw attention,” Cook instructed quietly. He moved smoothly, but kept a wary eye on the gym in particular. “It’s best if all three of us go unnoticed.” He raised his hand to another alert cop and exchanged a few curt words with a watchful sergeant along the way. Both blinked and slackened just like Officer Santos as they passed. None interfered.

“Where is Igor?” asked Cook.

“Ambulance over there. He got kinda fucked up,” said Ducky.

“You don’t look too clean, either. What happened?” asked Popcorn.

“I had my own encounter with the same people you did.”

“How’d the cops let you through? Especially looking like that?” asked Ducky.

“I’m not completely disheveled. The mere image of authority and confidence can settle a great many questions.” Halfway to the ambulance, Cook stopped and looked them over. “Hollywood betrayed us all. You don’t yet know why.”

“Uh. Nah,” Popcorn conceded with a glance to Ducky. They barely had time to concoct a story for the police, let alone for their employer. Faced with uncertainty and Cook’s vigilance, Popcorn went with the truth. “Some other assholes showed up and got in the way. Hollywood knew a couple of them. Guy and a girl, both young.”

“The other two were women. Fine as hell, but scary,” added Ducky.

“An apt description—wait. Two?”

“Yeah. One was tall and dark-haired, the other a blonde in white. Cussed a lot. Wanted to fight.”

For the first time, they saw true hints of discomfort and concern as Cook scanned the scene once more. “We need to move on. Did the police take anything? Your phones or identification?”

“Not yet. Lost my piece in the gym,” said Popcorn.

“Same. Had to ditch it. Shouldn’t trace back to me,” said Ducky.

“Good.” Again, Cook watched toward the gym with a concerned frown, but his confidence held steady. “Let me collect Igor, and then I want the three of you away from here. Regroup somewhere Hollywood would not know about. I’ll take care of Craig and then reconnect with you when we are stable.”

“Mr. Cook,” Ducky spoke up as the boss turned away. “Igor is fucked up. He probably needs to be in the ER.”

“I suspect it’s not as bad as it looks.” Cook flashed an enigmatic grin. “Wait here.” With that, he disappeared around the open back end of the ambulance.

“Bastard could barely talk when they were lookin’ at him.” Popcorn nodded to the ambulance. “Think his arm was hurt, too. Kid in the leather jacket wrecked him.”

“I missed it. Too busy getting thrown around by that woman.”

“Right.” Popcorn had much the same experience. He and Ducky kept the ambulance between themselves and the swarm of activity at the gym, but he watched through the cab window. The police kept a tight hand on the situation—apart from how Cook bailed them out of it all. “Who the fuck are we working with here?”

“Man, I don’t know.” Ducky frowned uncomfortably, but stayed on task. “We’d better be ready to carry Igor, though, ‘cause⁠—”

Igor stepped around the corner of the ambulance. Only the stain of drool on his shirt marked the debilitating harm his jaw had suffered in the fight. He no longer held his wrist close and in pain, either—though he looked just as wary and unsettled as Popcorn and Ducky felt.

“Bro, you good?” asked Ducky.

“I’m fine. Are you?” Igor replied.

“Yeah,” said Popcorn.

“Why does that somehow seem worse?” asked Igor.
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Alex appreciated Lorelei’s choice of hotels, particularly for its quiet comfort instead of any “hell yeah, Vegas baby” extravagance. On the other hand, booking a suite seemed a bit excessive—right up until he helped Chad limp through the living area between bedrooms, leading two more people in need of rest and refuge. That renewed his appreciation for Lorelei’s travel habits and her wisdom.

As soon as they found the suite undisturbed, Lorelei departed to buy first aid supplies. That left Alex to play host. “Sit down before you lie down,” Alex told Chad, as they reached a bed. “We should check under your shirt. You didn’t take any hits below the waist, right?”

“Nah. Only fell on my ass, I think. I’m moving fine.” Chad hesitated with a glance to Kaitlin before he complied. Alex looked him over and found no warning signs. Chad let his t-shirt fall back into place.

“Watch my finger, okay?” Alex moved it closer and farther, then side to side. Chad’s eyes showed none of the warning signs Alex knew. “Grip my hands,” he instructed. Again, Chad complied, though he squeezed less with his hurt left arm and winced at the effort.

Alex checked Chad’s pulse. Felt his forehead. Got him to breathe deeply. It was all out of order, coming to him bit by bit, but he remembered the main points. He felt better about the decision to pass on a hospital. “Okay, all you gotta do is lay down and rest. Unless you want to hit the bathroom first?”

“No. I’m good. Lying down sounds great, actually.” Chad grunted as if reconsidering that in the act, but then he settled back and released the tension of moving with another breath. “Okay. Better.”

“Don’t use your phone,” said Dave. “Someone from the gym is bound to call you sooner or later. Don’t answer until we’ve got a plan.”

“What about his parents? They’re his emergency contact. What if they get a call?” asked Kaitlin.

“Shit.” Dave winced. “I dunno. We’ll figure that out.”

“We need to figure it out now,” she pressed.

“There was a fight with gunshots and a fire alarm,” said Alex. “Your bosses weren’t any help, so you took off. It doesn’t need to be any more complicated than the truth. If the cops want to talk to you, they can wait for you to find a lawyer.”

“Won’t that sound defensive?” asked Kaitlin.

“His life was in danger. Why wouldn’t he be defensive?”

“Alright. Parents only, if they call,” Dave agreed. “At least until we figure out a real plan.” He put a hand on Alex’s arm and nodded for the door.

Alex withdrew to the living room with Dave, leaving Kaitlin with Chad. “You’re hurt, too,” Alex observed.

“Nothing’s broken. I’ve had worse. Where’d you pick up all the first aid?”

“The Army, man,” Alex said as if it was obvious—and then remembered it wasn’t.

“You told me you didn’t pass MEPS,” said Dave.

“I didn’t. Wade did. I picked it up from him.” Though Alex knew it was a weak dodge, the prompt turned him from the topic. “Also, washing out of MEPS was literally the last time we spoke. And that was by text.”

Dave sighed. His eyes fell. “I didn’t know what to say. I’m sorry.”

“You could’ve said that,” said Alex. “Instead, you dropped a frown emoji and said, ‘Sucks. You’ll be okay. Don’t worry.’ The only plan I had went up in smoke, and you sent an emoji.”

“Okay, you know what? I wasn’t sorry, Alex. I’m glad you couldn’t get in. You’d hate the military. It’s full of guys who see life and the world exactly the way you don’t. One bad election can put you into a stupid war for no good reason. I didn’t know why you wanted to join. I’m not proud of anything I did there, and I know your grandfather ain’t. You never had to live up to our examples. You knew that.”

“I didn’t...” Alex stopped. That last bit was true; Alex knew he had nothing to live up to. He knew some of those downsides, and yet he had pressed on anyway, because... why? It wasn’t just a bad angel whispering in his ear, was it? In a slow blink, Alex felt half of his past lives staring at him with the same question. “I didn’t know how else to pay for college and I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life. I didn’t plan to stay in the Army. I wanted somewhere to finish growing up and figure the rest out.”

“You’d have been miserable, Alex. You had other options. Most people find another way.”

“Yeah, I know that now.” One frown led to another. “And now I know why you enlisted.”

“I guess you do.”

“How much else was bullshit, Dave? What else did you hide from us? Or them?”

“We’d be here all day,” Dave admitted wearily.

“At least you’re owning up to that. This is uncharacteristically honest. Humble.”

“He threatened my kids!” Dave had the presence of mind to hiss rather than shout, but all the same intensity hit his eyes. “That motherfucker stood over our dead boss and said we could choose to work with him, like that’s any choice. I knew he’d use you all as leverage if he knew about you, and he sure as fuck did.” Pain along his arm eventually interrupted. Dave sucked it up and continued. “Alex, I know you hate me and I know I deserve it. Yes, I push my luck and I’m selfish and shitty, but I’ve got limits. I was trying to protect you. All of you.”

“Yeah,” Alex decided. “Yeah, I guess I believe that part.” Tension and adrenaline kept them both on their feet, but he could see Dave’s energy waning. “You’re hurt. You should sit down.”

“I’m fine. I’ve had my ass kicked before. Haven’t pulled a gun on anyone since before you were born, though.” Dave reflected all that scrutiny right back at his son. “Body armor might stop those rounds, but I shot that guy in the head at least twice. He shrugged it off. And nobody around the corner even blinked at all that gunfire. You’re running around with a sword, Alex. A sword and that woman. Who is she? What the hell is going on?”

“It’s better if we wait for Lorelei to get back before we explain.”

“No. No way. Whatever’s going on, Lorelei’s used to it, which means she’s part of it. I don’t know her and I don’t trust her. I want your side of it, without her here. I want to know what’s going on and how you got wrapped up in all this.”

“It’s magic, Dave.” Alex looked to make sure Kaitlin wasn’t listening. “It’s literally magic.”

“What?”

“You shot a guy in the head twice.” Alex led Dave to the other end of the suite’s living room to put distance between them and the other guests. “Cook waved at that dumpster and it went from one side of the alley to the other. Charisma hit us with fire. Did you see a flamethrower?”

Wheels turned behind Dave’s eyes, but denial was natural. Reasonable. “There’s gotta be some other explanation.”

Alex raised one finger to pause him and then pulled the gladius from his jacket. He held it out for Dave to examine. “This isn’t a big sword, but it’s longer than my spine. The bottom should poke out of my jacket. The hilt should bulge the collar. You couldn’t tell, could you?”

Dave stared at the sword. Doubt crumbled into unease.

“This belonged to a dumbass vampire,” said Alex. “I killed him and saw his body turn to ash. I’ve run into werewolves and zombies and all kinds of shit.”

“When the hell did this all start?”

“It’s like the meme. Planet’s haunted. Always has been. For me, it started in September, when I met Lorelei and Rachel.”

“What happened? Did they drag you into this?”

“They’re—” Alex cut himself off. He did not need the polyamory sidetrack right now. “Lorelei really is my girlfriend. Since September. We moved in together in October. We share laundry and cooking. I don’t usually carry a sword or hurt people. Most days, it’s a normal... well, okay, it’s mostly not creepy alley fights.”

“Mostly,” said Dave.

“We were doing brunch with Mom when Lucy called. We thought someone might’ve come after you as a way to get to us. That sort of thing doesn’t happen much, but we couldn’t be sure. And we’d have come anyway, just...” Alex shook his head. “This shit changes your life. Mom doesn’t know. I want to keep it that way for her own good. I don’t know how much I should tell you, and I really don’t know how much Kaitlin should hear.”

Dave’s unease deepened. He looked to the other bedroom and his daughter.

“Lorelei loves me,” said Alex. “I can’t even count all the ways she’s proved that or all the stuff she’s given up for me. I trust her. Rachel, too. They know this shit better than I do. I don’t want to say the wrong thing and make a bigger mess.”

“So what, we wait for them to come back and decide what we need to know?”

“You should sit down. You’re hurt. And maybe you should call your other son and daughter to let them know you’re alive.”
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If not for the grocery store across the street, Lorelei would have stolen a first aid kit from the hotel office. Theft might still have been faster and more convenient, but every “shenanigan” as her friends called it raised both vigilance and risks. Holding a lower profile was worth the short delay.

She bought Band-Aids, alcohol swabs, ibuprofen, and plastic bags for ice packs. Even if Rachel arrived to alleviate the worst, their guests would need a better explanation than, “It’s not as bad as it seemed.”

Her own wounds still burned. Charisma’s flames scorched only skin-deep, blocked in part by Lorelei’s wings. Cook struck deeper with his cane—and burned hotter. Infernal magic and willpower helped her cope and mask the pain, but she felt as if blood and viscera within her had been rendered charred and useless. A mortal body would likely have died within seconds.

The differences of harm left her suspicious of Cook’s nature and his origins. It was only one reason she was uncomfortable with Rachel’s absence.

Lorelei returned to the suite before her other lover arrived. Across the living room, Dave sat at the window with his phone in one hand and his head in the other. Hushed tones and the name “Lucy” on his breath explained the call. She heard the shower from the bedroom she shared with Alex and Rachel. The door to the other bedroom was still open.

“No, you’ve gotta stay down for a bit,” said Kaitlin. “You took a hit to the head. Maybe you didn’t black out, but you shouldn’t mess with that. You learned that from football, remember?”

“I barely played,” said Chad. “I barely did anything in that fight tonight, too. I should’ve done more.”

“Chad. That shit was crazy. You did all you could. Everyone said you did fine.”

“I will say it again, if it helps.” Lorelei set one bag on the nightstand, pulled out the bottle of pills, and dealt with the packaging. “Those men were professionals. They could have killed with their bare hands. We’re lucky no one was hurt worse, but our escape took more than luck. Everyone made good decisions, including the two of you.

“Take several of these,” she went on. Kaitlin had already brought a bottle of water from the suite’s refrigerator. “Both of you. Does anything hurt worse? Any changes?”

“No. Alex checked Chad out as soon as we sat down,” said Kaitlin. “Anything from Rachel?”

“Not yet, but she tends to come straight home to us without calling ahead.”

“Nobody’s called from work yet,” said Chad. “No texts. Nothing.”

“It’s possible that Cook or others have already taken steps to cover this up,” said Lorelei. “Likely, in fact. People like him want less attention, not more. Rachel will also try to deflect any attention from you.”

“Yeah, but I was talking to the assistant manager and a trainer when Charisma showed up. They told me to stay up front. It’s not like they’re gonna forget me.”

“I think they’re more worried about covering their own asses,” said Kaitlin.

“Nah. They’re not like that. We’re cool,” Chad decided with new stoicism. “They probably just need to make sure they’re not in trouble for anything.”

Kaitlin opened her mouth to reply but closed it again.

Chad didn’t notice. He looked down at his shirt. “Oh man. Guess I got some blood stains. How do you get them out?”

“Soap and cold water,” said Kaitlin.

“You wanna take care of it? I mean, I’m laid up, right?”

Kaitlin’s sympathy ran dry. “I should check on Dad and Alex first.” She stepped around Lorelei for the door.

“Hey, thanks for bailing us out of there,” Chad told Lorelei. “You’re pretty cool.”

“You are welcome. Rest, and do not use your phone.” Lorelei thought first to continue to the other room and Alex. Then she noticed Dave stepping out onto the suite’s balcony and recognized the privacy that allowed. Her injuries still burned and the effort of masking them drained her energy, but another problem needed tending before it burst. She followed Kaitlin to the couch. “How are you holding up?”

“Pff. Where do I start?”

“Perhaps with the troubles that aren’t obvious,” said Lorelei. “Something else looms beneath all the danger and family turmoil. Something between you and Chad.”

“What would you—?” Kaitlin stared. “You barely know us.”

“And you have little reason to confide in me, except that I noticed.”

“Noticed what?”

“He doesn’t listen,” said Lorelei. “He dismisses things you say, and then once he sees the merit of your ideas, he believes he thought of them himself. He expects you to do things for him.”

“What, like his shirt? He’s supposed to rest. Couples do stuff for each other. That’s normal.”

“He asked as if he expected it. Would he have mentioned his condition if I hadn’t been there?”

Kaitlin frowned and looked away.

“Alex didn’t name that gym when he called,” said Lorelei. “He only described our enemy’s target audience. You knew where to go.”

“Yeah, because my boyfriend works with a bunch of stupid, douchey gym bros.” Kaitlin’s frown persisted. Her eyes turned back to Lorelei. “And sometimes he repeats the things they say.”

“Chad is young and impressionable.”

“Unlike your boyfriend?”

“One of the first ways Alex impressed me came through his resolve,” said Lorelei. “He knows who he is. In the moment, it was frustrating, but it set him apart. That resolve also showed me great respect.”

Kaitlin snorted. “What, he didn’t slobber all over you the first chance he got?”

“That, too.” Lorelei smiled at the phrasing. “There’s more to it. I doubt you want to hear about your brother’s sex life.”

“No. No, I don’t. God. Ugh.” Kaitlin rubbed her face and then waved the topic away. “I can assume. I don’t need details. Moving on.”

“I am more concerned that sex is the first connection you made.”

“That hasn’t been such a problem with Chad,” said Kaitlin. “Not really. Clumsy, maybe, but he’s young. We both are. He at least listens enough to, um...”

“Not spoil his chances?”

“Yeah.” Kaitlin sighed. Shrugged. Let the guilt rise to her eyes. “He does a lot for me, but that’s... maybe selfish of me.”

“Are you happy with him?”

“What’s that even mean? Nobody’s happy together all the time.”

“Is the world lighter when you are together, or when you are apart?”

Kaitlin bit her lip. She hesitated. “He stepped up in that fight. He defended me.”

“Faced with danger and stress, he did the right thing. That is admirable. It is not your whole life.”

“What about you and Alex? Your lives are obviously crazy. You seem to have each other’s backs.”

“We face stress together, yes. We met in danger, when his courage meant everything. That is not all of him, and it is not our daily life. He listens to me. Respects me. Amuses me. We talk out our stresses and differences, and he accepts me for who I am.” Lorelei saw that hit home somehow, but didn’t need to push. “And you don’t want to hear about our sex life.”

“No,” Kaitlin laughed. “Wait. One thing. He’s not gonna turn out any surprise relatives like Dad has, right?”

“Impossible as long as he is with Rachel and I. We have confirmed it. We don’t need to get into details.” Lorelei offered another thought: “As much as I like to focus on play, the truth is that Alex and Rachel make me happy by doing nothing, too. That matters as much as anything else. Does that make sense?”

“How do you find that?”

“I don’t know if anyone has a strategy. I do know that you don’t need to settle for less.”

“I’m not...” She shook her head. “I dunno. He protected me. Doesn’t that mean something?”

“It means a great deal. It doesn’t mean you must stay with him if that is not your desire. Give yourself time to settle and think on it, but if and when you want out, that is the end of it. Something a wise woman told me recently: you do not owe a relationship to any man, no matter what he does for you. Honesty is owed, if it is mutual. No more.” Lorelei smiled. “She used harsher and simpler terms, but her meaning was clear.”

“Who’s that, your mom?”

“No. Your brother’s.” Somewhere amid their conversation, the shower had stopped running. Lorelei tilted her head to their door. “I should look in on him.”
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“The last ‘Christian’ I voted for is a hypocritical bastard, but it hasn’t stopped him. I tried to be a good Christian all my life and all I got was shit on. I’m so over it.” Waitingfor420 received hundreds of likes for that comment and spawned a thread of echoes.

“I’ve got $60k in medical debt. Preacher said he’d help. I thought he’d do a donation drive, but he only asked for prayers. He spent all his donations on a new SUV.” RealMcCoyLA’s post earned seventy likes and a few notes of commiseration.

“I don’t see anything racist or creepy in Deep Truth, and they don’t ask for money. That puts it over my family’s church,” wrote raidersforever187. Forum comments did, in fact, hold plenty of bigotry both quiet and loud. Some people rushed out to be weird about Jews or Muslims or others, and none of it got moderated. The sliding off-ramps into fascism were obvious, but that didn’t seem to be Deep Truth’s goal. It wasn’t part of the dogma.

“I can barely talk to a bitch before I know she’ll cheat on me. Everyone cheats. Why not cheat first? Is it really cheating?” CuckThemFirst was still earning high marks and replies for his comment. Alex had replied, too—suggesting therapy in the sincerest, least-confrontational way he could phrase it. Ten minutes ago, he received a note that his suggestion had been flagged and removed for harassment.

That notification pulled him into the rabbit hole almost as soon as he’d stepped out of the shower. He meant to check for messages from friends, and then for news coverage of the mess at the gym. The reminder of the forum made him wonder if anything might turn up there.

The site and the YouTube channels clearly had plenty of bots. Other traffic seemed legitimate, with much of it leading back to full profiles and years-old public user histories. From the start, Alex had wondered who could fall for Deep Truth’s nonsense. He wondered it again, sitting on the bed in only his boxer-briefs with his hair still wet from the shower, absorbed by his phone... and by the things Dave had said. Dave, and Lorelei before him.

The bot issue remained obvious, and the sexist idiots and bigots outed themselves. Other posters wrote with motivations Alex didn’t feel, but he could understand.

“Still living at home, parents are sick of me,” wrote hickorysmokedballer. “Everything I try is bullshit. This at least explains why.” His favorites and comment history fell mostly into sports and gaming. His profile put him in Reno.

“Same. I was a good college boy, too,” said ragingasphalt, a Vegas local. Many of the posters were in the southwest. Deep Truth’s targeting priorities showed in the traffic it received. Ragingasphalt’s history mixed dog videos, dating advice, and a podcast about loneliness as an epidemic.

“Never gonna have my own place if I play the game I’ve been handed,” wrote NightShiftNick from Phoenix. He mostly looked at cars, anime, and job-hunting advice. Lots of the latter, in fact.

“Almost as if the whole game was designed that way,” replied tugonitonce. His user icon was the Screaming Eagle of the 101st Airborne.

Alex shut his eyes and let out a heavy sigh.

He didn’t hear the door until it latched closed. Lorelei entered with her crimson skin, horns, and demon’s tail in full view. Her breath came out shakier than his as their eyes met. She raised an eyebrow. “Alex?”

“Hey. You’re... oof. You’re hurt.” He stood.

“And managing.” She put a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Better, now that we’re alone.”

“That’s enough to make a difference?” He saw darkened skin at the back of her shoulders. Her wings weren’t in view, but he knew they’d be in worse shape.

“Relaxing the illusions and the pretense helps,” said Lorelei. “You are always a comfort, with or without our usual fun. Other concerns came first.”

“Yeah.” Alex nodded to the bathroom. “I tried to be quick in there. Dumpster fights kinda leave a trail. Needed to deal with it.”

“Yes. Your aroma was unpleasant.” Her grin didn’t last. “I left the pills and plasters outside. Dave is on the phone with your other siblings, and Kaitlin wants his time when he finishes. I gather you didn’t tell Kaitlin or Chad much while I was gone. What about Dave?”

“Oh, I had to do the magic reveal. I avoided specifics, but he already saw too much weird shit to ignore. I kept the conversation away from Kaitlin and Chad because I didn’t want to make their lives worse. I don’t want their guardians fucking off because they know too much.”

“Whatever their rules, the guardians don’t abandon charges for mere knowledge. Other things have me more concerned. No one in that gym but Chad bore Heaven’s light, yet it was not some pit of evil, either. That distinction is strange. Cook is suspicious as well.”

“More suspicious than running a demon plot?” asked Alex.

“His actions and his allegiance to Leviathan make him an enemy. I am more concerned by the knowledge and abilities he showed. I wish Rachel would return.”

“That’s business as usual,” Alex said with sympathy. “She gets here when she gets here. Unless you’re worried about her?”

“No. The gym lacked guardians. The mall and the neighborhood did not. Rachel had help nearby if needed. I assume that’s one more reason Cook fled.”

“That’s... they didn’t have guardians? Nobody in the gym?” asked Alex.

“It happens,” said Lorelei. “I saw no ready explanation, but we know this cult has a target audience. Like-minded people attract one another. Why does this surprise you?”

“They didn’t all seem like monsters, you said? The human kind, I mean. Ordinary.”

“Some, perhaps. I had no time for scrutiny.”

“Yeah.” Alex glanced to his phone.

“What’s on your mind?”

“You and everyone else. You’re hurting.”

“Alex.” She put a soft, reassuring kiss on his lips. “What is it?”

“Something Dave said—him, and you. He asked why I wanted to join the Army when I saw reasons not to. This morning, you talked about this cult being an old story. Simple answers and excuses...” Alex shook his head. “I fought in Gaul and Vietnam. Not me, literally, but in other lives. It was wrong. All of it. I fought in the first Crusade, and that was fucking evil.”

“Twice as a conscript,” Lorelei pointed out, “and once as a peasant swayed by...” She stopped.

“Yeah. Yeah, I was fed a bunch of lies and I bought them,” said Alex. “Conscripts get all the propaganda and rationalization, too, and I still made choices within all that. I was running from something, or had nothing else left. Maybe I didn’t sink as low as other people. I never took slaves in any of my lives, and in a lot of those messes, I pushed back on my own side. But I was there.”

He waved at the phone on the bed. “Maybe this cult is mostly dipshits. I don’t see anyone I’d want to hang out with. But maybe I shouldn’t have to ask how people get sucked up into garbage. It sure as hell happened to me enough times.”

“Then you know you are not infallible.” Lorelei smiled at him softly. “And you keep an open mind for more than beautiful demons.”

“Maybe. Plenty of people turn out terrible no matter how much I try to understand. Ran into a couple of them tonight.”

“Yes,” said Lorelei. “We should settle Dave and Kaitlin’s questions first, before they build too much suspicion or start to mistrust us. And I should change into something that doesn’t require illusory magic.” She turned to the plush corner chair and the open suitcase it held.

That gave Alex a better look at her back. Blackened fabric over darkened skin showed harm from more than one attack. Alex wondered how she could endure it like this... and remembered how he could help. He slid his hands down her sides, curving over the front of her hips—and lower. “Lorelei.”

Her eyes widened. Her heartbeat picked up.

“You’re hurt.”

Lorelei drew a sharp breath. He stood so close... and she could feel his desires anywhere. For once she’d been too distracted to notice before he let them show. Too stressed, too urgent, but now... “You’re hurt, too.”

“Yeah. One of us doesn’t need to be.” Alex unfastened her slacks.

Lorelei closed her eyes and savored the flow of his desires, reaching deeper than mere touch. She wouldn’t deny him—couldn’t deny him for anything short of danger, if she was honest with her own desires. He knew that.

Alex could have her whenever he wanted. That was her choice, made clear many times over. He didn’t normally just take, but he knew he was always welcome. It was one of their deepest intimacies—and he knew what it would mean to her now.

It turned him on, too. She loved him even more for that.

Lorelei sensed the aches and pains beneath his desires, yet he wanted her in spite of them. The more he touched her, the more his desires rose. She felt his lust for her shove all that pain aside. Slow but bold fingers traced down the fabric of her panties and between her legs. His lips at the nape of her neck added to her anticipation—and to the heat that would consume the uglier burn inside her.

“My love,” she taunted. A grin crept across her face, unbidden but welcome. She didn’t think he’d want this so soon. He took danger too seriously to jump straight from violence to sex, and also: “Your family is right outside.”

“I know.” His touch between her legs pushed inward. Her grin crumbled under the pleasure it gave her. “You can cover for us... or not. I don’t care.”

Her breath caught with another kiss at her neck. His free hand slid up her side, claiming one breast. He meant that. Lorelei cast the enchantment without a second thought. She didn’t want to be interrupted, and knew he obviously preferred privacy... but he meant what he said. He put his desires and this pleasure above those concerns. Another gift for his lover.

“We haven’t much time,” she prompted, but not out of practicality.

Alex shoved pants and panties downward. Mid-thigh was good enough. His sole garment came down easier, especially with help from Lorelei’s tail. Rather than letting her get fully undressed, though, he claimed her hips and pulled her back again. Skin indulged skin while Lorelei felt the length of his entirely ready cock against one leg, and then between the two.

Damp flesh yielded to him immediately. He didn’t wait for invitation. Lorelei loved him for that, too. Pleasure split all of her thoughts, and then a second thrust scattered them again. A third. More. Alex turned Lorelei toward the wall to give her something to lean on and then fucked her more.

They found a rhythm, and within it, Lorelei collected her thoughts. All that power from his rising desires doubled and flowed into her with every thrust. The pain of her wounds had already drowned beneath the rush, but injury remained until she focused and pushed against it. She had a steady source of energy now.

Soon, the wounds vanished. She felt only her lover within her. Filling her.

“Alex. Thank you,” she moaned.

“Oh god, Lorelei. Thank you.” His surrender of prudence had been deliberate, but also genuine, and so was the pleasure he took from her body. He fucked her harder, selfishly, roughly. Passion climbed fast, but the enchantments and the curse they shared turned it all back upon Lorelei. Impossibly, despite his rash pace and all her control, she reached the edge first.

Her core shuddered. Her eyes rolled back. She clamped one hand over her mouth, irrelevant after her magic yet feeling entirely necessary. Lorelei came hard mere seconds ahead of Alex, and then his orgasm set her off again. Impaled on his cock and pushed against the wall, Lorelei swam in sensation and release even after he finished.

Alex held her—lustfully, still, but also warmly. They breathed together and slowly calmed. Her wicked grin returned. “I just told Kaitlin that our love is about more than sex.”

“Demons lie,” he said.

“Mhm,” she agreed. “Promise you’ll take this approach more often?”

“Promise.”
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“Hey, this is Craig from Castle Management. I’m circling back to confirm the DocuSign is on its way. It should hit your inbox any second if it’s not there already. Thank you for helping us wrap this up. We’re looking forward to it. Bye.” He tapped the hang-up icon on his phone and exhaled some of his stress.

The shapely legs poking out from a miniskirt on his desk teased a different sort of relief, but they brought out a different kind of stress, too—more than one kind, in fact. He glanced upward and found a patronizing smirk on Desiree’s lovely east Asian face. “It’s that important?”

“You want this event to work, right?” asked Craig. “We might not be talking about the Sphere or the NFL, but it’s still an arena. A lot has to come together for that. These things get booked months in advance, if not a whole year.”

“We’ve got the site and the audience. What more do we need?”

Craig nodded to the laptop screen. “You can’t expect people to actually go into your event if you don’t provide parking.”

“I suppose you’d know more about that than me,” Desiree muttered.

“Parking seems pretty basic.”

Her eyes rolled, but then she noticed the doubt on his face. Her dismissive look turned to a smile. “Then it’s good that we brought you boys into the loop for all these little details.” Desiree stroked his chin with an electricity that ran all the way to his groin. “What else absolutely has to happen for this to work? Any other urgent tasks?”

“Um. Well. Lots, but uh...” His eyes fell on her neck, her chest, and then lifted back up toward that taunting grin. “Not many people are gonna get much done for us at this hour.”

“Then maybe we could get something done.” Desiree’s eyebrows arched with interest.

“That’s, ah...” Again, Craig’s eyes turned, this time looking for some clever response. Instead, he found the pictures of Henry’s old friends and distant family that were now face-down on the desk—Henry’s desk, in Henry’s home.

“I see how you look at me,” said Desiree. “You try to hide it, but I notice. You like what you see.”

“Sure.”

“I like it, too. You’ve gotta enjoy a good body while you’ve got it.”

“I—huh?” He blinked at the strange turn of phrase.

“You didn’t strike me as the shy type, Craig.”

“I’m not.” Craig tapped the overturned picture frames. “Your boss introduced himself by killing my boss. That sort of thing leaves an impression. I don’t know your relationships or rules, but I know I don’t want to be on the wrong end of a personnel issue.”

“Personnel?” Desiree huffed. “He’s not gonna care. What, you want me to ask permission?”

“I want to avoid becoming the next example around here.”

Footsteps in the hallway raised Desiree’s interest. “Speak of the devil and—ooh, what happened to you?”

“Unexpected interference at our recruiting event.” Scuffs and tears stood out on Cook’s suit, along with the scrapes on his face. “We need to relocate immediately. Craig, gather anything that might trace to our operation—computers, papers, anything. Don’t worry about the rest of your company’s activities. Only our event matters. Desiree, you and I will get anyone else on hand to help load our materials onto vehicles and get them out of here.”

“Wait, what kind of interference? Police?” asked Craig.

“Call it a competing syndicate.” Cook glanced to Desiree as if it would have more meaning to her. “Things at the gym took an unpleasant turn. Police got involved after the fact, but they aren’t our real concern. Hollywood sold us out.”

“Sold out?” asked Desiree. “How? That guy doesn’t seem connected to me.”

“Nor I.”

“How bad did this get?” she asked.

“We suffered losses. I lingered to extract Popcorn, Ducky, and Igor from police custody and prevent any pursuit, but Hollywood knows too much. We cannot stay here.” Cook noticed the grave worries on Craig’s face and dismissed at least one of them with a wave. “None of the rest of you are implicated. I doubt any of you had contact with this competition before now. On that note, Hollywood is probably our best path to reaching our real threat. Craig, as soon as we’re cleared out of here, I’ll need your phone.”

“If he turned on us, he won’t pick up a call.”

“Possibly. We’ve nothing to lose by trying, and any contact may reveal something. My phone was destroyed in the altercation. I don’t ask for yours out of a test of loyalty.”

Craig didn’t really believe that, but he held up his hands in compliance. “Listen, it’s a matter of getting through. If he thinks police might be watching or if things are compromised, he won’t pick up a call. I’ll give you a number to text him. It’s a burner phone here in the office. Henry kept it in case anyone worried we were tapped.” Craig handed over his phone and then pulled Henry’s emergency burner from the desk. “I don’t know if he'll answer, but it’s more likely this way.”

“I understand. Thank you for your candor,” said Cook. “We need to move. Craig, you have your task. Desiree, let’s go.”

“We don’t have a lot of help on hand.” Desiree slid off the desk. “Most of them were out with you or on other errands.”

“I know. We’ll do it ourselves if we must.” He turned to leave.

“Manual labor? Ugh. Oh, hey.” Desiree paused before following. “Do you care if I start fucking Craig?”

“Why would I care about that?” Cook frowned.

Grinning, Desiree gave Craig a parting slap on the ass. “Don’t run off without me. I’m gonna need a snack when we’re finished.”


15


DIVINE GUIDANCE


Officially and technically, Alex no longer lived under the protection of Heaven. Rachel was bound to Alex and Lorelei through sorcery and a romance that Heaven begrudgingly tolerated. She was not, officially and technically, his guardian. Despite that distinction, those very bonds of love and magic made up for many of the connections she would otherwise have as a guardian. She could sense his presence in the mortal world. She could fly to him at incredible speed, as she could for any mortal under a guardian’s protection.

In principle, the distinction mattered a great deal. In practice, ‘officially and technically’ could get fucked.

Rachel crossed central Las Vegas in heartbeats. Her connection with Alex pulled her as much as her wings pushed. Love and magic also left them with a carnal bond that Rachel mostly kept to herself. She hid no secrets from her peers, but the angels mostly didn’t want to know how acutely she could feel Alex’s touch when he was with another lover or how much it helped her.

The throb and the heat between her legs was more afterglow than yes-yes-yes by the time she returned to her lovers, but it told her things she needed to know. Whatever happened with them in her absence, it wasn’t bad enough to prevent that.

“Missed out on a good time for work again,” she complained to no one as she reached the hotel. Rachel swept through the corner window, two adjacent rooms, the hallway, and the wall to stop unseen in the middle of their suite.

Kaitlin and Dave talked at the table between the kitchenette and the balcony. Rachel saw bonds of love and family, with more such bonds reaching out from each of them beyond the hotel suite. Kaitlin sat back with her arms folded, listening but also withdrawn in her own mix of guilt, relief, and worry, both for herself and others. Dave hunched forward, physically hurt but burdened more by revelations and confessions. He, too, worried for family.

“You get why I didn’t come home, right? You get why I didn’t call?”

“I get it, yeah,” answered Kaitlin. “Doesn’t mean I like it. I was scared. We all were.”

“Not as scared as I was for you.”

Rachel took in the scene before following one of Kaitlin’s troubles to the open bedroom door. Chad laid on the bed, propped up on pillows and absorbed by the television and his own worries. He hurt, but he’d be alright. The others were more careful with him than he truly needed—physically. He also knew less than the others, which was good.

The absence of any other guardian in the suite countered any relief she could take from Chad’s condition or his ignorance. He and Kaitlin lived under Heaven’s protection, yet violence and demons hadn’t brought their guardians running.

Her unnoticed look through the living room quieted some questions, but raised others. Rachel stepped through the wall beside the door of the main bedroom, equally unannounced—walking right into Alex at the bathroom sink still in only his boxer-briefs. Beside him, Lorelei dried off from a shower.

Rachel’s shoulders fell with relief. “I love you sluts.”

“Likewise.” Lorelei hugged her, then made space for Alex. “You’re alright?”

“Stressed, but yeah—oh, babe, you’re hurt.” Bruises still yet to form showed clearly to Rachel’s sight. She threw her arms around Alex and held him close. Healing such injuries required little conscious effort. Almost as soon as they touched, she felt his body ease and his breath release. She learned as easily through touch as sight, too. “You ran into demons?”

“We slew three. The leader escaped. What of the gym?” asked Lorelei.

“Different kind of cluster-fuck, but no more ass-stomping,” said Rachel.

“Oh wow. Thank you. That’s better,” Alex sighed.

“Bet that’s what she said,” Rachel quipped.

“Nearly,” said Lorelei.

Rachel leaned back, but kept her hand at one of his ribs. “You banged her with that going on?”

“Wasn’t broken,” said Alex. “We both needed it.”

“Babe. You really are cursed.”

“Deliciously, and you both love it,” said Lorelei. “Later for that.”

“Yeah. Okay. I took a peek in there already. You told Dave some of the truth?”

“The magic bit,” said Alex. “I left out all the Heaven and Hell stuff. He had to know something, but I wasn’t sure how much was too much. Pretty sure Kaitlin saw some stuff, too. I don’t know how much or what to tell her. I wanted your help with that. Both of you. And we probably shouldn’t keep them waiting.”

“No, we shouldn’t. They’re talking, but everyone’s waiting for the other shoe to fly up their asshole, including me. Let’s not talk in here and then repeat ourselves for them. Don’t worry about the reveals, babe. We’ve got this.”

Alex and Lorelei threw on simple clothes. Rachel poked her head through the door to make sure they wouldn’t interrupt anything before waving her lovers onward... and then slapped her hand over her face.

“What?” asked Lorelei. Alex already had the door open.

Rachel paused Lorelei with one hand up, turned, and walked through the wall. In the hallway, she returned to mortal solidity, rounded the corner to the door of the suite, and pulled on the knob. It didn’t open.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” She knocked. Lorelei opened the door. “Sorry, I suck with those key card things,” Rachel said for the two mortals watching from the other side of the room.

“So we’re not telling them?” Lorelei murmured at her side.

Rachel winced again. “Shit, I dunno, maybe?”

“Dave, this—” Alex put Rachel’s relocation together fast and moved on. “This is Rachel. Let’s get this out of the way: she’s my girlfriend, Lorelei’s my girlfriend, they’re also together. It’s not the important thing to discuss right now.”

“She’s—?” Dave hesitated through a double-take at Rachel—and then another at Lorelei. It was his first good look at either of them without the danger and urgency of the gym, the alley, and their tense drive back to the hotel. He’d noticed, but hadn’t really noticed before. “Hold on.”

“Yes, I have more than one girlfriend and it’s fine. Move on,” said Alex.

“It’s not as urgent as the people trying to kill us,” agreed Lorelei.

“Okay, but...” Dave still looked left to right.

“Oh my god, Dad,” Kaitlin grumbled.

“No, he’s actually not thinking with his dick,” said Rachel. “He’s doing the other math of how we’re wrapped up in all this magical mobster bullshit and how that makes all the tits and ass extra suspicious.”

“I—hey, I’m not that crass,” said Dave.

“You’re not. I am,” said Rachel.

“She is,” said Lorelei.

“Oh, hey, is Rachel here?” came Chad’s voice from the other room.

“Right. Chad. Hold on.” Rachel turned for the bedroom. Kaitlin followed. They found Chad still propped up against the pillows—with all his bruises and all his worries plain for Rachel to see. She also saw his hormonal urge to impress, even with his girlfriend right there. Rachel put a hand up to keep his foot out of his mouth. “Hey. You’re good with work. No cops, no boss problems. Nobody blames you.”

“They don’t?” asked Chad.

“How do you know?” asked Kaitlin.

“Because when the cops started asking questions, Chad’s dipshit coworkers played dumb and threw him under the bus. Said you had the front desk, should’ve warned them about trouble, all that shit. I suggested that maybe the teenager folding towels at the front desk can’t reasonably be responsible for managing a whole gym brawl and shooting and asked who was actually in charge. That turned things in a better direction. This shitshow wasn’t their fault, either, but it’s more their fault than yours.” Rachel let the implications sink in. “You’re not fired or wanted for questioning, but you might want to find a job with better coworkers.”

“Whoa. Wow,” Chad considered. “They really...?”

“They really.” Rachel feigned a look at his eyes and the bump on his head. Her healing touch didn’t require the gentlest bedside manner. “Okay, no concussion. You only got your bell rung.”

“Wait. You just got here,” said Kaitlin. “How did you know about Chad?”

“I catch on fast. C’mon out. We’ll explain,” said Rachel.

“Hold on, I’m coming,” Chad spoke up.

Lorelei appeared at the doorway. Subtle, compelling power slid into two of her words: “Chad, you should relax. Rest. We’ll handle things.”

“Oh? Yeah. Um. Okay.” He settled back into the bed, eyes already fluttering. “If you’ve got it.”

His concerns evaporated. Kaitlin’s rose. She stared at Lorelei with wide-eyed suspicion.

“He’s fine. We’re cool,” Rachel assured with a hand on Kaitlin’s arm. “Now we give answers, okay? You’re not sure how close you want to keep him anyway, right?”

“I... yeah,” said Kaitlin. Rachel’s presence relieved her alarm, but not her curiosity. She returned with Rachel and Lorelei to the living room, looking back once to see Chad already half-asleep on the bed.

Then she noticed the sudden absence of her own aches and pains from the fight. She felt fine.

“Alright.” With the conversation returned to the other room and everyone watching, Rachel kept her focus on Kaitlin. “We can cut the bullshit and preambles. You saw a bunch of impossible stuff tonight, so you’re guessing it’s either magic, aliens, or some secret super-tech, right?”

Kaitlin’s jaw dropped, but her guard rose again. “Are you a mind-reader?”

“Not really, but I can see where people are at. Anyway, you were right with the first guess: it’s magic. We try to keep this low-key ‘cause it can fuck with your life, but the fuckery is already fucking. Time to roll with it.”

Her new acquaintances stared. Kaitlin managed words first. “Is that...?”

“No, that’s not a magic thing,” said Alex. “It’s a Rachel thing. Also not literal fucking.”

“Prove it,” said Kaitlin.

“What?” Alex blinked.

She wasn’t talking to him. “Prove it’s magic. Show me. I wanna know. Half of this mess is people not telling me things ‘for my own good.’ I’m an adult. I’m good. Show me.”

“Kaitlin, we’re trying to be up-front about it,” said Alex. “The more you know, the harder⁠—”

Rachel shrugged her wings and halo into open view.

The air conditioning cycled off a heartbeat later as if it, too, shared Kaitlin and Dave’s shock. Alex and Lorelei looked on with lesser but still genuine surprise. Rachel frowned. “We’ve gotta tell them the other half of it anyway. Matteo’s gonna angerpiss himself, but fuck it. All our other mortal friends know, and they’re fine. Fair’s fair.” She met Kaitlin’s gaze again. “And you wanted to know.”

“Holy shit,” said Dave.

“We don’t, actually, but if we did, it would still stink.”

“This can’t be real,” said Kaitlin.

“You believe it, ‘cause it is,” said Rachel.

“I shouldn’t.”

“Hold out your hand?” Rachel prompted. When Kaitlin complied, Rachel held her hand—and then passed hers through. “It’s real. I’m an angel. We don’t show ourselves for a whole bunch of good reasons. Also some dumbass reasons, but that’s a whole tangent. I need you both to not freak the fuck out, because most of your life is gonna go on the same as it always has. The sun still rises and sets, science is still real, and the world is not run by a secret cabal of child-stealing lizard people.”

“I...” Kaitlin looked around.

“It’s true,” said Alex. “I’ve met a couple lizard people. They were pretty chill.”

“Casual current slang calls it the night life,” said Lorelei. “Some of the monsters of myth are real. Others are not. They do not run the world, no matter what they claim. History is very much as you already understand it. Knowing all of this will change little of your day-to-day life.”

“I don’t see how,” said Kaitlin.

“It’ll hit you next time you’re stuck in traffic,” said Alex.

“What’s the other half?” Dave remained slightly outside the circle, but not excluded. His voice held steady despite the dread of his question. “You said you have to tell us that part.”

“As you suspect, it’s about our enemies,” said Lorelei. “We’ve no need for further spectacle. Cook and his allies are demons, as am I. You could say I am reformed, or that I defected. I do not know Cook or his agenda.”

“And you’re...?” Dave looked from Lorelei to Alex.

“Yes,” said Alex. “We’re together, like we said. That’s a long story for later.”

“You should not spread this knowledge to friends or family,” said Lorelei. “We cannot stop you, and in truth, they are unlikely to believe you without some jarring demonstration. Magic and the supernatural tend toward seclusion. It is why we are less worried about danger toward the rest of your family—as long as we do not drag them deeper into all this.”

“And angels aren’t supposed to reveal ourselves,” Rachel repeated. “Don’t ask me anything about Heaven or God or religion or an afterlife. I can’t tell you shit. Wouldn’t even show you this much, except we’re kinda stuck already.” Her wings and halo disappeared, returning her to a natural human visage.

“So. Catching up. I killed Charisma, you all bounced, and then I made sure none of the jackasses at the gym died and the cops didn’t freak out. That’s why Chad isn’t in trouble. Also, I had to deal with the local angel boss crawling up my ass, but that’s a different issue.”

“How did the cops not freak out?” asked Dave. “We left Charisma right there. Me and my guys fired guns. We left bodies in the alley. You covered all that up?”

“We left no bodies,” said Lorelei. “Those demons wore human forms, but such magic unravels quickly upon death. The body crumbles and disintegrates within moments, clothing and all. The demons are also not truly dead, but you will not encounter them again in your lifetime.”

“Your buddies got pulled aside for questioning, but the cops let them go while I was dealing with shit,” said Rachel. “I heard one cop say they couldn’t really arrest without pinning the guns to anyone, and then I couldn’t hang around to hear more. Getting back to all of you was more important.”

“Gunfire without a victim is a lower priority for many police, too. Unless the situation in Las Vegas is different?” Lorelei asked Dave.

“Nah, not really,” he answered. “If they’re not lazy, they’re busy with bigger problems. It’s the same outcome. And our boss had a couple cops he could call for small favors. Unless Cook dropped the whole operation, I imagine he knows the same people.”

“Assume he has abandoned nothing,” said Lorelei. “Cook and his operation are our most urgent topic. When Lucy called Michelle, we thought we might be the real targets—that someone might intend to use you as a lure or leverage against us. Yet you concealed your family from everyone. Neither Cook nor Charisma were familiar to me, but they both identified me and reacted with surprise. Cook immediately fled. I don’t think we are their targets at all.”

“Is it weird that they recognized you?” asked Kaitlin. “He clocked me and Alex as Dave’s kids the second he saw us. We don’t look all that much alike.”

“Wait, he did?” asked Rachel.

“Yeah,” said Alex. “He knew way too much from one look—but he only mentioned me in relation to Dave. I don’t think I meant anything else to him.”

“He wields a cane that burns deeply,” Lorelei told Rachel. “And his hidden features were much less pronounced than most demons. I believe he underestimated his chances against me.”

“Aw, piss,” Rachel groaned.

“What’s that mean?” asked Kaitlin.

“It’d be a sidetrack for you, but it’s an extra kick in the ass for me,” Rachel answered. “What else?”

“I questioned the one demon who remained after the fight,” said Lorelei. “An imp, presumably a scout. He said their only interest is this event they are organizing. He called it a cult, but claimed ignorance of its purpose. I dispatched him back to Hell, like the others.” Lorelei added for Rachel: “He said they serve Leviathan. They are worried about recent shifts in the Pit.”

“He’s got all those tricks, he works for Leviathan, and he calls himself Cook?” Rachel rubbed her eyes and groaned louder. “Nisroc. Fffuuuhuuhuuuck.”

“Okay, what’s that mean?” Kaitlin repeated.

“Honestly: for you, nothing,” said Rachel. “Every demon works for one bigger fucknut demon or another. Makes no difference for the rest of you. But his name isn’t Cook, it’s Nisroc. Guy built a name for himself as the head chef of Hell, but like, so did five other demon shitweasels. No idea why that’s such a flex down there. Identifying him is enough detail that I’ve gotta go right back to talk to the local boss angel again and he’s such a dick.”

“Is he the kind of dick who will help us?” asked Dave.

“He hasn’t yet. If he was just a pissy dipshit, I could deal. But now I’ve gotta see if this info changes anything. He wants to know everything right away, and of course he can’t use a fucking phone.” Rachel let out another sigh. “Okay. Any other big reveals? Do you know anything else about this cult or not-a-cult or whatever?”

“You said there’s no clear profit motive, right?” Alex asked Dave. “We’ve only read their online pitch garbage. We talked to the print shop guy, too, so we know about that part. You’ve seen some of it from the inside.”

“Some of it, yeah, but only the nuts and bolts,” Dave answered. “Like getting the parts to build a car without ever seeing the design or the goal. Cook—Nisroc, I guess?— wanted us to get stuff like giveaway swag and recruit people to pass shit out. They’re trying to throw the whole thing together fast and cheap, which means it’s not gonna be good. You can’t have all three.

“Nothing pointed to any follow-through, either. I don’t know much about event management, but I know it’s a big hassle of red tape. You need permits and insurance and shit. They either forged or scammed all that, which means sooner or later someone’s gonna realize they didn’t get paid and the whole jig is up. It’s like they don’t care what happens after it’s over. If they’re...” Dave searched for the words, unsure where all this left him. “If they’re really demons, what’s that mean?”

“Sounds like some end of the world shit,” said Kaitlin.

“That is not in the interest of any demon lord,” said Lorelei. “They would lose out if the world stops turning. Still, whatever they want from this event will not be good for anyone else.”

“Dad, why were they at Chad’s gym?” asked Kaitlin. “Of all the places in Vegas, why there?”

“It fit the profile,” said Dave. “They wanted a certain kind of sucker: self-centered, insecure, frustrated. Online a lot, but not for education or work. It pointed to a type.” He glanced at Rachel again and then downward. “I thought of some of the stuff Chad says. I didn’t think he’d be there tonight. It’s not his shift, right?”

Tension ran through Kaitlin’s body language. She inhaled and folded her arms, looking away with her jaw set. Rather than reply, she moved to the balcony door and stared outside.

Dave watched her, but stayed on topic. “Recruiting in-person was only a sidenote. I think they wanted to test things out face to face. The real push is all online. They’ve got thousands of people coming to this thing. Lots are locals. Others are traveling. If they gave it more time and planning, I think they could have something bigger, but they want it now.”

“Where is all this happening?” asked Alex. “We know the event site, but they’re organizing elsewhere. Your office was all closed up. Lucy said it was closed all weekend, too.”

“They took over Henry’s place. It’s a mansion with a couple acres southeast of the city, over in Henderson. That’s where they called us back when they wanted to check in. Didn’t want to use the phones much. I don’t know why. Their whole pitch is online and based on AI, so it’s not like they’re strangers to tech.”

“They wanted a close and personal eye on their direct servants,” said Lorelei. “If they felt threatened by our appearance and your reversal, they may abandon that site. It is worth a look.”

“Lemme see if I can get that handled,” said Rachel. “This is exactly the kind of fuckery Heaven is supposed to deal with. It shouldn’t be on any of you. I should get my ass in gear. You gonna be here?”

“We’ve got other things we can follow up,” said Alex. “Julia mentioned a run-in with Cook. If he’s focused on this event thing, it’s gotta be connected. We need to talk to her.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” said Lorelei. “We would benefit from a local ally, and she deserves a warning regardless.”

“I can call her right now.”

“Do so, but we may only be calling ahead. This is a matter of demons and magic. She will want to hear this in person.”

“Are we in any shape to go chasing around other leads?” asked Dave.

“It’s still ‘we?’” asked Alex.

“Look, you said this mess isn’t about you, but you’re in it anyway. I’m in it, too. I can’t just look for another job and hope these assholes leave us alone. But that doesn’t change how banged up we all are, or is it just me?”

“Oh. Yeah.” Alex clamped his mouth shut.

“Right. Sorry, conversation kept getting away from me. Here.” Rachel placed her hand on Dave’s bruised cheek. His eyes widened first with awkward surprise, and then shock as his pain receded. Even his posture changed as the woes of his injured arm and side evaporated.

“Wow. Um. Thank you,” he mumbled. “I don’t... I don’t know what to say about all this.”

“You need to put aside the, ‘Oh fuck, angels are real’ part and deal with the serious shit, Dave.” Rachel spoke without judgment or rebuke. “Nothing you’ve seen today changes what counts. I can’t fix your family stuff. What you tell them is up to you, and what they believe is up to them. You fix it, among yourselves, or not.” She looked to Alex and then Kaitlin. “But I will say Dave really was more worried about his family than himself. When everything went to shit, he tried to protect his family. Whatever that’s worth to you, it’s true. No bullshit.

“Alright. I’ve gotta go.” She paused only to kiss Lorelei and then Alex. “Love you,” she said, and turned for the balcony door—and then stopped. “No. Sorry. Enough existential shocks. My bad.” Rachel reversed and exited through the hallway.

Kaitlin spoke first: “Whatever that’s worth?”

“Huh?” asked Alex.

“She said Dad tried to protect us, ‘whatever that’s worth.’ What’s that mean?”

“It means what it sounds like.” Dave nodded from daughter to son. “You two don’t exactly set the same bar.”

“I have some experience with Alex’s ability to put the past in the past,” said Lorelei.

“Oh, really?” Dave snorted. “You think you and I get judged on equal footing there?”

“Point,” said Alex. “Although Lorelei also didn’t hide who she was from me.”

Dave didn’t have a response to that.

“We can talk or not when this is settled,” said Alex. “You’re alive and everyone has found each other. That was the first priority. Now we’ve got someone else who may be in danger and we need to resolve the bad guy garbage. If you want to help, we’ll take it. You know the city better than we do, and now you know what we’re up against. We can work with that.”

“How? You gonna give us swords, too?” asked Kaitlin.

“Kait—”

“I’m in this, too. I’m not going home and I’m not hiding out here alone, either.”

“Awareness of the threat is more critical than power and fighting skill,” said Lorelei. “Eyes and hands might always help. And you have a talent for asking the right questions.”

“No argument here, as long as you listen to us,” said Alex.

“Right. Fine.” Kaitlin paused. “What do we do with Chad?”

“Rachel believes he will be fine,” said Lorelei. “He was not deliberately targeted, and Nisroc will not want to complicate this with additional mortal involvement. It tends to draw the wrath of more angels. Chad will be safest on his own.”

“How big a gamble is that?” asked Dave.

“In all the spooky nonsense we’ve dealt with in the last year, nobody’s ever come after any of my friends or family who weren’t already involved somehow,” said Alex. “Kinda seems to be how all this works.”

“Keeping him with us is more likely to attract danger than leaving him to his life until this is over,” said Lorelei.

Slowly but predictably, all eyes turned to Kaitlin. She shrugged. “Yeah. I don’t want him caught up in this. He’d want to do the right thing, but... I think it’s better if we take him home.”

“Good enough—hm.” Dave pulled out his phone and frowned. “This is from a coworker’s phone, but it’s gotta be Nisroc. He says, ‘These developments are unfortunate. I wish to speak with L. Perhaps we can resolve this without further conflict.’ He’s giving a burner phone number we had arranged in case we got worried about cops tapping our phones.”

“After all that shit, he wants to talk?” asked Kaitlin. “No way.”

“He wants to fish for information and leverage,” said Alex. Dave nodded in agreement.

“Yes, and in doing so he gives us the same opportunity,” said Lorelei. “Fortunately, we can respond at our convenience.”


16


INTERSECTIONS


“Matteo is busy,” said the angel—Ricardo, if Rachel remembered correctly. Tall, dark, and way too formal. “You’ll have to wait for his attention.”

Rachel looked past Ricardo and the pews behind him. The cathedral sat dark and empty apart from the halos of angels scattered around the main chamber. The brightest light shined from Matteo himself under the stained-glass mosaic of Christ carrying the cross. “He’s not doing shit right now.”

“You are mistaken. Do not judge on a single glance and your own⁠—”

“Hey, Matteo,” Rachel called. “You want more details on all the demon fuckery?”

Matteo stiffened and turned his head toward the two angels. “Ricardo,” he prodded, but gave no other instruction or answer. Instead, Matteo beckoned one of the other angels over. She moved promptly and sparked a hushed conversation, glancing to Rachel. The others looked over at her frequently, too.

“Again,” Ricardo began.

“You know I could go around and walk in on him through that fuckin’ wall, right? Just like you?”

“And yet the situation would not change. In this dominion, order matters. If your concerns are truly pressing, you are to wait for his attention.” Ricardo’s brow twitched upward: “Unless you believe the matter is not so important, and you wish to leave.”

“You heard me say, ‘demon fuckery,’ right? I’ve got a whole damn plot on my hands. What’s more important than that?”

“Would you like to tell me, and I could relay that to Matteo when he has time?”

“No, I’m here to tell him my fuckin’ self, like he told me to.”

“Then, as he has indicated, you must wait for his time.”

At the other end of the cathedral, an angel flew away from Matteo and through the window. Matteo beckoned to another and engaged in the same hushed conversation—and the same wary glance at Rachel. The other angel mirrored the look.

Ricardo’s firm dignity covered a crack of uncertainty, too.

“You’re not used to bullshit and runarounds, are you?” asked Rachel.

“Wh-what is that supposed mean?” Ricardo huffed.

“You’re stalling me. I’m here in good faith and you’re stalling. He’s stalling me.”

“If you have an accusation, you should make it plainly.”

“I just fuckin’ did.”

“Fffh. Hrrpfh. Well.” Ricardo folded his arms. “You’ll have to take that up with Matteo, then—when he has time, and not before. You’ll get nowhere by barging in. Now, do you wish to give me a message, or wait?” He gestured to the nearest pew.

Rachel’s jaw set. She took a different pew with a better line of sight on Matteo. “Tell him if he leaves, I’ll be on his ass like a felony wedgie.”

“Hmf,” Ricardo grunted again.

“Exact words.” Rachel’s eyes didn’t leave Matteo. “Quote me, motherfucker.”
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“Hello?”

“This is L. I believe Mr. Cook wishes to speak with me.”

“Ah. I am Cook. Thank you for calling, Lorelei. I hoped to speak with you sooner, but I suppose we both had pressing matters to attend first.”

Rather than bothering with a pithy reply, Lorelei scanned her surroundings again. She stood outside a busy corner of bars and restaurants, taking advantage of both the camouflage of activity and the inhibition mortals would put on any supernatural powers. She doubted her enemy would find her instantly, but the cover was worth driving a couple miles after Chad took them back to Fremont for the rental car.

Alex, Kaitlin, and Dave waited by the car only a few steps away. Keeping them near seemed necessary to build trust.

“Our earlier encounter was most unfortunate,” Cook—or, apparently, Nisroc—went on when she didn’t reply. “I was unaware of your presence or interests in this city. Perhaps you can explain how we are in conflict?”

“Conflict would seem to be par for the course,” said Lorelei.

“It is the nature of the Pit,” he sighed for effect. “Warring factions, the endless struggle for power and dominance, intractable hostility and suspicion. Rumors abound that you are something different. What I know is that your former masters are both dead. You conquered Perdition with Baal’s forces and the power of his crown—and then Lilith took control of both realms, and Belial’s as well. Every rumor since then places you in the mortal world.”

“Interesting. I’ve heard the same.” Lorelei felt a note of vindication for moving a few steps away from her companions. Dave and Kaitlin were probably better off without the details of the Pit and its denizens. “Tell me more about myself.”

“Rumors, mostly, although some are credible. Lilith’s assimilation of your realm was naturally somewhat short of complete. Many of Baal’s servants fled into the service of other lords rather than bow to the likes of her.”

“You sound approving of that choice,” said Lorelei.

“I don’t serve Lilith, so yes. You might be surprised at how many of your forces wish your reign had continued. It appears you inspired some genuine loyalty—or perhaps something aspirational instead. Other demons have clawed their way up in station, but none like you. Not in a terribly long time. A few believe you attained not power, but some semblance of freedom. That inspires, too.”

The supposition stirred a faint dread in her stomach. Her brief reign over Baal’s minions was bound to leave many enraged and betrayed, but that was the way of the Pit. She owed none of them anything and felt no remorse for it. The notion of demons holding genuine loyalty and aspiration seemed somehow worse than if they’d held a mere grudge.

Better to ignore that topic in silence than give Nisroc any hint of her feelings.

“I suppose that brings us to the question on everyone’s mind: are you free, or do you now serve Lilith?”

“That’s on everyone’s mind? Unexpected.”

“Hardly. You wore a crown. You slew your former master and claimed his substantial holdings, yet you returned to the mortal realm while Lilith defends and consolidates those holdings. It’s clear you had some deal. Few believe anyone could willingly give up the power you held, but I concede that anything is possible. Did you trade your crown for her protection from the other lords? Does she rule in your name? What are you doing here when you had so much more in your grasp?”

“You’re here in the same world. Do you prefer the Pit?” Lorelei prodded.

“I go where my allegiance dictates. It is why I ask about yours. The answer may determine whether we can avoid further conflict and achieve some peaceful resolution. I have suspicions, but I admit I do not know.”

“Ambiguity can provoke such frustration,” said Lorelei. “Your words and actions in the alley tonight were not so vague. You ordered your people to kill me and mine, and then fled, leaving them to their fates.”

“Such was their role, and will be again when they regenerate.”

“And yours? Is that why you fled?”

“I bear no shame for my prudence. The ‘agenda’ you mentioned is more important than martial pride. I found no sign of mortal death in that alley, so I assume your companions are all fine. How are Hollywood and his children?”

“They are under my protection. If you wish to avoid further conflict, we could begin there.”

“That would be easy to grant if not for Hollywood’s betrayal,” Cook replied. “You know, the accounts of your exploits include the angel Rachel and a mortal companion: young, male, wielding a blade. I assume that was him in the alley. Hollywood is his father, though I caught some note of estrangement. Hollywood’s coworkers knew nothing of his family, despite how chummy they are. Likewise, he was ignorant of the Pit or any other supernatural matter before we met. This is all new to him. I also saw no claim on his soul.”

“Your point?” asked Lorelei.

“It’s curious that Hollywood connects with his son, and therefore with you, at this specific juncture. Additionally, Hollywood chose the site of our run-in, yet I caught no hint of treachery—nothing more than the watchful eyes of a man looking for some escape. That’s not unusual in my line of work, but this sort of sharp and sudden turn is most odd. Did he even know you were involved?”

“I think the answer should be obvious.”

“Oh, Lorelei. I’ve been so forthcoming, and you offer nothing in return.”

“You tried to kill me only hours ago.”

“And you’re taking that personally? Given your power and accomplishments, I would not have thought my associates presented so dire a threat.”

“It’s the thought that counts, Mr. Cook. You offer only easily-established facts as bait. You haven’t even announced your own allegiance.”

He skipped a beat before he answered—something Lorelei found more telling than his reply. “No less than you, my dear.”

“Patronizing words will only earn you further pain.”

“Ah, now there’s the posture of a demon lord,” he said. “Your lack of threats and bluster has been most curious.”

“Perhaps I find them pointless. I do not threaten. I act. Make your offer and stop wasting my time.”

“Very well. Let’s start with your interest in these mortals. Withdraw from this matter and leave me to my activities, and I will consider Hollywood’s betrayal and our conflict resolved. No harm will come to you and yours from me and mine.”

“That’s all? Demons lie,” Lorelei scoffed.

“We do, but we are also eternal, while the mortals at issue are fleeting presences in our lives. It’s entirely likely you and I will cross paths again in the future. I gain more from establishing trust in my word than breaking it. Is the safety of your mortal interests not enough?”

“It is not.”

“Then I’ll assume you find some conflict between my agenda and yours. Shall I also assume you have extracted everything Hollywood knows, one way or another?”

“That would be a reasonable assumption.”

“Very well. What’s your objection?” he asked. “You see a small cult in its infancy. It’s nothing demons have not arranged before. Does it threaten your interests somehow?”

“Apart from its absurdity and the insipid views it promotes? As you say, I spend much of my time in the mortal world. This cult nauseates me. I am not inclined to watch it grow.”

“Would some alteration or revision of dogma satisfy you?”

Lorelei raised an eyebrow. “You offer that rather freely.”

“As you say, the cult is in its infancy. This thing is born out of the digital age. It can be adjusted with a few keystrokes.”

“And your plans would not suffer for the change?”

“Oh, my plans are set in stone, or I might have stayed in that alley to resolve our conflict. I offer in hopes of preventing any further attempts at disruption. Rest assured, I will be ready for anything.”

“As I expected,” said Lorelei. “Then I’ll follow your ethic of honoring a deal by declining your offer.”

“Unfortunate. Don’t say I didn’t try to avoid this.” He hung up.

Lorelei turned off the phone and opened it to remove the battery out of simple prudence as her companions approached. “Much of that was petty repartee,” she explained. “Nisroc is focused on his mission. He offered concessions to remove our opposition, including your safety and an alteration of his cult’s dogma.”

“You told him no?” asked Kaitlin.

“Any demon’s word on a mortal’s safety is worth less than nothing,” said Lorelei. “He would find a way around it, and in the meantime, we would be left with our end of the bargain. With his event on Wednesday, time is in his favor.”

“You didn’t call him out over the name thing,” Dave noted.

“No. Rachel seems certain, but I saw no gain in revealing that knowledge. His offer to change the dogma of his cult seemed of greater interest.”

“Why?” asked Kaitlin.

“Because it shows the dogma itself is meaningless to him.”

“We kinda knew that, though, right?” asked Alex. “It’s AI-generated slop. Most of it is edgelord riffs on religious sayings and ideals.”

“Yes, but the potential of some underlying or hidden ethos remained until he made that offer. Now we know none of it matters. He doesn’t care.”

“Meaning it’s not about anything face value or a scam for money,” said Dave.

“Exactly,” said Lorelei.

“God, that sounds even worse,” said Dave.

“Nisroc also taunted me regarding your family connection, but only in regards to what he saw in the alley. He has only heard rumors around Alex with little detail or context. I believe if he knew more, he would have used it in search of leverage. If you were careful not to reveal your remaining family, they are likely safe from this mess.”

“So everything I know is out in the open, and he knows you’re against it,” said Dave. “Is that the bottom line?”

“I believe so,” said Lorelei. “The status quo is unchanged, but laid bare—mostly. We don’t know his full agenda, and he doesn’t know our—well, my—reasons for opposition. That could give us something to work with. In the meantime, he will tighten his secrecy and security. We’ll have to work harder to resolve this. On the bright side, I don’t believe I revealed anything he didn’t already know or assume. We lost nothing, yet gained at least a little insight into this scheme.”

“What was the other thing he pushed about?” asked Alex. “I heard something about whatever is on ‘everyone’s mind?’”

“My allegiances.” Lorelei frowned. “He doesn’t know my true status or where I stand. That’s curious, given that he knows of at least some association with Rachel. He dropped her name but then skipped the whole issue of the angels, including all it should imply. Thinking on it, that seems like the most curious point of all.”

“Curious. Sure.” Kaitlin huffed. “So where do we go now?”
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“Can’t believe we’re driving to a witch’s house,” said Dave.

“I can’t believe she wanted us to bring more strangers,” said Alex.

“I can’t believe any of this shit,” said Kaitlin.

“Yesterday you understood the nature of the world,” said Lorelei. “Tonight, you learned more. I encourage you to keep an open mind going forward—without surrendering your judgment. Now, as yesterday, many would benefit from misleading you.”

“Like this witch?” asked Kaitlin.

“We’re pretty pro-witch,” said Alex. “They just got caught up in a PR war they couldn’t win. I’d like to set you up with a video call with a couple others.”

“Wait, what?” Kaitlin replied. “Why?”

“You’ve gotta learn to navigate this stuff and protect yourself. They can teach you better than we can.”

“These are different from the witch we’re going to see? How many witches do you have on your speed dial?”

“You said you didn’t want to hear about that part of our lives,” said Lorelei.

Kaitlin groaned and looked out the window.

“Ignorance and incredulity worked in your favor until now,” Lorelei went on. “Witnesses reduce the power of magic, forcing the supernatural to work with subtlety. You are no longer such an impediment. You are in on the secret. Safety now lies in knowledge.”

“How does that not become paranoia?” asked Dave.

“First, you wrap your head around how things have always been this way,” said Alex. “Magic and monsters have always been around. Doesn’t change everyday life all that much, because you don’t run into this every day. The iron nails I gave you will help a lot if and when something comes up, but usually they just sit there. You don’t even need to think about it once it’s routine.” He patted down his pockets in demonstration, including one in the leather jacket draped over his leg. “Keys-wallet-phone needs to be keys-wallet-phone-na⁠—”

He stopped with the jacket pocket. That one held something bulkier than his spare nail. Older. Ugh. Right, he thought. Still gotta find somewhere to stash that tooth. Someplace it’ll never get wet, I guess. One more thing to remember.

“Yeah, that sounds completely normal,” said Dave.

“Okay, I moved in with the spooky life,” Alex conceded.

Lorelei smiled.

The drive brought them to the same undisturbed house they visited one night ago. Looming trees at the corners of the house no longer gave Alex a sense of menace; now they felt comforting. If nothing else, Julia’s home had more active defenses than any hotel. He felt better bringing Kaitlin here... and Dave, too, he supposed.

“Alright. You said don’t talk about Rachel,” said Dave. “Anything else we need to know before we go in?”

“I dunno. Be nice?” said Alex. “We’re friendly. Not sure we’re actually friends yet.”

“Ordinary grace and honesty went a long way in our first meeting, and over the phone.” Lorelei exited the car. Kaitlin followed.

Alex nearly added a warning specifically for his father, but kept it to himself. He was ten when his parents split. In truth, he hadn’t seen most of Dave’s missteps in person. Whatever the details of their past, Dave had taken everything seriously since all this began.

Julia answered the door with a welcoming smile, though her eyes were no less alert than at their first meeting. She wore jeans and a light white top that seemed more practical than social. Alex liked how she looked—and reminded himself to stop that. Instead, he wondered if the beaded turquoise necklace and brass bracelets were more functional than decorative.

“Thank you for seeing us again,” said Lorelei. “This is Kaitlin and Dave.”

“Nice to meet you,” Julia said reflexively.

Kaitlin mumbled a greeting. Dave flashed a perfectly-gauged smile. “Likewise. Hi.”

Yup. Should’ve said something in advance, Alex grumbled inwardly.

“Alex.” Julia watched him with warm but piercing blue eyes. “Is everything you told me over the phone true?”

Only a second of thought validated her question. As Lorelei predicted, Julia wanted to verify his account in person. Whatever magic this involved was probably better than going through another recap. “Yes.”

“What part aren’t you telling me?” she asked—though without complaint. He saw patience in those narrowed eyes. Maybe the benefit of a doubt, if nothing else.

Busted, Alex conceded the bare minimum. “Someone else is here with us, dealing with all this. She wants to keep her profile as low as possible.”

“You trust her,” Julia surmised, looking from Alex to Lorelei. “More than trust.”

“We do,” Lorelei answered.

“She’s one of the good guys. As ‘good guy’ as it gets,” said Alex. “But she has good reasons to lie low.”

“Okay.” Julia stepped back and gestured in welcome. “Come on inside. Let’s see if we can help each other out.”

Her home looked no different from their last visit, though Alex felt some change. He caught an herbal scent he didn’t know as they trickled inside.

“I like your style.” Dave looked around on their way to seats in the living room. “You’ve got great taste.”

“Thank you,” said Julia. “I’m glad Alex found you. Do your other children know you’re okay?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I called.” He dialed back on the easy charm. Whatever his flaws, he could catch and accept a hint. “They’re not involved in all this, uh... stuff.”

“Stuff?” Julia smirked.

“Our friends in Seattle call it The Crazy,” said Lorelei.

“Sounds like it’s crazier for you than for me, although I don’t like what you’ve told me.” Julia paused before she sat down. “Can I get drinks for anyone? Make you more comfortable?”

Heads shook. Kaitlin stared at the couch. “I’m good, thanks.”

“You can touch things,” Julia laughed. “It’s okay. Nothing will bite or turn you into a frog.”

“Never met a witch before. Or been to one’s house.”

“Most magic is harmless. The house has defenses, but not from anyone inside and who means no harm. Have you got something you want to ask?”

“Most magic is harmless? Where’s the gun?” asked Kaitlin.

“Upstairs, and I don’t keep real bullets. The ones I’ve got wouldn’t really hurt you. I don’t like the chance of accidents. Your father’s gun is more dangerous.”

Seated, Dave held out his open hands. “It’s behind my back. The safety’s on.”

Kaitlin took the corner of the couch opposite her father. She stared at the grey throw pillow at her side before poking to test it. Eventually, without thinking, she gripped it and kept it close.

“So, Lorelei and Alex think we’re dealing with the same bad guy?” asked Dave.

“I didn’t get into my side of this on the phone because I wanted to keep it within these walls,” Julia began. “My circle—actually.” She stopped with a glance to her familiar guests. “Do they know terms? Should I explain?”

“We told them about Practitioners and circles generally,” said Alex. “We couldn’t tell them your specifics. We don’t know them, either.”

“Right. A lot of the time, my circle could look more like a book club than a coven of witches. Five women, some attached, others single. Sometimes we worked on spells together. Sometimes we met for brunch and drank. It was Leah, Betsy, Reagan, Janice, and me. I thought we were more or less on the same page and we shared lines that none of us would cross. Since the split, I found out that wasn’t entirely true. The others either played footsie with those lines or jumped right over when nobody was looking.

“Last month, Leah told us she made some big breakthrough and wanted the rest of us to join in. Big magic is easier when you’re part of a circle, even if they’re not with you in the moment,” Julia added for Dave and Kaitlin. “Leah claimed a Friday night to have us all over. She threw around lots of money on a big party spread. After playing coy for a bit, she brought in Mr. Cook. White suit, cane, goatee, smooth and confident. Everything you described.

“Cook said he represented an ‘arcane interest group’ with plans bringing them to Las Vegas for the short term. They wanted magical help—alchemy, specifically, but also watchful eyes and local knowledge. He was willing to pay for that with knowledge and objects of power. Money, too, or favors. Whatever we wanted. Leah had already promised our help. Reagan knew in advance. Janice and Betsy went along when they felt the wind blowing.”

“But you did not,” said Lorelei.

“I asked about his group and their purpose. He smiled and countered that those details shouldn’t matter as much as everything he had to offer. When I kept asking, the others got passive-aggressive on me. Cook excused himself to let us talk it out, and then we had the real blowup.”

“Did it get violent?” asked Alex.

“Leah and Reagan threw insults and venom when I wouldn’t buckle, but nobody got physically or magically violent. They waited for me to leave before they put the ghosts on me. Now I’m practically on house arrest. If I go out, I run the risk of being ambushed.” Julia laughed bitterly and added, “They blocked me online, too.”

“They couldn’t just start and finish with that part?” asked Kaitlin. “If this guy offered the moon, why did they care if you walked away?”

“That ‘local knowledge’ part was all about the night life. Cook wanted to know about the other circles and supernatural sorts in the area. That pointed right at me.”

“Curious that he did not possess such knowledge already,” Lorelei considered. “Perhaps he saw you as the holdout and focused on that topic to drive the wedge. Once you were out, he could have the rest without resistance.”

Julia looked away. Memory and conjecture fell into place. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Cook is a demon named Nisroc,” said Lorelei. “I don’t know him personally, but I have worked out much. Our kind are good at sowing division and concealing motives.”

“Did he say you could walk away clean?” asked Dave.

“He did, yeah,” said Julia. “He wanted a package deal, but he said he’d respect our choices. The others took my resistance personally. Maybe they always had.

“My problem is the ghosts and the circle. Your problem is Cook, or Nisroc. Maybe he’s also my problem, too, but things with my circle are personal. Either way they’re all on the same side of this. If you help me deal with the ghosts, I’ll help you handle the circle and find out what they’re all doing together... as long as we agree to some boundaries. No killing, no brutality. I don’t think it needs to be like that.”

“These ghosts are a lethal threat. Your former circle is already trying to kill you,” Lorelei pointed out.

“Yeah. I know. I’m not ready to go there, and I don’t want anyone doing it on my behalf.”

“Understood.” Lorelei shared a glance with Alex. “No one can guarantee non-violence, but we shall do our best. It is not an unreasonable request.”

“Thank you. I was afraid we’d have to argue about it,” said Julia.

“We’re never in any hurry to go that far,” said Alex.

On the couch, Kaitlin looked to her father, but he was engrossed in the conversation. She kept tight hold of the throw pillow and unconsciously pushed herself deeper into the couch corner.

“What’s the plan, then?” asked Dave. “Couldn’t we skip the ghost stuff and take this straight to the source? Doesn’t that fix both problems?”

“I doubt it,” said Julia. “Ghosts are Reagan’s thing, not mine, but we’ve got some of the same books and I’ve heard her talk about her work. They’ll keep coming after me even if she dies. On the other hand, she’d have them tightly-bound before commanding them like this. That means she could also call them to her aid. If we don’t put them to rest before confronting her, we might face both at once. You could get me what I need to deal with the ghosts without Reagan knowing a thing.”

“How’s that work?” asked Alex.

“The ghosts are a gang of low-tier crooks who died in the seventies. Reagan heard the story from one of their killers. If you can get that same story out of him, you can get me their names and the info I need to settle them down.”

“The seventies? How old is this guy?” asked Dave.

“Old. He’s a vampire.”

“Wait, what?” Dave blinked.

“Ugh. Should’ve seen that coming,” said Alex.

“This is normal for you? All this?” asked Kaitlin.

“Not the ghosts, no. Vampires, yeah. Too normal.”

“They are the vermin of the nightlife,” said Lorelei. “Dangerous, but less powerful than the demons we faced tonight. They make up for it in numbers and connections.”

“Hold on,” said Dave. “These ghosts, sent by witches—sorcerers, sorry—were killed by vampires? Everything here is magical somehow? Isn’t all that a little coincidental?”

“Magic pulls back upon itself, making ‘coincidence’ far more common,” said Lorelei. “We might find another common thread if we knew the story of every individual involved, but magic alone is enough. I am unsurprised.”

“On the upside, this guy is relatively social,” Julia explained. “I’ve only run into him a couple times, and he kept a lid on the creeper stuff. He and Reagan were... friendly.”

“Ew,” said Alex.

“It was years ago. I don’t get the impression they developed any real loyalty. You can probably talk the information out of him if you’re pleasant enough.”

“Ew,” Alex repeated.

“Why are you treating this like they’re gross? Do they stink?” asked Kaitlin.

“You ever meet a rich douchebag desperate for people to think he’s cool?” asked Alex. “It’s like that, but the bloodsucking is literal. That’s the only difference. Same lack of a soul.”

“Many are rather urbane on the surface,” said Lorelei. “If one looks beyond the surface, the warning signs are all there. Vampires are predators with only a thin veneer of civility and humanity. Once that is recognized, the surface is... off-putting. One does not become a vampire without first bearing a blackened mortal heart. It is core to their curse.”

“Didn’t know that,” said Julia. “Point being, you can probably do this part without a fight. I wouldn’t ask anyone to take that risk in the first place, but it sounds like you can handle things if it comes to that. I also know what I’m asking.”

“We did not come to sow chaos. A peaceful resolution is in our interests, too,” said Lorelei.

“Offered to help when we got here. Happy to do it now,” Alex agreed.

“You were strangers.” Julia fought down a smile. “I would never have asked, except now we have common problems. And, again, you can take care of yourselves.”

“Where do we find this person? Have you a way of contacting him?” asked Lorelei.

“I don’t. I know he’s a sort of local troubleshooter for the other vampires. He makes things like investigations and bodies go away. His name is Elijah Cole.”

“Elijah—?” Dave blinked. “You’ve gotta be kidding me with all this.”

“You know him,” said Lorelei.

“What the hell, Dad?” asked Kaitlin.

“I didn’t know. He’s one of the night managers at the Golden Spur. They’re not clients, but our boss sent us over there to trade equipment with them a few times. That happens. I delivered cash once or twice. Thought it was gambling debts for the boss.”

“Cash and gear? You sure that’s all it was?” asked Alex.

“Yeah, because I snooped to make sure I wasn’t carrying anything really fucked up. I’m not a sucker.” Dave frowned. “Although now I’m starting to wonder. That guy’s a literal vampire?”

“Smarmy?” asked Alex. “Clothes and speech a little out of date? Pale?”

“Yeah. A little.”

“Now you know why,” said Lorelei.

Dave sat back, lost in his own thoughts. Alex watched him.

“I am less vulnerable among vampires than the rest of you, and Alex has enough experience to handle them,” said Lorelei. “We can deal with this ourselves tonight.”

“I should go, too,” said Dave. “I’ve met the guy and I know the area. Maybe I can get you an easy meeting. You can use the extra set of eyes, at least. I can take care of myself.”

“You do not know the dangers involved,” said Lorelei.

“You said we handled worse already, and I didn’t know that was coming. You can tell me about these guys on the way.”

Alex shared a glance with Lorelei and nodded. “Okay.”

“What about me?” asked Kaitlin. “I can’t just go home or back to the hotel. I’m not hiding here, either—no offense.”

“It’s fine,” said Julia. “I’m a stranger. It’s weird for me, too. But you are welcome to stay while they handle this. If you’re willing, you could help me with the next step. Once we’ve got names and details, we need to do a magic ritual. That involves prepping some ritual materials. It’s a lot like cooking.”

“You just met me, and you want to teach me magic?” Kaitlin asked skeptically.

“No. We’re in similar trouble and we both want to get out of it. That’s not ‘teaching magic.’”

“We could take you over to Lucy’s,” Dave offered. “You’ve already been staying there, and you wouldn’t be alone. Far as we know, they’re safe.”

“No. You can’t just drop me off, Dad. When you go back to Lucy and Chris, you need to really talk to them, not say hi and bounce.” Kaitlin’s frown remained, but she looked to Julia. “If you’re really good with me staying here...?”

“Sure,” said Julia. “And on the off chance that you are being followed, you’re safer here than your other options. Maybe others are safer if you stay, too.”

“Yeah. I thought of that. Okay. I’ll stay.”

“Then we shouldn’t delay.” Lorelei stood. “Julia, thank you for this.”

“You’re welcome. Be careful.” She followed them to the door. Dave made a quick goodbye with Kaitlin and then walked to the car. Lorelei trailed behind him, slowing as Alex lingered at the door.

“This means a lot. We’re grateful,” he told Julia.

“Get this done and I’ll be grateful, too,” she replied.

“This is more than trading favors.” He indicated Kaitlin with a glance past Julia. She was out of earshot, typing on her phone. “It’s scary monsters and family drama. You’ve been incredibly patient with us. Thank you. We needed a friend.”

“Maybe that’s mutual.” She stopped the growing smile on her face. “Go on. Good luck.”

Alex left her to find Lorelei looking on with a quiet, bemused smile. “What?”

“You know I like it when you flirt,” Lorelei answered.

“I’m not flirting. I’m not trying to—oh. This again. The non-flirty flirting?”

“Sincerity works for you. I also like it when you desire.”

Alex admitted guilt with a grudging sigh, but the levity didn’t last. He spotted Dave at the car and out of earshot. A touch on Lorelei’s wrist stopped her as she turned away. “Hey.”

“Yes?”

“These ghosts and vampires all lost their guardians, didn’t they? Probably before they went spooky. That’s how it works, right?”

“Generally. I cannot speak to every ghost, but if these were criminals, it would fit a pattern.”

“Like Dave.”

“Monsters are a threat to mortals in any case. I imagine Dave is at greater risk of ordinary harm than any curse or supernatural fate.”

“I’m thinking more of his whole situation.”

“Dave speaks of his limits and reluctance, and I believe him. His misdeeds are misdeeds, but angels have stayed with mortals who have done worse. A great many of my victims still had hope of redemption in the eyes of Heaven. They were not so different.” She gave voice to another thought: “My guardian left me despite the motivations behind my crimes.”

“Yeah,” said Alex. “So how does someone get their guardian back?”

Lorelei had no answer.
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RED LINES


“The easiest and most plausible angle would be that of a rival interest and her two mundane servants,” said Lorelei. “It plays to their sensibilities and allows you to avoid most conversation. That will keep their attention on me.”

At the wheel, Dave nodded in agreement. “The best hustles are simple.”

Alex turned his head and stared, but he stepped on his reply and kept turning to look back to Lorelei. “What rival interest are you?”

“Ambiguity may work to our advantage. They’ll know I’m not one of their kind, but many vampires know little to nothing about demons. I don’t want to slow this with questions and doubts. I’ll have to gauge them when we meet.”

“You think they might be working with Cook, too?” Dave asked. “They had some connection with my company. If another demon shows up, they might run right to him.”

“True. We’ve seen that kind of thing before,” said Alex.

“It is one more risk we must accept,” said Lorelei.

“So, they’re stronger and faster than they look, and some of them can hypnotize? Anything else I need to know?” asked Dave.

“Remember the ‘undead’ part, too,” said Alex. “If this turns into a fight, you’ve gotta do real damage to put them down. They don’t need most of their organs anymore. Headshots will mess them up, but you can’t expect center mass to matter much. Fire’s good if it’s handy.”

“What about swords?”

“They work better on vampires than guns, yeah.” Alex looked over his shoulder to Dave. “The sword isn’t the weirdest part of all this.”

“Sure, but it stands out. Lorelei’s a demon, Rachel’s an angel. Everyone else is a witch or a vampire or whatever. You’re a guy with a sword. Doesn’t seem like the kind of thing you get good with in a year.”

When no reply came, Lorelei said, “Alex possesses a great many unexpected skills and talents.”

“No magic, though? You know witches—sorry, Practitioners—but you’re not one.”

“I’ve been taught a little magic, but it has to be the right time of day and such. It’s stuff Rachel and Lorelei can do easier and better,” said Alex.

“But you said this isn’t how you live. What do you do instead? You’re still in college?”

“Dave, what are we doing?” Alex gestured between them. “What is this?”

“I keep waiting for a chance to talk one on one, but things keep coming up. Not trying to cut you out, Lorelei,” Dave added with a glance to the mirror. “Just hard to catch up and keep up at the same time.”

“Of course,” she replied.

“She’ll hear it later anyway,” said Alex. “Rachel, too. I don’t keep secrets from them.”

“Yeah, I got that,” said Dave. “Your mom, though? She doesn’t know about all the magic stuff, but you said they’ve all met?”

“Mom knows we’re together, yes. It’s more than she knew about you and your other families. Plural.”

“When we’re young, ten or twenty years sounds like forever,” said Dave. “It’s ancient history. Then you get older and that kind of time can still be right there with you in the present. You ever feel like that, Lorelei?”

“At times,” she answered.

“I assume there’s a bit of an age difference here?”

“Three millennia. Longer for Rachel,” said Lorelei.

“Wow. Okay. That’s, ah... different perspective on an age gap, I imagine.”

“What’s that—?” Alex folded his arms and looked out at the street. Then he realized that might look petulant and forced himself out of the pose—and worried that looked just as bad. He hoped a deep breath would break the cycle, even if that, too, might show. “Are you trying to say you’re sorry?”

“Would it help to say it again?”

The rearview mirror was tilted for the driver’s convenience, but Alex still caught a glimpse of Lorelei listening in the back seat. Tension coiled up his arms and his neck. His face felt hot, leaving him to wonder if he looked that way, too. It didn’t help. “Maybe we should save this for later.”

“Not trying to poke.” Dave opened his hands on the steering wheel in a motion of peace. “We’re going into something dangerous, so it’s good to know what everyone can do. Maybe it’s good not to leave things unsaid, too. I’m sorry, Alex.”

The heat drained from his anger—still leaving Alex angry, but it was an anger he could hold. “I really hope so.”

Dave let the silence linger. Then he pointed ahead. “Coming up on it.”

The drive brought them near downtown, though short of Fremont and their earlier incident. Along a lane of restaurants and hotels, they saw a golden sign with a spiked riding spur jut out over a broad parking lot. Cars and SUVs testified to some success, particularly given the hour and the night of the week.

“Why’d they build this place here?” asked Alex. “It’s not exactly near the Strip.”

“They pitch themselves as a local’s casino. Gives a taste of Vegas without all the tourist prices, or so they claim. Then you get inside and it’s barely any cheaper. Knowing what I do now, I imagine there’s also some old money and crime behind it, too.”

“The distance from the Strip would also fit what we have been told of the power dynamics in the city,” said Lorelei. “If they have valet or preferred parking, take it.”

“You sure?” asked Dave. “Kinda needed a fast and easy exit earlier tonight. I thought we’d hunt for a space close to the doors.”

“Our earlier incident was spontaneous for both sides. This place may be controlled by vampires, and it will have casino security regardless. If things go poorly, we will require a much stealthier form of departure.”

Dave accepted that with a grimace and pulled into the lot.

Nothing about the Golden Spur warned Alex of lurking monsters or secret lives. Lacquered wood paneling and brass fixtures throughout the lobby and gaming floor gave the place a vaguely Old West theme that leaned a little too close to kitsch. Gold and red carpeting, the artificial background noises of slot machine victory, and a lack of windows all fit the usual casino pattern. Distractions layered upon distractions to create a steady din.

Though active, the place wasn’t entirely busy, let alone crowded. The casino’s marketing toward locals showed in the casual dress and mood of the customers. Staff seemed laid back, too.

To Alex, the Golden Spur still smelled the same as every other casino.

They passed a large concierge counter on the way toward the gaming floor, and then through the expected rows of slots and novelty machines. Dave led the way with Lorelei at his side. Alex had played the subordinate before. He was used to it. Their approach and their loose cover justified some open vigilance, too.

At the far end of the main floor, they came to a row of cashier counters. The lane ended at an office with a darkened glass door marked “Staff Only.” Dave opened the door without knocking or using a buzzer, revealing a simple office of white walls, a broad desk, and opposing doors leading onward. It looked like countless reception areas Alex had seen before, though the suited man at the desk seemed sturdier than the average receptionist. He looked up at Dave with mild surprise, but also familiarity—and gave the sort of double-take Lorelei got all the time. “Can I help you?”

“Yeah, hi. We’re here to see Mr. Cole,” said Dave.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No, and I realize how unusual that is,” Dave acknowledged with easy confidence. “A couple of his associates made a mess, and he’ll want to know about it. This needs to be resolved in person before it gets out of hand.”

“I’m sorry, his people?” The receptionist frowned. “Is this something in the casino?”

“Nah, it’s on the outside. He’ll know what that means.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know what that means. I don’t call his office on speculation.”

“It’s a matter of the night life. If Mr. Cole wants to pass on the whole thing, that’s his call, but we wanted to give him a chance to speak first.”

Though the receptionist held steady, his brief silence was reaction enough. He glanced to Lorelei and Alex. “Who is this?”

“The aggrieved party,” said Lorelei. Alex didn’t answer.

“Do you have a name for me to relay, Miss?”

“Ms. Black. He is unlikely to recognize it.”

“One moment.” The receptionist sat back down and pressed a button on his keyboard—and, Alex suspected, a more important button under his desk. He’d worked reception before.

The job usually didn’t involve everyone on both sides of the desk staring in silence. The normal part of Alex’s life prodded him with urges to fidget or fill the silence. He reminded himself that part of his life didn’t belong here. Grudgingly, he conceded inwardly that Dave followed Lorelei’s plan with natural cool. He used the keywords she gave him smoothly and didn’t say more than was necessary. Alex doubted he could pull that off like Dave had.

Two minutes stretched into a third before the door opened behind the reception desk. The new arrival also wore a suit, though his complexion was much paler beneath a neatly-trimmed beard and slicked-back hair. His air of annoyance and disdain immediately annoyed Alex. “Greg, you called? How can I help?” He watched the visitors rather than the receptionist.

“This gentleman is with one of our outside vendors. He and Ms. Black here say they’ve got a problem with one of Mr. Cole’s ‘associates’ and it has to do with the ‘night life.’ They want to talk to Mr. Cole before dealing with it themselves.”

“Ah. Ms. Black and Mr...?”

“Holt,” said Dave.

“I think we can bring this to Mr. Cole. If you’ll come with me, I’ll see about claiming a moment of his time.” He stepped back into the hallway beyond the reception desk, gesturing politely onward. Lorelei nodded and followed with Dave and Alex close behind.

The hallway led past offices much like any other. Most doors were closed, which seemed normal at this hour. Only their foreknowledge of the casino’s management and their guide’s obvious nature hinted at anything sinister. The elevator seemed like a risk, but Lorelei accepted the invitation. Alex and Dave followed.

At only four floors, they didn’t have far up to go. Casino design tricks and all those distractions made distance tricky to gauge, but Alex figured they were near the corner opposite their parking spot, probably with a view of the streets. His guess was vindicated when they stepped out into another reception area. This one was nicer than the last, with a lower desk between the elevator and the closed office door. The woman at the desk shared their guide’s telling pallor.

“Apologies for the inconvenience,” said the guide, “but I must make sure we aren’t interrupting anything. If a delay is likely, I’ll let you know right away.”

“Of course. Thank you,” said Lorelei.

“Please, make yourselves comfortable,” he added with a gesture to the coffee table and seating in front of the desk. On his way past the receptionist, he said, “Wir hab'n ein Auge drauf.” She replied with a slight nod and kept her attention on their guests.

“He said, ‘We’ll be watching,’” Alex murmured as the door closed behind their guide.

“Yes.” Lorelei did not take a seat, and thus neither did her companions.

Dave side-eyed Alex. “Was that German?”

“Ja,” said Alex.

“I thought you took Spanish.”

“I did.”

“Now you’re only taunting everyone,” Lorelei said quietly.

“Every—?” Alex stepped on the question. The vampire just said they’d be watching. Then he noted the corners of Lorelei’s lips and kicked himself a second time. Could’ve played like you knew what she meant instead of asking, dork. So much for looking smooth.

If the receptionist heard or cared about their hushed banter, it didn’t show.

The doors opened once more with their host offering another polite smile. “Mr. Cole has time now, but I must ask: Ms. Black, would you prefer to speak with him directly, or is Mr. Holt your interlocutor for this matter?”

“Oh, I’m happy to take it from here,” said Lorelei.

“Excellent. In that case, I’m happy to invite you all in, but I must ask your escorts to remain near the entrance while you meet Mr. Cole at his desk. This meeting is unexpected and we must be mindful of everyone’s security. We’ll all be in plain sight. No insult is intended.”

“None is taken. Your request is acceptable.”

Their still unnamed guide spread both doors open to lead the trio into a spacious corner office. Four men occupied the room, one behind a nice desk and three others at a coffee table arrangement, all dressed in suits and sharing the guide’s pale complexion. All of them stood for the new arrivals. Alex took in details: no weapons evident, everyone calm and cool, no other apparent exits unless he counted the cornered windows behind the desk.

Like much of the casino floor, the scent of cigarettes hung in the air, but good ventilation cleared any actual smoke. The décor was colorful, if outdated. Alex felt like he’d walked into a movie from the sixties—a clean, yet still icky movie.

A simple motion from their escort cued Alex and Dave to stop well short of the desk, in line with the coffee table and the other guys. Lorelei nodded over her shoulder, leaving her companions near the door.

“Ms. Black, I’m Elijah Cole,” said the man behind the desk as he stood. He was Black and in his mid-thirties, or at least his mortal life ended that way. He offered a polite handshake, tilted in older-fashioned sensibilities about gender. Lorelei accepted gracefully. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, though also a curious one.”

“I realize this is unexpected. Thank you for seeing me.” Lorelei took one chair in front of the desk as Cole returned to his seat. The guide passed only a glance with Cole before withdrawing from the room.

“We’ve done some business with one of your men,” said Cole. “Dave, I think? Castle Management?”

“No longer with the company. He works for me now.”

“Ah. I heard they had a change in leadership and direction.”

Lorelei smiled thinly. “Or perhaps you more than ‘heard,’ Mr. Cole.”

“Yes. Well.” He rolled his shoulders. “I try to keep track of things. At the risk of being impolite, we should establish some clarity. You came with a concern about the night life, but you have me at a loss as to your relation with it.”

“Of course.” Lorelei nodded to the little cigarette case on his desk. “May I?”

“Certainly.” Cole opened the case and prodded one cigarette forward from the rest. His other hand reached for a lighter.

Lorelei plucked the cigarette with two fingers and blew gently across the end, lighting it with a faint rush of embers. Cole blinked. With the point made, Lorelei pinched the lit end to extinguish it without discomfort from the heat. “I could display my horns and wings, but that seems a touch dramatic.”

“Ah. I... see.” Cole cleared his throat. “I’ll take your word for it, though I admit this is my first encounter of the sort.”

“Oh? Interesting. I assumed you knew more about Castle Management and its ownership.”

That, too, gave Cole pause. “I also assumed as much. Please, tell me more.”

“Castle is controlled by an individual going by Mr. Cook. He’s sophisticated, gentlemanly, and a powerful example of my kind. He has an agenda in this city requiring the aid of mortal agents such as Castle provides.”

“You’re certain of this?”

“Perfectly.”

“And are you an associate of this Mr. Cook?”

“I am not,” said Lorelei. “We are at odds in principle and allegiance.”

“Hm.” Cole glanced once to Dave. “This is all good to know. Conversations of this sort are usually more obscure and transactional.”

“Oh, I am here in search of information, and I take some manner of transaction for granted. The matter is not yet at hand. If we’re being open, could I ask your previous understanding of Castle?”

“The company was... shall we say a subsidiary asset of another of my kind. I’m not at liberty to name her, but she held significant debts over the company’s mortal owner. She and I exchanged trivial favors in the past, once or twice through this company. It’s a common practice. I barely paid it any mind.”

“Interesting. Mr. Cook claimed to have purchased the company recently. The owner objected to the takeover and did not survive the dispute. It happened mere nights ago.”

Cole processed it quickly. “Again, this is helpful information, but not the matter that brings you here?”

“Correct. I need your help with a different matter. An associate of mine is recently plagued by ghosts. They are violent and rather unpleasant, but coherent enough for some communication. They claim that you killed them in the 1970s. I need to put this issue and the ghosts themselves to rest.”

“Forgive me, Ms. Black, but I am even less familiar with ghosts than your own faction. I’ll take your word once more for their existence. These were mortals? Do you have names?”

“Yes and no, respectively.”

“Contrary to popular myth, most of my kind do not kill whenever we hunt and drink. Lethality is not my first choice in other matters, either... though marking ghosts by a single decade does not narrow things down much.”

“They were criminals who died together. Four in number, all men. I am given to believe you were involved in laying their remains to rest.”

“Now that does narrow it down. You said something about an exchange?”

From their ostensibly polite and unthreatening distance, Alex and Dave couldn’t hear every word. As long as everyone stayed cool and more or less motionless, Alex accepted it. Dave kept any questions or doubts to himself. Despite playing the front man for schemers and thugs, he knew when to shut up.

Curiosity rose when the door opened and their guide returned. Alex looked to the window to track reflections, then remembered vampires cast none. That missed beat let him keep track of the rest of his frontal view while Dave turned with a raised brow, mirroring Cole’s reaction. “Raoul? What is it?” asked Cole.

“Il Colonnello Jefferson,” Raoul answered. He elaborated further without switching back to English.

Dismay cracked through Cole’s poise, but only for an instant. He replied in the same language.

“Someone’s coming up the elevator,” Alex murmured for his father. “Several people. Cole wants to stall, but it doesn’t look good. ‘Must have been nearby.’ One’s a colonel, I guess?”

“Shit.” Dave looked to the receptionist still outside at her desk. Raoul departed and closed the doors behind him. “You speak Italian, too?”

“Little bit.”

“Ms. Black, I apologize,” said Cole. “We’re about to suffer an unavoidable interruption. It may come off a touch coarse or rude. Would you allow me to handle this?”

“Certainly,” said Lorelei.

Whatever his plan, Cole didn’t move immediately. His first reactions were entirely comprised of nods to the other vampires in the room, who seemed alert but otherwise did not act.

“How?” Dave whispered.

“That’s your question?” Alex whispered back.

“If we’re in some shit, I’ve gotta know what you can do.”

“Gentlemen,” Cole said from his desk, “would you be so kind as to step to one side?”

Dave complied. Alex followed. It put them slightly closer to the vampire at their right, rather than the two off to the left. One eyed Alex and Dave warily, but made no move or threat. Alex thought he recognized his suit from the mid-sixties.

It was one more thing he didn’t want to tell Dave.

“Alex,” Dave pressed under his breath.

“Not now.”

Boisterous words erupted in the lobby, though the doors muffled them into a warble. Then those doors flew open for a tall, pale man with an ornately-arranged beard and a grey woolen cloak over a similarly grey suit. Four other men followed close behind. Alex didn’t recognize any of them, but the leader’s clothing and manner held his attention—and an old, seething anger.

No. No way, he thought. The new arrival only made it worse by speaking.

“Well, if this don’t beat all,” he said with a deep and soaring Southern accent. “Boy, what did I tell you about reporting suspicious incidents?”

“Colonel Jefferson,” said Cole, coming to his feet, “is something in particular on your mind? I am in a meeting here with a rather important⁠—”

“Boy, I asked you a question,” Jefferson shot back. “I’m already toleratin’ far more than my sensibilities otherwise dictate for the sake of modern appearances. I will not tolerate disobedience from a subordinate. Our police friends reported a fiasco at the Street Experience with all manner of suspicious action that could point to us. Why haven’t I heard about it from you?”

Behind him, Alex looked from one vampire to another with cold calculations, but the forefront of his mind repeated the same response to Jefferson’s every declaration: No. Nope. Not having this. Absolutely not.

“The matter is settled,” said Cole. “My contacts are collecting further infor⁠—”

“Does any of that supersede my orders? This incident happened at sunset! It should’ve been the first message my other boy brought me on that cellular contraption!”

“Colonel, please,” said Cole. “You might let me introduce our guests before we discuss something so sensitive.” Recognizing her cue, Lorelei stood to face Jefferson with an expression near bemusement. “If I might⁠—”

“Oh, I don’t care who these mortals are, boy. They aren’t our kind, which means they won’t carry any secrets out of this room. I’m workin’ up an appetite anyway with all this⁠—”

“Hey, Johnny Reb,” Alex growled behind him.

That made Jefferson turn and blink. “Why, I haven’t heard that in aaaaack!”

Alex had the sword embedded in Jefferson’s neck before anyone else noticed him. Torque and anger did most of the job. With the hilt only inches from Jefferson’s throat, an arcing shove with all that same power severed even more, including what remained of his spinal cord. Roaring with the effort, Alex slammed his free hand into his grip on the sword to shove the blade the rest of the way through.

Jefferson’s head and body dropped to the floor in the middle of his bodyguard quartet. They all blinked in stunned silence before reaching for weapons.

Dave already had his pistol up and trained at one vampire’s head. Alex turned his blade on the next. Outside the scrum, Cole’s people also grabbed for hidden guns and blades.

“Stop!” Cole demanded.

“Gentlemen,” Lorelei echoed.

“He killed the colonel!” objected the vampire facing Alex.

“After the colonel threatened our lives,” Lorelei noted severely.

“That’s his call!” said another vampire. “We don’t answer to mortals. Cole⁠—”

“She’s a demon of the Pit, you fucking idiots,” said Cole.

“Uh. Guys.” One of Jefferson’s party stood behind Alex where he could see Cole and Lorelei. “Cole ain’t lying.”

“Oh fuck,” murmured another.

“Holy shit,” Dave agreed.

Crimson skin with predatory stripes, curving horns, wings, and Lorelei’s tense, snaking tail waited for the others to risk the glance. They did. No one moved.

“I tried to warn Jefferson,” said Cole. “You heard me. Now he’s dead. That’s too late to change. Do you want to join him?”

The one facing Alex remained at the edge of violence, though his eyes showed hesitation—and frustration. “What do we do? Just walk away?”

“Yes,” said Cole and Lorelei in unison.

“We’re supposed to protect him! What do we tell people? That we got bullied by a demon?”

“Tell them the truth.” Alex kept his blade pointed to the body crumbling to ashes at his feet. “That was a god damn Confederate vampire, and everyone got sick of his shit. Or were you cool with him?”

The bodyguard’s frustration gave way to more hesitation.

“Everyone back off. Lower your weapons. It’s done,” said Cole.

Tension held a moment longer, and then reality set in. The vampire facing Alex backed up a single step, then another, weapon out to the side. His companions followed his example. Though he didn’t need to breathe, Cole’s shoulders relaxed as if sighing with relief.

“We’ll handle this,” said Cole. “I have covered up worse. Right now, I need you to step outside and let me conclude my business with Ms. Black. We’ll handle the rest. Alright?”

“In return for this mercy,” Lorelei added, “you will not pursue any vendettas. Is that understood?”

The other vampire finally glanced away from Alex and caught a look at Lorelei’s demonic grandeur. He gulped, returned his eyes to Alex, and backed away. The others followed. Weapons returned to holsters and sheaths. Jefferson’s companions exited the way they entered, looking over their shoulders until the doors closed.

“Thank you, Ms. Black, for your patience and tolerance,” said Cole.

“Further violence appeared unnecessary,” said Lorelei. “Was this some figure of authority, or merely given to bluster and pretense?”

“Oh, Colonel Jefferson is—was the reigning sovereign over the vampires of Las Vegas.”

“We heard it was someone named Clement,” said Alex.

“It was, until a few months ago. Jefferson deposed Clement with a mix of alliances and direct personal violence. No one was willing to challenge him. He brought ‘order’ to our society.”

Lorelei’s demonic features faded, returning to her usual human appearance. “Did the city suffer from some disorder in the shadows before him?”

“Only the disorder that unsettles largely American vampires with... old-fashioned sensibilities. Many would like to turn back the clock in more ways than one.” Cole sneered down at the pile of ashes and grey clothing. “I shall not miss this Foghorn Leghorn motherfucker.”

“Then can you tell us what we need to know?” asked Dave.

“Yes. I believe I owe you that, at least.” Cole’s eyes rose to meet Alex’s. “You just saved us the time and trouble of organizing the next coup. If you are in need of assistance here in Las Vegas, I would be happy to repay the favor.”

The vampire offered Alex his business card.
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“Not trying to be bitchy, but wouldn’t this be easier with the food processor?” Kaitlin wiped bits of chrysanthemum and amaranth off the knife, gathered them into a pile on the cutting board, and returned to slicing. “Or using dried stuff?”

“The difference between fresh and dried matters, especially for this kind of magic,” said Julia. “We’re bridging the gap between life and death, and we’re the ‘living’ part. Lots of magic comes down to symbols and what they mean to us. Magic is stronger when it’s personal. Machines separate you from the process. Work is personal. Also, the processor chops it all up in seconds but then you spend twenty minutes taking it apart and cleaning it out.”

Kaitlin frowned. That last part was true, at least. “If it’s your spell, how does it help to have me do this? Isn’t that also a separation?”

“Yes, but you’re alive and invested in the process and the outcome. You’re adding more than you take away. Even your frustration adds something appropriate to the mix.”

“Sorry,” said Kaitlin. “Not complaining. I just don’t understand how this works. And I’m wiped out and stressed and the whole world’s fuckin’ nuts.”

“I understand. You’ve been through a lot tonight. Longer, with your father disappearing.”

“That’s handled. I’ve been there before, and none of the things I was worried about came true. Instead, it’s all this shit. We got attacked by demon hitmen and I’m helping a witch make a ghost potion.” Kaitlin’s thoughts turned again. “Is it the potion that gets rid of the ghosts? Why do you need their names?”

“The potion will help me speak on their level. I need their names and other elements to make my voice something they can’t ignore.”

“Is this how it usually works? You need to drink something special to do magic?”

“I can do a lot of things with less fuss. Necromancy isn’t my specialty. Allegedly, if I was powerful enough on my own, I wouldn’t need potions or tools. We work with what we’ve got. Let me see?” Julia leaned in to examine the collection on the cutting board. “Okay, that’s good. I’ll take it from here.”

Kaitlin stepped back and looked around the kitchen. Julia hadn’t exaggerated when she said this process was like cooking—or, in this case, brewing. They had a kettle boiling and a thermos ready to go. Apparently some appliances were less of a problem than others. “What else do you want me to do?”

“Ask the bigger questions.” Julia flashed Kaitlin a patient smile as she continued her work.

First thoughts dropped Kaitlin’s shoulders and her spirit: Oh god, I just got out of school. She was wiped out and her life was upside down. She didn’t need impromptu lessons and intellectual rigor, or whatever Mrs. Verdugo called it in English Lit, especially from a stranger. Was this the trade-off? You can chill here, but you have to play student?

Julia seemed to catch it. Her smile remained as she shrugged. “No pressure. It’s up to you. But we’re here and we’re talking. You seem a little interested in magic.”

“I thought you didn’t want to teach me.”

“Do you want to learn?”

It didn’t sound rhetorical. That made Kaitlin stop and consider before fatigue and frustration answered for her. “Maybe not, but I’ve got questions.”

Again, Julia shrugged. “Ask ‘em.”

“What makes someone a ghost?”

“Unfinished business seems to be the common thread. Sudden death is an element, too. I haven’t heard about many ghosts of the elderly or people who’d been sick for a long time. That backs up the unfinished business part.”

“Don’t most people have unfinished business?” asked Kaitlin. “I mean, that’s everyone who dies in an accident. Or violence.”

“Right, but ghosts are pretty rare, so it’s gotta be something more. Maybe it’s just the super grudgy type who refuse to let shit go?”

Kaitlin snorted. “Of course, they’re the ones who hang around.” Then it caught up to her. “You don’t know for sure?”

“Not a necromancer. Not my field. But I don’t think real necromancers know for sure, either. Magic is kind of like life in that way: lots of people say they’ve got things figured out, and maybe they believe it, but how many things can we really know? It’s not math or science—most of the time. Same as life.

“Ghosts can’t come from any old death by accident or violence, or the world would be full of ghosts. Also, most cultures lay the dead to rest somehow. That matters. With ghosts, either that didn’t happen, or something about it was unsatisfying. So we’re in an unexpected death, and also something about it went wrong, supernaturally or spiritually. That might be why four guys killed by vampires all stick around as ghosts together. Maybe sometimes death itself gets it wrong somehow.”

“If they’re hanging on as ghosts, is that worse than moving on? Or whatever happens to most people when they die? You’re talking about putting them to rest, but is that better?”

“I’d imagine if it really is all about unfinished business, I’d want my business finished, but I’m not a ghost. I don’t know. These ghosts are after me and that can’t go on. I imagine their business was pretty ugly, too, so I don’t feel bad about cutting that off. But as a general answer, I don’t know. I don’t think anyone knows.”

Kaitlin folded her arms. Her frown deepened. She wondered if Rachel knew the answers to all this, but the others had asked her not to bring her up... and she wasn’t ready to have these conversations with Lorelei. “This sounds like a lot of ‘maybe.’ So the answer to the big questions is, ‘Nobody Knows?’ Same as always?”

“Lots of those questions, yeah. Sometimes that’s frustrating. Sometimes it’s comforting. It tells me all the people who claim to have the answers might be full of shit and maybe I should trust my own judgment.”

“That’s—” Kaitlin paused and checked herself. Nope. The thought held. “That’s exactly not what every other adult says to me. Everyone tells me to shut up and trust my elders. Dad’s not as bad as most, but even he does it sometimes.”

Julia pointed to herself. “Witch. They burned us for reasons, y’know?”

“Yeah,” said Kaitlin. “I guess so.”

“Actually, they burned far more ordinary people than real witches. Most of the time, it was about misogyny and money, or general paranoia. Can’t have women living unmarried or running their own lives, or society might collapse. Lots of people freak out when they see someone who doesn’t live in the same nice box they do. We had that problem then and we have it now.”

The tense, unsettled feeling that haunted Kaitlin’s gut all night worked its way out: “Is learning—no. Sorry. Why is learning magic bad?”

“You mean why do people think it’s bad? We just covered that.” Julia’s patient smile returned. “Same answers as before.”

“There’s gotta be more to it,” said Kaitlin. “I mean, religions say you shouldn’t learn magic. Is that just about churches staying in charge?”

“We’ve gotta start by recognizing that magic isn’t real for most of the world, and I mean the overwhelming share. Hustlers outnumber real Practitioners a hundred to one, or maybe more. So, a lot of that taboo really is about stopping con artists and bullshit. But, assuming anyone in the anti-magic camp knows better: when someone with power wants to keep you from claiming your power, what would you call that?

“I never made any deals with demons—until Lorelei, I guess.” Julia rolled her eyes. “We don’t need to get into why this doesn’t count. The point is I never bargained away my soul or hurt anyone for power. I’ve always watched out for a slippery moral slope. That’s part of my Practice. It’s why I walked out on my circle. If there’s some inherent crime or evil in magic, I haven’t found it. Speaking of which, give me a minute.”

With her ingredients and implements ready, Julia put a thin straining basket on a chain into the bottom of her thermos and then poured in the boiling water from the kettle. Words Kaitlin didn’t recognize came to Julia’s lips as she stood over the thermos, breathing in the steam from the water. Her eyes drifted shut, then opened again but stared into space as if in a trance. Calm, confident hands poured the finely-chopped chrysanthemum and amaranth into the water. Julia cupped her hands over the thermos and repeated her chant... and then opened her eyes again. “Okay. Now we let that steep all night.”

“You drink it cold?” asked Kaitlin.

“Yeah. Death is more cold than hot, as far as I know. More symbolism.”

Again, Kaitlin thought about meeting a literal angel, but said nothing. Julia already knew about the demon. If any of that shook Julia’s world view, it didn’t show. “How do you feel about it all? The monsters and magic and... everything?”

“First, I want these ghosts and my circle off my back,” Julia laughed. “After that? I dunno. It seems like I made some friends. I’m glad for that.”

“Is it weird if I don’t want all this?” asked Kaitlin.

That gave Julia another laugh. “No. Why would that be weird?”

“I dunno. It’s literal magic and stuff most people don’t know. Wouldn’t everyone jump at it?”

“Lots of things hold power. That doesn’t make you a fool for leaving it alone. Sometimes you can see the potential in something and also know you don’t want the drawbacks. Every Practice I know is a whole way of life. It’s a big commitment. You wanted other things before you knew about all this, and it’s okay to still want them. You don’t have to grab every opportunity that comes your way just because it’s there.”

“Now we’re back to contradicting all the other adults in my life.”
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They left Cole’s office in silence. Watchful eyes guarded against vampires, their mortal agents, and security systems. Their silence held all the way through the casino and the short walk to their parking spot. Dave kept quiet until they reached the car. “Okay, are we clear? Any invisible people following us? Vampires turned into bats?”

“If they allowed us to leave without challenge, they would not risk detection and further insult,” said Lorelei. “We are as safe as we could realistically hope, including from any shadows.”

“Okay. Good. Alex, what the hell was that?” asked Dave.

“What? It’s like Lorelei said. The guy threatened us. It was gonna turn into a fight anyway.”

“Arguably, we did the world a disservice by killing only one of them,” said Lorelei. “Cole was less nauseating than most, but do not mistake that for decency or mercy. They are monsters long before they become vampires.”

“Yeah, I got that part,” said Dave. “That doesn’t change what happened. Alex, I was right next to you the whole time. You moved on that guy and reached for your sword before he threatened us.”

“Maybe I saw the threat coming and knew we couldn’t talk our way out of it,” Alex pushed back.

“Oh, you don’t think the scary demon display would’ve done the trick with him, too?” Dave waved at Lorelei. “Christ, I’m still freaked out, and as far as I know we’re on the same side.”

“I mean you no harm, Dave,” Lorelei began.

“I know. I get it. Not the point. Alex, you’re speaking other languages and stabbing people. You took that guy out because he was a Confederate?”

“If you’d ever fought them and dealt with their—!” Alex stopped. He looked around the lot, but no one was anywhere within earshot. That wouldn’t work as a deflection or a defense.

“Alex, this isn’t just magic and demons. What is going on with you?”

“Now you want to know?”

“I’ve been trying since you showed up!” Their resemblance was faint, but Dave clamped his jaw and turned his head to bite back frustration the same way his son did. “Alex, I know I fucked up, okay? I fucked up a lot. Everything. I stopped calling because it was pretty clear you didn’t want to talk to me. But this is all insane and we’re in it together now, and... and you’re my son.”

Alex stared, but something inside him cracked—No, he admitted inwardly. Hurt. “I need to talk to Rachel about what I can tell you. I don’t want to make things worse, okay?”

“Worse how?”

“Worse for you.”

“What?” Dave blinked. “What’s that mean?”

“Alex,” Lorelei said when he didn’t answer. “I cannot speak for Rachel, but I do not believe she would make this choice for you. Nor would I... though I wonder if your silence is for Dave’s sake, or your own.” She shook her head. “We can either leave him to fumble in ignorance, or let him do with the knowledge as he will.”

Again, Dave knew when to let someone else do the talking. He waited.

“I stumbled into Lorelei and Rachel when some crazy, creepy sorcerer tried to enslave them both with magic,” said Alex. “Then another bunch of assorted magical assholes kidnapped me to find out how that happened. They force-fed me a potion to remember the details, and I remembered too much. Way too much.

“I remember all my past lives. Ancient Athens and Rome and the Navajo before anyone ever heard of white people. I fought in Vietnam right next to Grandpa—literally. I’m the reason he got out alive. Every life got real rough and ended ugly, and I’m not getting into why. Mostly I’m normal, but when shit comes up, I remember everything I knew in those other lives like it was yesterday. Languages, swords, everything.”

Dave’s natural questions and denial didn’t reach his voice. He looked to Lorelei instead—remembering her visage earlier, and all he’d seen tonight. She confirmed the story with a nod. Dave asked, “So, what, you had a flashback in there?”

“No. I’m always me.” Alex pointed to himself. “Tom was a kid through most of the Civil War. He served in the last year and then moved out west to get away from it—like lots of people on both sides. I remember what those slave-holding motherfuckers were like. Some got over it. A couple even realized they’d been in the wrong all along, or never wanted to fight in the first place. God knows I’ve been there in other lives.” He pointed to the casino. “That guy was a loud and proud officer by his clothes and the shit he said, and a vampire. He was never gonna change or get better. He didn’t want to. I’m not letting that walk around hurting people.”

“So all this...” Dave worked to catch up and process. “Does everyone have past lives?”

“Experience varies from soul to soul,” said Lorelei. “Alex is not unusual for having many lives. A great many mortals have lived before, including perhaps yourself. Remembering as he does is nearly unique. The mortal mind is not made for it. He worked and sought help to relieve the burden.”

“We’re not even supposed to know it’s a thing,” said Alex.

“Why not?” asked Dave.

“It is the philosophy of Heaven,” said Lorelei, “or their party line, depending on your point of view. Whether or not you accept that is a matter of choice—or faith, as they would call it. The angels believe this is the natural and best order of things. An honest angel would admit one is ultimately taking their word for that. Rachel is honest.”

“There’s no proof,” said Alex. “You can meet angels and demons and look straight at Hell, and you still have questions. You still don’t know. If some guy tells you he’s God, do you believe him? Even if he does special effects? What if it’s a con?”

“Knowing all of this, one must still live their life,” said Lorelei. “Bad things happen to good people. The world turns toward some purpose we cannot name, or perhaps no purpose at all. The questions do not end. The here and now remains. Yet this sort of knowledge changes how the angels judge an individual soul—knowledge, distinct from belief.”

“What, you’re held to a different standard if you know the truth? How is that fair?” Almost as soon as Dave finished the question, another hit him. “Are they afraid people will work the refs?”

“They would recognize such an effort,” said Lorelei. “It would not provide advantage to a mortal, but the angels prefer to avoid the possibility regardless.”

“How’s this game fair if we’re playing by secret rules? Or is that why we have all the different rulebooks? So we have to figure out which one is legit?”

“Funny how most of those rulebooks say a lot of the same stuff,” said Alex. “People can twist anything into something shitty. I’m still bitter about the Crusades. And a lot of alleged Christians today.”

“Take the game analogy a step further,” said Lorelei. “Are the angels running a game? Did we consent to it? Did we consent under conditions or incentives that may be coercive? Do they prefer the players ignorant out of fairness, or because they do not want anyone calling them out on a scam? We do not know, and they will not tell us. They ask for our trust and our faith.”

“We? Us?” asked Dave.

“Demons have their own place in all this. Many see themselves as rebels, but the status quo endures. Some are born as demons. I was once mortal.” Lorelei shrugged. “Regardless of the answers to all of these questions, one must live their life. Including you.”

Dave grappled with it. He stared at Alex. “This has been your life since September?”

“Most of my life is damn good,” said Alex. “The other lives were rough. This is the good one. I’m in love and I have friends and school. We’re not worried about money. We’ve helped people. I’m happy, and I wake up grateful every day. But sometimes crazy shit happens, and most of those other lives were real heavy, and...” He shook his head. “I’m still me. I’m still the same Alex I always was. I just know things other people knew. And I’m not trying to be shitty, but it really sucks that I’m telling you all this but I can’t tell Mom.”

“Yeah, I guess I can see that.” Dave let out a sigh. He looked out at the parking lot, and the city, and then back to his son and Lorelei. Reality set in—a reality with magic and revelations, but still here and now. “Okay. We’re on our way back to Kaitlin and Julia, right? Then we deal with these ghosts?”

“Tomorrow,” said Lorelei. “Julia may need further preparation once we tell her what we have learned. Ghosts are no easier to confront at night than in the light of day. Apart from that, everyone needs sleep.”

“I’m doing alright, actually,” Dave noticed.

“That’s Rachel’s help from earlier,” said Alex. “It’ll catch up. And it would be good to let her catch up to us before we get into anything else, too.”
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THE UGLY PARTS


For an hour, Rachel scarcely moved a muscle. Then a second hour passed.

Matteo remained across the cathedral to meet with other angels. The first were present when Rachel arrived. After they departed, a new visitor claimed his attention. Another came, then two more in quick succession, and then three others. They formed a small waiting area in the pews closer to Matteo. Ricardo didn’t correct them.

Some showed no particular attitude or stance. A few seemed confused. One or two glanced her way with recognition; after all their millennia together, many angels knew one another. That didn’t win her any visits or chatter. She didn’t move forward to strike up a conversation, either.

Contrary to gossip among some of her kind, Rachel’s attention span was no shorter than any other angel’s. She had spent countless hours merely watching mortals just like any other guardian. The second hour turned toward a third as she watched and waited.

The immortality of angels gave a long perspective on history and their personal pasts. It didn’t make time move any faster than it moved for mortals.

Another angel descend through the roof. She wore an ankle-length white dress that Rachel appreciated for its nice lines, but her long red hair and youthful features weren’t familiar. Her body language signaled a troubled heart as she approached Matteo, who greeted her with concern—after another glance to Rachel.

The two were already talking when Rachel realized the newcomer skipped the line. If she even noticed the clutch of other angels waiting in the pews, it didn’t show.

Again, Matteo looked Rachel’s way. This time, he beckoned. The other angel turned away with her eyes downcast and her hands over her mouth.

“You have something new to report?” asked Matteo.

“Yeah. What’s up?” Rachel asked gently, nodding to the other angel.

“Rachel. Report,” said Matteo.

She scowled openly, but got to the point. “More demons jumped Lorelei and Alex on their way out of the gym while you demanded the last explanation, but it turns out this shitstorm isn’t about us. The AI cult thing is some scheme by asshats serving Leviathan. The apparent chief butt-nugget calls himself Cook and he’s one of the fallen. That all adds up to him being Nisroc.”

“A fallen, in my Dominion?” Matteo raised an eyebrow. “Curious. Continue.”

“They’re about to hold some big rally. It’s a good five to ten thousand mortal rubes showing up for fuck-knows-what, and the scariest bit is that Leviathan’s dicks have no plans for what happens after that. Like it doesn’t matter. We’ve got a line on where they might be running this show out of—if they didn’t fuck off out of there while I’ve been sitting here sweating my ass-print into the pews waiting to tell you.”

“Your language is⁠—”

“Fuck my language! You looked right at me twenty times. You know I’m chasing a crisis.”

“I am aware. I am also interested in the reports of more reliable and respectful agents,” said Matteo. “You are not the only angel in my Dominion with such an interest.”

“Fine. I brought you more info. We know bad guys and locations. This dude’s been on the shit list since the Fall. It’s ass-stomping time.”

“Why?”

“The fuck do you mean, ‘Why?’ You heard everything I said. It’s a demon plot. The outcome can’t be good for anybody but the baddies. We’re talking about thousands of lives. Souls.”

“Souls with free will,” said Matteo. “Nisroc and the other fallen have pursued these antics for millennia. So Leviathan has drawn in fools devoted to technology. How is this different from other such cults? If any mortals swayed by this idol remain under Heaven’s light, then surely their guardians and their own good sense will save them. Those who abandon the righteous path for some digital god will meet the fate they have chosen.”

Rachel’s jaw dropped. “People go bad for reasons. Every mortal monster movement in history was built out of people. This one isn’t some organic free-range extremist batshittery. It’s demons. They’re targeting lost and lonely dorks already swimming in online shit and probably garbage at home, too.”

“I see no difference from the other monstrous movements of humanity,” said Matteo. “Those were likewise built on the lost and lonely. They leveraged poverty and pride to turn mortals to evil.”

“We could do something about this. We could do something about the lost and lonely, too.”

“We cannot. We must not. Only those who hold true are worthy of salvation. Mortal lives are the trials of immortal souls. We taint that trial every time we interfere in their choices. Mortal suffering is necessary. Temptation is a necessary trial, too—one that many fail.

“Alex and Lorelei brought his father and sister to a sorcerer tonight,” Matteo continued. “Did you know this?”

“Yeah. That was the plan when I came out here to waste two hours dicking around. That sorceress is on our side of this, too.”

“No worker of magic is on the side of Heaven.” Matteo gestured to the sad angel standing off to the side. “This is Mirabel—Kaitlin’s guardian, until tonight, when her charge turned to a witch for aid and protection.”

“Yeah, and—what?” Rachel blinked. “Until?”

“Faced with stress and trial, Kaitlin turned from Heaven’s light for false defense,” said Matteo. “It is a clear rule.”

“It’s definitely fucking not!” Rachel turned to Mirabel. “Hey. Listen. I wanted to talk to you. This is all nuts. It’s weird magic shit, but it doesn’t decide her whole life.”

“Kaitlin learned too much of what no mortal should.” Mirabel sniffed. “She turned to magic for help. That means turning from Heaven’s light.”

“It absofuckingloutely doesn’t,” said Rachel. “I’ve got a whole pack of ordinary mortal friends back in Seattle who ‘know too much.’ They didn’t turn from any such light, and their guardians know it. Nobody abandoned anyone.

“And this is up to you, not Matteo,” Rachel pressed. “She got jumped by fucking demons, Mirabel.”

“In matters of supernatural threats,” Matteo asserted, “the angel in Dominion holds greater authority. You held Dominion. You know this.”

“The final decision is still yours,” Rachel told Mirabel. “She’s with people trying to protect her, including her own father. You can’t hold that against her. I’m sure you love her.”

“Of course, I love her.” The tears from Mirabel’s eyes attested to that—but she looked to Matteo as well as Rachel. “I also can’t make excuses for my charges.”

“Was she supposed to run off on her own? When she met Julia, did she say, ‘Hey, teach me magic?’ Did she pick up a wand and go to town? She doesn’t seem like the type to me.”

“She is not, but she asked questions. Many questions.”

“How is that a problem? That shows she’s smart!”

“And knows what mortals should not,” said Matteo.

“How? Does Julia know all the shit we do? Does she know more?”

“Knowing that these questions have answers is dangerous enough to the mortal soul,” said Matteo. “It is no longer a test of benevolence. Even those of no faith decide for themselves to live righteously or dwell in corruption.”

“We don’t even have all the answers ourselves!”

“Yet we know that mortals are tested, and now, so does Kaitlin. Her test is tainted. So are the tests of your ‘pack of friends,’ and your mortal lover’s,” said Matteo.

“So, what, we abandon them? ‘You saw behind the curtain, now you’re shit out of luck? Life’s a bitch, better luck next time if you get one?’ What kind of standard is that?”

“The highest standard, and the strictest. As it should be.”

Aghast, Rachel stared at him. Other things clicked into place. “This is how you run your whole Dominion, isn’t it? This is how you get a gym of thirty ordinary schmucks without guardians when none of them have committed an unforgivable sin. How do they get better if nobody shows them the way?”

“Once they have abandoned Heaven’s light, they are no longer our concern.”

“We don’t look for reasons to drop people! We’re the ones who stay with them when no one else can stand them or take the risk! We abandon for remorseless evil, not common jackassery, and not for just knowing magic exists!”

“Every guardian decides when to persevere with a charge and when their charge has forsaken Heaven,” said Matteo. “In matters of the supernatural, the rule of the Dominion holds greater weight. My position is clear. Mirabel understands this. She understands why. It is done.

“Alex has found his father. That was why you came. Your report is heard, and the rest of this has nothing to do with you. I suggest you and your companions leave my Dominion. You have caused enough chaos and harm already.”
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Phantom tremors and sensations from Rachel’s lovers guided her back to the hotel once more. This time, she felt no thrill. Acuity from those sensations ebbed and flowed; sometimes they felt distant, other times she felt like she was right there. In either case, Rachel could block it out almost as easily as holding a song in her head. That control was a blessing tonight. For once, she wasn’t in the mood.

Rather than returning straight to the bedroom, Rachel passed through the balcony door and curtains into the dark central living area. She found Dave on the couch beneath a blanket and a mountain of troubles. Connections to family and friends stretched out from him in Rachel’s sight, some tenuous, some all but cut off. The strongest connections showed all the new weight he carried.

He knew more about the world than he did when Rachel left him. Rachel closed her eyes and bit down on all that could mean before looking closer. She saw his worry and fear for his children, especially Kaitlin and Alex. She saw guilt and regret and all the ways he kicked himself.

Like any existential crisis, Dave’s carried the echoing questions of, “Why me?” He still didn’t see how often that question had a straightforward answer.

“At least you’re asking,” Rachel said under her breath. She followed Dave’s connections and thoughts to the other bedroom and the mortal within.

Kaitlin had a king-sized bed all to herself for the first time in her life, but acknowledging that didn’t help her find any joy. She sat upright under the covers, still wearing her t-shirt, face lit up by the screen of her phone. Lorelei had bought her a charger cable and necessities. She’d been nice. Kaitlin wanted to like Lorelei despite everything... but the everything remained.

She knew much more about the world after tonight, too, but not all the things Dave learned. She wrestled with other questions. Her phone showed search results about witch hunts and religious rules against magic.

Kaitlin had little real interest in sorcery or religion; rather than truth or power, she wanted to know who to trust. The dark room and the light of her phone struck a perfect image for her mood. She wanted to get away from all this and everyone—and also dearly needed the opposite.

Unseen and unheard, Rachel put her hand on Kaitlin’s shoulder. “You’re not alone,” she said. Kaitlin stared at her phone, but her breath deepened. Her stomach settled. “I don’t care who bitches about it or how hard. I don’t have a solitary fuck to give about it. You’re not alone. You’re tough and smart and you’re loved. You’ll get through this. I’ve got you.”

Light from the phone blinked as Kaitlin closed web pages. To Rachel’s eyes, Kaitlin’s face remained undimmed.

Stress settled. Calm brought out the weariness of a long day and a longer evening. In minutes, Kaitlin slept. Rachel passed through the living room to help Dave sleep, too. Between the anonymity of the suite, Lorelei’s warding tricks, and Rachel’s senses, she wasn’t worried about anyone’s safety. She carried her real troubles through the wall to the other bedroom and her lovers.

Alex had Lorelei pinned on the bed, lights off and still on top of the sheets, slowly and lovingly grinding with a view Rachel normally savored. Missionary got a bad rap for being standard and vanilla. Much of the time, good vanilla was exactly what all three of them wanted.

Lorelei noticed the light of Rachel’s halo first. She reached up with a beckoning gesture, followed by a grinning look around his arm. The grin faded. “Alex,” she said. It was enough. He turned around on his hip to face Rachel.

“Sorry to interrupt,” said Rachel. “Can we hold off?”

“Yeah,” said Alex. It was the obvious answer. He reached for her hand without any horny motives—just the warmth and care that made all the horny parts so worthwhile. Lorelei gathered the comforter over his hips and hers. Rachel let them draw her onto the bed. “Sorry,” Alex began. “We didn’t⁠—”

“No. Hey. This is us,” said Rachel. “Anytime and all the time. You can’t always know, and you both need this. I wish I was up for it. Down for it. Whichever.”

“What happened, love?” asked Lorelei.

“Matteo...” For many reasons, she didn’t want to say it. Didn’t want it to be true. “Matteo’s useless. Worse than useless. He kept me waiting like I’m supposed to sweat outside the fucking principal’s office. When he finally talked to me, he didn’t want details. ‘Report received. You’ve fucked up enough shit. Piss off outta my town.’ Dickwad.”

“We can’t,” said Alex.

“Oh, I’m not saying we should,” Rachel huffed. “Wasn’t a command, but only because he doesn’t really have solid grounds. It wouldn’t fly with our peers. I don’t have to snitch for shit like that to get around.”

“Then what of Nisroc and the cult?” asked Lorelei. “If he made you wait like that and then and didn’t want details...”

“Mortal folly and standard demon nonsense as far as he’s concerned. The righteous will save themselves and the rest can get fucked.”

“He’s gonna ignore this? They’re fucking demons,” said Alex.

“Can’t say he doesn’t care, but...” Rachel shook her head. “You remember running into Lydia in that restaurant? I wasn’t the only angel there. I’m just the one who got on her ass. Angels look right at demons all the time without doing anything about it. Seattle only changed while I was in charge, and thank fuck that Javier more or less continues it. That never really made Seattle demon-free, but the baddies have to lie low and work harder. It makes a difference. Not everyone agrees with the approach.”

“Because the guardians are only focused on their own charges, right?” asked Alex. “It’s why we fight demons and monsters and no other angels come to pitch in. They just get whoever they’re guarding out of the way.” Then he noticed her expression. The downward twitch of her lips and the flare of her nose weren’t dramatic, but he noticed. “Or is there more to it?”

Lorelei held her silence. Rachel appreciated that, but it didn’t change things.

“There aren’t enough guardians to go around for every mortal,” Alex reasoned, “but that doesn’t explain it, either. They could still fight whatever demons they find. And they’re not afraid.”

“No,” said Rachel. “A few wuss out in the face of danger. Most don’t.”

“This is the job, isn’t it? Especially when it’s supernatural. Mortal conflict is complicated shit, but isn’t demon and monster stuff straightforward?”

“Should be.”

“Rachel, what’s going on?”

Again, she found only sympathy and support from Lorelei—in spite of so much else. “You know my views,” Lorelei said gently.

“I do. Damn it. I’m sorry.” Rachel shut her eyes.

At a look from Alex, Lorelei only shook her head. “I suspect these are matters Rachel and I have discussed without you.”

“They are,” said Rachel.

“More ‘mortals aren’t meant to know’ stuff, right?” Alex guessed. “We’ve been here before. Rachel, I’m not a good partner if I’m not sharing your burdens.”

“Hah. Burdens? That’s her language, not yours,” said Rachel.

“We pick a lot from each other. All three of us,” said Alex. “Besides the rampant fucking.”

She let out another laugh, though still sad. Rachel didn’t let go of his hand. “I’m so sick of keeping all this from you, but it’s for your own good.”

“You wish to protect his spirit and his future,” said Lorelei, “but Alex has already worked out much of this, with or without your explanation. His father worked out some of it tonight, too.”

“Yeah, I saw that,” said Rachel. “He loves you, Alex. He’s a self-centered jackass, but he’s got his good sides, too. He loves his kids.”

“I know he does,” said Alex. “Lots of assholes love people. Loving his kids isn’t enough. He needs to stop being an asshole, like every other asshole out there. That’s not what we’re talking about now.”

“It kind of is. It really is.”

“Then why hover around it?” asked Lorelei. “If Alex has guessed much, why keep the rest from him? You hide less than you know.”

“Oh, I think I know exactly how much I’m hiding and not,” said Rachel. “It’s one thing for him to guess or work it out with you, and another if I spew it out of my piehole. That turns it into a whole different thing. This could hurt him, Lorelei. Alex, you wouldn’t feel it now, or maybe all your life. You wouldn’t think of it as pain. But it would bite you later. It makes some important stuff much harder, and that will matter to you. It matters to me. In the end, it’s important for Lorelei, too. All of us.”

“If you tell me to trust you, I do,” said Alex. “I always do. Always will. But you’re hurting, and this does affect me here and now. It affects people I care about. Strangers, too.”

“Spilling my guts won’t help that,” said Rachel, downcast once more.

“Love,” said Lorelei, “knowing Alex and all he has done—the choices he made in all his lives, and especially this one—do you think he would shy away from this? Would he leave you to carry it alone?”

Rachel looked at him again—both of them—and relented to a different frown. “Well, now we’ve built it all up after you already worked out most of this shit on your own. It’s gonna be anticlimactic.”

“I’ll feel better knowing we can talk,” said Alex.

“There’s still gonna be a whole mountain range of nonsense I’m not telling about life, the universe, and everything.”

“I’ve read it. One of my favorites. Tell me.”

Her lips pressed together. She thought about where to begin. “You know even angels are running on faith. It’s been a long, long-assed time since any of us heard directly and explicitly from the Divine. Long enough to create doubt. Long enough to split opinions. Long enough that the whole world is completely different from the way things began... and long enough to wonder about the nature of the Divine in the first place. We feel like we know—I feel like I know—but I can’t prove it. And yet, we’re still running the show. We’ve got the keys to the office. Heaven, judgment, souls. All that.

“Matteo sees all of this—” Rachel waved at the air and to the window “—as the trial of mortal souls. Suffering separates the worthy from the unworthy. If you have a strong soul, you’ll have come through all your fucked-up experiences and loss and trauma stronger instead of being broken by life, no matter how bad that life is. How much any mortal suffers is just the breaks, whether you’re born into riches or slavery. Matteo is so hardcore that he’s literally unhappy about sanitation and medicine, because disease makes life more of a bitch and that’s good for the soul. And the more a guardian intervenes, the easier that makes a mortal’s life, which taints the trial.”

Alex stared. Connections met. Beside him, Lorelei closed her eyes and bowed her head, but Rachel saw the fury beneath her serene pose. She’d seen it before.

“Wait, so... it’s not just about free will?” asked Alex. “I get how that’s complicated. You get two people with conflicting needs and both of them have angels, so who do you help, but... he really wants you to do nothing about anything?”

“Free will is part of it, too,” said Rachel. “That’s the heart of it all: do you choose to be good and kind, regardless of the cost, or not? Matteo’s school of thought is that the circumstances don’t mitigate anything. In fact, let’s stuff all these free wills into the same box, throw in a bunch of cancer and hemorrhoids and tornadoes, and hey let’s limit the resources and fuck with everyone’s existential viewpoints real good, too. Then we shake the box endlessly so all the free wills bounce off each other until we get all the best ones—and to hell with any that crack.”

“Literally,” murmured Lorelei.

Alex stared. His brow knit. His mouth twitched. It sank in.

“You’ve run this around in your head before,” said Rachel. “I know you have. Lots of people do. They’ve only got themselves and other people who don’t know any better to talk to about it, not some bitch with a halo spelling it out.”

“That’s...” Alex processed. “You don’t feel this way. You’re all running on faith.”

“Yep.” Rachel didn’t carry Lorelei’s anger, but her own bitterness showed. “The Matteos of Heaven aren’t in charge, but we’ve got enough of them. Some of us want to help people, some think our help only does harm, and we can’t all go off on our own separate paths. So we argue about how high to set the bar for mortal souls instead of helping them over the bar. Or building some fuckin’ ramps.”

Alex looked away, seething. She knew his thoughts: all the suffering he’d seen in his other lives, things he saw on the news, any random homeless person on the street. Victims, survivors, and lost. Rachel wanted to relieve his turmoil with her touch, but some turmoil had a purpose. Even she would not argue that.

“The Matteo types aren’t in charge?” he asked quietly.

“They’re not, and his extreme is a minority,” said Rachel. “But it’s a spectrum. Most guardians intervene to help their charges all the time. We steer people away from trouble. We nudge them out of accidents and danger. We give solace and hope. How much of that we do and how far we take it is up to the individual guardian... but we aren’t always around, and we have limits, and the conflict of free will matters. You had a guardian who fucked around way too much, and not to your benefit. This is the other end of the spectrum.”

“This is what happened to Lorelei,” said Alex. “This was her guardian.”

“I—” Rachel stopped. Lorelei still looked downward, calm but holding old anger. She’d already made all those connections. “Probably. Still don’t know her guardian. It adds up.”

Alex reached for Lorelei’s hand. She accepted without resistance. Rachel loved them both.

“So a bunch of angels are terrible, and so is the local boss,” said Alex. “We deal.”

“Okay, I didn’t expect you to bounce back that easily,” said Rachel.

“It is not easy,” Lorelei corrected. “It’s necessary. There’s nothing else.”

“Rachel, I’m from the land of private jets and hungry kids,” said Alex. “I’ve seen prosperity gospel and bootstrap garbage all my life. I’m used to people who have it all getting it all wrong. Maybe I’m not supposed to know angels have the same problem. I’m glad I do. Doesn’t change anything.”

“I love you,” said Rachel.

“I love you, too.”

“There’s more,” Lorelei guessed. “You live with this. You could have shared it with me alone, apart from Alex, but you did not.”

“Yeah,” Rachel took a deep, steadying breath. “This one’s personal. Guardians leave a charge who learns supernatural protection. If that protection is some evil shit, then that’s a deal-breaker. When it’s not, those mortals are still left to look out for themselves because there aren’t enough guardians to go around as it is. You’re an edge case,” she told Alex. “You aren’t a real supernatural, but you’re close, and you’ve got me with or without the gold star of approval.”

“Right,” said Alex. “Knew that. Is there more to it?”

“Kinda. The rest gets back to what we’re talking about with suffering and the soul. Some angels see magic and the supernatural as a cheat on the trial. The extreme side of that says even knowing about magic is enough.”

Her lovers’ faces turned grave. “No,” said Alex.

“We brought Kaitlin to a witch for protection tonight,” said Lorelei.

“Yeah,” said Rachel. “Matteo pushes a hard line. Kaitlin’s guardian felt like it was enough.”

“She was attacked by demons,” said Alex. “It was only one night. She wasn’t calling shots.”

“All things I told Matteo and her guardian. None of it got through the shit in their ears.”

“Was her guardian even present when she was attacked?” asked Lorelei.

“Nope. Maybe her guardian had reasons. I didn’t get that info.”

“Okay, but that’s at least some... no,” Alex said. “No, it doesn’t matter anyway, because she’s supposed to die virtuously if it comes to that, right? Virtuous ignorance.”

“Listen, these fucknozzles decided and it’s done, but I’m not letting Kaitlin dangle,” said Rachel. “I’m on this. Let me handle it my way, okay? No details, just trust me. This is more than you should know, but I can’t not tell you. Don’t tell Kaitlin. That only makes it harder to fix, and she doesn’t want this life.”

Anyone could have recognized Alex’s urge to hit someone. Rachel and Lorelei knew he would channel it properly rather than pointlessly shout or break things. He looked away, jaw clenched and fists balled, but he also stayed in the here and now: on a bed, in the quiet, with his lovers. His anger didn’t drain so much as take a number for later.

“Matteo’s a fucking asshole,” said Alex.

“Matteo’s a gaping fuckin’ asshole,” Rachel agreed. “This is all gonna come out later with other Dominions and higher angels. We don’t have appeals and fuckin’ committees as such, but you might as well call it that and it takes time. I’ve got Kaitlin for now.”

“In defiance of this Dominion?” asked Lorelei.

“If he wants to fight over it, that’ll speed up the resolution real damn quick. Until then, yeah.”

“And he’s not doing anything about this cult or Nisroc and the other demons,” said Alex.

“As of the bitchfest I just left, no,” said Rachel.

“Joke’s on him, then, ‘cause we’re not going anywhere until we stop that shit.”

“Agreed,” said Lorelei.

“Yeah.” Finally, Rachel reached out to touch him, and Lorelei. “What’s the plan?”

“Tomorrow we deal with ghosts and sorcerers, and meet with family,” Lorelei added with a wry grin. “From there, we carry on wherever this leads—regardless of how the angel in Dominion feels.”
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LIFE GOES ON


Kaitlin didn’t have sick days at work yet.

Realistically, the manager understood that family emergencies happened. The coffee shop was independently owned, not some soulless corporate outlet—but Kaitlin would still have to explain an absence. Kaitlin knew the kind of lie one could get away with from the sort she’d have to back up forever. She didn’t fear the immorality of it as much as the long-term pain in the ass.

The online joke came to mind: “Yeah, I saw the asteroid is about to hit, but you still need someone to cover your shift.” Kaitlin felt like this wasn’t too different. I got jumped by demons. I hung out with a witch. Maybe going to work after all that is the crazy part... except the friendly demon told her the opposite.

“A busy coffee shop is exactly the sort of safety you want,” Lorelei said last night. “Nothing wards off monsters like a crowd.”

And thus, the whole group rose early, piled into the car—except Rachel—and drove to Dave and Kaitlin’s apartment to check for monsters and grab clothes. They had her at work with seven minutes to spare. For once, and despite her long and stressful night, she wasn’t tired.

Customers stood along the bar, barely separated between those on line to order and others waiting for drinks. Another two off to the corner of the bar had to be gig delivery drivers. Half the tables and most of the seats were full. Behind the counter, two servers handled the registers while two more hustled back and forth with drinks and dishes. Only Jorge, wiping out the guts of the espresso machine again, could spare her more than a glance of acknowledgement. “S’up, Kait?”

“Hey. Few minutes early, but what can I do?” she asked.

“Can’t have you clock in yet. You can chill until it’s time. We’ve got this.” Though the pace behind the counter suggested otherwise, the shift lead had feelings about asking too much of employees. Fair was fair. Kaitlin liked that about him.

“Nah, it’s good. I’d rather work.” She caught Jorge’s probing glance—and appreciated that, too. “Family drama. It’s fine. I just need to be around people and do something.”

He hadn’t stopped working on the espresso machine. He didn’t stop thinking, either. “Okay. Clock in. I’ll figure that out later. Get Randy and Gabby caught up on dishes?”

“On it.” Kaitlin squeezed past the line to hit the breakroom. She had her belongings in her locker and clocked in before she noticed the room was empty—and then remembered to pat herself down again for necessities. Keys, wallet, and phone were all still there, along with the new numbers in her contact list. She had that iron nail in her pocket.

Out in the shop, the line shifted only a little with the flow of customers and orders. Dishes and utensils cluttered up the kitchen space behind the front counter. Kaitlin slid between Randy and Gabby to start collecting cups. She caught a hello from one and a “Livin’ the dream” from the other.

Kitchen grunt work didn’t rescue her from her questions and worries, but she felt better being around ordinary people. If it meant cleaning and sorting for a while, that was fine.
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Rachel stayed at the front counter when Kaitlin advanced toward the break room. Customers passed right through her, fully oblivious to her presence just like the staff. Only a select few in the shop noticed her presence.

“Hey, we’ve met,” she said to the angel behind Jorge. “David, right? Morocco, that one time.”

“Yes. You’re Rachel.” David had long, flowing black hair and equally dark eyes to punctuate his divine shine. “Wait—that Rachel?”

“Same. Didn’t think about it before, huh?” She looked past him to the other angel at the kitchen counters. “Hi! Talk a sec?”

“A moment.” Shoulder-length blonde locks held a vigilant stance until Gabby reached for the open countertop oven. The angel put her hand over Gabby’s, pausing the mortal for a brief, critical instant.

“Whoa. Right. Slow down.” Gabby snatched a nearby potholder to slide the hot metal rack out of the oven. “Would’ve been bad.”

The angel turned. “She gets ahead of herself. I’m Esther.” She looked curiously to Rachel. “We have not met.”

“Nope. Hi, I’m Rachel. I’m here with Kaitlin.”

“Kaitlin? Her guardian is Mirabel,” said Esther—and then she blinked when Kaitlin joined Gabby’s work in the kitchen. She and David stared in surprise before turning back to Rachel.

“Yeah. Shit’s fucked,” said Rachel. “It’s not fair and it’s not her fault. Kaitlin needs help. We’ve gotta talk.”
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“Doesn’t feel right leaving her there like nothing’s wrong,” said Dave.

“We’re not doing that.” Alex scrolled through search results on his phone while Lorelei drove. He didn’t look back to Dave, but he didn’t snap, either. For once, he could sympathize. “Rachel’s with her. Kaitlin might not know it, but Rachel won’t leave Kaitlin alone until she’s got some other protection. The nail and the stuff about being around people are all real, too.”

They found Julia’s house undisturbed beneath bright, cloudless morning sunshine. A neighbor loaded kids up into his minivan. Another rolled out his lawnmower and someone farther off walked their dog. Some chores were easier in the morning, before the heat of the day built up.

Julia answered her door in sturdy shorts and an athletic tank top under a loose, open shirt. She had her hair pulled back and skipped any make-up, but she’d clearly been awake ahead of their arrival. “Hello again,” she said, welcoming them inside. “Anything new since last night?”

“None to report. Yourself?” asked Lorelei.

“Trying to keep my sanity, same as always lately. How’s Kaitlin?”

“She’s at work. Normalcy seemed like her best defense.”

If Julia’s glances at Alex and Dave checked for doubt, she found only one silent frown. “It’s a solid strategy,” she told Dave. “Magic doesn’t like a big audience.”

“Maybe, but she’s got no magic powers and she’s only eighteen,” said Dave. “All it takes is one bad move from them or a wrong choice from her.”

“She seemed pretty sensible to me.”

“She is, or I wouldn’t have gone along with this at all,” he grumbled.

“The house seems different,” said Alex. Julia’s kitchen counter and coffee table had been cleared, along with the top rows of the bookshelves. She had taken pictures down from the staircase wall, and: “The mirror is gone. Wasn’t that a defense?”

“From some threats, yes,” said Julia. “Probably not from ghosts, and it’s made of glass. I was in the car the first time the ghosts came at me. They gave me a panic attack, pulled my brake line, popped my seatbelt, and also cranked up the radio and threw on the wipers all at once. Chaos and distraction along with the attack, I guess. It mostly shows they have more strength with inanimate objects than living bodies, or maybe I’d have had a full-blown heart attack.”

“You wish to confront them here?” asked Lorelei.

“I went around and around on it last night. Again, magic doesn’t like an audience, and we need magic for this. I can’t arrange better privacy than my own home and I don’t know how far we’d get if we went somewhere else. The car attack made an impression.”

“Damn. Ghosts can do all that?” wondered Dave.

“This was four ghosts, which is already wild, and they were sent by one witch to attack another. Under the circumstances, they may be stronger than the average ghost.”

“How’d you get through the attack?” asked Alex.

“I turned into an uphill on-ramp to slow myself and then scraped all along the barrier. A kind family stopped to check on me, including a son who knew some first aid... and an abuela with a prayer and a chancla, believe it or not.” Julia smiled. “She didn’t seem like a Practitioner, but somehow she knew. She’s the reason I realized it was ghosts and not something else. Magic calls to its own for good and bad.

“After that, I tried going for a little walk in the neighborhood as a test. They jumped me before I reached the corner. They threw rocks, tripped me, all sorts of nonsense. If I hadn’t been ready for trouble, it would’ve been uglier. They only backed off once I got to my trees.” Julia shrugged. “I’ve picked up and secured what I can so far. Water and gas are shut off inside the house. Most of the appliances are unplugged. We can cut off the rest when we’re ready.”

“What’s the plan?” asked Alex.

“I brewed a tea last night that will help us see and hear ghosts,” said Julia. “We all drink, I tell the trees to stand down, and then I break the wards on the house. You three keep the ghosts from killing us or burning the place down while I break the enchantment on them. It’ll look less like sorcery and more like an intervention.”

“These were awful men as mortals. I don’t expect death has made them more receptive,” said Lorelei.

“Probably not, but they didn’t have a problem with me until another witch gave it to them.”

“So they use objects and the environment against you, and we try to block that?” asked Alex. “That’s how we fight them?”

“That, and...” Julia nodded to the couch, where a pair of small fire extinguishers waited at the ready. A blanket covered most of the couch until Julia pulled it aside, revealing a shotgun with a folding stock and Hector’s boxes of ammunition.

“Mossberg? Nice,” said Dave. “They told me about the ghost shells.”

“I bought what a friend recommended,” Julia explained, glancing to Lorelei and Alex. “He said it was good for home defense and narrow spaces. The shells are specially-made for ghosts, so they’re safer and quieter than regular shot, but it would still hurt. I haven’t practiced.”

“It would be of less use in my hands,” said Lorelei.

Dave and Alex shared a look. Alex shook his head. “It’s never been my go-to.”

“I certified with it before you were born. Haven’t touched one since,” said Dave. “Guess that’s better than nothing. I’ll take it.”

“Good. Don’t use it unless things get out of hand,” said Julia.

“It’s ghosts. How am I gonna know out of hand from under control?”

“We’ll tell you,” Julia and Lorelei said at once, and then shared a grin.

“What about swords?” Dave gave Alex a sidelong look.

“No swords,” Julia and Lorelei said together. Julia laughed. “Not unless it’s enchanted to fight ghosts?”

“Not as far as I know, which is why it’s in the car with my jacket.” Alex looked around again. The living room, dining nook, and kitchen all shared space separated by furniture and the kitchen counter. He didn’t see anything that could easily fly up at anyone’s head, though he tried to think past that. It felt a little like trying to earthquake- and child-proof a home. “Tape the kitchen cabinets shut, maybe? Does this go that far?”

“I figured that might be paranoid, but if I’m not the only one thinking it...” Julia pulled a roll of tape from a kitchen drawer and got to work. Alex and Lorelei swept the room for anything that might have been overlooked. Dave silently asked permission of Julia before checking the shotgun. He loaded it up and set it back on the couch.

“Are we all set?” asked Alex.

Julia pulled out the thermos and four mugs. She poured with a simple chant under her breath, ran her fingers thrice widdershins over the rim of each mug, and passed them out. “It’s on the bitter side. Roll it around to coat your mouth and throat, then take the rest all at once or as best you can.”

Alex complied. Lorelei and Dave both had an easier time chugging the contents, but he gulped it down. He thought Julia undersold the “bitter” part, yet managed to lower his empty mug without making a face. A shared glance from Lorelei threatened to make him laugh, but he kept that down, too.

Then came the dark clouds at his peripheral vision and the color shift. Vertigo came and passed with a single breath. A faint murmur rose in his ears, like background conversation in some adjacent room, but over and over, some of it sounding perhaps like Julia’s voice but much of it different. “Um. Hey.” Alex gulped at the air and held the countertop. “We didn’t talk about side effects.”

“Oh. Yeah. First for me, too. Whew,” said Julia.

“You haven’t done this before?” asked Dave.

“Only enough to let someone else take the lead on a ritual. Pfaugh.” She huffed and shook her head. “Okay. Better. You?”

“I am fine,” said Lorelei.

“Of course, you are.” Alex gave in to the grimace that spread across his face. The clouds in his vision parted, but the odd color shift remained, as if everything around him tilted a shade darker and more shadows grew. Sunlight hung on, but the clear sky outside gave only the light of a cloudy day.

“Nobody throwing up? Alright. Let’s go before I lose my nerve.” Julia ran a little water from the tap into her mug, then strode to the far end of the living room and the heavy drape covering a sliding glass door. She pushed the drape aside, revealing a humble back porch of only ten feet or so to the fence. Neighboring houses barely crested the top of the fence, suggesting plenty of space on the other side. Julia dipped her hands in the mug and then flicked water at the corners of the door track, whispering words Alex didn’t catch.

She backed up and set the coffee mug on the nearest table, watching the skies.

“They gonna come through there?” asked Dave.

“They don’t have to,” she answered. “Wards are up or down. There’s no opening a hole or a passage. Not for the wards I know. Ghosts don’t need doors.”

Nothing happened, except for that steady undertone of distant voices, the color shift that still perplexed Alex, and: “Is it getting darker outside?”

“To our sight, yes,” said Lorelei.

Alex and Lorelei weren’t completely surprised by the shift in their environment, or at least their sense of it. They’d encountered ghosts before—venturing into the seas of the dead with a powerful friend to guide them. Stormy seas made sense in the context of the ghosts she had summoned. They didn’t know what to expect in a home in the desert, and Julia was no Ghost Queen.

She was calm, though. Steady. She had the breath and posture of someone who wasn’t used to confrontation and didn’t like it, but she was no coward. Julia held her arms low and out at her sides, middle fingers and thumbs touching at the tips. A murmur came to her lips: “Lucas Cline. Eduardo Beltran. Antonio Muñoz. Gregory Ward.”

They all watched the skies, the walls, and one another. Dave kept hold of the shotgun, but had his finger well off the trigger and the barrel pointed toward the couch. “Safety’s on,” he said at a glance from Alex. “If they can mess with objects...”

“Yeah,” Alex agreed. Yet they were also supposed to see these ghosts coming.

Sudden thunder—no, a thumping rattle turned everyone’s attention to the side window. Behind tied-back white curtains, hands slapped the glass like the simplest of jump-scare pranks.

“Lucas Cline,” Julia called out with authority. “Eduardo Beltran. Anto⁠—”

A shriek turned Alex to the staircase. Blood-soaked jeans and a simple t-shirt clung to the skinny Latino as he emerged from the wall, transparent and screaming with apparently all his energy. The tone and volume made everyone wince, but didn’t hurt yet.

“Lucas Cline,” Julia began again. She turned to the newcomer with both hands up, fingers and thumb still in the curl. “Eduardo Bel⁠—”

Another scream pierced the air, this time with a new arrival through the kitchen. He barged in with a kick from inside the refrigerator, flinging the door open. His checkered work shirt bore many bloodstains, though his bushy beard and round features stood out, too. The intruder lifted eggs from the cupped recesses in the refrigerator door and flung them into the living room.

One went wild, and another hit Dave in the arm. Trying to track threats, Alex was slow to dodge the leading egg. It hit him in the face. Half its bulk and shell dropped instantly, but the rest clung to his skin and clothes for a slow descent. “Seriously?” Alex groaned amid ghostly screams and Julia’s chant. “This is what you’ve got?”

Then the glass patio door exploded with the airborne arrival of a propane tank. It sailed across the living room floor to land near the center of the group. Instantly, all the noise and little harassment made sense as a distraction.

The bearded ghost rushed forward through the kitchen counter and dining nook furniture for Dave—or more importantly, for the shotgun. He grabbed it by the barrel and the grip to turn the weapon on the fallen propane tank. Dave yelped and struggled. The ghost at the stairs charged in to help.

Lorelei snatched the tank by its handle and raced for the shattered door. On her way, she passed through yet another ghost, this one with big curly hair and a half-open shirt like some lounge lizard out of an old movie. He came in with an angry cry that turned to surprise at Lorelei’s sudden passage through his body.

“Antonio Muñoz,” Julia continued sharply. The second one rushing at Dave stopped and turned with a look of shock.

The others kept coming. Dave struggled with the bearded ghost for the shotgun. The beating at the windows ceased as the culprit entered, wearing a blue shirt with rolled-up sleeves and the same blood and dirt stains as the rest. “Cole,” the ghost snarled, “you’re a dead man!”

“She’s not Cole!” Alex pointed at Julia. “He isn’t here.”

“Lucas Cline,” Julia began again, turning to the one in blue. Only Antonio—apparently—had responded so far. Dave and the beard continued to wrestle. The other two charged. Julia shouted, “Eduardo Beltran!” at the one in blue. Alex moved to protect her from the lounge lizard.

Unlike Lorelei, Alex and the ghost felt some contact. Whisps of his form trailed along with Alex like a thick cloud, chilling to the bone... and then the living room and Alex’s companions were all gone. The world plunged into the deepest night.

Headlights cut through the darkness in a dramatic “x” across dirt and scrub plants. A handful of men and women lurked behind the headlights as if there was any mystery to their identity. Everyone had been in plain view on the ride out of town, yet naturally, they had to be dramatic about this. Fear roiled Alex’s gut, but along with that came exasperation at the cheap theatrics.

He looked down at himself to find blood and dirt all over his cool threads and gold chains. Bruises sank in. He was on his knees, hands bound behind his back, with the rest of the guys all in the same position to his right.

A third car rolled up behind the others. The headlights in direct view obscured make and model, but Alex knew it was the Rolls...

No. Not Me, thought Alex. He’d been through this before. He could separate the memories of his past lives from his own, and this one felt far less personal. Though vivid and immersive, the scene lacked any sense of continuity. Alex wore someone else’s clothes and felt their bruises. None of this was his own. That realization muffled his—no, the other guy’s fear. Lucas. He saw and felt through Lucas.

“Cole?” asked Gregory, bound and battered in blue and white at the other side of the kneeling group. “Cole, is that you? What the fuck is this? We did what you asked!”

Their employer stepped into the light, wearing a nice suit. Cole looked from one kneeling man to the other with quiet disdain. “The Marquis hired you to quiet the journalist.”

“We did,” Gregory protested. “We found the guy. You told us to kill him! We had it all clean and neat like a random mugging! What the hell is this, man? We took care of your problem.”

“The Marquis wanted him quiet, not dead,” said Cole.

“But you said—unh!” Gregory had no defense against Cole’s slap. It hit harder than any slap should, too. He toppled onto the dirt.

“Man, we did what you asked! How you asked, too,” said Antonio. “Time and place. All that.”

“Did you check for witnesses?” asked Cole.

“Yeah! Of course!”

“Then how did you miss the homeless man in the bushes? Or the woman near the bus stop?”

“We did check. No one was there,” Antonio pressed.

“The existence of the witnesses and their stories say otherwise.”

“No one was there. That’s what we’re saying. We were careful.”

“He knows.” Eduardo stared up at Cole with a braver face than the rest, but they were all scared. “You know, ‘cause you gave us the plan. You put the witnesses there—or fed ‘em the story. You wanted this to go wrong, didn’t you?”

“A one-on-one mugging turned fatal would not draw interest,” said Cole. “Three attackers with a getaway driver against a journalist looks like a hit. It also looks like you didn’t plan properly, and lost control of the situation, and now we have a bigger mess on our hands. Do you know how other journalists react when one of their own is killed? This only broadens the mess and drags the police into it.”

“Why?” Alex felt his lungs push and his voice shake. Lucas had to muster his courage just to ask, but the sense of betrayal turned at least some of his fear to rage. “Why did you want this?”

“The Marquis hired you against my recommendation, and did so in front of others of his court,” said Cole. “How does this mess make him look? And how does the court look upon the person who swept in to clean it up?”

“You son of a bitch,” Lucas seethed. “You fuckin’ son of a bitch. This is all some game to you? And all your weirdos with your titles and your costumes? What is this shit?”

“It is a rather long game, Mr. Cline, and I am a relatively young player. I need every victory I can get, even if I must create them on my own.” Cole smiled. “Thank you for your assistance.”

“Alright, hey, it’s cool, man,” said Gregory. “You’ve got what you wanted. We’ll stay out of your way. Out of town, even. Fuck it. You’ve made your point. You don’t have to take this any further.”

“I think I do,” said Cole. “You’ve proven your ineptitude and lack of composure. Wherever you go, you’ll inevitably get arrested for some petty crime, and now you have knowledge to trade in a plea bargain. Then we have another problem, and blame would fall upon me. I can’t have that.

“No, I think this is better. Nothing covers up a mess like the desert. Besides, my people have earned a reward. The last drops of a mortal’s blood are always the sweetest.”

“Wh-what?” asked Gregory.

The others behind Cole came forward, blocking the light⁠—

—and then Lorelei rushed through the group, clutching Alex by the shoulders. A dimmed living room and chaotic noise blended with the desert night and headlights like the constant shift and clutter of a dream.

Behind him, Julia shouted, “Lucas Cline!”

Alex stiffened—no, not me. Lucas, Alex realized, but he still couldn’t separate reality from the other man’s memory. Something more than the chill breeze of the desert night froze his limbs. “C-can’t m-move,” he managed.

“Kill Cole for this,” Lucas hissed over Alex’s voice. “Can’t do this to us. Can’t get away with it. Can’t... gotta...”

“Lucas Cline,” Julia repeated. The ghost within Alex jerked, but didn’t let go. “I’m not your enemy,” she said. “I’m not Cole.”

“God damn it get off,” Dave growled, still fighting for control of the shotgun. “Julia, can I shoot this—?” He turned and twisted, trying to wrench the gun free from the ghost, and then gasped deeply with his eyes wide as their shoulders collided. Dave’s struggle for air sounded like he’d been winded by a blow to the gut. Suddenly, the ghost had the upper hand in the fight for the shotgun.

“No!” Lorelei let go of Alex, seeing opportunity at hand. Dave held off the ghost long enough. She snatched the shotgun with a stronger hand than either mortal or ghost, and leaned past Dave with a puff of flame on her lips. The ghost shrieked and jerked away in fright and pain, leaving the weapon to her.

She turned the barrel toward Alex, flicked the safety, and fired.

Green sparks burst from the weapon rather than orange flame or smoke. Though as loud as a shout, the boom lacked the deafening quality of an ordinary shotgun discharge. More importantly, the shot largely missed Alex, aimed instead at the ghostly form half-merged with him along the lower back. A single spark burned into Alex’s shirt and reached his skin. Lucas got the worst of it.

Alex and Lucas yelped in pain and twisted apart from one another. Lucas wound up on the floor clutching his hip. Lorelei whirled toward Dave, still choking and now leaning on a chair at the dining table for support. His eyes widened at the weapon pointed his way—and then the ghost exited his body with his hands up.

“Whoa, whoa, back off,” said the ghost. “This ain’t about you. It’s about⁠—”

“Eduardo Beltran!” Julia fixed him with her stare and turned that thumb-and-middle fingers gesture toward Dave’s assailant. “I am not Cole. Look at me. Look at your friends.”

He did. The ghost found Antonio and Gregory standing still and confused rather than fighting. Lucas pushed himself off the floor, his body still passing through the back of the couch and the nightstand beside it. Julia repeated her statement again for him: “Lucas Cline. I am not Cole. Look at me.”

“No... what?” Lucas blinked.

Alex steadied himself with a hand on the couch, wincing in pain. The apologetic glance from Lorelei didn’t break her vigilance with the shotgun. All four ghosts now hesitated in confusion and scrutiny, staring at Julia. Lorelei waited at the ready in case one of them lunged.

“Lucas Cline,” Julia repeated, asserting calm and slowing the pace. She turned from him to the next ghost, and the next. “Eduardo Beltran. Antonio Perez. Gregory Ward. I am not your enemy. I am not Cole. You were tricked by magic. You were used.”

“By Cole,” Eduardo snarled. “You fuckin’ used us!”

“Eduardo Beltran, I am not Cole.”

“Is this working?” asked Dave, out of breath but not out of the fight.

“We’ll see,” Lorelei answered.

“Cole did use them,” Alex managed. His throat felt raw, but the pain from the shotgun wasn’t bad. He wasn’t even sure the shot pierced his flesh. Hector told the truth; his rounds didn’t hurt the living much in comparison to standard shot. Contact with Lucas shook Alex up more than the hit to his back. “He set them up. They killed a guy on Cole’s orders, and then he killed them in a political move.”

“Fuckin’ weirdos bit me,” Antonio said to Eduardo, and then Gregory. “Saw ‘em bite... wait, are we...?”

“Where are we?” asked Gregory.

“My home,” said Julia. “I am not Cole. I’m not your enemy. You were killed long ago. I’m sorry. It’s time to move on.”

“Wait, Cole lied to us?” asked Dave.

“He lies to everyone.” Lucas stared into space, clutching ghostly hands in rage. He seemed to speak to himself rather than in answer to the question. “That’s what he does. He’s a snake. Stabbed us in the back.”

“Not letting this go.” Antonio shook his head, seeming just as disconnected as Lucas. “Fucker set us up. Hurt us. Took everything. Gotta get him.”

“Lucas, Eduardo,” Julia began. The names apparently kept their attention. “Antonio, Gregory, listen to me: it’s over. It was long ago. Your lives are over. You must move on.”

“He kidnapped us,” Lucas protested. “Beat us. They bit us.”

Lorelei risked another glance to Alex. He nodded. “I saw it when we collided. They did the hit, and then Cole killed them. There’s no good guy here except the journalist they killed. The rest are all bad.”

“Not letting it go,” said Eduardo.

“You must,” said Julia. “You must move on. Cole isn’t here.”

“Where is he?” the ghosts asked in unison.

“He’s not here,” Julia repeated. “You have to let it go.”

“Cole’s at the Golden Spur,” said Dave. Every face turned to him, living and ghost alike. “He’s a vampire. Gotta wait ‘til night.”

“No, wait,” Julia urged.

The ghosts looked to one another, and then in unison turned toward the same wall.

“Lucas, Eduardo,” Julia began again as the four ghosts started walking. “You can rest. Let this go. You need to move on from⁠—”

Together, they walked through the wall. Though the enchantment of Julia’s potion hung on, distance clearly played a factor. In the window, the ghosts faded from sight a little more with each step until they disappeared crossing the neighbor’s yard.

“Dave, what the hell was that?” Julia snapped. “We had them! I had a whole ritual prepared. We could’ve put them to rest and ended all of this.”

“Yeah, but Cole screwed ‘em,” said Dave. “They came at you ‘cause the other witches tricked them into thinking you’re him, right? I followed that whole bit. You snapped them out of it, so now they’re only after him, and he did screw them.” Dave gestured to Alex. “Besides, he’s a vampire. You said vampires are trash. This is all a problem that solves itself.”

“No such outcome is certain,” said Lorelei. “Cole is a malignant presence in this city, yes. He also cooperated with us. We made no explicit bargains, but the implicit assurances were clear.”

“A bargain with a backstabbing murderer,” Dave pointed out. Then another thought caught up, turning his attention to Alex. “Hey, how’d you get all that memory from him, anyway? The other ghost crashed into me and all I got was freaky chills. It was fucked up, but I didn’t catch anything like memories or visions.”

“I dunno,” said Alex. “It was sort of like my past lives, but more detached. I knew he wasn’t me. It all came in a rush, too. Felt like minutes, but I couldn’t have been out of it for more than a couple seconds.”

“I don’t know, either,” said Julia. “We all drank from the same potion. I only brewed up one batch and ran one casting for everyone.”

“That past life connection may be the difference,” said Lorelei. “An earlier potion opened you to memories lost to most mortals. Perhaps that altered the effectiveness of Julia’s work.”

“Makes sense. Mine should wear off in an hour or so,” Julia considered. “I wouldn’t worry about this hanging on longer than that.”

“The memory is already fading,” said Alex. “Like a vivid, bad dream. I’m already missing details. Other people were there, but I can’t remember faces. It cut off before they actually killed Lucas. Can’t say I mind.”

“Freaky shit,” said Dave. “Sorry you went through that, kiddo.”

“You’re—?” Alex let it go along with his breath. “It’s over. We’re done now. Whatever the other witches did to them is broken now, right? They’re not gonna slip back into the same delusion in the next two minutes?”

“Probably not, now that they’re back to their original reason for hanging on,” said Julia. “Unless Reagan pulls a re-run of her spell, which she could obviously do. That’s another reason I wanted to put those guys to rest.”

“Reagan and the rest of your circle are next on our agenda, unless anyone sees more pressing matters to attend?” suggested Lorelei.

Everyone shared an uncertain glance—and then a look around the house. A breeze from the shattered patio door caught a few strands of Lorelei’s hair. Julia felt it, too. “I should probably reset my wards and plug the big hole in my house,” she sighed.

“We can help with that.” As Alex looked for somewhere to get started, he remembered to check his phone for messages. Naturally, the text he found waiting for him made him wince. “Also, Lucy confirmed for this evening. Her place, soon as she and Kaitlin are off work.”

“Assuming we’re able,” said Dave.

“Don’t get your hopes up. In my experience, magic bad guys never get you out of the awkward family stuff. They just make it more awkward.”
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NEW CARPET, SAME DIRT


Developer decisions and HOA regulations committed every house to the same red terracotta ridge tile roofs and a narrow band of earth tones for exteriors. The neighborhood went up fast, thanks in part to limiting most of the homes to three basic floor plans. The exceptions ringed little cul-de-sacs like this one—and even among those exceptions, the big white ranch house stood out.

No other home within blocks had a second story. A central arched entry jutted into a curving driveway off the cul-de-sac, with small patches of lawn filling in the space between pavement instead of the desert landscaping around the development. The cinderblock privacy wall around the sides and back was a bit taller than its neighbors. The pool and patio were bigger, too.

And then there was all the sorcery.

“It must be twenty degrees cooler out here!” Betsy crossed the patio with her mint julep in hand and her eyes wide. Her knee-length retro polka-dot dress and full makeup might have exceeded the demands of summer weekday socializing, but the circle had standards. “This is an effect, right? Where’s the breeze coming from? I can’t sense anything.”

“It’s the pool.” Leah set the tray of sliced fruit and vegetables on the umbrella-covered table to proudly bask in Betsy’s wonder. Emerald silk and perfect makeup under blonde hair matched Betsy’s fashion choices. She joined her fellow sorcerer to point at the pool’s edges and twirl her fingers. “See all the tiles along the edge? I carved channeling runes into the grout to draw and direct the air over the water. The effect runs on its own until I change it.”

“Leah, you only moved in last week. I can’t believe how fast you got unpacked and settled, but you made all these adjustments, too?”

“Money solves all sorts of problems. For everything else, there’s magic.” Leah winked.

“Oh, now you’re being smug.” Reagan could hide much behind her poise and her dark summer ensemble, but her friends saw her eyes roll behind her sunglasses. “Master of the elements. Cheap climate control. Woo.”

“Jealous?” Leah prodded.

“I still think you rushed into buying this place.”

“It was either buy now or deal with whoever came out on top of the bidding war. It’s easier to scare off six potential buyers than any actual residents.”

“You mean you didn’t want to owe me a favor for another haunting,” said Reagan.

“I’m not sure a poltergeist alone could pry equity like this out of anyone’s fingers. And then I’d still get into a bidding war with the next buyers. No, opportunity knocked and I answered.”

“As always,” said the fourth member of the circle—still lingering at the brick-and-mortar grill station, rather than by the table with the rest.

Leah turned with a placid yet icy smile. “Janice, are you worried about the sun setting off your freckles again? Or is something else on your mind?”

Like Reagan, Janice wore sunglasses. Unlike Reagan, the redhead needed them to steel herself for any disagreement. “I think maybe that money burned a hole in your pocket, Leah. Reagan’s right. You rushed into this.”

Then it was Leah’s turn to roll her eyes. She sighed and crossed over to the table, knowing Reagan and Betsy would follow. “It’s all perfectly laundered. Homes are always a good investment. Why would I wait?”

“The money isn’t the only potential connection between us and...” Janice frowned and looked away. She didn’t have a good way to complete that thought. None of them did. That was the problem. “Whatever happens,” she finished.

“Whatever happens won’t have anything to do with us,” said Leah. “And that makes it none of our concern.”

“You didn’t—” Janice shook her head again. “Never mind.”

“Didn’t what?”

Janice held her tongue.

“Didn’t commit any crimes,” said Reagan. “None of us did. Not us, and not you, Janice. There’s no evidence. No law against magic. Nothing to connect us to whatever they want us to do.”

“It’s not the law I’m worried about,” said Janice.

“What else is there?” asked Leah. “The other circles? The vampires? They barely know us, and this was all about making sure they won’t mess with us in the future. We got the best insurance any Practitioner could dream of.”

“I hope so,” mumbled Betsy.

“Not you, too.” Leah turned to find Betsy literally wringing one hand with the other. “God, you’re both such worry warts. We made a good deal. They don’t want anyone to connect whatever they’re doing to us, either. It’s in everyone’s interests to keep this quiet. That was also part of the deal, remember? That’s why we wanted this. We couldn’t ask for better protection. We don’t have to worry about the police, or the vampires, or the other Practitioners, or any other creepy-crawly of the night. Not ever again.”

“Curious phrasing.”

All four women turned in surprise. Janice got out of her chair, Betsy took a step back and then remembered to watch for the pool before she fell in. Of them all, only Reagan took on the tense posture of someone ready to cast a spell, but she kept her hands low.

Lorelei kept a wary eye on all four while one corner of her mouth curved in dry amusement. “Such broad terms to encompass the night life, yet the protective wards on your home do not defend against demons. One wonders why.”

“Who the hell are you?” Leah stiffened as she overcame her surprise, but she knew better than to posture. “How did you get in here?”

“I walked. Quietly.” She left out the part about climbing the privacy wall. Illusions and vigilance against magical defenses demanded all the real effort. “My name is Lorelei. I think I’ve gathered all of yours.”

“Leah,” said Betsy. “She’s like him. Horns and wings.”

“I know, Betsy,” said Leah, though none of Lorelei’s demonic features showed. “Are you with Cook?”

“Some aspects of this might be much easier if I said yes, but it’s not a day for subterfuge. Your questions answer several of mine before I need ask. Thank you for that.”

“What do you want?” asked Reagan.

“Hold that thought. As I said, your home lacks an important defense.” Lorelei scanned the patio once more. The table and chairs, adjustable loungers, and the pool itself provided little in the way of cover and obstructions. That left only the grilling station. She started walking, prompting Janice to arc out of her way and move closer to the other women.

A small charcoal grey figure burst from the pantry doors of the grilling station, fleeing across the pool deck. Janice yelped and Reagan swore in equal surprise. Though the figure scrambled on all fours and shared the dimensions of a pit bull, no dog had a tail like this one, let alone wings and horns. Thankfully, its speed could not outrun Lorelei’s voice. “Alex, northwest corner,” she called as it leapt.

The imp sailed into the air with the help of those wings, but still needed to claw and vault the last few inches of the wall. A fist-sized rock met the imp’s face at even greater velocity to knock the little demon flat on his back.

Alex clamped a hand over the wall and pulled himself over. It was one more helpful skill he’d learned in other lives, though that didn’t make him immune to the strain of effort or the scrape of the masonry on his bare hand and his leg. Some things were a matter of gritted teeth and resolve.

“Ow,” he grunted as he hit the ground and his ankles complained, but he was steady again a second before the imp was off his back. Alex tore the sword from the scabbard behind his neck and rushed in.

The imp sprang away, looking for another escape, only to leave himself open to the snatching grip of the woman behind him. Lorelei flung the imp back down on the patio deck twice before he squirmed out of her grip. As the imp scrambled up again, Alex plunged the gladius through his chest. The monster shrieked in pain and gripped at the blade, but the fight was already decided.

“You’ll want a good look at this beast before he dissolves,” Lorelei told the other women. “No need to mourn. He is a creature of Hell, where he will return to be reborn. Your current ally—or employer—sent him to spy upon you. Unless you knew of his presence?”

None of them wanted to take their eyes off Lorelei, but Leah was already close to her. The rest could glance at their leader without much risk. Only Leah had to maintain a stare for bravado’s sake, if nothing else. “Is this supposed to prove something? Make a point?”

“Only the obvious,” said Lorelei. “Of greater interest is your understanding of what you see and the alliance you have made.” She looked to the others. “It’s possible this imp was alone since he had you all together, but the rest of you likely have your own minders. They may hide better than this one, or they may have already scurried off.”

“Then why would we talk to you?” asked Reagan. “You said yourself you’re not with our ally.”

“You miss the greater point,” said Lorelei. “Perhaps we are watched. Perhaps we are not. I am here because I don’t care. You have greater concerns, too.”

Leah’s jaw jutted forward. She kept her brave front up. “Such as?”

“Me.” Julia emerged from the side yard with a cold stare. She carried no weapon, nor any wand, but the strange curve of her fingers with her hands low at her sides suggested ready magic of some sort. “Long time, no see, everyone.”

Dave stayed at her side and one step back, but he noticed the stares. Magic or no, he knew how to carry himself into a confrontation. “Side gate could use a better lock,” he said.

“What do you want?” Leah sneered.

Behind her, Reagan whispered something in a foreign tongue. Like Julia, she kept her hands low and twitched her fingers in a purposeful pattern.

“They’re free, Reagan,” said Julia. “We took care of the ghosts before coming here. Don’t bother.”

“Our numbers are matched, but I doubt our powers are equal,” said Lorelei. “Your defenses failed to deter us. Unless the four of you are accustomed to magical violence, I suggest you try to talk your way through this.”

“I asked, what do you want?” Leah repeated.

“You forged an alliance with a demon. What were the terms of the bargain?”

“Pff. You think it’s that easy? You barge in here and ask and I’ll tell you?”

“The implied threats and clear imbalance of power should factor into your response, but yes.”

“We can’t,” said Betsy. Reagan shot her a glare, but Betsy frowned right back. “It’s not about threats or power. We can’t talk about it. I’m not even sure if telling you that much isn’t too far.”

“What, he put you under an NDA?” asked Dave. “He didn’t pull that with us.”

“Did you sign a contract or conduct a ritual?” asked Lorelei.

Leah held up a hand to silence the others, but Betsy and Janice gave it away with the questions on their faces. Only Reagan kept up a truly stone façade. Her shades helped with that.

“Perhaps you’re unaware of the fundamental rules of the Pit,” said Lorelei. “The most basic is the simplest: demons lie.”

“And here you are,” said Reagan.

“You conducted no ritual. Signed no contract. No bloodletting, no sacrifice, no act of loyalty? He did not directly invest you with power, did he?”

“We—” Janice stammered, but shut up.

“You are bound by nothing but his word and your own,” said Lorelei. “Cook has known of my interest in his affairs since last night, yet he told you nothing of me. Imps are common; setting one or even a handful to watch you shows only the barest diligence or curiosity. He’s already finished with you.”

“That’s a big assumption from a stranger, and a hostile one at that,” said Reagan.

“No, it’s a pattern,” said Dave. “His whole operation shows short-term thinking. He got what he wanted out of you already, didn’t he? Doesn’t matter what happens to you after that.”

“Cook could have recruited you into ongoing service,” said Lorelei. “Four skilled and morally pliable Practitioners might be of great use to any power in the night, including demons. We’ve seen it happen before. That he passed on such an opportunity says much.”

Leah’s eyes twitched at Lorelei’s choice of words. Janice took it with a deeper frown. “You’re saying he abandoned us?”

“I’m saying he never felt any interest or loyalty beyond whatever you provided in the first place, let alone obligation.”

“This is an interrogation tactic,” said Reagan. “They want us to feel cornered. They’re telling us we’ve been betrayed so we’ll turn on him instead.”

“You don’t seem like police or military,” Lorelei observed. “A lawyer, perhaps?”

“Just a lot of true crime podcasts,” said Julia. Reagan shot her a glare.

“Identifying a tactic doesn’t make it any less true,” said Alex. “Cook could’ve looked out for you. He could’ve warned you about us, but he didn’t.”

“Whatever he’s up to is short-term and he wants to cut all ties,” said Dave. “That’s the way you operate when you’re gonna skip town and leave someone else holding the bag.”

“Oh shit,” said Betsy.

“Nothing ties us together,” said Leah. “Whatever he’s doing, it’s all on him, not us.”

“Ahem,” grunted Julia, still off to Lorelei’s side.

“Fuck,” Leah seethed.

“Another matter we must address,” said Lorelei. “Not the first. What did you do for Cook?”

“Alchemy,” said Betsy. Leah whirled to glare at her. Reagan, too, gave her a cold look, while Janice only blanched. “They’ll get what they want one way or another,” Betsy said to their objections.

“You don’t have to make it easy for them,” said Reagan.

“Again, the easier path would have involved lies and misdirection,” said Lorelei. “You knew nothing of your ally’s loyalties before now. You did not know you were being watched. So far, I’ve helped you more than I have harmed.”

“She’s got a point,” said Janice.

“You’re a coward,” said Leah.

“I don’t see you fighting them,” Janice shot back.

“Keep talking. What kind of alchemy?” asked Alex.

“He wanted cool, liquified copper,” Betsy explained. “Lots of it. Obviously that only happens with magic. Copper doesn’t melt naturally until almost eleven-hundred Celsius. He wanted it all in one batch, with a binding ritual to purify and unify it, but...” She bit her lip. “Copper is a conductor of magical energy just like it conducts electricity. The magical difference is it doesn’t need physical contact. Electricity has to ride a wire, right? Magic can jump. I’m pretty sure he planned to separate it out later, but I don’t know what he wanted to do with it.”

“How much copper?” asked Alex.

“Gallons,” said Betsy. “He provided the actual copper, but it was commercial stuff. It still had packaging and tags. Nothing odd about it before I got involved.”

“Cook didn’t recruit all four of you to get the one who knows how to work copper magic, did he?” asked Dave.

“We all helped,” Janice admitted.

“Uh-huh. What about you, Ray-Bans?” asked Dave.

“What about me?” Reagan sneered.

“You’re too quiet and too stiff,” said Dave. “Like you’re hoping to get overlooked. What’d you do for him?”

“Same as the others,” she said. Dave kept staring. So did everyone else. Reagan briefly opened her mouth as if to defend herself, then closed it—and realized she’d given up a tell. The stares from her interrogators continued. “He wanted the copper primed for specific magic. Opening the soul and spirit, softening the boundaries of life and death. That’s all part of necromancy. He didn’t tell me what it would do and I didn’t ask.”

“Softening the boundaries?” Alex scowled.

“It’s not what it sounds like,” Reagan said with annoyance. “You find the same language in seances and summonings.”

“But you don’t know what magic Cook actually intends,” said Lorelei.

“Wasn’t my business,” said Reagan.

“Then that leaves only you, Leah,” said Julia. “Janice is the newest at this. I can believe her role was mostly in helping Betsy. You did more than anchor one corner of a ritual circle for some magic copper.”

“Agreed,” said Lorelei. “What did I hear about buying this house? Don’t tell me Cook compensated you in simple money.”

“He paid us in cash, but he also taught us things,” said Janice. “Secrets. Spells. I can control fire now. Everything is a little easier with the techniques he showed us. We had a whole conversation about other supernaturals. He told us things about the werewolves and the djinn even you didn’t know,” she said to Julia.

“Though he didn’t teach you enough to keep us out,” said Lorelei. “Leah, what did you give him? What did you receive in return?”

“Leah, tell them,” said Betsy. “Tell them about the soda plant and the⁠—”

“Shut up,” said Leah. “God, you’re all so gutless and weak. All of you.” Leah waved her hand at her Practitioner circle and her interrogators in a show of anger. Nearly everyone recognized the ruse as a more significant gesture, but all an instant too late. Leah whirled back to point both index fingers at Lorelei with an unnaturally low, guttural phrase barked from her lips: “Nhog-shun!”

Alex felt a buzz in his head and his vision darkened. His body lurched toward Lorelei with a menacing urge, but it all felt wrong. He loved her, trusted her... and this was not natural. He knew friend from foe, and especially lover. Alex also had enough experience with mind-twisting magic to build a resistance. He carried an iron nail. All those thoughts rushed in with his first step toward Lorelei. His next step turned him away. The darkness receded.

No one else had the same resistance. Reagan, Betsy, and Janice all rushed at Lorelei with their eyes gone pitch black. Dave and Julia came in from the side only a beat later. “Alex!” Lorelei warned, seeing the difference in his reaction, but they had no more time for words.

Janice reached Lorelei first—and was therefore the first one Lorelei pitched into the pool. Betsy and Reagan came on without weapons in hand or any apparent magic at work, making Alex wonder what the point was to all this. Then he saw Leah halfway across the deck in a full run to the sliding door of her house—and lost her as Dave tried to blow past him.

The sword Alex held turned from a weapon to a liability. He didn’t dare risk cutting Dave and also didn’t dare drop it, forcing him to hold his arm away while he struggled to block his father’s charge. The two staggered and fell, with Alex still more concerned about not cutting Dave than winning any conflict.

“Alex, I have this.” Lorelei heaved Reagan by the waist toward the pool and turned to ward off Betsy and Julia. “Stop Leah!”

Whatever Leah did to the others had made them less effective in a fight, and Lorelei’s tactics minimized harm. That was enough for Alex. He darted after Leah as she threw open the sliding door. She looked back over her shoulder in one critical check for threats. It was enough.

“Lehaf!” Leah shouted, pointing at him. This time, Alex was ready for the darker vision and clouded thoughts. He pushed onward, losing only a step—and he was already at a full run. Leah tugged the door closed behind herself and made it a single step back before he crashed through the glass.

It wasn’t the most controlled fall. He landed on his left shoulder after taking the brunt of the door in the same general spot. Fortunately, no furniture blocked the path of the rest of his body to the floor. Unfortunately, Leah was on her feet and thought him open to a strike. She barked another word he didn’t understand, once again guttural and somehow foul. Blue flame enveloped her hand as she brought it down on him.

He'd landed on his left arm. His right hand still held the sword. Alex brought the gladius up only to ward off the attack.

“Yeeargh!” Leah snatched her hand back in a cry of pain and horror. Blood flew, marking Alex, the floor, and even the nearby wall. “Fuck! Aagh!”

The scream and the splash of blood startled Alex, too. All the gore and violence of his past lives still hadn’t rendered him indifferent to this. “Jesus, lady! What are you doing? This is a real sword!”

“Oh... oh god.” Leah clutched at the wound, trying to control the flow. Alex left all five fingers intact, at least. That was a relief. The blade could’ve done much worse.

“Are we done now?” The question leapt from his throat in exasperation rather than any attempt to intimidate. “Do you get it? This is a real fight. You could get hurt.”

A look to the patio eased the rest of his alarm. All three of Leah’s friends had wound up in the pool. Lorelei had Dave’s arm twisted behind his back and her tail around his opposite shoulder for added control. She kept Julia back with repeated, patient shoves. Leah’s spell seemed to dull the victim’s wits and tactics along with their self-control.

“Damn it.” Leah’s voice cracked, and with it her resolve. “What do I do?”

“Keep pressure on the cut. Here, let me...” His first look around the room fell upon a dining table ready for use. Napkins would be bad—too absorbent when the goal was to block blood flow. Instead, Alex set his blade on the nearest chair and jerked the whole tablecloth free to use as an immediate bandage. Plastic placemats and the glass centerpiece tumbled and crashed to the floor, but that wasn’t his problem. Leah didn’t object, either.

“Okay, let it go. I’ve gotta wrap it tight. Guess healing magic isn’t your thing, huh?” He worked quickly and sloppily. It was only a first step. Nothing but coverage and pressure mattered. The fact that her impromptu bandage dangled all the way to the floor was an added deterrent to any further stupid moves.

“He said I could burn all I touched,” Leah mumbled, staring as Alex worked.

“Buying a gun doesn’t teach you to shoot,” said Alex. Then the absurdity caught up to him: she had tried to kill him mere seconds ago. Her power came through awful deeds. Alex, by contrast, had killed more than a few people, including women—after they tried to kill or torture him. Leah didn’t spark something gentle in him, but: “Most people don’t want to hurt or kill. That’s normal.”

“It’s how the world works,” she said, perhaps to herself.

“You made a deal with a demon and now you’re bleeding into your tablecloth. You still think you understand how the world works?”

Chastened and wincing with pain, Leah had no response.

“Alex?” At the shattered door, Lorelei practically carried a thrashing Julia with one arm around her waist. Behind her, two of the three other witches climbed out of the pool with Reagan only seconds behind. The scene inside the house wasn’t what Lorelei expected, but she lost no time to surprise. Julia struggled, elbowing Lorelei in the gut. Lorelei withstood the blow with little effort, but it wasn’t something to ignore. “Leah, release them. Immediately.”

The sorceress hesitated, blinking and stammering away distraction and uncertainty. “Blehel,” she said, unnaturally low and harsh like the rest of her magical phrases. Her eyes turned downward. “It wouldn’t last another minute, anyway. Not unless I held it down.”

Julia sagged in Lorelei’s grip, and then regained her senses and her footing. Her eyes returned to their normal blue. Outside, Janice and Betsy climbed the rest of the way out of the pool with noises of dismay. Reagan swore.

A masculine groan floated in from out of sight. Dave staggered into view.

“I tripped him,” Lorelei explained at her lover’s questioning glance. “And I made sure he didn’t hit his head.”

“Maybe I didn’t land on it, but...” Dave rubbed the back of his skull. “Ow.”

“It was expedient,” said Lorelei.

“You bitch,” Julia seethed at Leah. “Mind control? You used mind control?”

“On us?” Betsy shouted from the edge of the pool.

“It was self-defense,” said Leah.

“Bullshit!” snapped Reagan.

“Where did you even learn that?” asked Janice.

“I have a suspicion,” said Lorelei. “The surprise shown by your friends bolsters it.”

“Friends. Sure,” said Reagan.

“That kind of magic was never in our collections,” said Julia. “It was out of anyone’s power and flat-out wrong. We all understood that. At least I thought we did.”

“Look how far she already sank. Can’t say the moral issue is a surprise,” said Dave.

“He offered.” Said Leah. “Betsy... Julia... my hand. Please. I’m sorry.”

“You know healing magic?” Alex asked, but he didn’t push. “It’s pretty bad.”

“A little,” said Julia.

“Fuck her,” Betsy fumed.

“Now you grow a backbone?” asked Reagan.

“Fuck you, too,” said Betsy.

“Oh my god,” Julia grumbled. She took the wounded hand wrapped in blood-stained cloth. “Where is it? Here? Fine.” She murmured words Alex didn’t understand and traced two fingers over Leah’s wrapped palm. Her motions shifted from a line to a circle, then a triangle, and a circle once more. “I’m not mending everything or fixing the scar, but you won’t bleed out.”

“Any more stunts coming, or are we ready to talk now?” Alex looked from Leah and Julia to the other sorcerers.

“I’m watchin’ ‘em,” said Dave. The other three women seemed more preoccupied with their soaking wet clothes and new resentment than plans of resistance or escape. Apparently Leah’s stunt and Lorelei’s comparatively gentle defense put their situation into perspective.

“A demon like Cook would not teach you such magic merely as compensation for services rendered,” said Lorelei. “He benefitted from this somehow. What did you do for him?”

“He wanted a production run of energy drinks,” said Leah. “Thousands of bottles, but only one batch, and he wanted it quiet and fast. There’s a plant here in town... we only needed to twist the night shift into running the batch.”

Julia wasn’t the only one to turn wide-eyed with horror, but she was the first to say it out loud: “You made thousands of sodas for a demon?”

“Mostly it was about the bottles. I gave the staff a thumb drive with the new labels and had them fill the bottles with their normal stock. They used the same junk that’s already in the stores. It’s literally the same.”

“It is not, or this would not have been worth his time or yours,” said Lorelei.

“You used that spell magic to control the staff at the plant?” asked Alex. “Everyone here seemed to lose it.”

“This was sudden,” said Leah. “The magic works better if I take my time, and... I didn’t push the plant staff out of their routines. It was their usual work. I only made them ignore some details and forget the time. And...” She looked to Lorelei and Julia as if fearing reprisal. “And we added the batch of copper into every bottle. Couple drops to each.”

“You what?” asked Betsy.

“You said it was safe for consumption,” Leah pushed back. “’A couple drops won’t hurt anyone.’ Almost exactly what you said.”

“I also said it was good for binding and conducting magic. What do you think a demon’s gonna do with something like this?”

“Might’ve asked that when you made it in the first place,” said Dave.

Alex bit back the impulse to fling the observation back at him. At least Dave thought he was “only” wrapped up in some organized crime scheme.

“Yeah, okay, he’s not some ordinary Practitioner, but we didn’t know what ‘demon’ really means,” Betsy replied sourly. “That all depends on what sources you read. And he asked us to make a magical component, not do anything with it. Someone else could’ve hired us to do the same thing for... I dunno, normal magical uses.”

“Normal magical uses?” Dave and Alex repeated.

“Whatever. You know what I mean,” said Betsy.

“I really don’t,” said Dave.

“I do, because it’s meaningless,” said Julia. “You want to wave it all off. You want all of this to go away. That’s your point. You knew better, too, just like Leah and Reagan did. Instead, you went along to get along. Janice, too.”

The other sorcerers didn’t respond.

“What happened with the drinks? Where’d they go?” asked Alex.

“They got loaded up onto pallets like any other production run and put on a truck,” answered Leah. “Then we deleted the files from the printers. It’ll look like an inventory error. Cook and his guys drove away in the truck and that was it.”

“And you didn’t tell us,” said Reagan. “You didn’t tell me about this.”

“Loyalty and open communication do not appear to be your circle’s strengths,” said Lorelei.

“When did this happen?” asked Alex.

“About a week ago,” said Leah. “I haven’t heard from Cook since. None of us have.”

Alex looked to Dave. “He only showed up at your company days ago.”

“Yeah. Nothing like this came up, but he wanted...” Dave pulled out his phone to open a screen from his browser. He held Deep Truth’s front page up for Leah to see. “Did the labels look anything like this?”

Leah nodded. “Yes. Same logo, same sort of design. The label named it True Energy.”

“Of course, it did,” Alex muttered.

“You already know about the print shop guy and all the free swag,” Dave said to his companions. “This part is news to me. Nothing like this came up.”

“Cook wanted his preparations and logistics quiet until he was ready to move,” said Lorelei. “Fewer assistants mean fewer mouths and fewer chances of discovery. He wanted the rest of the pieces in place before recruiting more help.”

“I swore not to talk about it.” Leah unwrapped the tablecloth. Blood still soaked her hand, but no more flowed from the wound. Instead, she had a fresh, ugly red scar. Stitches might have closed it tighter than Julia’s sorcery, though magic presented fewer complications. Leah’s eyes rose to her former peer and the rest. She seemed to have questions, but didn’t dare ask them.

“You four allied with a demon out of simple ambition and greed,” said Lorelei. “You did not ask his agenda, nor did you care. And when one of your peers said no, you cast her out and tried to murder her.”

“We didn’t—” Janice began.

“You knew damn well what those ghosts would do to me,” said Julia. “They came after me in my car. I could’ve crashed into someone and killed more people. You fucking knew.”

“Betrayal, attempted murder, mind control, and unquestioning assistance in whatever evil Cook plans to wreak,” said Lorelei. “I imagine we might find all manner of other crimes if we look deeply enough into your actions.”

“It’s magic,” said Reagan. “The night life is rough. You do what you have to.”

“Again.” Lorelei gestured to Julia. “You could have said no. Instead, you worked with a demon and tried to murder the lone dissenter—and once your friend. Every one of those bottles you enabled Cook to enchant threatens a life. We must deal with Cook later. The question now is how to resolve your transgressions.”

No one spoke. Leah and the rest didn’t dare. Julia seemed inclined to let Lorelei take the lead—and so did Alex, if only for lack of any better ideas. He trusted her. Finally, Reagan ventured, “You could’ve hurt us, but you only pushed us into the pool. You didn’t do that and heal Leah just to kill us now.”

“No,” said Lorelei. “Perhaps that would be wise. Many would think it deserved. We do not see the necessity, and you are not worth the stain on our consciences. You are likewise not worth the effort and expense of imprisonment. No, I think you have done more than enough harm to yourselves already.”

“Reagan, where’s your book?” asked Julia. Reagan recovered from her jaw-drop, but not her look of alarm. “You keep your book of shadows close all the time, even when you go out. Where is it?”

“No. No, come on.” Reagan shook her head. “You can’t⁠—”

“Bitch, you tried to kill me,” Julia interrupted. “I’m not letting you run around with the tools to try it again on me or anyone else.”

“Reagan, come on. You can start over,” said Janice.

“It’s everything I know,” said Reagan. “I can’t...” Her gaze darted around the room, looking for an escape or an option. Something to bargain with. Anything.

“Maybe you want us to tear the place apart looking for it? And your car?” asked Dave. “I’m sure that’ll put everyone in a great mood.”

She shut her eyes, biting back resentment and despair. She also knew the score. “It’s in the car. I have wards on the car for security. I’ll... I’ll get it myself.”

“You keep a book of shadows too, don’t you?” Alex asked Leah.

“Yes. She does,” Reagan answered for her.

“You bitch,” said Leah.

“Fuck you!” Reagan shot back. She pointed at Lorelei. “After you threw us at her to save your own ass, and after you hid all this other shit from us, you think we owe you anything? Your book is the least this should cost you.”

“That’s not the least, though, is it?” Betsy asked in quiet worry. “You’re not letting us off with losing our lore.”

“We are not,” said Lorelei. “Loss of power is not enough to balance these scales. Your society doesn’t use terms like ostracism and banishment, but you are about to learn their weight and meaning. After all these betrayals, this circle is obviously broken. More importantly, you might hope that we eliminate Cook from your worries, but he is a powerful demon not of this world. You’ll never truly know if you’re safe from him. If you have any sense, you will flee this city and one another immediately.”

“Every other circle in Vegas will know what you did,” said Julia. “You don’t have connections like I do. All of this and whatever Cook is up to will be on your heads.”

“Give it a rest. You’re not that connected,” said Reagan.

Julia waved at Alex and Lorelei. “How the fuck do you think I found them?”

Reagan didn’t have an answer for that.

“You’ve lost the vampires, too,” said Dave. “We already met with Cole. He knows you used him.”

“Pff. Vampires,” Janice scoffed. Dave blinked in surprise and let that topic drop.

“Cook already knows we’re after him,” said Alex. “Whatever he finds out isn’t our problem. You can stay and take your chances if you want. That’s up to you.”

“Where—my whole life is here!” Betsy protested.

“Maybe this mess should clue you in on how your life is shit,” said Alex.

“An excellent point,” said Lorelei. “You might also consider what you face after this life is over. All these sins, all this guilt... and now you know demons are real. Matters of the soul transcend this life, little sorceress. You face far greater punishments than anything we might inflict.” Her mouth quirked in a grin. “I suppose you might pursue some form of penance and restorative justice, but that would have to come from within.”

“And you can try it far away from me,” said Julia. “I don’t ever want to see you or hear your names ever again.”

“Cool. Are we done here?” asked a cranky sigh of waning patience. Every head turned. She sat sideways across a plush corner chair wearing a denim jacket and jeans. Her black hair showed the mild frazzle of inconsistent care.

Alex felt his heart stop—from both desire and fear at the same time. “Oh hell,” he mumbled.

“Not all of it. Just me,” said Lilith.
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WE NEED TO TALK


“Who’s this? She wasn’t here before.” Dave stood ready for trouble, but didn’t pull a weapon.

“Alright. Dramatic entrance over. I don’t want to talk to everyone.” Lilith flicked her hand in the air.

All at once, the broken circle of Practitioners fluttered their eyes and went limp. Julia remained steady only because Lorelei grabbed her arm. The rest slumped to the floor or into the nearest furniture, along with—“Dave!” shouted Alex.

Dave teetered sideways into one of the couches before slumping chest-down onto the cushions. Instinct and experience kept Alex turned to the new threat, while alarm and concern sent him to check on Dave. “What did you do to them?”

“They’re fine. Only sleeping,” said Lilith. “I’m not here to hurt anyone. That’d be tedious and counter... huh.”

Alex found warmth and a pulse the instant he checked Dave, dialing back his alarm but hardly putting him at ease. Casually lounging across the big chair, without fire or divine radiance or any hint of glamour, Lilith projected all the presence of a virtual god... who watched Alex with curious interest. “Wow.”

“Wow, what?” asked Alex.

“Lippy. Cute.” Lilith nodded at Dave. “He’s your father. The first time we met, I snuffed out a woman literally on top of you. Sure, she was a threat and I did you a favor, but I see the impression it left. It’s right at the surface of your thoughts... and with your father dropping in almost the same way, you don’t cry out, ‘Dad.’ Not even in the first impulse of fear. He’s still Dave.” Lilith huffed. “What’s that say about the two of you?”

“Lorelei, who is this?” Julia asked with appropriate dread.

“This is Lilith,” said Lorelei. “The Lilith.”

“Aw. Thanks. I’m not a threat to you Julia, but you’re not wrong to be frightened. Lorelei and I are practically friends, and she’s scared, too. If Lorelei wants you on your feet, that’s fine, but this isn’t about you. Maybe keep that in mind.”

“Friends?” asked Lorelei.

“Practically. Friendly by my standards. I’d like to keep it that way.”

“Is that the purpose of your visit?”

“Ultimately, I suppose. In a way. I’d ask what’s new, but I don’t need a recap. The stream of souls coming into my keeping widened considerably since you and I last met. I get all of Baal’s, all of Belial’s, Azazel’s, and Sammael’s. Last night, a random vampire dropped into the stream, and I saw a familiar face in his final memory.” Lilith nodded to Alex. “If that happened in Seattle, I wouldn’t think twice. This isn’t Seattle. That got me curious.”

“If you are caught up, then you are aware of this demon, Nisroc, and his plot,” said Lorelei.

“Aware as you are, at least. You’re the ones I watched, mostly. I felt around with my people in this city, too. Turns out some of them have stumbled in the last couple months—or were tripped. Like someone wants them out of the way without really picking a fight. Now I know who tripped them up. Thanks for that.”

“Then you believe the plot is Leviathan’s?” asked Lorelei.

“Her servants’ plan, yes. Probably. This technology angle isn’t their style, but it’s part of the era. Everyone’s bound to pick up on it sooner or later.”

“What do you believe is their goal?”

“I dunno.” Lilith shrugged. “I dunno if I care, either. It might be aimed at me—it’s probably aimed at me, if it’s about the Pit. I suppose it might be what it looks like and they’re just working up a cult of followers. It happens. Most demon cults try to stay subtle, but if they want big numbers, they have to be public somehow. As for what they’re gonna do with it, who knows?”

“Wait,” said Alex. “This might be aimed at you, but you don’t care?”

“Oh, I’ll have to do something if there’s a real impact, but I’m not worried. Leviathan hasn’t roused in ages. I can’t be bothered by the antics of her zealots. Hell is always at war. There’s always some plot or some attack happening. Also, I don’t know if you heard, but I’m consolidating three realms these days. That’s a big task. I’m bound to take a few hits. Turns out I can afford them.”

“Then why the interest?” asked Alex.

“I’m interested in your interest,” said Lilith. “You and I had this discussion before. It’s normal to take care of your own. Watch your friends and family, clear the trash where you live, that sort of thing. You don’t live here. And while this involved your father, you’re going way beyond protecting him and your new siblings. You barely consider him family at all. Yet here you are, still far from home, chasing down every lead. Why? Because it’s the Right Thing to Do?”

“I think that’s another question you can already answer,” said Alex.

“True.” Lilith’s eyes turned to Lorelei. “You’re here for more than love, too. You just told these idiots their blood isn’t worth staining your conscience. You meant that.”

“I did,” said Lorelei.

“You’ve really got one now.”

“I always had.”

“Mh-hm. It’s become more than a tattered ethic of only doing necessary harm. And it’s too big to hide under your shoe anymore.”

“I am far from ashamed. I believe you have a conscience, too,” said Lorelei.

Lilith smiled with broad amusement. “Practically friends. Don’t try to sweet-talk me.”

“You caution rather than manipulate. That’s honesty,” Lorelei observed.

“It’s respect. You made all my recent triumphs possible and played straight with me the whole time. I won’t waste that sort of relationship on speculation. You, on the other hand, might throw away life and soul in all this to prevent... what? One more demon plot out of countless others, and one that isn’t aimed at you?”

“It has already impacted those we care about,” said Lorelei. “The fallout could easily harm them further. The thousands of others it has ensnared matter, too.”

“That.” Lilith pointed. “Let’s talk about that: do they? Do they really matter?” Her eyes returned to Alex. “You’ve dug into their nonsense. ‘Garbage in, garbage out,’ like you say, but it also has the reverse effect. The trash draws more trash to itself, like all those plastic patches in the ocean. If it’s trash taking advantage of trash, who cares?”

“We don’t know why they’re doing this,” said Alex. “Maybe they’re building an army? Maybe it becomes a movement? The whole Deep Truth pitch is about giving people an excuse to be assholes. If it doesn’t go farther than that, it still projects harm onto other people.”

“Assholes have no shortage of excuses to be assholes. This only puts a different flavor and label to it.”

“Funny you should mention that,” said Lorelei.

“Yeah, I heard the part about their drink and the binding and conduction elements,” said Lilith. “That makes me think this problem takes care of itself. Listen, you can’t turn thousands of people into monsters or brainwashed soldiers with a potion and a clever sales pitch. If it was that easy, demons would do it all the time. Even if everyone involved was a true believer in magic, it wouldn’t work on that scale. Magic is too thin. No, this is about taking advantage of all the rubes somehow. All at once, maybe in some dramatic fashion, but it doesn’t last beyond the next sunrise.”

“Then what’s the point?” asked Alex.

“Now you’re the one asking questions you can already answer. What does Hell ever want?”

His breath deepened with his dread. He’d had this thought already, of course. “Souls.”

“Yep.”

“If they’re bad enough, they’ll wind up in Hell anyway,” said Alex. “Why the effort? There’s still some goal in all this.”

“Oh, a bunch of them all at once could fuel all sorts of actions in the Pit. Leviathan’s brood have been running without Mommy’s oversight since forever. That’s not gonna change. Maybe they want to bulk up their army, or maybe someone’s got a construction project and needs more hands. Who knows? That brings us back to my question: if they’re all trash, why do you care? Aren’t you all about taking out the trash?”

That made him blink. After all the talk of what they already knew, he was surprised she didn’t know. “I don’t want to kill anyone,” said Alex. “I don’t like hurting people. I do it when there’s nothing else left. These aren’t vampires or demons. It’s not a hate group. Lots of these people are just messy as hell. Most of them would be better and do better if they weren’t swimming in garbage.”

“Aw. Magnanimous. Take it from me, Alex: most of them are dipshits.”

“Being a dipshit shouldn’t be a death sentence,” said Alex.

“Maybe this world wouldn’t be so full of all that harm you so lament if mortals held stronger standards,” said Lilith.

“And perhaps life would become pointless without any hope of redemption,” said Lorelei.

“Oh. There it is,” said Lilith. “Alex gave you a chance, and now you owe that to others.” She nodded to Dave slumbering face-down on the couch. “Even him.”

“Alex was not the only one to give me that chance,” said Lorelei.

“Too bad I’ll never get that chance,” said Lilith.

“Why not?” Julia had been silent until now, but the question came before she thought twice.

Lilith’s smile turned bitter. “I don’t feel bad about what I did. I suppose that’s the end of it.”

“Are you telling us to abandon this matter?” asked Lorelei.

“Do what you want. Even if it is about me, I’m not worried.”

“Will you help us?” asked Julia.

“I already have. Anything else would come at a price you wouldn’t pay. I could tempt you, but I think you’d know better. And you’ve been respectful enough that I should return it in kind.”

“You say our interest in this sparked yours,” said Lorelei. “Why? If you don’t care about the plot, why meet with us?”

“A queen of the Pit can’t have some idle curiosity?” Lilith snorted. “You’re not the only players in the game, nor the most important, but you are players. You’ve shaken up the board more than most in a long time.

“I don’t want to blow up the world, and I don’t want to conquer it.” Her glance at Alex called him out for those fears rather than relieving them. “But I do have an agenda like anyone else. That means it’s good to keep track of the other players. You’re also easier to talk to than the rest.”

Lilith stood and walked for the door. “The peanut gallery will wake up in a minute. Best to let it happen naturally. I’ve said all I wanted you to think about. Do what you want with it. Have fun.” She stepped through the shattered patio door and around the corner.

“Okay. I need to sit down.” Julia slumped onto the couch beside Dave, staring after their visitor. “That really happened. That was really her.”

“Yes,” said Lorelei.

“And you’re...?”

“Freaked out. Last time and this time,” said Alex.

“Every time,” murmured Lorelei.

“And then we just... what? Get on with life? After that?”

“It is all we have,” said Lorelei.

“Mmurgh,” grumbled a newly rousing Dave. “Mmf. What?” He pushed himself upright and looked around with alarm. The four women awoke slower, but steadily. “What happened? What the fuck was that?”

“A visit from an interested party,” said Lorelei. “Not an enemy, yet not really an ally. And of no difference to matters here. Leah, the book. Without delay.”

Sullenly, the pack of sorcerers got to their feet.

Alex looked to Dave with Lilith’s words lingering at his ears. She had given him a lot to think about.
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“Kaitlin?”

“Chad. Hey. One sec.”

“Oh dear,” sighed the angel with Chad—and then he blinked. “Rachel?”

“Kwame?” Rachel was almost as surprised. She stood behind the counter with a barista walking right through her as the connection fell into place. “Chad’s one of yours?”

“Yes. His memories make more sense now that I know they include you.” Kwame’s angelic clothes took a modern, almost business casual cut. He tended to keep up with the times. “I’ve heard much, but it has been a few centuries.”

“Took a couple of them getting back to your guy here, didn’t you?” asked Rachel. Another barista passed through her. Business slowed after the morning rush, but the staff behind the counter still had plenty to do.

“I have a mother of two fleeing bombs and another charge fighting a wildfire in Saskatchewan,” said Kwame. “My morning included a deportation hearing. I sensed Chad was in danger, but also not alone. It’s never an easy decision.”

Rachel winced. “Fuck. Sorry. I get it. Shouldn’t have snapped. Locals got me kinda bitchy.”

Kaitlin walked through Rachel to hold up a finger at the side of the counter. “One minute, ‘kay?”

“Gotcha.” Chad withdrew to the corner of the shop, near its entrance. Kaitlin turned to the shift lead to claim her break.

Kwame frowned. “She’s going to break up with him.”

“Sorry about that,” said Rachel.

“No. I saw this coming. He’ll be alright.”

“Listen, shit got real the other night. Guys with guns, demon assholes, the whole enchilada. Chad had nothing to work with, but he stepped the fuck up through the whole thing. Best he could, anyway.”

“I saw some of that in him,” said Kwame. “And he doesn’t know the truth of it?”

“No. He didn’t get the full dumpster fire reveal. We figured, why drag him in with us?”

“Thank you for that.” Kwame watched Kaitlin move around the counter to join Chad—and noted the way Rachel followed. His brow furrowed as he looked deeper. “Where is Mirabel?”

“Dropped her girl,” said Rachel. “Kaitlin saw too much, so Mirabel pitched her. Cried a little about it, but that didn’t stop her.”

“This city,” Kwame sighed, and then caught on to the rest. “Wait... are you...?”

“Damn-fuckin’-A-straight. I’m not letting her fall over this.”

Kaitlin passed through Kwame as he folded his arms in concern. She brought Chad outside, leading him around the corner to the shade of a couple sidewalk mesquite trees. “Hey. Thanks for coming. How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Pretty much fine. I looked online for concussion stuff and asked a couple footballer buddies. Nothing matched what they told me to look out for.”

“Good. Cool.” Kaitlin didn’t always greet him with physical affection or other mushiness, but this time, he noticed. “Listen, the other night, you were awesome. Really awesome.”

“But...?”

“I’m that obvious?” She sighed. “There’s no easy way to do this. I wasn’t gonna leave it to a text or something shitty, but I guess it’s all shitty. You’re a good guy, Chad. You were really good when it counted. It’s not that.”

“It’s everything else?” Chad asked. “The day-to-day stuff? Just not feeling it?”

“Wow. That shows, too?”

“Not a lot, but I guess I’m feeling it, too,” said Chad.

“He isn’t,” Kwame corrected. “He feels a fear of commitment and he worries too much about what his friends say.”

“I’m sorry. Is it shitty to ask if we’re still friends?” asked Kaitlin.

“Nah, that’s not shitty. It’s fine. We’re good,” said Chad.

“That is more honest,” said Kwame. “This is a blow, but also necessary. He’ll be better for this.”

“Better?” Rachel asked guiltily. “I mean, she’s kind of awesome.”

“They would not have lasted, but he will learn and grow from it... especially once I talk to him. He will hold no grudge.”

“You’re awesome, too, Kwame,” said Rachel.

“Thank you.” He paused. “You’re serious about this? About her?”

“Yeah. Of course. Trying to work up some help to cover her until all this spooky shit gets settled. I was gonna ask you the same, only the breakup might make it messy.”

“They have mutual friends. I will see her occasionally, and I will watch. I am thinking more of you and her.” Kwame pondered it. “You have met Matteo?”

“Yeah. Fuckin’ shitheel. Bane of my damn existence in this town.”

“He will disapprove,” said Kwame. “I advise against giving him the chance.”
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“We’ve gotta be missing something,” said Dave.

“Maybe. Acknowledging the prospect of an unknown doesn’t identify it,” said Alex.

“No, I mean...” Dave had his head tilted against the backseat of the parked car until Alex’s statement caught up to him. He frowned at his son in the front passenger seat. “We do smartass academic talk now?”

“Literally going to college right now, this week excepted.”

“I’m saying we’re still looking for the bad guys and their plan. This can’t be the most important thing to do right now.”

Alex turned to throw Dave’s frown right back at him.

“You know what I mean,” said Dave. “Lives are at stake. We can’t put that kind of thing on hold. I’m not that kind of asshole.”

This time, the impulse to snap wasn’t so strong. Alex didn’t know if the change came from sympathy or fatigue. He didn’t hold Dave to a different standard merely for being his father—or at least he told himself that. Maybe that was true... and maybe he had one other influence beside him in the car.

Alex closed his eyes and stopped before answering. “I never thought you were, Dave. I know you’ve got lines.” Then all the resentment came back in silence: Yeah, you’ll cheat on women and do crimes, but you don’t want thousands of people to die. Real high bar there. Alex kept that one to himself.

If Dave took the reply as a concession, it didn’t show, but he limited his frustration to a sigh. “I’m saying we at least know the time and place for this event. It sure as hell sounds like those drinks are important to whatever they’re doing, so they’re a worthwhile target. We’ve gotta be able to disrupt this before it happens.”

“If we knew where Nisroc and his people are now, perhaps we would act,” said Lorelei. “They won’t be at the venue until the last minute, and then he will move in force. He will also likely have venue staff and other innocents as cover. Until then, the arena is only an empty building.”

“I know that, I just...” Dave shook his head.

“We all know it,” said Alex. “We’re all thinking it. But we’re not gonna go set the place on fire to head all this off, and there’s nobody we can call for help. We’ve got what we’ve got.”

Dave looked through the window to the door of Lucy’s townhome. “This really doesn’t seem like the time for family stuff. And not just ‘cause I don’t know what to say.”

“Not just,” Alex repeated.

“I’m not good at this stuff,” said Dave. “Never was. That’s the whole problem. And yeah, all the demon conspiracy bullshit kinda throws in an extra speed bump, too, but I wouldn’t know what to say anyway.”

“Do you want to come clean?” asked Alex. “Do you want to say you’re sorry and try to do better for everyone?”

“Yeah.”

“Then say that.”

“Hfff. Family advice from my own kid,” Dave huffed. “After I ruined that family.”

“You’ve still got this one.” Alex didn’t mean it as a hit, but he regretted his phrasing when Dave looked away. He didn’t correct it, either.

“If I may, Dave,” said Lorelei. “I was born mortal. My parents... married me off to a wretched man. He put on a good show and the marriage followed the customs of our culture, but it was an awful fate. They never looked in on me, and then my escape put me on the path to the Pit. I never saw my family again. I don’t know if they realized how deeply they wronged me, or if they felt any regret. Perhaps whatever they might have said would have been cold comfort, or even angered me further, but I will never know.

“Your family cared enough to look for you and reach out for help. They know you care for them. That matters much more than having all the right words or a flawless history.”

“Maybe.” Dave looked to Lucy’s door again. “Everyone else is here. Guess we’re on.” He got out of the car.

“Thank you,” Alex told Lorelei. He reached for the door handle.

“Alex.” She put a hand on his arm. “You’ve been reluctant to talk, too.”

“I can’t stop throwing punches. I know it doesn’t help, but every time I open my mouth...”

“Not entirely true,” she smiled gently, “and not what I mean. You are normally more open with me. This has been the exception.”

“I’d never try to shut you out,” said Alex, but it wasn’t a denial. “Maybe when we’re done here?”

“Of course.”

Dave lingered halfway between the curb and the house until Alex and Lorelei joined him. He took a breath and knocked.

Metal clicked ahead of the door opening a moment later. “Sorry, I didn’t think it was locked.” Lucy’s curious surprise turned to a smile at Dave. “Hey.” She leaned into him with a warm hug of relief.

Past the two, Kaitlin looked on from the living room with Rachel beside her—in full view, rather than transparent. Alex figured one or the other must’ve locked the door. Wonder when Rachel showed herself, he thought.

Chris emerged from around a corner without all of Lucy’s warmth. He looked Dave over with a frustrated frown. “You couldn’t call us sooner? You couldn’t shoot a text?”

“I know,” said Dave. “Lucy gave you the story, right?”

“What little you told. It was a phone conversation, and I got the secondhand version.”

“Figured you’d be pissed,” said Dave.

Chris made a face like that should be obvious. Then he sighed. “Can I hug you?”

“Yeah,” said Dave. “You’ve gotta ask?”

“Figured I’d give you the chance first.” Chris put his arms around his father and held tight. “You don’t hug like you used to.”

“You’re a grown man now. I don’t want to make it weird.” Dave clapped one hand on Chris’s back. He was stiffer about the hug than his son, but didn’t back away.

“It’s not weird, okay? It’s not. And I’m still pissed at you for disappearing, and whatever else is going on. Still my dad.”

At that, Dave leaned his head in.

Alex watched, but stayed out of the way. He meant to follow Lorelei as she slipped past to join Rachel and Kaitlin, but then Chris caught his eye as he and Dave parted. “Hey. Heard you went out to see Grandma Jeanie in all this?”

“Yeah,” said Alex.

“Did that go any better than I’d expect?” Chris glanced meaningfully to Lorelei and Rachel.

Alex snorted. “No.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry you’ve gotta deal with her,” said Alex.

“Is she still...?” Dave began, but stopped as he looked to Chris. “God, what century is this? I really thought she’d get a clue. I’ll try talking to her again.”

“She’s not gonna change. It is what it is,” said Chris.

“It shouldn’t matter. Who you love doesn’t affect her, and on top of that, you’re family. I thought she’d figure that out eventually.”

“I don’t have it in me to worry about her anymore, Dad. If she can’t get over it, that’s her loss. Besides, it seems like we got more family out of this. Alex... thanks for finding him. Seriously.”

“You’re welcome. Glad I could help,” said Alex.

“I wasn’t abandoning anyone,” said Dave.

“Yeah, I get that.” Chris waved to the living room, where Lucy was already with the others. “Maybe you can explain the rest?”

“That’s the plan. Is your mom here?”

“No. She’s caught up, but she said this was about us. Didn’t want to clutter it. Maybe she’ll be ready to talk to you later.”

“Yeah. Okay. I—oh, hey, Mike,” said Dave, pausing for another encounter on his way through the living room.

“Hey, Dave.” Lucy’s boyfriend was tall and slim, with a neatly-trimmed beard and side-swept hair. His black shirt and slacks presaged his next statement. “Sorry, I’m on my shift in a bit. You’re doing okay?”

“Yeah. I’m good. Thanks for taking care of Lucy. Kaitlin, too.” Dave offered his hand. “I don’t say it enough.”

“You don’t have to.” He accepted the handshake and added a pat on the arm, crossing through. “Alex, sorry I’m in and out like this.”

“All good. Work’s work. I understand.”

“Bye, Mike.” Rachel smiled and waved as he continued onward. Mike waved back to more than Rachel alone and continued on through the door.

Alex weaved through the gathering to Rachel’s side. Her call had him instantly curious. “What was that?”

“He’s a good guy,” Rachel said approvingly. She paused a beat to let Kaitlin step out of earshot and lowered her voice. “And his guardian, Jace is also good guy. Says he’s got time to spare for Kaitlin. So did another at her coffee shop, and Lucy’s. I think we’ve got her covered for now. Not every angel around here has their head shoved up their ass.”

“Alright, we’re all here,” Lucy spoke up to grab everyone’s attention. “I thought about pizza, but that meant fussing over toppings, and then Rachel said you’re all good with Chinese. We do that, too, so I ordered a mix. It’s on the way. We good?” Nods and shrugs all around answered to her satisfaction. “Okay. Not trying to make this formal, just... here we are.”

“Chinese is fine.” Dave’s nerves showed with his look around the room. “Guess everything is out of the way, then.” Off to one side, Lorelei touched Rachel’s arm and leaned away. Dave caught the intent before they moved off. “It’s okay to stay. You’re, um... well, you’re with Alex and you’ve been here for everything. I owe you, too.”

“Thank you. We won’t be far.” Lorelei and Rachel moved to the kitchen, still within easy speaking distance but out of the immediate conversation.

That left Alex standing opposite Dave, with the others seated on the couches. Alex didn’t speak. Dave scratched his head. “Not sure where to begin. Obviously, I’ve got a lot to explain.”

“Can we start with whatever your job really was?” asked Chris. “Do we need to worry about cops and maybe get lawyers? You said you’re done with that, but it doesn’t just go away.”

“Ah. Well.” Dave’s awkward glance toward the kitchen brought up one more reason he might want Lorelei and Rachel in this discussion. “It’s on my mind. Figured I should talk to you first, but we’re not ignoring that part.”

“We have no sign of police looking for anyone so far,” said Lorelei. “We have time to sort that out, and we still have the initiative. Both will work in our favor.” Rachel nodded in agreement.

Their answer reassured Alex, and he suspected Dave and Kaitlin as well, given what they knew. Lucy and Chris showed some reasonable doubt. “Do we need lawyers?” asked Lucy.

“You have committed no crimes,” said Lorelei. “At worst, you have hearsay and suspicion.”

“The less you say to anyone, the better,” said Dave. “Anything bad is all on me. Don’t jump in front of anything for my sake. I don’t want that. Cut deals if you’ve gotta, but let’s leave that for when and if, alright? At least for now.” He shook his head. “I dunno how we’re gonna afford lawyers and all that, but I guess finances are tomorrow’s problem... although that’s never been a good approach for me. Kinda one more reason I got into this mess.”

“We won’t leave you hanging.” Rachel nudged her partner. “Lorelei’s got lawyer money.”

Lorelei’s lips tightened. “If necessary, yes.”

“Good. Thanks.” Dave let out a breath and took a seat on the couch near Kaitlin, hunched over with his elbows on his knees. “I guess this really starts... no, that’s not fair.” Dave glanced away and shrugged. “I was gonna say Caroline and I weren’t really committed, but we had two kids. I kept coming back and stringing her along. You know that already. You just didn’t know what I was coming back from. Or who.

“I met Michelle when Caroline and I seemed like we were on a real break for good. I really fell for Michelle. Crazy about her. She was great. We got married—probably too soon for her good, but I wanted to nail things down and go straight... except I couldn’t stop being me.

“Your grandmother taught me to take whatever I can get out of life. She said that’s what everyone does, whether they admit it or not. Everyone’s out for themselves, ethics and rules are for suckers—she never said that part explicitly, but it was how she lived. The more I followed her advice, the more it seemed true... although I guess that’s because it’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. If you take advantage of everyone, that catches up and nobody trusts you. Then you feel like it’s a double-standard and that justifies being an asshole. It’s a cycle.

“I know it’s bullshit because of all of you.” Dave’s breath shook with the admission. He looked to Chris and Lucy, saying respectively, “I know that ‘cause of how you live your life and you and your work. You all take care of each other. You took care of Kaitlin whenever I fell short, which was a lot,” he huffed. “Alex didn’t jump on a plane because he missed me. He came for you, and he’d just met you over the phone.” Dave looked at Kaitlin. “You learned a lot of rough stuff growing up, but you keep it locked up until someone messes with you. You’d rather be honest and nice. You’re all better people than me.

“When Alex caught me messing around on Michelle, that part of my life went to hell. I came back here with all that baggage and no way to pass it off. I got into one stupid, sketchy thing after another. Then I got hired at Castle.

“We, um... Castle was all about taking advantage of people, too. Our contracts were sketchy, our service was worse, and we used every angle for leverage. We scared people. Took stuff from their businesses, used services without paying, demanded bullshit fees, broke things to make a point. Twisted some arms. I can say it wasn’t serious and I kept it to a minimum, but it wasn’t minimal to the people we hurt. They didn’t know our limits. It shouldn’t have happened, period.”

“How long?” asked Chris. “How many people?”

“Few years now,” said Dave. “The boss wanted someone who could do a little ‘tough guy’ work and keep the tougher guys in line. Lots of contracts were legit, but we had maybe sixteen under real leverage. Most contracts meant more than one person.” He shook his head. “It was wrong.”

“If you knew it was wrong...” Chris prompted.

“You know about the casino scam,” said Dave. “I came back from Michelle wrecked and in debt, and then I caught a conviction for that scam. That kind of mark sticks. Even gig delivery apps run a background check.”

“Okay, but people find ways to get by,” said Chris. “Maybe it sucks, but it’s better than this shit. It’s better than hurting people.”

“You don’t know the kind of things I was staring down for all of us,” said Dave.

“Dad, I work in a pharmacy,” said Lucy. “I see people struggling and falling every day. You don’t need to tell me what that’s like. I’d rather have that than hurt people who didn’t hurt me.”

“You pulled all those scams on us and our moms for years,” Alex spoke up. “If you can do that, you can get around a background check. I’m not saying that’s cool, either, but bullshitting an application for a real job is better than what you were doing.”

“Hey. No argument.” Dave held up his hands. “I’m explaining where I was at, not excusing. I said it was wrong. It’s over. I’m out.”

“Okay, so what happened over the weekend?” asked Lucy. “You said things changed and it got too dangerous, but you didn’t explain how.”

“Somebody, ah, bought the company out from under the boss. Someone who knew everything. They were more serious than the boss, and uh... it got ugly. Violent. I don’t want to get into that—it was all inside the company and I didn’t hurt anyone, but it was bad. I had to play along until I figured out how to get out. Nobody knew about all of you and I wanted to keep it that way, so I cut everything off and didn’t go home. Kaitlin and Alex caught up to me before I had a plan.”

“You said the whole thing at the gym was about looking for people for their dumb AI religion thing?” asked Lucy. “I looked it up online after we talked. It’s ridiculous. I can barely believe it’s not all just a big troll prank—except for all the other equally dumb stuff that people have bought.”

“It’s a scam. They went to that gym because it seemed like their target audience,” said Alex.

“Okay, so you’re out now?” asked Chris. “You’re worried about them coming after you, but you’re done, right?”

“I’m out,” said Dave. “No more scams and bullshit. I’m too old and this is too deep. I’ve got all of you to think about. I dunno how to make things work, but I’ve gotta go straight.”

“You could let us help,” Lucy suggested. “We’re not kids anymore. Family isn’t a one-way street.” Chris nodded at that.

“You’re not usually this quiet,” Dave said to his youngest, seated beside him.

“I’m all caught up,” said Kaitlin.

Attention turned to the other sibling still on his feet. “This is exactly the setup I dreaded,” said Alex.

“Oh. Hey, that’s fair,” Lucy caught on. “Listen, nobody’s pressuring you to say anything or feel a certain way. You just crashed into this.”

“Yeah, basically,” he agreed.

“Alex, I’m sorry,” said Dave. “I fucked everything up and I know it. I’m sorry. I’m trying.”

“I’m used to you saying that, Dave. You’ve told me that sort of thing for ten years now, when we talk at all.”

“Okay, but after all this? You’ve gotta know I’m serious,” said Dave.

“That doesn’t make everything go away. You sounded serious before.”

“You pushed me away, too.”

Alex waved at his new family. “Was I wrong? Were you playing me straight then?” He saw Dave wince. It didn’t relieve the pressure Alex felt. With everyone else watching, that only increased. “I get that you want to be better. I believe that, and I see you doing it. You’ve done actual good things since I got here. Maybe that doesn’t have anything to do with...” He stopped. The words he had needed all along finally came. “No, I need that to not be about me. Does that make sense? Because that’s what makes the difference to me.

“You know right from wrong just fine when it’s got nothing to do with you, but then you made all the excuses and rationalizations to screw over Mom and then come back here and lie to everyone and do your extortion racket shit. I need that to stop. Family is good, but family is still a part of you. I need you to be better beyond that, and not just because we’re watching.

“And that was more than I thought I had to say,” Alex sighed. “Maybe I’m an unreasonable hardass. Maybe that’s unfair. It’s how I feel.”

“No, it’s fair,” said the last person he expected to be sympathetic. Kaitlin shrugged. “Look, Dad takes care of me and I try to do the same. But if there’s one thing I get, it’s being pissed at a parent for their choices.”

“Oof,” Dave grunted. “Yeah. Okay. I can see that.” He looked to Alex. “I’ll remember all that.”

“Good,” said Alex. “Maybe this never gets fixed. Maybe it does, but I couldn’t trust it if it happened fast.”

“That’s fair, too,” said Chris. “Nobody blames you. We’ve all got a lot to work out.” He turned back to his father. “What about now? You’re wrapped up in a criminal operation. That’s not gonna go away. I’m not a fan of cops, either, but they’re kind of inevitable, aren’t they? We need to get ahead of it.”

“We do that with a lawyer,” said Dave. “Going straight to the cops on our own isn’t smart. That’s TV stuff. Lawyer first.”

“Then let’s figure it out.” Chris pulled out his phone. “How do you pick a lawyer?”

“I dunno,” said Dave. “Last public defender I had was good, but he was overworked as all hell. I guess it’d be smart to find someone ahead of time. We start by searching for ‘criminal defense Las Vegas, I guess? You don’t really want to spill it all before the cops are involved, though.”

“Dad,” Lucy frowned.

“He’s got a point,” Alex spoke up. “I had a job as an office hand at a law firm. We’d get calls like this from people who thought they might be in trouble, but weren’t sure. Mostly you want to make contact and then keep the lawyer’s number handy in case the cops show up. If they never come around, it’s not an issue.”

His new family blinked at him—especially Dave. “Huh. I didn’t know you had a job like that.”

“It was mostly civil stuff and I did basic office support. Not trying to go all ‘um, actually’ here. I’m only telling you what they told me. If cops show up, just be polite and give them the lawyer’s number, and stick to that even if they get pissy and push,” Alex told his siblings. “Most people have the instinct to cooperate and show their innocence, but even when you did nothing wrong, you can talk yourself into trouble. It’s safer to wait for a lawyer.”

“Okay. So, we find someone, but keep it simple?” asked Lucy.

Dave opened his mouth without an answer, glancing first to Lorelei and Rachel. The weight of all the things they still weren’t disclosing to Lucy and Chris showed in that look. Criminals and police were one thing, demons and magic, another. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess that’s⁠—”

Rather than an angel or demon, a knock at the door saved him. “Let me get that. I’m already up.” Dave moved for the entrance. From his posture and focus, Alex realized it was more than delay or changing the subject. Dave checked the peephole and the curtain-covered side window before opening up.

“Hi, I’ve got your Uber Eats order here,” said the entirely normal delivery driver.
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Dinner opened the gathering to smaller talk and a chance to breathe. Chris and Lucy didn’t drop the topic of lawyers and a path forward. Kaitlin had questions. Lorelei had advice. Soon, and with the assurance of some plan in the works rather than none, other issues came forward: where Kaitlin and Dave could stay while things were still dicey, how he might find work, and then Lucy’s own job.

Tension eased without truly leaving. Chatter over the selection of dishes even brought out laughs. It also gave Alex a chance to slide over to Rachel. “Are you caught up?” he asked quietly.

“Yeah.” Rachel claimed a spring roll before turning her back on the others to cover her voice. “You four kicked ass. You did good in here, too.”

“I don’t feel like I did good. I feel shitty. Figured you’d want me to be more forgiving.”

“Babe. When do I tell you how to feel?”

“You call everything as you see it. That’s not the same as telling people how to feel, but...” Alex searched for the words. “Seems like the best I can do is separate Dave’s fuckery and our past from what’s happening now. At least he’s helping. I know he cares about me. Caring doesn’t make all the bullshit go away.”

Rachel’s mouth curved in a quiet grin. “Seeing all of that means a lot, actually. Give yourself some credit.”

“Thank you. For everything, always. As usual.”

“Always.”

“What happened with Kaitlin? I thought you were gonna play invisible friend.”

“That plan worked right up until her shift was almost over. She had a ride home from a coworker, but that gave her feelings about putting someone else at risk. I stepped in to give her some peace of mind. We talked. She’s got a good heart.”

“And she’s not weirded out by knowing you’re an angel?”

“No more than all our friends. The ‘oh shit, this is for real’ of it is all there, but she also sees me as a person and not a label. Kinda like you and the others. That matters. She’s also wrapping her head around how it means more questions, not fewer. That’s a good sign.”

“Okay. Good.” He let out a breath. Across the room, Lorelei, Lucy, and Chris evaluated another lawyer’s web page on Lucy’s phone. “What about Dave’s⁠—?”

“Hey.” Kaitlin appeared around the kitchen counter at Alex’s opposite side. She carried a half-empty plate, but her lowered voice heralded an ulterior motive for returning to the spread of Chinese food. “How much am I interrupting?”

“Not too much,” said Alex. Rachel shrugged in agreement. “What’s up?”

“Us, for starters.” Kaitlin put the plate aside and looked him dead in the eyes. “We’re both adults already, right? More or less?”

“Yeah,” said Alex.

“Do you want to skip the whole childhood-bickering-siblings part and just be cool?”

“Oh god, can we?”

“You’re not my first surprise sibling. I’m cool if you are.”

Alex swallowed. After all their tension over Dave, and then everything he and his partners had put Kaitlin through, he expected so much worse. “Um. Cool?”

“Cool. What about the thing tomorrow? I want to help.”

“Um...”

“Look, I’m not a bad ass and I don’t have any magical powers. I know that. I’m not saying I want to charge in and fight bad guys, but I can’t go to work tomorrow like everything’s normal while you and Dad go deal with this shit. There’s gotta be something I can do.”

“Well... we were talking about that.” Alex looked to Rachel. “We found out more by dealing with Julia’s asshole circle, but I don’t know if it gets us any closer to stopping this.”

“It might, and we’ve got a stronger case for intervention now,” said Rachel. “I’ve just gotta put it in front of the right audience. The only bummer is how I’m kinda obligated to start with the shittiest one.”
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“Seven thousand?” For once, Matteo’s frown conveyed something other than disdain.

“That’s about how many cans of magic piss they worked up,” said Rachel. “The arena seats ten. We figure the draw is short of that, but we don’t know how many actual asses they’ve got to fill seats.”

Matteo rubbed his chin and glanced to other angels listening in. The cathedral had more light at this hour, with a couple passing mortals conducting evening chores in complete ignorance of the angels. “One of our guardians reported his charge had been affected by mind magic at a beverage plant,” said Matteo. “His coworkers, too. I wondered how the sorcerer avoided observation by any guardian. Now I know. The demons watched and waited for their moment.”

“So you believe me?” asked Rachel.

“I question your judgment, not your sincerity.” Matteo waved a dismissive hand as if that mooted the whole issue. “This surpasses our differences.”

“Huh. Hooray for bridging gaps or whatthefuckever, then,” Rachel muttered.

“This event is tomorrow? In broad daylight?”

“Yup. And they’ve gotta know we know, but so far it doesn’t look like anything has changed. Like they’re counting on nobody getting in the way, or it’s a trap.”

“Speculation,” said Matteo. “We act on evidence, and you have delivered that.”

“You’re gonna move?”

“A cult of fools is a failure of wisdom and choice by free-willed mortals. Magic on this scale and directed by the Pit is another matter. To affect only the forsaken and condemned with such an effort seems unlikely. Yes, Rachel. We shall take action.”

“Alright. Good. Round up a crew and let’s fuck ‘em up.”

“Do you know the enemy’s location and strength?” Matteo knew the answer, of course.

“Uh. No. That’s been half the problem.” Rachel did not point out how Matteo had already pissed away hot leads on that score.

“Then we must wait for this gathering and watch for the enemy to show themselves. However, this gives me time to ‘round up a crew,’ as you put it. We shall make this our first task.” Matteo nodded to the other angels listening. “Summon the rest of my aides. We must gather a reliable force while balancing the risk of some distraction or misdirection for an effort elsewhere in the city. The threat before us must be met, but we will not forget our enemy’s deceitful nature.”

“Right. Good call,” Rachel mumbled, though they weren’t listening to her. She saw Matteo’s point; this whole scheme was strange, and demons pulled all sorts of tricks. Multiple shenanigans at once could be in play... but her brow knit as she watched Matteo toss out more orders and send angels flying.

“Rachel, you and your companions have done your part,” said Matteo. “This is a threat to my Dominion. I’ll take it from here. As you say, this scheme is not about the three of you, but Nisroc and his minions know you are involved and may be prepared for you. In any case, Carlisle is mortal and should not have to face such a fight.”

“Yeah. You’re not wrong.”

Matteo turned away to carry on with preparations. Rachel folded her arms and watched.
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“Damn. Sounds like y’all found a real fuckin’ mess down there,” said Wade.

“Yeah, we did.” Alex held the phone between himself and Lorelei. Cars rolled by on the street behind the mostly-empty cathedral parking lot. The chances of Matteo wanting to speak to either of them were remote, but it seemed wise to be nearby. “Hopefully, Rachel’s got enough to get her people on the case. She seems pretty confident. It’s just a question of getting the locals on it or going past them.”

“That ‘hopefully’ seems to be carryin’ a lot of weight,” Wade noticed.

“Local leadership has been rather intractable, even by normal standards,” said Lorelei. “None of us take anything for granted.”

“That’s always smart.” Clicks of a mouse and keyboard drifted into the background noise from Wade’s side. “Y’know, it’s late and it’d be a squeeze, but I’m pretty sure we could find seats on planes tonight. Might be a couple red-eyes. It’s the middle of the week. Gotta be openings.”

“Nah, don’t do that,” said Alex. “Nothing there has changed. We know everyone’s ready to help, but we wouldn’t know what to do with anyone. Last time, we had the chance to plan ahead and we had some idea of what we faced. On short notice and in a strange place, everyone would be at a big disadvantage. Especially Onyx and Molly.”

“Y’all talked to them already?”

“We did. They had ideas, but home turf is a whole thing with magic,” said Alex.

“This foe has a way of recognizing the connections between people,” said Lorelei. “The chances of moving anonymously are slim. Lilith’s appearance has me reluctant to call anyone in, too. We know you would all come, but as a practical matter it seems unwise.”

“She really that likely to play you straight?” asked Wade.

“In this situation, yes. It costs her nothing. Trust will never be more than tentative between us, yet we have cooperated in the past. She does not want to burn that down.”

“What’s Rachel say about it?”

“Rachel said the best thing everyone can do is chill and give her less to worry about for a day,” said Alex. “Take a sick day and stay home, even. Seems to be what she wants regardless of how her coworkers handle this.”

“So, you’re not a hundred percent sure what’s gonna happen, and you might be able to hand this off to someone else, and if not, you’re on your own.”

“That’s about the size of it,” said Alex.

“Shit. I don’t like it.”

“Lot of that going around,” Alex snorted.

“Y’all ain’t gonna let this happen one way or another, right?”

“Not if it is within our power to stop,” said Lorelei.

“Uh-huh. And I know how far you two will go to stop a bad thing.” Wade paused. He no longer clicked at a computer. “Alex... you know you can win most fights without puttin’ down every bad guy in the room, right? Most times, you just gotta fuck up whatever plan they’ve got. Nothing wrong with runnin’ away when you’ve already got the win.”

Alex smiled. “You worried I’ll forget that?”

“Eh. I’m not there to remind you when it happens. I got faith in y’all. Rachel, too. Tell her I said hi. I’mma keep my phone handy and loud until I hear from you again. If I can do anything or even just talk, you call. Alright?”

“We won’t think twice,” said Alex.

“Thank you, Wade,” said Lorelei.

“Got your back. Every time. Take care.” Wade ended the call.

“That’s pretty much everyone.” Alex set the phone on the center console and tilted his head back, rubbing his face. “This feels like a huge mistake.”

“All our reasons are clear,” said Lorelei. “They are all willing, but we would be bringing them into harm’s way to no obvious benefit. None of us want that.”

“I know, it’s just... every other shitshow turned around because of them. We’ve never done this stuff on our own.”

“I can think of exceptions, but I concede your point. This time is different.”

“Is it? Are we sure?” asked Alex. “They want to come running. Even with all your power and Rachel’s, they make all the difference. Every time. God, even Kaitlin wants to help. Did I tell you that? She’s scared, she doesn’t want any of this nonsense, and she feels like she’s got no skills, but she wants to help somehow.” Alex shook his head—and then noticed the quiet, beaming grin from his lover. “What?”

“Do you know your greatest strength, Alex? More than courage or wits or skill at arms? Do you know your true talent?”

“Is this from your perspective, or more abstract?” asked Alex.

Lorelei narrowed her eyes in amusement. “Not that, though I see a clear relation. Your greatest strength is your sincerity, Alex. You wear that warm heart on your sleeve, even when you’re grouchy or sarcastic or fighting. You care about others. You want to help others and be a good friend. People want that in their lives. You have friends ready to fight monsters for your sake, Alex. That’s as rare as it sounds.”

“I know. They’re awesome. That’s not really about me.”

“Demonstrating my point,” said Lorelei. “Your reliance on others isn’t about you. It’s not about attracting followers or taking advantage of other people. You care about them, and it’s returned. Strangers see it, too. At every turn, you inspire someone to help. Molly and Onyx, then Amber, then Zafirah. You found Katerina in a party full of monsters. You even won the aid of ruthless mercenaries, however briefly. And now your family and another random, friendly witch.”

“Jason won Amber over, not me. Zafirah was already Rachel’s friend.”

“Still crediting others. Still demonstrating my point. You played your role with both.” Lorelei stroked his hair. “I didn’t know what to do with that warm, sincere heart when we first met.”

“That’s not entirely true,” said Alex.

“Most hearts like yours shied away from me, when they were gentle about it,” said Lorelei. “Although once we resolved that, yes, your sincerity mattered. You fuck like you mean it.”

A silent laugh escaped his throat—not as much as that line deserved, but he didn’t want to spoil the moment with noise. Her gaze and stroking fingers were too hot. Her words were too... Alex grinned at the thought: Sincere. “This is warm and fuzzy even for you.”

“We both enjoy my versatility.”

“You think sincerity gets us through this?” asked Alex.

“I believe in us, and you,” said Lorelei. “Though I hope Rachel forces her peers to see reason and they relieve us of this burden.”

“Yeah.” Alex let out a sober breath. “Hate sitting out here wondering if someone’s being shitty to her.”

“That makes two of us, love.” Though Lorelei appeared relaxed in the driver’s seat, her eyes kept scanning. Cars rolled by, but no one else entered or left the lot. Of the few vehicles nearby, only theirs was occupied.

“Wondering if someone’s gonna come be shitty to you, too,” he grumbled.

“The angels have granted me at least the same grace they afford ordinary mortals outside their protection. They will not harm me without true and honest cause. I can handle a foul attitude.”

“I had a little more faith in the whole ‘inherently good’ thing until this happened,” said Alex. “Now I see how much room for interpretation they have for their principles. Seems like a pretty wide range of views.”

Lorelei grinned softly, though not in happiness. “Even the most reliable parts of life have a way of becoming complicated. Many use that as an excuse for lazy or selfish thinking, but it is true enough when taken in good faith, too.”

“You don’t think that about this guy, though.”

“No. Matteo sounds like an ass. I wonder about his underlings.” Lorelei’s watch over the cathedral edifice turned upwards. “One of them just left—and another. Flying off in different directions.”

“You think something’s happening?”

“If they want our input, Rachel or another will come for us,” said Lorelei.

That left them waiting for five minutes, then ten. Tracking the time reminded Alex of other long rides with Lorelei, and how they tended to find ways to occupy a wait. Not happening here, Alex told himself—but then he saw Lorelei’s mouth curve in a knowing grin. “Sorry,” he muttered.

“Never, love,” she said. “You know that.”

“It’s more than the moment. It’s...” Alex let out a breath. Until Rachel or some other angel came for them, they weren’t going anywhere. “Earlier, outside Lucy’s place, you said I’ve been closed off? It’s that.”

“Closed off is too strong a phrase, but I sense something. A disconnect, and not one of resentment or choice. You don’t like this disconnect.”

“No, I don’t. I’d rather go back to slutty playtime with you, even here. You and I are all hot romance and sexytimes most of the time. Even the low-key bumming around at home gets sexy. It’s exciting and it’s comforting... except when there’s some real turn-off in the mix. Is there anything less sexy and romantic than dealing with parents and family drama? When it’s just us, I don’t think about our age gap, but with this… how could we not? Either of us?” Alex shook his head. “Feels like I shouldn’t even bring it up. That’s part of the quiet.”

“You know I don’t care about that. You also know you can confide in me and that I don’t judge. I enjoy your trust.”

“The context still isn’t sexy or romantic.”

“This issue didn’t get in our way last night, or this morning, or the previous night.” Lorelei grinned. “I felt you pushing your distractions aside for me. Your desires were no less genuine, but I rather enjoyed that taste of duty in your passion.”

“Oh my god.” Alex rolled his eyes.

“And now that you consider it, you like that idea, too,” Lorelei teased. “Lust and pleasure as an obligation to your lover. Selfish yet so selfless. This could be a whole new kink for us. We’ll have to play with it.”

He let out a grumbling sigh—conceding her point, but that wasn’t the only frustration. “I don’t want to be the guy who puts his partners aside for his mom all the time. Or the rest of my family.”

“You are not, and Michelle makes no such demands, either. Your grandparents were barely a topic of conversation for weeks before Rachel and I met them. I don’t think your family is eating into your romantic life. They have no inclination.”

“No? Present circumstances excepted?” Alex shrugged. “All this attention on my family just... makes me feel more like a kid again, not less. I can’t stop thinking I look like one, too.”

“Ah,” said Lorelei. “And you don’t want to bring it up, because that points to it, and the attention is the problem.”

“It’s also why I haven’t said much about how I’m doing. Same problem.”

“What is more ‘adult’ than caring for others?” The question turned his head. Lorelei still held his hand. “This may delay our passion. It does not distract. Times like this are why I am glad we met while you are young. You were more than man enough for me a year ago. You have followed the lead of others—wisely, and not out of blind faith. You have also taken charge. If anything, you have been the adult in the room more often than not.” Lorelei smiled. “Knowing and seeing you have a father and siblings does not make you childish or undesirable. Much the opposite.

“Before you, I only had the family I lost in Babylon. Now I have you and Rachel, and also Molly and Onyx, and Taylor, Drew, Jason, and Wade. Sierra and Amber, too. Yes, our life together is passion and desire. It is also much more. I meant what I told Dave about my family. The family of choice we share is one I value much more, but I envy you and Dave for this chance, too. Broken and messy as things are, that chance is much better than the alternatives.”

He released a breath, though not all of his tension escaped with it. “Then admitting to all this isn’t a turn-off? I don’t look like a dork for worrying about it?”

“You know I like it when you’re most vulnerable, love.” Lorelei traced a fingernail down his neck. Thoughts of family and tangled feelings suddenly became much easier to set aside. “I am glad we met while you are young. It gives us more time together.”

Light, feathers, and blonde hair flumped through the side of the car into the backseat. “Hey,” Rachel grunted. “Sorry for the wait.”

“You warned of worse,” said Lorelei.

“I did,” Rachel agreed.

“He didn’t keep you waiting this time, though? How’d it go?” asked Alex.

“Awesome.” Rachel’s expression and uncertain wave at the cathedral didn’t exactly sell her response. “Mission accomplished. All I could ask for. He’s off his ass, pulling a posse together, says he’s got it from here. Couple snide remarks, but no real bitching. Doesn’t want either of you at risk, either. It all made sense. Everything I wanted.”

“You’re not happy about it,” said Alex.

“This was too easy?” suggested Lorelei.

“Something like that, yeah.” Rachel frowned. “I don’t trust him. I don’t like saying that about any angel. Even the ones with sticks all the way up their asses are trustworthy. Matteo looked me straight in the eye and said he’s got this... and it doesn’t feel good. It feels fucked.”

“You expected him to be shitty,” said Alex. “You were ready to go over him or around him. Can you still do that?”

“He’s already going to everyone I’d go to.” Rachel gestured as if to angels flying off to the skies. “If I jet all the way back to Seattle for Javier or find one of the other higher-ups, they’d take Matteo at his word. Far as I can see, he’s doing the thing. I just don’t believe it.”

“Then what do we do?” asked Lorelei.

Rachel looked from her to Alex. “We stay on this until it’s resolved,” he agreed.

“Cool. Fuck knows what we can do between now and then, though,” said Rachel. “This didn’t bring in any new leads.”

“Then we continue with what we know until we find one.” Lorelei turned the car on. Alex and Rachel settled back for the drive, both looking outside the windows to ponder their options.

They were only seconds away from the cathedral when his phone buzzed. He checked the screen before answering. “This is Alex.”

“Hey. How’d everything go?” asked Julia.

“The family stuff went fine. As for the bigger issue, we found some outside help that should be able to take care of it, but we don’t know how reliable they are.”

“Is that still a case of the fewer details I know, the better?”

“Hate to play it this way, but yeah. That’s one of their conditions,” said Alex. What little elaboration he and Lorelei could give probably implied either another Practitioner circle or rival demons. He didn’t like leaving Julia in the dark. A glance and nod from Rachel offered him a little support on that score.

“But you’re not sure they’ll make good on it,” said Julia.

“We’ve got our doubts. Trying to come up with a back-up plan if they fall through.”

“And I imagine that means crashing the party yourselves?”

“If this follows our usual fiasco pattern, yeah.”

Lorelei heard everything. Rachel listened in, too.

“Listen, today with the ghosts and my old circle was about as rough as I can handle. It sounds like whatever might go down with Cook and this event is worse, and that’s not my thing at all... but I may have a way to help, if you’re up for it. This would involve a lot of, um. Trust. For all of us.”

“I think we’ve already established a lot of trust. We’re open to anything.”

“How soon can you come back to my place? Alone—just you and Lorelei. No family.”

“We can come by right now if that works.”

“Good. Okay. Yeah. Do that. See you soon. Bye.” She hung up.

Lorelei grinned.

“What?” asked Alex.

She answered only with her grin—one that Rachel echoed.
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NEGOTIATIONS


“Magic allows for a lot of things.” Julia sat forward in her living room chair with a wineglass in her hands. “Self-defense is obviously on the list. I can take care of myself at home or out on the street, but a blow-up with demons and crooks is a whole different ballgame. I’m not built for confrontations and violence.” A self-deprecating laugh escaped her throat. “I’m barely in shape, to be honest.”

“Doesn’t show,” Alex said—and then held back a wince at Julia’s smirk. “I’m not trying to push anything. None us are. This is all up to you.”

“Thank you. That’s not why I grinned.” She brushed a lock of hair behind her ear and glanced to Lorelei. She also kept grinning.

Alex and Lorelei shared the couch across her small coffee table. Rachel took Julia’s “make yourselves at home” invitation literally enough to sit on the backrest of the couch with her feet on the cushions. Neither of her partners could object without revealing too much.

“We would not have uncovered all this without your help. You’ve been a friend from the start, and we are grateful,” said Lorelei.

“Friends are important.” Julia swirled the rosé in her glass, staring briefly before coming to some decision. “It’s been a while since I made new friends. Real friends, or... well.” Alex had the sense to hold silent when Julia glanced at him again, and then Lorelei, then away. “Are personal questions awkward for you?”

“Only from family,” said Alex. “With everyone else, I’ve learned to let it all go. People can think what they think.”

“Some things are much less awkward once addressed,” said Lorelei. “They may even become comfortable subjects.”

“I should say I’m not bothered by personal stuff about myself,” added Alex. “Some things aren’t only about me. Talking about others gets complicated.”

“Sure. I feel awkward about personal questions,” Julia said before taking a sip—or perhaps closer to a gulp. “On the other hand, I’m a grown woman and I can get over it. And I’m a witch, so... certain ordinary hang-ups only get in the way.”

“Mm-hmh,” Rachel grunted in seeming agreement, but she kept her lips sealed. Emphatically.

“We cannot and would not tell you how to feel about anything,” said Lorelei, “but I believe whatever you wish to talk about will not alienate or embarrass us. Ask away.”

“You, I believe. Alex...” Her smirk returned, though fondly. “You’re half my age. You’re an adult, and more mature than a lot of men who are my age, but it’s still there in front of us. I don’t know how much all those past lives change that, either.”

“Little, if you want my perspective.” For once, Lorelei seemed unbothered by the point. “I am far older than either of you, and probably any of the monsters you’ve met. Alex is an adult in every way that matters. Given that, I find his youth is merely one more quality to enjoy.”

Rachel coughed.

Alex hoped he managed not to blush. He suspected Julia felt the same way. “I don’t really get to decide how other people feel about my age and maturity,” he said. “That’s up to them. All I can do is try to sort out right from wrong like anyone else.”

“This isn’t that serious,” Julia muttered into another gulp of wine. She set the glass down and looked at them both again. “You told me before that you’re a succubus.”

“Yes,” said Lorelei.

“Does that mean all I think it—no. Wrong question. What does that mean?”

“I was born mortal, lived a difficult life, and fell into a pact with a demon lord. He remade my body and granted me powers of pleasure and beauty, all in exchange for servitude using those same abilities. I seduced and fornicated with mortals to claim their souls for the Pit. Some were already condemned and simply overdue. Most were marginal cases who may have found redemption if not for my interference.” Lorelei let it sink in with all seriousness before flashing a tight smile. “I am no longer bound by any such servitude, and I am no longer practicing.”

“Hah,” Julia laughed in relief. “I caught on to the switch of sides, but...” Her question faltered for lack of words.

“Since meeting Alex and winning my freedom, I have been able to enjoy my abilities without threat to mortal life or soul. I draw my power from passion and desire. Alex and I are bound in what is ostensibly a curse, but as I am free from the Pit, the reality is lovely for both of us. While he is my primary focus, we have both played with others.”

Julia took it all in, glancing only once at Alex—who did his best to hold a poker face and let Lorelei speak. “Wow. This is a comfortable subject for you, isn’t it?” said Julia.

“My favorite,” said Lorelei. “There is humor in that, but it is still true. I also understand personal boundaries and social mores. I hope honesty will alleviate your discomfort. We can discuss this all you like, or not as you prefer. This is who we are. Consider the topic open between us.”

“It’s... a lot.” Julia’s breath deepened. Color rose at her cheeks. Subtly and unconsciously, she licked her lips and pressed her knees together—and if Alex noticed all that, Lorelei surely caught more. “Although this is a little easier with the elephant in the room called out.”

“One of them,” murmured Lorelei.

“Bite me,” said Rachel.

“So you and Alex are safe together,” said Julia.

“Yes. I can be somewhat draining on a partner, but there’s no danger of a harmful accident. That kind of impact requires deliberate effort over time.”

“And being a succubus, with your powers focused on all this... does that include charm?”

“Yes. Supernatural charm and seduction are not so different from natural ability. They bring appeal and magnetism, but don’t override free will. That is honesty, not arrogance.” The quirk of her lip admitted at least a little of the latter. “Alcohol is more impactful on wits and morals than my talents.” That sent Julia’s eyes to her wine glass. Lorelei’s smile grew. “It’s not a hint. You’re fine.”

“Good.” Julia considered the glass and Lorelei for a heartbeat more and then downed the remaining rosé. More courage came with another breath. “You said, ‘others?’” Her question seemed open to either partner.

“We’re in an open, polyamorous relationship,” answered Alex, a little slower and steadier than Lorelei, but he’d talked this out before. “We’ve got another partner who’d like to stay silent for, um, reasons. And yeah, there have been others.”

“Mostly women,” Lorelei put in—partly teasing, and also perhaps a little smug. “We all have our preferences.”

“So that explains the love line on your palm?” asked Julia. “You’ve got a lot going on there.”

Alex looked down at it. The lines on his palm still meant relatively little to him, even if they told a great deal to another witch on their first date. It was a good memory. “I’ve got a couple other girlfriends. Witches, actually. We joke that I’m their side-action, but it’s more than that.”

“And they know about all this?”

“Full disclosure. They don’t always ask or want every detail, but that’s our rule.”

“We are all self-aware and amused by our unusual lifestyle,” said Lorelei.

“I’ll bet.” Again, Julia hesitated. “I was nervous about asking because I didn’t want to embarrass anyone, myself included. Nobody likes to be judged or rejected. All that stuff. Now it’s out in the open and the acceptance is a different kind of awkward.”

“It need not be,” said Lorelei.

“So you two, um. Separately, and also together, it sounds like...?”

“When the opportunity arises and everyone is interested,” said Lorelei. “We don’t seek out new encounters or partners aggressively.”

Rachel coughed again.

“Any is more than most people,” Alex said in concession.

“It is,” said Julia. “Most people aren’t so adventurous.”

“Sex and romance are far more pleasant forms of adventure than most alternatives,” said Lorelei. “I think they’re the best adventure. And they need not always go hand in hand.”

Julia pushed through her hesitation. “I ask because... I want to help tomorrow, but I don’t belong in that kind of fight. I’d be in the way. Instead, I might be able to help at a distance. I know spells that allow me to project mind and spirit. It’s one of the ways I’ve learned so much about the night life in Vegas. I can watch without anyone knowing I’m there. And while I’ve never tried it, I could work magic on or through someone in the physical world if I’m, um. Familiar enough with them. Very familiar.” She bit her lip. “Unless I finally made this weird enough.”

“Not at all,” said Lorelei.

“I didn’t think it’d be weird for you,” said Julia.

Then Alex took his turn at biting his lip. “We’re talking about sex as a jump-start of familiarity, right? Intimacy making magic easier?”

“Yes.” Julia slowly nodded as if pushing the truth out into the light.

“My other girlfriends have talked about—well, we’ve more than talked.”

“More?” Julia raised an eyebrow.

“We tried actual rituals a couple times.” Alex rubbed the back of his neck. “One of them astral projected out of bed. She used the magic to find a lost dog.”

Julia’s jaw had already dropped. The final detail sent her into a long laugh. She looked away to let it out, but fell into a second bout of laughter as soon as she looked at him again. “I’m sorry,” she said, waving her hand. “I’m not laughing at you.”

“It’s fine.” Alex accepted it with grace. “Half my life is magical nonsense. I have four girlfriends. People can laugh all they want.”

“You’re adorable.” Julia decided something else as her laughter calmed. “And maybe more than that.”

“You believe this approach would allow you to help us tomorrow?” asked Lorelei.

“I think so, yes.” Julia’s courage built. “It would work with Alex, at least. I’m not sure about you, given that you’re not mortal. I don’t know.”

“I would love to find out,” said Lorelei. Despite all the conversation and assurance, her answer still prodded a small gasp from Julia. “One question: do you ask purely in the interests of helping us tomorrow?”

Julia looked at Alex—who still knew when not to speak—and answered, “What was that you said about the good kind of adventure?”

“Yeah, you’ve got this.” Rachel stood and walked to the door. “I’d stay and leer, but I’ve got other shit to handle. Blow out her back and her mind, babes.”

“Sorry, did I say something to distract?” Julia asked as Alex looked away.

“No. No, you’ve got all our attention,” said Alex.

She grinned, perhaps in spite of herself. “Do you know when you smolder?”

“Sometimes.” Inwardly, he conceded it was less than that. The answer felt right.

“I don’t really think about you being younger. It’s more that I keep having to remind myself I’m older.”

“That matters little to either of us,” murmured Lorelei. The comment renewed some of Julia’s nerves and almost made her blush, but not in any way that threatened progress. Lorelei grinned. “I also don’t mind you flirting with Alex in front of me, nor is he troubled by the two of us. Much the opposite.”

“It shows?” she asked.

“I told you when we met that my abilities include a deep awareness of desire and attraction... though I don’t need it to see the obvious. It’s natural. Would you like to know what I sense beneath the surface?”

Julia’s breath deepened. “Yes.”

“Your attractions have been present from the start.” Where Alex smoldered without meaning it, Lorelei laid it on deliberately—and openly. “Flirting isn’t your first instinct with anyone, let alone demons or strangers wrapped up in magic and danger. Everyone puts aside passing attractions and fantasy. In that way, we were no different, though things have now changed. Everything is in the open. You have reasons to trust. Acceptance builds intimacy, and interest, and arousal. No one here expects too much; we see utility and also great fun, but expect no more than that.

“Right now, we can talk about this because it’s only hypothetical. We’ve said all the right things, and so have you. We flirt with the idea, but you are still safely rooted into that chair. Things only become real if someone moves.”

Julia looked from one to the other. Alex hid his rising pulse better, but he felt many of the same signs he saw from her. Grins played at both of their mouths, yet this seemed too serious to smile. “I’m rooted?” she asked Lorelei.

“You and Alex have more in common than you think. You want this, yet you are conditioned to think you shouldn’t take it.”

Julia dragged her teeth across her lip. She asked Alex, “Is that true?”

“I’m getting over the conditioning.” He stood. Julia’s breath escaped in a rush of arousal. With that, he couldn’t hold back a grin—inviting and warm, taking nothing for granted as he moved toward her chair. He offered his hand. “If you want this, I want it, too.”

The grin turned contagious as Julia accepted his hand. All her hesitation melted away as she stepped into the kiss she saw coming. Alex brushed her blonde hair over her shoulder, lips parting early and hungrily.

Heat rose fast. This wasn’t about timid romance. Everyone knew what they wanted. Julia gripped his belt and his shoulder. Her breath stayed heavy as the kiss deepened and her body crushed against his. She felt soft and beautiful against him. Confidence built as she abandoned her reluctance.

She had a hand on his ass by the time the kiss parted and she came up for air—and then she found Lorelei waiting. Sultry fingers claimed her jaw and guided her close. Alex gave all the room they needed, which kept him within that rising heat. Lorelei’s first kiss landed almost as a teasing lick, and then another. Julia seemed as if she might melt, or perhaps even beg.

“One question.” Lorelei taunted with the nearness of her mouth.

“Hmm?” Julia almost panted.

“Was this truly about magic?”

Julia trembled. Her fingers curled at Alex’s hip. She hadn’t forgotten him despite her focus on Lorelei. “Can’t you tell?”

“I want to hear it,” said Lorelei.

“I felt like I needed a reason. An excuse.”

“You did not.” Lorelei planted the devouring kiss Julia invited. Alex let Julia have that whole experience to herself. He felt Lorelei’s invisible tail snake across the back of his waist to keep him from giving space.

Then one of her hands fell away from Julia to join her tail in deftly loosening his belt.

“The bedroom is upstairs,” Julia murmured once she was able.

“Yes,” said Lorelei. “Or we could give you what you truly want, here and now.”

Julia glanced Alex, but not in hesitation. “Oh?”

Instead of the stairs, Lorelei drew her toward the couch. Julia found herself reclining with Alex and Lorelei at her either side.

Slowly and steadily, they stripped away Julia’s clothes. Lustful strokes and lips full of promise trailed behind fabric as it receded, filling vulnerability with pleasure. Alex and Lorelei shed their own clothes with expedience rather than show, but Julia got an eyeful with almost every reveal before the action resumed. No one wanted to be out of contact long.

With Lorelei’s mouth at her breast and Alex kissing up her thigh, Julia writhed and moaned, but hadn’t fully lost herself. She had a hand on each lover, encouraging more, yet: “I feel like I’m not doing enough.”

“Nah. This is the best way to include three people,” said Alex.

Julia raised her eyebrow. Alex wondered if he’d revealed a bit too much about his experiences, but her grin seemed encouraging. Then Lorelei traced two fingers over the green lace between Julia’s legs. Their new partner’s mouth quivered and her eyes fluttered.

“We have wanted you since we first met,” said Lorelei. “And you have wanted to be taken.”

Alex pulled the last garment from Julia’s hips. The trail of his kiss back up her inner thigh warned of his intentions, but he didn’t drag it out with teasing. Every signal from Julia invited more, and Lorelei’s kiss had her preoccupied until he reached the waiting lips between her thighs.

“Mmh! Yes! Oh god,” Julia moaned. Any last hesitation evaporated. She ran her fingers through his hair and pulled him in closer. His kiss broadened and deepened. So did her appreciation. Lorelei’s fingers returned to add new pleasures against wet flesh. Alex kissed them, too, but they shared a primary focus.

“You’re really good at that. Both of you,” said Julia.

“But...?” Lorelei prompted.

“If I’m selfish, this isn’t... what I wanted first. If that’s okay?” she asked.

“You ask me before him?” Lorelei teased.

“I’m sure he’s fine with it,” Julia scoffed amid continued licks and kisses. “You are? Really?”

“Nearly as much as I like having him myself. I’ll explain later. Alex?”

Already stiff and yearning to indulge, Alex heeded the prompt from his lover and their new partner’s gentle tug at his shoulder. He rose from between Julia’s legs only to pull her lower against the couch. Spread thighs embraced him while he shifted and bent low over her. Julia welcomed his cock with another loud moan, throwing her head back against the cushions as he sank into her.

The rush leveled out. Their eyes met. Slow thrusts excited both of them.

In the abstract, Alex always thought the premise of sex as a ritual of bonding sounded like a sorcerous pickup line or a cheap pass. In the moment, it all made perfect sense. He felt no magic, but sex was never casual to him.

Fucking her man on the couch, Julia looked to Lorelei once more. She was still near enough to touch. Indeed, Alex had one hand around her naked waist. Her eyes fluttered right along with Julia’s. “This is... is this good for you, too?” asked Julia.

“Oh yes. And this is part of our friendship from now on. For each and all of us.” Lorelei sealed her statement with another kiss.
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“Feel like we should be doing something more important.” Kaitlin dropped the TV remote on the coffee table in defeat, or perhaps disgust. She had the set muted until she found something worthwhile, which left a familiar man in a suit speaking in silence about debates of local traffic problems.

“I know the feeling.” Dave scrolled on his phone. The silence of the hotel suite caught up to him as Kaitlin stared. “Sorry. Guess I should have something more helpful or hopeful to say, huh? Part of growing up is realizing your parents don’t have all the answers. Nobody does.”

“Yeah, I learned that one already.” Kaitlin saw Dave wince. “It’s not a slam. You taught me that. We had that talk once about Mom.”

“Guess we have been here before, huh?” Dave let out a sigh. “The stuff I told you about the company has been in my head all along in case we ever got busted. ‘Life’s rough, I did what I had to, I never let it go too far.’ I just never thought it would get this bad.”

“What, literal demons?”

“Yeah,” Dave huffed. “Everything crossed way over the line when they killed my boss. That was it for me. But when it turns out to be magic and all this other nonsense on top of that, maybe I shouldn’t blame myself for things going this badly. Still gotta deal with it.”

“That’s the part I’m stuck on now,” said Kaitlin. “They’re all off meeting with Julia again and we’re doing nothing.”

“I’m looking up more about this venue and plans for tomorrow. It’s all I can think of. Suppose I could maybe clean my gun, but I don’t have the kit and I’m not sure how much good a gun does me if this gets messy anyway. It barely helped in that alley fight. Magic or not, there’s still also gonna be cops and laws to deal with, and—hey,” he said, noticing her stare. “I don’t want it to go that way. I never liked guns or violence. Last resort, even with the shady business.”

“I know,” she replied.

“I’d never let anything hurt you, Kait. You’ve gotta know that.”

“I do.” Kaitlin nodded. “Whatever else has happened, I always knew you’d protect me. As best you could,” she added.

“Yeah. Some things were out of my hands. Now it feels like there’s even more.”

Kaitlin’s eyes fell to the phone Dave had set down on the couch. “I looked for an event website earlier. You can tell they aren’t serious about this because it’s all on browser. They don’t have an app, or even an account on some bigger event-management app.”

“Shit. I didn’t think of that, but you’re right. That’s how it works for everything else. Knowing what we know, every detail they’ve half-assed makes me more worried about what they’re planning rather than less.”

“Guess I’m grown up enough that we can worry about things together, huh?”

“We’re gonna figure this out, Kait. We’re not running and we’re not going down without a fight.”

Kaitlin nodded. Her eyes stayed low as if searching for something to say. Instead, she tilted her head to one of the doors. “I’m gonna go to the bathroom,” she explained before rising.

Dave let her go in silence. It was a basic human need. Normal. And if she didn’t really have such a need, that was fine, too.

“You’ve got the right idea,” Rachel said from a chair facing the couch. Her appearance startled Dave, but at least she’d ditched the wings and halo. She smiled away his jumpy reaction and nodded toward the bathroom. “Kaitlin wants a little space, but she’s not walking away from you.”

“I wasn’t...” Dave began, but saw how pointless that was. “Thanks.”

“Sure.”

“What’s going on with you three? Are they coming back?”

“Not for a while, anyway. Turns out Julia’s idea is good, but it’s gonna take some work. It’s magic, too, so it’s easier with fewer people around.”

“That why you’re here now?”

“I’m checking up on you two, sure,” said Rachel. “Wasn’t really room for me in Julia’s ritual fuckery anyway, and we’re still keeping my involvement on the down-low. Running back here is still worthwhile.”

“Because you’re sure Cook and his guys won’t find us here, but better safe than sorry?”

“That’s one reason. The bigger, no-bullshit reason is that sooner or later, everyone wants to talk to the angel.”

“I got the impression that wasn’t an option.”

“As a rule, it’s not, but everything about Alex, Lorelei, and me is a big exception. Shit happens. Running into angels is a mind-fuck for almost everyone. I kinda have to start from ‘need to know’ stonewalling because mortals aren’t supposed to know dick about us. But once they do, leaving it all hanging is an even bigger dick move.” Rachel shrugged. “Opinions vary. That’s mine.”

“This has all been a giant mind-fuck. Yes. That’s the way to put it,” said Dave.

“Easiest and best way through it is to just keep plowing through,” said Rachel. “Some of Alex’s besties are also my besties. One is still an atheist, even after meeting me and dealing with all the same existential bullshit, and he’s smart. Really fucking smart. The trick is seeing how much your life doesn’t change even if you know all this.”

“I caught that before, but... this is me we’re talking about here.”

“You know you’ve fucked up. A lot,” said Rachel. “You’re wondering how bad, in the context of Heaven and Hell and oh-fuck-it’s-all-real.”

“Yeah.” The admission betrayed a tremor in his voice.

“What you do in life matters. Why you do it also matters. In the great scheme of cosmic bullshit? Lorelei found redemption, and she’s done far worse shit than you for far longer. Your reasons for your bullshit may have been more selfish.”

“Okay, but I—” Dave paused.

“You can argue with me. Nobody says you can’t.”

“Seems kind of pointless. Either you’re not wrong, or you’re not the one I have to convince. But I’m guessing I couldn’t convince whoever that is, could I?”

Rachel shrugged.

“A lot of what I did really was for the kids’ sake, or mostly to get by. But not all of it. Not the cheating, obviously,” he sighed. “And not only the cheating. Some of it was just ‘cause I wanted something. Maybe more of my bullshit was like that than I want to believe.”

She let that hang in the air.

“How much of that is my nature? How much of it changes? Does it still matter?”

“If it matters for other people, it matters for you. As for your nature, a choice is a choice.”

“I don’t need to be a saint, I just...” Dave closed his eyes. He let out another breath. “I don’t want my kids to see a dirtbag. I don’t... that’s not enough, is it?”

“You’d be surprised,” said Rachel.

“It’s not only about them. It’s me, too. But I don’t know how.”

“You’re closer than you think. It’s harder for some people than others, for lots of reasons. Doesn’t change the bottom line. A choice is a choice. And the other thing I want to tell you, especially if everything’s all batshit fucked tomorrow: redemption isn’t about jumping on a grenade. It’s not the noble sacrifice play. That’s not how you do it.”

“Then how?” asked Dave.

“You’ve gotta care enough to do the right thing when you see it—and not for the sake of what someone else will think. Not even your kids, and not Heaven.”

“Hfff. That’s only a few words off from the shit Nisroc and his cult are pushing.”

“Most fuckery in religion comes down to someone twisting a few words,” said Rachel. “That’s how it works. Nisroc’s garbage gives out permission slips to be an asshole. I think that tells you all you need to know.”

“Yeah, it does,” Dave agreed... and then quieted as the thought turned inward.

Silence broke with an opening door. “Oh, hey. Are you all back?” asked Kaitlin.

“Just me, and only for a bit,” said Rachel. “Got more running around and shit to do, but I wanted to check up on you two. How’s it going?”

“Tense,” said Kaitlin. “Tense and shitty.”

“That tracks.”

“I was hoping you’d come back with good news. Or hope, or... something.”

“We’re on this bitch. It’s not our first shitshow rodeo. We aren’t on our own. At this point, we’ve moved from plans to putting together backup plans. That’s why Alex and Lorelei are out, and why I’m only passing through for now. I’ll be back later, but you’ll probably be sacked out.”

“Like I could sleep with all this hanging over us?” asked Kaitlin.

“Give it a shot. Exhaustion catches up,” said Rachel.

“Are Alex and Lorelei still with Julia? What’s her plan?”

Rachel opened her mouth, closed it, considered, and made a face. “I’m not saying you don’t wanna know because it’s dark and spooky or fucked up. I’m saying you don’t wanna know because you don’t want to know.”

Kaitlin grimaced. “Ugh. God. I’m ordering room service and charging it to you guys.”

“Y’know what? That’s fair,” said Rachel. “Can you get me something, too? I’m missing out. Lorelei owes me.”

“We had a whole dinner at Lucy’s,” said Dave.

“Yeah, but the hotel is bound to have desserts,” said Kaitlin.

Dave rolled his eyes. “As long as it’s not on my dime,” he said—and then looked away in thought. Connections clicked into place. “Wait. Nah, it can’t be that obvious. Why didn’t I think of it?”

“Think of what?” asked Rachel.

“Follow me on this: they’ve got pallets of this energy drink and all the other event bullshit they need, right? Cook ran everything out of Henry’s ranch house, but we’re sure he cleared everyone out of there once he got found out.”

“Sure as can be. My boss had it checked out—eventually,” Rachel added, grumbling.

“The event is tomorrow. We’re not talking about a whole rock star world tour here. It’s probably one truck at the most. Either it’s loaded up somewhere already, or waiting for morning. They could have it in any random-ass storage rental overnight.”

“Which we’d never find,” said Kaitlin. “The city’s full of storage rental places. They could park a truck overnight anywhere.”

“Okay, but you jumped from Julia’s place to here how fast? Without a car?” asked Dave.

“Uuhhh...” Rachel hesitated.

“You move faster than us, is what I’m saying,” Dave pressed. “Through walls and shit.”

“Sure. ‘And shit’ does a lot of work in that sentence, yes. Most honest answer I can give.”

“That means speed isn’t our problem. We’ve just gotta get some kind of lead. Cook had my company make all the event arrangements. We leaned on clients for some of it, but other stuff was just Craig and me making phone calls and renting or buying stuff. The company doesn’t have its own truck or storage. The easiest and safest way to handle that is the legal way. You just rent or buy it. That’s all Craig’s job.

“He does most of that stuff from the office, which they’d have cleaned out like Henry’s place. But he also works from home. They’d have my computer passwords blocked by now, but Craig’s got his own—and a couple backdoor passwords I’m not supposed to know, but I do.”

“Why not just log in? You’ve got a phone. We’ve got burners, too,” said Kaitlin.

“He’d see a login warning from any new source. He wouldn’t get that same message from an office computer, or one at home. I know where he lives.”

“You don’t think they’d have cleared out of there, too?” asked Kaitlin.

“I think he’d keep his mouth shut like I did to avoid having these guys snoop through his place, especially when he’s the guy with the back doors into everything.” Dave looked to Rachel. “It’s gotta be worth a look.”

“It beats not trying,” said Rachel.

“I’m coming with,” Kaitlin asserted. “I’m not staying here alone, and going back to Lucy’s would be a whole thing. I’m safer with you than not.”

“She’s got a point,” said Rachel.

“Hopefully we’re only talking about an empty house,” said Dave.

“Okay. Cool. Do we call Lorelei and Alex?” asked Kaitlin. “Would that—ugh. Right. I don’t care if we interrupt that. But would they answer?”

“Oh, sure. They know when to pick up the phone. We don’t fuck around about that.” Rachel let that thought go, but another prompted her to take a deep breath. Her awkward grimace returned. “Although maybe give it, I dunno, another ten minutes? Don’t ask me why. I don’t want to make this any weirder for you than it is. Now I get what Alex meant about family being a turn-off.”

“He said we’re a...?” Kaitlin frowned. “Y’know what? Good.”
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PARTY-CRASHERS


The neighborhood showed more variety than many others in the city. Palms and velvet ash trees joined rock gardens along the curbside, with scattered cars leaving room for street parking. Some yards had seating areas or gardens. A couple, like this one, had swimming pools.

Grak stared from the rooftop into the moonlight shimmer on the water with big black eyes over a bestial snout. The imp took in the scents of chlorine and concrete with a mixture of resentment and relief. Every single house along the lane seemed like an extravagance, but the little imp also envied other mortals for their small apartments. He’d never had a home of his own. That, in turn, accounted for his sense of relief: the night was peaceful, quiet, and nothing like an average day in the Pit.

He could sit in the shadows and watch nothing happen all night, all week, and all year if the boss wanted. Boredom beat every alternative Grak knew... though it was boring. Apart from the occasional passing late-night driver, nothing had stirred on the street for hours.

All the interesting noises died out a while ago. Local wildlife appeared to prefer the daylight, and the rooftop lacked bugs for snacking or tormenting. Not long ago, Grak completed his count of orange roof tiles. Now he stared into the shimmering, boring water.

Boring, but also steady. Reassuring. Safe from traps and predators and angry superiors.

Rustling leaves pulled Grak’s attention to the tree along the backyard wall. Tiny claws scratched at stucco in that last instant, raising Grak’s interest. Soon, a black cat emerged from the leaves, looking this way and that with ears perked and eyes wide to scan for any who might have detected its clumsy ascent.

The beast had little chance of noticing Grak at this distance. Hardly larger than the cat himself, Grak kept his dark crimson form low and utterly still against the roof tiles. He stared, not even risking a breath until the cat continued along the wall... and then Grak licked his lips in anticipation.

The cat looked delicious.

It crossed the wall at a leisurely pace, oblivious to the danger. Grak didn’t move a muscle until he was fully behind the cat’s peripheral vision. Once assured, Grak rose with hands and legs tense against the tiles. A single leap would clear the pool. He could glide the rest of the way on his little wings. The cat would sense no danger until it felt teeth and claws, as long as it didn’t catch Grak’s shadow against the light behind⁠—

—Grak blinked. Light? The moon was in the other direction.

He turned in time to see Rachel’s sword flare to life, but not in time to do anything about it. One stroke charred Grak from head to toe and left him tumbling off the rooftop. His remains burst into ashes on contact with the pool deck.

“Knew I’d find one of you little shits here,” Rachel muttered. The cat turned and looked up to her in curiosity. She smiled, waved, and gave the scene one last look as the cat moved on.

Despite all her team’s advantages, Rachel had to be quick about this, especially after sniping the imp. Anything might trip an alarm or attract a witness. Dumb luck always played a role. Still, Rachel sensed and felt no ward, nor caught the stench of any demon apart from the imp. Nothing reacted to its death. Nothing stirred.

Rachel stepped to the front side of the house, let her halo shine brighter, and waved to everyone waiting at the other end of the block. Then she dimmed again and sank through the roof into the front room of the house.

Silence held. Rachel’s halo shed a light only angels could see unless she chose to include others. Nice furniture, grey carpeting, and framed pictures of tropical scenes decorated the living room. A long kitchen counter formed a border opposite the front door. Dave said there’d be no burglar alarm or home assistance system, and so far she saw no blinking lights or gadgets to the contrary. She poked her head through the nearest wall—the garage, as it happened, holding a washer, dryer, and water heater, but no vehicle in its empty main space.

Tension from her hasty entry eased. No reactions, no demons, no explosions. Rachel looked the living room over one more time before she turned the latches on the deadbolt and doorknob lock. Then she stepped back and waited for the knob to turn and the door to open with the benefit of Lorelei’s magical stealth.

Lorelei reached for Rachel’s hand to include her in the invisible shroud. Alex, Dave, and Kaitlin entered close behind, all moving quietly as Lorelei instructed. Magic helped a lot, but not if the enchanted worked against it. No one spoke until Dave closed the door in that same perfect silence.

“Any issues?” Lorelei murmured.

“Imp on the roof,” Rachel whispered. “Fucker’s ash now. Never saw me coming. Nothing in the garage. I think we’re Gucci.”

“But we’re still whispering?” asked Kaitlin—quietly.

“Yes,” Alex answered. Like the others, he took in the room with a long, sweeping glance, and then looked to Dave.

“Guest room, home office, main bedroom,” Dave recited, pointing around the corner of the wall separating the living room from the garage. “I’ve only come by a couple times, and not to hang out. He didn’t show me around.”

“We’ll be fine without a guide,” Lorelei said—and then stopped cold at the new arrival on the other side of the room.

She crossed from the hallway into the kitchen without a clue of her company, dark-haired and lithe in nothing but panties, yet hardly putting on a show. Slumped shoulders and a downward tilt of her head signaled comfort and solitude on her way to the refrigerator. Everyone else froze in complete silence as the stranger pulled out a beer bottle, turned toward them, and popped the cap off with her thumb.

The freeze held through her long gulps. She downed the bottle in a single tilt, tossed it aside on the kitchen floor with a thunk, and let out a satisfied belch.

Then she made eye contact. “Oh, shit.”

“She’s with them! Grab her!” Dave hissed in recognition.

Rachel, Lorelei, and Alex were in motion before he finished speaking—though so was the stranger. She was halfway out of the kitchen when Rachel ghosted through the counter to catch her by the arm and tug hard, slamming her into the refrigerator.

“Oof! Bitch!” The stranger slashed at Rachel’s head with fingernails that suddenly turned to claws. Rachel yelped and turned away with blood flying from her cheek and jaw. It wasn’t enough to buy the stranger an escape, though, as her own face promptly collided with Lorelei’s fist. The stranger opened her mouth with the first glow of flames behind her lips only to take an uppercut that shut her jaw and turned the blast into a choking cough.

“Rachel?” asked Alex.

“I’m—nf—good,” Rachel grunted into a noisy punch at the stranger’s ribs.

“Mrrouugh,” the other woman groaned, but she rallied for one more attempt. Rather than pushing through her foes, she dove across the kitchen counter. She nearly made it, but for Rachel’s hand clamping down on her ankle mid-leap. Caught with greater strength, she sprawled across the sink and counter at her leg and hips. The rest of her swung violently downward, causing the lip of the counter to buckle under her weight and force.

Lorelei grabbed the woman by wings no one else could see and yanked her back into the kitchen with Rachel’s aid. That put her on the floor against the corner, with Rachel stomping hard on one thigh to keep her there. Lorelei caught the woman’s demonic tail with her own before that could do harm, too.

“Fuckin’ stop,” Rachel grunted.

“No,” she growled, still struggling. Hands lashed out again, blocked and caught but fighting on.

“Desiree?” asked a bleary male voice from down the hall.

“Oh, you’re kidding,” said Dave.

“Get him,” Lorelei urged, but Dave was already moving. Alex followed. Without magic or wild battle skills, Kaitlin stayed by the entrance. She thought fast enough to lock the door again—and then remembered the windows, but she couldn’t block every possible exit.

Only two steps behind his father, Alex saw Dave stop and peek around the door with the lessons of his time in the military before advancing. That was all the clearance Alex needed to follow. They found a darkened room, a thoroughly unmade bed, and a man standing on the discarded comforter with boxers nearly over his hips. He seemed near Dave’s age, average in build and well-groomed, and also fully aware that he'd just been busted.

“Don’t make this a thing, Craig,” Dave warned.

“Whoa, hey.” Craig put his hands up as soon as the waistband reached his hips. “Dave? What the fuck? Hold on. I got railroaded like everyone else.”

“Uh-huh.” Despite the dim lights, Alex saw stains from more than sweat on the bed sheets. “You look like you’re having a terrible time with it, too.”

“You’re not getting out of this,” Rachel told Desiree as they wrestled.

“One way or another,” Desiree vowed—and bit Rachel’s wrist with cartoonishly jagged teeth.

“Fuck!” Reflex and instinct sent Rachel into a full-force punch from her free hand at Desiree’s head. The impact cratered the drywall and caused Desiree’s body to jerk violently, but it also freed her from Lorelei and Rachel’s grip. Unfazed and moving faster than either could expect, Desiree dug her clawed fingers into the tile and launched herself in a skittering crawl around their legs. She bolted toward the opening of the kitchen.

Lorelei barely missed her last chance to snatch Desiree’s leg. Desiree passed the kitchen counter, spotted Kaitlin, and leapt. “No!” Lorelei shouted.

Kaitlin sidestepped and let loose with the spray from a tiny black attachment on her keychain. Desiree tumbled with a painful cry and clutched at her face.

Rachel passed through the counter to deliver a punishing elbow into Desiree’s ribs. She followed with brutal punches to the head, twice and then a third for good measure while Lorelei caught up to help. Lorelei severed Desiree’s tail and tossed it aside with Kaitlin never seeing more than odd motions from the act. Rachel put Desiree in a firm hold, twisting one arm behind her back and driving a knee between Desiree’s shoulder blades.

“Fucking hell.” Rachel grimaced and looked away with blood trailing from the wounds at her cheek and jaw. “You carry pepper spray, too?”

“It’s what I can afford,” said Kaitlin. “What do you mean by, ‘too?’”

“We’re familiar with it. Rachel?” asked Lorelei.

“Tagged me good, but I’ll walk it off.” Rachel looked again to Kaitlin. “Sorry you had to see all that. You okay?”

“I’m fine. Not the first nasty fight I’ve seen.”

Desiree growled and thrashed. “Get nastier as soon as I’m free, you fucking⁠—”

“Yeah, we got it, you’re a big bad servant of Leviathan,” said Rachel. “Endless service. All shall fall into the great piehole and get shat out into her endless sea of blood. We’ve heard it before. Fuck.” She winced. “Okay, not gonna lie, I really want to fix the bite and claw stuff. Stings like a motherfucker.”

“Good,” snarled Desiree.

“Hey, are we—ugh, is that pepper spray?” Alex stopped at the hallway corner.

“Yup! Congrats. She really is your sister,” said Rachel.

“What’s that mean?” Kaitlin’s eyes watered from the lingering fumes.

“You share certain sensibilities. It’s not a complaint,” said Lorelei.

“Much,” Rachel added. “I can help with the fumes as soon as this asshole is under control.”

“You wish,” said Desiree. “I’ll eat her entrails while you⁠—!”

Rachel twisted harder on her arm. “Fuckface, we don’t do torture, but I will shut you up. In fact, does anyone have a sock?”

“Oh shit,” said a new arrival. He rounded the corner after Alex with his hands up. Dave kept a hold on the guy’s bare shoulder.

“Craig, I presume?” asked Lorelei.

“Yeah,” said Dave. “I’m as surprised as anyone. You couldn’t sweep the house before we came in?” he asked Rachel.

“You all wanted to catch up quick instead of staying separated,” said Rachel, though that had largely been Lorelei’s concern. “I thought the imp would be the only surprise. That was my dumbass mistake.”

“Only the one?” Desiree seethed.

“Shut it.”

“I assume we interrupted the obvious?” said Lorelei.

“Yup,” said Alex.

“Interesting. Desiree strikes me as neither a succubus nor any other temptress. You’re an ordinary warrior, aren’t you? The body you wear only happened to be attractive when you claimed her.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Craig. None of the women noticed.

“Succubus? Pff. Bunch of snobs,” said Desiree. “Better a warrior than a sellout running around with a fucking angel on... wait...”

“Hey, yeah,” Rachel understood. She shifted her grip, carefully stepping over Desiree to take hold of both arms before hauling the demon half-upright. “Get a good look. Are the wheels turning now?”

“Oh. Oh, shit. You’re really her,” said Desiree. “It’s all true. You and her. All of it.”

“I couldn’t say without knowing what you have heard. What does that mean to you?” asked Lorelei. Desiree didn’t answer.

“Who is she? Who are any of you people?” asked Craig. “What the hell is going on?”

“You know how they had us helping them with their weirdo AI event, and we said it seemed like a cult?” asked Dave. “It’s creepier than that, and they’re worse than mobsters with a scam. Where’s the junk for the event, Craig? Where are they keeping the drinks and banners and shit?”

“Tell them nothing,” Desiree snapped at Craig.

“Unless you want out of all this nonsense,” said Rachel. “If you do, where’s Cook? Where are the rest of them?”

“Shut up!” Desiree’s face contorted with rage and ferocity, still human but revealing enough of the truth to make Craig recoil. “Nothing! Not a word! They’re the enemy, and they work against us!”

“Is that true, Craig?” asked Alex. “Is this an ‘us and them’ for you, too? Or did you get railroaded into this mess, like you said before?”

“These aren’t cops,” Dave told Craig. “That’s all you need to know. Henry’s dead. That means the company’s going down the drain one way or another, and all our jobs, too. We already know that part, but Cook and his assholes are gonna drag you down way deeper than any other option. Come clean with us and you might get through this okay.”

“Say nothing. Shut up,” Desiree repeated.

Craig looked from one demand to the other and hesitated.

Desiree’s eyes turned pitch black. A new layer rose in her voice, as if two of her spoke at once. “Traitors, all of you. Traitors to our cause,” she snarled at Dave and Craig, and then to Lorelei, “Traitor to us all!”

“Rachel,” Lorelei warned.

“I’ve still got her,” said Rachel. Though Desiree struggled, Rachel’s grip held.

“No. Her eyes,” said Lorelei. “This is some—she’s calling out!”

All in a single move, Rachel kicked Desiree face down on the floor, extended her blade, and spread her wings wide, ready to attack or defend. She lacked a target.

The threat crashed through the ceiling like a bomb in the center of the group. Sudden force threw nearly everyone off their feet, with Rachel and Lorelei’s wings and bodies providing less than complete protection from debris. Dust and darkness choked the first glimpses of black wings, a white suit, and a glowing orange shaft.

Cook swung hard with his cane, deflected from Rachel’s head by her blade yet still striking her shoulder and knocking her down. The spinning motion of his attack carried around toward Lorelei, also in a defensive pose. Her wing took the brunt of that searing cane, but the follow-through from Cook’s fist and swinging demon’s tail threw her to the floor.

Alex rolled up and tore the gladius from its sheath in his jacket. Dave rose only a heartbeat slower with his pistol in hand. Neither were fast enough.

Rather than press his advantage to finish off any one target, Cook roared and stabbed his glowing cane into the floor directly between Rachel and Lorelei. Orange light flared in a line toward both from the center point. Then Cook snatched an equally stunned Desiree by the arm and yanked her backward with him, retreating toward the front door. “Out! Now!” he ordered.

Alex lunged past his partners and the glowing line on the floor between them. Burning heat reached his senses, but he had a higher focus. He stabbed for Cook’s heart. His blade found Cook’s open hand instead.

Though growling in pain, Cook curled his hand around the impaling metal and twisted it up and wide with overpowering strength. The sudden move left Alex open for Cook to kick him away. Alex feared broken ribs or worse in the split second before he collided with the ruined kitchen counter.

“Out,” Cook repeated at Desiree. No one else heard it under the loud pop of gunfire. Dave put a bullet into Cook at center mass, then three more when sure of his aim. Dark wings closed around him in time to block the last shot, but not the first few. Yet even those hits seemed barely worse than meager punches.

Desiree opened the door and got on the other side. The wind tunnel created between the doorway and the hole in the roof cleared some of the dust, while new light joined Rachel’s halo to illuminate the wrecked living room.

“Gnnh!” Alex planted a hand on the floor and leaned forward. His lower chest hurt like hell, but nothing was broken. He could rage past that, and felt about ready to as he saw both Lorelei and Rachel jerk and seethe with pain. The glow from the center point in the floor took on the look of a chain of fire—and the center point had shrunk into a large, unmoving ball. Alex had seen this sort of effect before, but this one had more special effects than the one the angels of Seattle slapped on Lydia months ago.

More orange light spread from the center point across the floor in faint lines, some straight and others bent like runes. The effect ended in a circle no larger than the living room and part of the kitchen. It encompassed Alex and Dave, along with Rachel and Lorelei—and Kaitlin, sensibly ducked low and to one side of a coffee table for cover. Craig was still on his side, also caught in the circle.

“Shoot again if you like. It will make no difference.” Cook clenched his wounded hand close to his chest. Though he stood tall outside the glow of the circle, he did not hide his heavy breath. This attack demanded something of him. “You see how much good bullets do. No one outside will hear.”

Rachel pushed off the floor, her blade up and ready. The chain around her ankle kept her from advancing or attacking. Lorelei overcame the pain and rose to the same discovery. “Aw, motherfucker,” Rachel hissed—and then her eyes snapped to their captor. “How the fuck are you pulling this trick?”

“I was once like you,” he replied. “I remember much from my time before enlightenment.”

“Yeah, I know who you are, Nisroc. You never held a Dominion. You wouldn’t have the power for this.”

He straightened with curious amusement at the sound of his name, but seemed otherwise unbothered. “Believe as you will. Reality is clear. You will not break or escape such bonds.”

Behind him, Desiree leaned on the door frame as she tried to rally her strength. “Then let’s finish them.”

“No,” said Nisroc. “I came to resolve a threat, and that is done. We don’t need them dead. We need them out of the way.”

“You’re serious?” Desiree blinked. “They’re trapped and hurt!”

“This was no easy feat for you, was it?” asked Lorelei. “A fallen angel is still fallen. You haven’t the strength to spare. How long does this bond hold?”

“Long enough to avoid an unnecessary brawl with an angel or the likes of you,” said Nisroc. “Either you serve a mistress I’d rather not deal with, or you are a power unto yourself and you present a similar problem. Whatever your interest, I need you out of the way more than I need you dead.”

“Then why are we still talking?” asked Alex.

“In your case, because you are vulnerable and you know it. You hesitate because you cannot overcome me, minor successes aside.” Nisroc waved his bloodied hand with a wince, but the wound had already closed. “Also, you suspect the lights around you mark out a warding barrier, and that is correct. You could shoot bullets past its limits, but you see how little good that does. Flesh and blood would fare much worse in crossing this barrier than mere lead.”

“Don’t test it,” said Lorelei. “On this point, I believe him.”

“I, too, have reasons to play for time—though that has run its course.” As he spoke, headlights flashed across the street behind him. Car doors opened and shut. “I have things to do, but I’m not foolish enough to leave you unsupervised.”

Two men in simple jeans and t-shirt combos stalked past the windows. They seemed entirely human except for their strange gaits and the soft red glow in their eyes. Fluttering wings drew glances up to the hole in the roof, met by the downward stare of a couple more imps perched at the edge.

“Wards work both ways,” said Desiree. “If they can shoot out...”

“This fight is over,” said Nisroc. “We can spare a few minions on guard and containment. The rest of us have more important matters to attend.”

“We can’t at least kill the mortals? Two of them betrayed us!”

“To no avail. Do you have a gun on hand? I do not. We gain nothing from continuing this. Let’s go.” Nisroc didn’t wait for her to turn around. He walked away from the door, knowing she would follow.

One of the red-eyed men stepped into the vacated space. He stared in silence, like the one at the side widow of the living room and the imps overhead.

“What the fuck is happening?” asked Craig, still low on the floor but no longer playing dead.

“Exactly what it looks like,” said Dave. “It’s all magic and monster bullshit. Keeping quiet to go unnoticed was the right move. You might wanna stick to it. Kait, you okay?”

“Yeah. I’m alright. You?” She’d risen from behind the coffee table during the conversation, but stayed between it and the couch to drop for cover again if needed.

“Better than the others,” said Dave.

“How bad is it?” Alex asked his partners.

“Fuckin’ sucks, but I can deal,” Rachel winced. “Like I’m hurting and healing to push it back. Lorelei?”

“It’s an infernal flame, regardless of shape,” she answered. “I’ve felt this sting before. I will manage. Alex is hurt worse than either of us.”

“Babe, c’mere,” said Rachel.

“You’re sure?” asked Alex. “If you’re already healing yourself...?”

“I can do us both. Phrasing, sorry.” As soon as she took his hand, relief flowed through his ribs. The throb of pain at his back subsided, too. “Dave, Kaitlin, you hurt? It’s okay. I can help.”

“Only a little knocked around. I’m over it,” said Kaitlin.

“They could’ve done way worse.” Dave eyed their silent guards. “They should’ve, too.”

“I’ll take what we can get, but you’re not wrong,” said Alex.

“We’re all thinkin’ it,” said Rachel.

“This is the second time he’s walked away rather than fight me,” said Lorelei. “Here, he had us at a disadvantage. Yet his arrival was dramatic, and his tactics...” She stared at the ball and chain. “Rachel, what do you know of this?”

“Mostly that he shouldn’t fuckin’ be able to do it,” said Rachel. “This is higher angel shit. Dominions and above. I could do it while I had the spot, but I needed that extra juice. This motherfucker isn’t a real angel anymore, let alone in Dominion.”

“Could he have been that strong before he switched sides?” asked Alex. “Would that explain?”

“Nuh-uh,” said Rachel. “Dominion is about the office, not the angel. He’d have lost that juice when he turned, if he had it in the first place. And it’s not like I knew every Dominion, but that fucker? No way.”

“Oh, I find it entirely plausible,” said Lorelei.

“Should we be talking about this in front of these guys?” Kaitlin nodded to their guards. “Nisroc knew right where to come when the other one started shouting and her eyes went black.”

“Another reason I believe this required significant effort,” said Lorelei. “He doesn’t know my true power, and thus he wanted to avoid a full confrontation. His goals are more important to him than removing us as obstacles or enemies.”

Alex looked again to their guards. It was all the suggestion anyone needed to drop the topic and any potential details that might get back to Nisroc. Giving him more answers did them no favors. “The real question is, how do we get out of this?”

Rachel looked between her fiery sword and the chain at her leg. “Worth a shot,” she decided before slashing downward with all her might. Sparks and tongues of flame bounced with impact, almost all flying directly upward rather than at her companions. The imps hissed and flinched despite no harm reaching them. The end of Rachel’s blade left a scorching line in the carpet, but set nothing on fire.

The chain held.

“Did you expect anything different?” asked Dave.

“Not with one hit. I’m getting a feel.” Rachel swung again, prompting the others to shift clear. She grunted with the effort of her next swing, and then the next, soon escalating to her customary profanity. “Dingus—fuckin—shitboy—assface!” After many strikes, she let her blade disappear and grabbed at her point of impact despite the burn from the chain. Rachel stomped on one end, pulling and rending. Lorelei joined the effort, but it made no difference. The chains held.

Wondering if mortal involvement might change the equation, Alex gestured for the pair to hold the chains out for a strike. Rachel shrugged; Lorelei complied without opinion. They held the chain tight for a downward stroke of his blade, yet the burning links still held—tightly enough to show the gap in strength between Alex and his lovers. The blow never threatened their hold.

“Fucking balls.” Rachel dropped the chains in disgust and shook her hands, wincing as she coped with the heat. Faint trails of smoke rose from Lorelei’s hands, too, but she seemed largely indifferent to the sensation. “This shouldn’t work. He shouldn’t have this in his tool kit.”

“The enchantment feels more infernal than divine,” said Lorelei. “Powerfully so.”

“I’m sure Hell has its ball-and-chain bullshit, too, but this looks angelic to me. It’s got the same look and motion and it’s just as fucking stubborn.”

“Could that be a trick?” asked Alex.

“Fuck if I know why he’d bother. Doesn’t change what we can do about it,” said Rachel.

“No service on my phone,” announced Kaitlin.

“What, you want to call 911?” Craig asked sourly.

“Hey,” said Dave. “You’re the last one to dump on anybody here.”

“Figured it was worth a check if we’re trying everything,” Kaitlin explained. “I didn’t expect much given how that guy shit-talked and then bounced like he wasn’t worried. I’ve got no bars. Nothing. Is that normal with magic?”

“Magic’s impact on advanced technology can vary widely,” said Lorelei. “Some enchantments are more effective than others. It is sometimes a matter of subtlety rather than force. We are likely shrouded from the outside world here.”

“Are we? They said the ward works both ways.” Alex stepped closer to the edge. The guard stared back from the window with glowing red eyes and a stone-cold expression, but took no action. He also didn’t exactly block the view of the street outside—or the headlights that shot past the block at unreasonable speed.

Silently.

“Wait, what?” Alex blinked. Late-night speeding seemed viable on the long, straight road past the neighborhood, but Alex would’ve expected a roar at that pace. He heard nothing. Eventually, another vehicle passed in the opposite direction at a similarly wild clip. Alex barely caught a glimpse. A small shadow like some animal darted past a streetlight in the blink of an eye.

He moved toward the front window. Light from the warding circle fell short of the glass, but Alex risked pushing the curtain aside with his sword. Heat traveled up the blade, though not enough to harm. The guy in the doorway snapped in a forty-five degree turn to stare at him.

Street lamps, curbside cars, thin trees, and houses all stayed still as they should, but their shadows tilted at a pace Alex could see. He looked up and around for the moon before he realized that moonset had probably long past—yet despite the light pollution of the city, he could make out a few brighter stars and planets.

They all moved.

“Okay, that’s bad,” said Alex. “The world outside is moving faster than we are in here.”

“What?” said half the group.

“Cars are flying by. Shadows all tilt together. See for yourself.”

They did. Once more, their minders barely reacted, though Alex noted an eye twitch at normal speed. Whatever the warding field did, those immediately outside of it still synched with time and movement on the inside.

“Damn,” said Rachel. “You’re right. I can see it. Holy fucking shit.”

“I thought magic could only fudge time by a few seconds?” asked Alex.

“That’s what I thought! That’s what I fuckin’ knew until now,” said Rachel. “I’m not saying it’s impossible, but I’ve never heard of this. Not seriously.”

“Could it be an illusion? Maybe a trick?” asked Dave.

“Maybe, but like the other stuff, why?” Rachel answered.

“We went through that weird time dilation in the Low Road, but that worked in the opposite direction,” said Alex.

“Manipulation of time is possible within the Pit,” said Lorelei. “It is one more method of torment. Such prisons isolate and disorient. I would not have thought it possible here. The power this must involve...” Lorelei stared at the ball that anchored the ward and the chains. “He must truly believe us stronger than he is, even when he had us at such disadvantage.”

“Every demon we’ve run into either bounced or wound up dead,” said Alex. “Maybe Nisroc knows that. This was the safest way to get us out of the picture.”

“Okay, so how long have we been in...? Aw, fuck.” Kaitlin pointed east.

The edges of the horizon brightened with the first faint signs of morning twilight.

“Most magic fades with sunrise and sunset, right?” asked Alex.

“Most, yes.” Lorelei didn’t need to point out how many exceptions they already faced.

“You said you had a back-up plan?” Kaitlin asked Rachel.

“None of them involved being caught in here. I need to be out there to get shit rolling, or at least get cell service, or...” Rachel conjured her blade again, swinging it downward with another burst of ineffective sparks. And another. And another.

Their minders looked on in silence. One imp’s bestial lips curled back in a grin.
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BIG SWINGS


“The bursting lights around our name and symbol on the flashing sign are a nice touch. Was that difficult to arrange?”

“The fireworks?” asked Ducky. “Nah, that’s kinda standard. Already programmed into the sign. Staff asked if we had our own graphics, and we said no, so...” He fell one step behind Cook and threw a glance to Popcorn at his other side. “Bursting lights?” he mouthed silently.

“Man, don’t look at me,” Popcorn murmured when their boss turned away to call to an underling. “Dude called this an antechamber.”

Ducky’s perplexion shifted, but didn’t leave. He looked around at the big, mostly empty hall between the main entrance and the doors to the arena seats. Temp hires without uniforms busily set up small tables and unloaded cardboard boxes of mugs, t-shirts, and other cheap handouts. “I thought it’s a lobby.”

“It’s a fuckin’ foyer. You never been to a theater?”

“Movies, yeah. It’s called a lobby.”

“Ah, the man of the hour! Good to see you out here, Gary.” Cook offered a warm handshake to a balding, middle-aged man in business casual and barely-concealed tension. “Popcorn, Ducky, have you met our keynote speaker? Dr. Gary Keane is the genius behind Deep Truth.”

“Ah. Yeah. H-hi,” Gary mumbled without offering more than a nod, let alone a handshake. The introduction seemed to trip up his confidence.

“Right. You’re the dude in the videos,” said Ducky.

“You look different,” said Popcorn.

Gary blinked as his confidence faltered again. “Video does that. Filters, too,” he admitted. “You have to p-play to your audience. This crowd expects to see, um, strength. I’m b-better up on camera or behind a podium talking about what I really know, and that’s the tech. Even the ‘genius’ is more about the tech than myself or anyone else.”

“Nonsense.” Cook clapped him on the shoulder. “Technology may replace the deity or the idol, but you are our first prophet.”

“Um. Yeah.” Gary’s look betrayed some secret held between them. He didn’t elaborate. “I, um, got a text that Christian Miller is here, so that’s all our top-billed guests. Mr. Cook...” Gary gestured to the assorted tables and workers. “Is this the whole set-up? I know it’s not a stadium, but I thought at least the site concession stands would be open, and maybe we’d have more banners and, well, flash. Hype.”

“We have flash. We were just discussing the electronic signage outside.”

Gary frowned. “That’s not really a draw. How long has that sign had us in the rotation?”

“Oh, I don’t know, since...?” Cook turned cheerfully to Ducky and Popcorn.

“About an hour ago,” said Popcorn.

“An hour?” Gary blinked.

“That’s when we got here and talked to the guy,” said Ducky. “We thought Craig was handling all that stuff.”

“He did, though he’s tied up with other matters now,” said Cook. “This all came together on short notice. I’m unsurprised we were left off the rotation of upcoming events until today.”

“Wait, what? What’s up with Craig?” asked Popcorn.

“No trouble. Last minute bureaucracy. Nothing to worry about.” Cook smiled.

Popcorn and Ducky didn’t smile back.

“It’s not really upcoming when it’s the day of,” Gary went on. “We’re only a couple hours until showtime. Do we have any media attention? I haven’t seen so much as a local station van go by.”

“Not worth our time,” said Cook. “Local media wouldn’t reach our target audience. We knew that when we invested everything online and ran the rest with our ‘street teams.’ Such a catchy term. Anyway, media would cast doubt and suspicion. A new religion disturbs the masses. We don’t need that kind of attention until the movement is off and rolling, and that happens today. Worry not, Gary. We wanted the faithful, and they’re all on their way. We even arranged low-cost parking for them.”

“Yyyeah.” Gary frowned. “That’s why I’m out here looking at all the prep. The tech check on stage went fine, but when I tried to go back in, it was all closed off. Not the arena seats, but the stage itself. Both sides. I thought I had all access. Kinda wanted to stay at the podium and go through my notes again, get the feel of the space. Now they’ve got all the curtains down and won’t let me on.”

“You ain’t done a whole rehearsal yet?” asked Popcorn. “Like, gotten all your speakers together to know what everyone’s gonna say and time everything out?”

“Why, Popcorn, I didn’t know you had such expertise,” said Cook.

“I went to high school like anyone else. Drama was an easy grade.” Again, Popcorn’s skepticism slipped through. “All this money and all your tech, and you ain’t done that?”

“W-well, I’ve spoken to crowds before, and I have my notes,” Gary began. “But yes, some more prep and rehearsal would be⁠—”

“The space will feel completely different once those seats are filled with an audience,” said Cook. “I wouldn’t overrate the use of further preparation and second-guessing. You’ve made your clarion call over and over again online, and those with ears to hear have answered. Speak from a free mind and a free heart on what you know, and that’s Deep Truth. Don’t worry, Gary. I have your back.” Cook clapped him on the shoulder. His hand lingered, rubbing.

“Yeah. Yeah, okay.” Gary seemed to breathe easier at Cook’s touch, or perhaps stronger. He stood straighter, too. “Same as always.”

“Since the beginning,” Cook assured. “If you want more preparation, let’s find our other guests. Perhaps meeting with them will settle any doubts.”

They walked. Popcorn held Ducky back a step with a nudge at the arm. “You catch all that?”

“Motherfucker ain’t no professional speaker,” Ducky agreed. “Tech bro with a podcast mic, I can see, with like three followers. Only confident ‘cause nobody’s listening, y’know? But here we are with people comin’ for real.”

“Like he said, filters and video help, I guess,” said Popcorn. “I meant the other bit, though. The genius stuff. Cook said he built this, but Baldy hesita⁠—”

“Gentlemen? Are you coming?” called the boss.

“Shit,” Popcorn muttered under his breath. “Yeah. We’re good.” They followed.

Julia stayed.

Unseen and immaterial, Julia had few worries about being detected. Most of those worries centered on Cook. So far, no one here had used his other name. He was the first and only person she recognized in her initial ghostly pass through the arena. He was also the most important person here as far as she knew, making him the ideal target to shadow—if the demon couldn’t sense an out-of-body sorcerer in his presence.

Trailing Cook had been a huge gamble, but so far, it had paid off. Apart from picking up names and details of the schedule, following Cook also let Julia identify several other demons lurking in plain sight amid the staffers and gig workers. She expected more of them.

It wasn’t the only part of this to run counter to expectations, nor the only twist involving demons. She didn’t expect to be here alone. After a couple hours of delicious, mind-blowing “bonding” last night with both of her new friends, Julia figured Alex would be easier to locate and connect with in her astral form. Lorelei shook her to the core, and Julia welcomed it and wanted more, but Alex had the simple benefit of being human and easier to affect with magic.

Instead, morning came and they didn’t pick up the phone. After several attempts, she moved to her ritual circle and reached out in the astral for those warm, welcoming souls she knew much better after last night... only to touch nothing. She couldn’t even find the echoes left behind by the dead. Julia’s physical body would hear the phone ring beside her ritual circle if anything changed, but her astral senses should have found some connection.

She tried again and still felt nothing.

No, that’s not true, Julia considered. That smug note from Cook about their missing guy gave me all sorts of bad feelings about the others.

Laid out on the floor safe at home, Julia’s body took a deep, steadying breath. Her astral form felt a little stronger for it. Some random gig worker passed through her, completely unaware, pushing a dolly with a stack of cans toward one of the swag tables. Others were on the way.

Right. Focus. Learn what you can. Even if the others don’t show... she put that thought out of her head. She couldn’t affect anything here without people to work through, but she could at least scout and watch. Cook might lead her to more secrets, but Gary’s complaint about the stage rang like an alarm in her thoughts. She crossed the hall and passed through the interior wall far faster than her physical body could run.

Built with basketball and other indoor sports in mind, the arena played host to several minor-league teams, concerts, and traveling shows. Plain workday lighting and a few upper windows with curtains drawn left the surrounding tiers of seats in a calm, almost bland atmosphere. Rather than playing from the floor or in the round, the event called for a more traditional stage setup along one end of the arena—with dark curtains hanging over the temporary stage.

A scattered handful of staffers walked the upper tiers, presumably running last safety or litter checks. Others finished setting up and anchoring rows of center floor seating. The occasional clatter and dialogue of work filled otherwise empty air as Julia floated overhead toward the curtains and their eerie silence.

Closer to the stage, she noticed a man in a dark polo shirt and jeans standing guard at one end, and another across the stage. Neither seemed particularly imposing or built for security work, but as she drew close, she noticed the shadowy horns and wings that marked Cook’s other minions. Astral projection gathered more than the usual five senses—in this case, a sense that neither man really belonged in his body, and then the faint stench of decay.

That added two more demon minions to her count. She’d remember their faces, but they weren’t her concern if they didn’t bother anyone and didn’t notice her presence. Julia drifted over their line of sight and through the curtain.

At first glance, the stage seemed utterly ordinary, perhaps even underwhelming. A flat white movie screen dominated the space, with a podium at downstage center and a handful of seats off to one side. Blue tape marked out borders for all the furniture. Lights hung overhead, dark for now. Openings to stage left and stage right led to simple fold-up tables with bottles of water, hand towels, and other reasonable implements. At either side lurked two more figures with shadowy wings no one else could see, both facing away from the stage.

Soon Julia noticed the bright orange arc covering most of the white screen—shifting to blood red shadow as her eyes lifted, and eventually shimmering with orange again like embers. The effect continued to turn, mixing colors and running from bright to dark, yet mostly keeping those same elements: flame, shadow, and blood. Embers rose in the darker lines in shapes like runes, but she couldn’t make any of them out before they faded again. She caught scents of brimstone, sulfur, ocean air, and blood.

Dread surged in her gut. She felt like the floor might open up beneath her, or that she might drown. Julia took a step back before remembering that she wasn’t entirely here and that matters like stable footing meant little. Her body was back at home, safe behind her wards and defenses. She knew no magic that could touch her, let alone harm her here.

Her dread hung on.

Ritual setups, thought Julia. Demons on guard. I don’t know what Lorelei and Alex can do about this, but... what the hell am I gonna do alone?

Where are you two?
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“Everybody’s just going by. How are they all missing this?” Morning sunlight gave Kaitlin a full view of dog-walkers going to and fro in fast-forward. Commuters left their driveways in an even bigger rush. “I thought magic faded with witnesses.”

“No one is a witness to what they do not notice,” said Lorelei.

“Okay, but the creeps standing at the window and door staring at us?”

“I know, right?” Rachel still battered at the chain as she had for many long minutes. “You’d think one of these people would have a fuckin’ guardian with a fuckin’ clue. ‘Oh, hey. Weirdos in my favorite mortal person’s neighborhood. Are they stalkers? Perverts? Zombies? Maybe I could spare two seconds to fuckin’ look!’ Or smell the fuckin’ brimstone!” She tried dragging her sword against the chain in the hopes of sustained contact making some difference.

“Anything?” asked Kaitlin.

“Fuck all,” Rachel grumbled.

“There’s gotta be a way out of this,” said Alex, but he had already tried what little tricks of magic he’d learned from Onyx and Molly. Most of the salt in Craig’s kitchen laid on the floor in a partial circle around the orange ball of flame, or had gone up in smoke on direct contact. He also tried water and the decorative iron handles of the kitchen cabinets. Nothing worked.

Turning from the conversation and Rachel’s efforts, Dave found Craig sitting on a dining chair, staring at the angel. He had said little since their arrival and Nisroc’s departure. All the attention focused on the orb and the ward, including his. “You still with us?” asked Dave.

Craig blinked away his distraction, but not his awe—or perhaps his dread. “She’s an angel. An actual angel.” Though still grappling with it, Craig kept his wits. His statements of the obvious held more implication than awe. “They’re real.”

“Yeah. Throws you for a loop, huh? Then you start asking what all that means. About the world, about life. Your life.”

“Pretty much.” Craig grimaced. He glanced upward at the imps perched at the hole overhead. “And they’re real, too.”

“Yup.”

“And Cook, and Desiree...” He let out a long, heavy breath. “Trying not to freak out right now.”

“Good. It won’t help.”

“What does help?”

“We came here looking for info on their arena thing,” said Dave. “Might be out of our hands with this time trap stuff, but do you know anything worth sharing? About the gig setup, or all the giveaway junk, or their plans?”

Warily, Craig looked again at the imps and the door guards, and then the literal angel. He gulped down the rest of his indecision. “They’ve got about eight thousand tickets claimed online, and the place holds ten. Probably fewer than eight show up, but it seems like most are serious. We got all the permits and reservation shit out of the way, either legally or with bribes. We only agreed to minimal venue staff and got a gig agency for the rest. Bare bones only. It won’t be a slick event, but it’ll go on as scheduled.” He looked to the clock on the wall that still showed early morning hours. “For whatever sense time makes now, I guess.”

“How many more people does Cook have? We took out a couple of his big guys when I split the other night.”

“A few. Not many. The people they brought in to speak on stage seem normal. Assholes, but they didn’t have the creepy silent vibe, or that edge like, um... Desiree.” Craig rubbed his face with his hands. “Tell me I’m not gonna catch anything from her. Or that I didn’t father anything.”

Dave threw an awkward glance over his shoulder. Alex answered it with a scowl and a shake of his head. “Doesn’t seem to work like that,” Dave relayed with slightly more patience.

Craig sighed with relief—partial relief, but any seemed significant.

“They went to a lot of trouble to get some kind of energy drink made,” said Dave. “It’s name-brand stuff stolen from a local plant, but they changed the labels and messed with the contents. What’s the plan there? How’s that figure into the gig?”

“Ugh, that’s what it is? I thought maybe this was all to start some viral marketing scam for their juice, but that’s fake, too? Where’s the money in...?” He looked again to the angel and the watching demons. “It’s not about money, is it?”

“It’s not about money, no,” Dave confirmed.

“Holy shit.” Craig processed it, renewing the mountain of stress on his shoulders. “Okay, they didn’t have any meetings or at least they didn’t include me. I don’t know the schedule. They plan to pass out the drinks at the door and ask people to wait for a cue to open up and chug together. Some kind of group picture or video they want to take. Not everyone’s gonna wait or listen to directions, but that’s fine with them. They’ve got a comedian off of TikTok to warm up the crowd before their motivational guy and that hockey player. Dr. Keane is giving some keynote they don’t want to call a keynote ‘cause that doesn’t sound cool enough. He talks about follow-up online and future gigs, but you saw how they are. I think any later plans are just ways to string the talent along. Are they... Christ, are they gonna poison all those people?”

“We don’t know,” said Dave. “Best info we’ve got says the stuff they put in the juice shouldn’t be harmful, but this is all crazy demon magic. Nobody knows the plan.”

“This gets worse and worse.” Craig shook his head. “First my job, now my house, maybe my fucking soul? Maybe mass murder, too?”

“Hey. Stick with getting through this.”

“How? We’re trapped.” Craig waved at Rachel still fighting with the chain as Lorelei looked on. “You think I’d have fucked a demon if I knew better? I don’t know anything about this shit.”

“Neither did I. Focus on what you do know.” Dave tried to do the same. “What about the other guys? Igor, Popcorn, and Ducky?”

“They know less than I do. Everyone’s afraid to ask. They’re pissed at you for turning on them, but I can’t tell if that’s because you jumped ship or because you didn’t take them with you. Working for Henry was fine. This shit is crazy. None of them wanted anything heavier, let alone all this stuff they don’t know about.”

“I imagine,” said Dave. “Not sure what I’d have said, but I didn’t exactly get the chance to talk to any of them.”

The comment turned Lorelei’s head. She had stared at the orb through the conversation, barely listening, yet no one else had been speaking. It wasn’t hard to track. She stared away, letting her thoughts and emotions catch up... and acknowledged the cost of the latter.

The imps stared down in watchful silence. Red-eyed men on the porch did the same with somehow stonier expressions despite their human faces. She’d known so many demons, in and out of human forms, resenting them all—no. Nearly all. She could name one with notably less antipathy than the rest.

Another played her entirely straight in her brief seizure of Baal’s crown: Mandah, the winged scout and warrior she met in Baal’s palace. Whatever her sins in mortal life, Mandah did all Lorelei asked. She never exceeded or exploited instructions. The limits of Lorelei’s violence seemed to almost appeal to her. In the end, Mandah went free in the mortal realm. That hadn’t bitten Lorelei back so far.

Rather than play to the cruelties of the Pit, Lorelei kept her focus in her short reign. She cut down the Damned from pointless chains and cruelties. She did not posture, did not punish for anything short of a blatant attack... and those demons saw the difference from their previous lord.

Others had heard about her reign secondhand—apparently many others.

Swallowing anger and resentment, Lorelei walked as close to the door as her chain would allow. With neither warmth nor venom, she asked, “Can you hear me? Do you have a name?”

“Navid. Yes,” said the door demon.

“The other?” She tilted her head to the one at the window. His attention snapped to the pair as soon as Navid answered. She nodded upward. “The imps?”

“Iglit and Nak,” he said with the same nod, and then mirrored the earlier tilt. “Gan.”

At that, Gan said something too sharp and fast to understand. Navid responded in that same time-distorted rush, but did not move. Behind Lorelei, her companions watched and listened.

“You are willing to talk,” she observed.

“Talk costs us nothing. We were not ordered into silence.”

“You serve Leviathan,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Navid’s glowing eyes narrowed. “Leviathan is the greatest of the Pit. She will rise and devour. None are stronger.”

“That’s the answer expected of you by her servants. What is your reason?”

“Why do any in Hell serve their masters?”

Gan made some other comment too fleeting to track, though it sounded like an objection. Navid responded just as quickly, but remained still. He stared.

“How much do you know of us?” asked Lorelei.

“Enough,” said Navid. “We know who you are.”

“Spied on you in Perdition,” chirped one of the imps. He and the other had shifted side-by-side to follow the conversation. “Watched invasion from afar. Saw much.”

“Iglit and Nak?” She glanced left and right to confirm. They both nodded with interest—which, as soon as she noticed, Lorelei supposed shouldn’t have surprised her. Imps were rarely asked such questions—or, in fact, any questions.

She turned back to Navid. “You lived a mortal life? Navid is an old name.”

“Yes.” A tiny, bitter tremor showed in his shoulders and his throat. It didn’t seem directed at Lorelei.

“How long have you served in this role?”

“Since they fished us out of the chum pits and asked who would rather serve as soldiers than as food. I do not know the year.”

Lorelei didn’t need elaboration on anything called a chum pit. “What did you do as a mortal to earn that fate? Do you know?” This time, Navid did not answer readily. She turned to the imps. “Or you?”

“Born of the pit,” said Iglit. “No other life. No other fate.”

“Do you wish differently?”

“Pff. Of course,” Iglit admitted—and then flinched at some rebuke from Gan.

“Why do you ask?” wondered Nak.

“Why do you answer?” Lorelei countered. “Have you wished someone would ask?”

The imps shared an uncomfortable glance.

“The chum-tenders took the cries and tears of my wife from my memories. My children. They used the memories to taunt me.” Navid’s answer turned Lorelei around. “Many tears. Many cries. Whenever I felt weak and wanted to be strong, I...” He shook his head. “I lived as my father did, and his father.”

Alex winced and blew out a heavy breath. He didn’t see Dave do the same.

“That is more answer than I expected,” said Lorelei.

“You asked.” Navid nodded to the imps. “No one asks. I remember so little, but they made me remember that. I still hear it.”

“And you regret,” said Lorelei.

“Yes.”

“Because of the harm you inflicted, or the punishment you suffer?”

“All of it,” said Navid. “Any would regret my fate. To say less is a lie. I regret my life, too. I regret what I did to them. I wish... I wish I heard their cries as a mortal the way I hear them now. Perhaps I would have understood. I would have stopped.”

“I live with regret, too,” said Lorelei. “My punishment was lighter, and then I escaped it. My crimes cannot be undone. The regret remains. I think that is one reason I remain free.”

“Regret freed you from the Pit?” asked Iglit.

“Regret freed me from the person I was.”

Navid stared, as did the imps. Gan scolded and objected angrily at a pace the others inside could not track. Outside, another car zoomed by, but the neighborhood’s morning commute rush was clearly at an ebb.

“How did you escape?” asked Navid.

“Mortal sorcery, at first,” said Lorelei. “I’m not sure anyone could repeat it. But the magic, I think, only opened the way. My own will and the help of others mattered more—and my desire to change.” She looked from one demon to the next. “That’s why you speak with me, isn’t it? You know I escaped. That means it’s possible for others.”

“Um...” Rachel muttered warily.

“How?” asked Nak. “Not regret. Not just courage. We are bound in service. Born of the Pit, or remade, all by Leviathan’s will. All chained to her power.”

“Leviathan slumbers,” said Lorelei. “How different is the world she last saw? How much more will it change before she awakens again, and what freedom might you win before then? You are made in her power, yes, but someone else holds the chains.”

“And what of him? What of Nisroc?” asked Navid.

“Can he pull that chain if he is dead?” asked Lorelei.

At the window, Gan snarled and shouted one more demand. He raised hands with fingers bent and sharpened into long, nasty claws. His eyes turned black.

Iglit launched off the hole in the roof in a sudden flutter of wings. Nak followed. In the same instant, Navid darted from the doorway.

Everyone inside the ward saw a flurry of movement at the window. Gan flailed backward under flapping red wings and the hammer blow of Navid’s fist. All four demons disappeared beneath the windowsill. In the blink of an eye, red mist and ash coated the window. It faded as quickly as fog from breath over a cool glass.

Then Navid, Iglit, and Nak stood together in the doorway.

“Um. Did they just...?” Kaitlin gasped. “Holy shit, are they switching sides?”

“I don’t think anything’s decided yet,” said Alex.

“Others will try to claim us,” said Navid. “Every demon serves another. None will believe we are free. What of them?”

“Tell any demons you stand with me,” said Lorelei. “Claim allegiance or service. Whatever works, whatever they will believe.”

“Then you do not want our service?” asked Nak. “Do you not rule Perdition, as others say? Is the Lady Lorelei not one of the lords?”

Every instinct told Lorelei to lie. Even the glance from Rachel, of all people, seemed perhaps to suggest it, or at least warn her. She risked the truth: “No, I am not.”

“You mean to slay our master, Nisroc,” said Iglit. “This will free us. You do this for nothing?”

“In exchange for your help, and for our freedom from this trap. Immediately. And,” she said at one more look from Rachel, “I bind you to a promise of mercy and subtlety. You must avoid mortals. Do not harm them. Keep to yourself. This is an escape into solace, not ambition.”

“Mmrrrhhm,” Rachel considered with discomfort.

“Mnnnnnh,” Nak echoed dubiously.

“A quiet life in the shadows is better than service in an endless chum pit,” said Lorelei.

“And the angels? Will they not hunt us?” asked Iglit.

“I’ll talk to them,” said Rachel. “They can’t just smoke you after helping us. Learning from your sins and fuck-ups has gotta count for something, too. But you’ve gotta be on real good behavior, like she said. Keep to yourself. No hunting, no haunting, no fuckin’ anyone up.”

“Mmnnnh,” Nak repeated.

“Bro, it’s what I’ve got,” said Rachel. “You want me to lie? I’m trapped in a fuckin’ time warp here. I can’t make promises.”

“It is enough. How do we free you?” asked Navid.

“This ward affects those inside, but its boundaries work both ways,” said Lorelei. “If you can pass something from outside to reach the orb in the center, that should close the gap in time. That’s the strongest aspect of this magic. Connection should be enough to disrupt the effect, and then the rest of this ward will crumble.”

That time distortion showed again as the three demons looked to one another for what seemed like half a second. Then they blinked out of sight.

“Are they going for it?” asked Dave. “They already whacked their other guy.”

“I’m almost as worried about this working out as not.” Rachel shook her head at the glance she knew would come from Lorelei. “No, I get it. We’ve gotta try. Just a huge fuckin’ gamble for whatever happens next.”

“Three out of four demons jumping at any chance sure says a lot,” said Alex.

“It does,” said Lorelei. “Both of our opponents and the broader condition.”

Rachel grumbled.

“You think nobody’s lining up a double-cross?” asked Dave.

“Are we?” Craig asked. Everyone turned on him. “Hey, I don’t know any of this! Angels, demons. For all I know it’s all-out war with you people.”

“Angels don’t—” Rachel stopped and scowled at the glowing ball and chain. “I don’t double-cross. Backstab and nut-stomp in a literal fight, sure. Not like this.”

“If they’re moving faster than us, how much time do they need?” wondered Kaitlin. “And what are they gonna find that reaches all the way in⁠—?”

Navid appeared in the doorway again wielding a cord of dull, glossy pink—a very wet glossy pink, tied at one end around an equally dripping shaft of something white. With Iglit and Nak chattering nearby, Navid whirled the weighted end before tossing it inside toward the orb.

Blood and bile splattered across the floor as the bone landed inches from its target.

“Gross!” Kaitlin turned away in disgust. She wasn’t the only one.

“Jesus! I thought they dissolved.” Alex grimaced—and then looked at Navid in new alarm. “Tell me that was the other demon guy.”

“Yes. The body he held was too new to decay,” said Navid.

“May we get mortal bodies?” asked Iglit.

“No!” answered Lorelei, Alex, Kaitlin, Dave, and Rachel all in unison. The latter had more to say. “Fuck’s sake, what did we tell you? I’ve gotta plead your freakin’ parole case later. That’s not the kind of suit you want to wear. Ever.”

As luck had it, Alex stood closest to the bone at the end of the... he didn’t want to think about it. His look of disgust deepened as he kicked the bone toward the glowing orb.

Though the aesthetics of the ward all evoked fire, contact with the bone and viscera from outside made every glowing light blink and flicker like struggling electricity. Runes and ambient light at the edges faded. The orb shrank. Rachel conjured her blade for another swing at the chain, and this time severed it in a single blow. The other links crumbled in the span of a breath for both prisoners. The change left everyone in the light of day from open windows, an open door, and a hole in the roof directly overhead.

No one noticed Craig’s despair as he surveyed his wrecked living room. Alex stepped forward to test the vanished boundary, but Rachel stopped him to try it first. Nothing happened as she passed the ward’s limits. Lorelei followed with the same results. Despite the good signs, all three let out a breath as Alex took the same steps to no harm.

Navid and the imps moved out of the way. The world outside seemed utterly normal.

“Phone isn’t synched up yet,” Kaitlin reported on her way out with the others. “I can’t tell what time it is. Still trying to connect.”

“It’s gotta be at least eleven,” said Alex, looking skyward. “We’ve gotta go now.”

“I’m on it,” said Rachel. “Catch up as fast as you⁠—”

“Rachel, wait,” said Lorelei. “Either Matteo is good to his word and he has this handled, or he is not—meaning we must face this together.”

“Sticking close together bit us in the ass here,” noted Dave.

“Not helping,” said Alex.

“You know we have every faith in you,” Lorelei continued. “Our enemy seemed unbothered by the prospect of your involvement and the presence of other angels as a whole. His plans account for them somehow.”

“Yeah,” Rachel exhaled. “Fuck. Damn. Fuckin’ bitchin’... yeah. Okay. Together. But I’m not squeezing into a car with all of you.”

“Craig, you comin’?” asked Dave.

“What the hell good am I gonna do?” asked Craig. “I’m not some bad ass, let alone magical. I don’t know their plan. I’m just the guy who made all the boring arrangements.”

“Okay,” Alex considered, “but what if you⁠—?”

“Alex!” Out of thin air, Julia stepped through Rachel in almost the same way Rachel stepped through people and walls, but she didn’t turn solid. He could see straight through Julia in her tank top and shorts to Rachel. “Thank God, are you okay? Where have you been? Why are you here?”

“Whoa, um, hi?” Alex blinked. “We got trapped in a ward. Bad guys caught us when we checked up on another lead. Where are you?”

“Alex, who are you—? Oh shit,” said Rachel. “Is that Julia?”

“Yeah. It’s Julia.” Alex looked around his companions. “Nobody else can see? I’ve got Julia right here.”

“We do not,” said Lorelei.

“Okay, the magical shit is all real, but people can still go crazy, too, right?” asked Craig.

“I thought this might only work on you,” said Julia. “Look, I’ve been at the arena. They’re getting on with the show. This is bad.”

“We know.” Alex looked down the block. Thankfully, their car waited right where they had parked it. “Tell me on the way. We’ve gotta move.”

“Wait, one sec,” said Rachel. “Alex, I need your phone.”

“Okay...?” Alex handed it over. That request didn’t come up much.

“What about them?” Dave gestured to the three demons staring at them from the doorstep.

“Their chains remain intact,” said Lorelei. “If they face Nisroc or perhaps even his other minions, they will be bound to turn on us again. We cannot risk that, nor can we simply leave them...” The answer hit her. She turned back to Craig. “You have your own car, correct?”
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ONE REALLY WEIRD GIG


“Religions start wars. Churches skip out on taxes. Your family drags you outta bed early on half your weekend mornings.” Robert Garret stopped his monologue and his stage-crossing swagger for laughter at his callback. The grin under his trademark curly, floppy brown hair got even more laughs from his TikTok regulars. “And for what? Seriously, what good has religion ever done for you? Not in principle, I mean you, specifically?”

Offstage, Desiree watched with her arms folded. A lanyard and badge over her dark shirt and jeans granted her all access. “Beneath the bullshit, he’s got a couple points,” she said. “Do we want them thinking this critically?”

“Wait for it,” said Nisroc.

“Seriously, seriously,” Garret continued without waiting for actual answers. The minor-league arena held a far larger crowd than his usual comedy clubs. He had to keep them rolling. “Has religion ever gotten anyone here laid?” Laughter followed, some of it roaring with scandal. Garret vigorously waved off the latter tones. “No, no, no, I mean in the good way, guys. Come on,” he scolded—grinning. Laughing. “And I mean, did the religion get you laid? I don’t mean showing up to a church event looking to hook up. I’m not the only one who’s done that,” he taunted.

More laughter rose than hands, but the audience seemed to appreciate his point.

“Is this enough people?” Desiree snuck another peek at the audience, staying subtle though she wasn’t terribly worried about being seen. They had the floor seats filled, and most of the upper tier. Men far outnumbered women, and the crowd trended young rather than old, but she saw exceptions on every point.

“Seven thousand, two hundred and eighteen at last count. It’s enough,” said Nisroc.

“Then can we get on with it?” asked Desiree.

“We could, but Dr. Keane did not thrill me with his confidence. I asked Garret to give the crowd a little extra warm-up and reassurance before he finishes his set. We need Keane to have a welcoming and sympathetic audience.”

“And you’re getting that out of this guy?”

“So they’re all cults, right?” Garret went on. “Christianity’s a cult. Buddhism’s a cult. Whatever they’ve got in Walla Walla’s a cult. That’s a real place. Look it up. Anyway, they’re gonna call this a cult, but what’s the difference? It’s just a matter of how many followers you’ve got. And if you’re gonna be in a cult, wouldn’t you want to be in the cool cult?”

He threw his arms out wide. Cheers rose in response.

“What makes a cult cooler than cool people?” Garret glanced to the other side of the stage before committing with a head-turn and a wave. “Wouldn’t you want to be in the cool cult with cool people like Christian Miller?”

Cheers rose as the hockey and podcast star strode out onto the stage, mic in one hand and upraised can of True Energy in the other. Christian Miller had size, looks, and success. People wanted to be like him and he knew it. “How are all my cool cultists?”

Seven thousand attendees cheered back at him. Many raised their drinks.

“Mortals will go along with nearly anything if you frame it as a mere joke,” Nisroc mused.
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“Let’s face it, this is not the weirdest gig we’ve ever had,” said Sarah.

“It’s not?” Jodi guided Sarah’s eyes with a meaningful glance across the arena’s narrow front plaza. Flags, banners, and pop-up tables like theirs bore the logo and title of Deep Truth. Scattered litter marked the passing of the crowd, now down to the bare handful of late arrivals. Even running behind, four out of five didn’t look up from their phones.

“Shows always have the same stuff,” Sarah replied. “Crowd control, parking staff, people to do handouts. It’s not that different from working comic con. Hey, welcome in!” she said to a passing attendee, somewhere in his twenties and absorbed by his phone until she spoke to him. “Have you got your swag yet?”

“I’m—what? Do you need my pass?” He flipped screens on his phone to show his QR code.

“Nope. The scanners are inside. It’s a free show, anyway.” Sarah held out the post card flyer and can of True Energy just like she had for everyone else. “They’re only trying to track numbers, but everything is free. You’ll want this. Have fun.”

“Thanks.” He barely looked at either handout. A second glance at his surroundings gave the only hint to his mood. Sarah’s smiling face and subtle nod propelled him onward to the glass doors behind them.

“See? Normal.” Sarah released her customer service smile. “That guy even said thanks.”

“You noticed, which shows it’s weird,” countered Jodi. “That guy came alone. Some of the ones with their buddies weren’t nice.”

“That’s every crowd, too. Lots of guys are nicer when they’re alone and shittier when they’re with their bros. Why do you think I don’t care that they’re getting taken for a ride?”

Jodi blinked. “You think this is all a con?”

“It’s something. Are you kidding?” Sarah flipped up one of the cards and read out loud: “‘How to make God in your own image. Tithe to yourself, tax free. Conquer the scam of charity.’ I’m no church girl, but these guys need Jesus, or Islam or something. The organizers are gonna get busted for crypto fraud in a month and we’re gonna laugh about how we did this gig.”

“Okay, but...” Jodi looked over her shoulder. It wasn’t the first time. The gig workers at the other two swag tables were still out of earshot, but also quieter than Sarah and Jodi. Presumably, the rest didn’t sign up with friends. “If we know this is sketchy, do we want to be part of it? I mean, we didn’t know what this was about before we grabbed the gig offer. We didn’t even have a chance to talk before they shoved boxes and instructions at us, but now...?”

“I’ve gotta make rent and insurance just like you,” Sarah said with her first note of actual discomfort. “If we walk, will the staffing agency hire us again?”

Jodi’s shoulders fell. That was a good point.

“The show’s already going and most of the junk is gone. We’ll be done in twenty,” said Sarah.

“Hey, am I too late?” asked one last arrival. She looked young even for this crowd, perhaps just out of high school. She also carried tension and doubt behind her polite smile.

“Nope. Robert Garret is already on, but I don’t think you’ve missed anything else,” said Sarah.

“Oh. Well. No loss,” the newcomer muttered. “Are you scanning passes?”

“That’s inside. This is for you.” Sarah passed one more schedule card and one more can.

“Awesome. Thank you.”

“Hey, are you...?” Jodi spoke up before the girl made it two steps. “Um, are you here alone?”

“Should I not be?” the girl asked with new suspicion.

“Well, I mean... not trying to tell you your own business,” Jodi faltered.

“Would you not want to be here alone?”

“No,” Jodi admitted with a guilty glance to Sarah. “No, I wouldn’t. That’s what I’m saying. Be careful who you talk to, maybe?”

The girl gave a long, thoughtful nod. “Cool. Y’know what? Good point.” She turned and walked back the way she came in a purposeful stride. “Maybe you should bounce, too.”

“Okay, I’m not against looking out for people,” said Sarah, “but was that too easy?”

Jodi looked down at their remaining flyers and cans. “Was it?”

Beneath them, the table bounced. “Oop! Careful,” said Sarah.

“Wasn’t me. I thought you bumped it?”

“No. Did one of the cans pop, or...?” Sarah bent low to check, but found nothing wet or damaged. “God, maybe the table is cracking. Whatever. Alright, yeah. Fuck it. We’ve done three hours out of four and they’ve had us out in the sun the whole time. Let’s claim heat exhaustion and bail.”

Kaitlin picked up her pace as soon as she turned right onto the sidewalk. Planters with desert greenery created just enough sense of border and separation to ditch her cool act. Her heart raced. Her neck and shoulders tensed. The can of True Energy and the card in her hand felt more like shoplifted loot than handouts. All the assurances Lorelei pointed out rang in her ears: mortal witnesses, clear lines, bad guys who didn’t want to draw attention and who relied upon unwitting helpers. No one would suspect Kaitlin for a second... and yet.

Some random hiss nearby turned her head until she stopped herself. Don’t look, countered another instinct. Play it cool. Be normal. Hide in plain sight. The bush in the last planter rustled with the wind, probably explaining it. Chill. Be chill. Don’t imagine stuff.

Ordinary traffic paralleled her on the street. She walked to the corner, focused on the equally ordinary row of shops and restaurants on the other side of the light. The plain white work van parked at the corner was meaningless to her except for the cover it gave everyone else. Taking advantage of a gap in traffic, Kaitlin jogged into the crosswalk against the light. Nothing drew attention or warning except the brief flutter of some dark bird up and to her right, going in the same direction. Smart pigeon. Go somewhere else.

Her tension stepped down when Dave edged out from behind the van with Rachel beside him. Lorelei and Alex came into view a second later. “Got it? You good?” asked Dave.

“Yeah, I got it. Seems like ordinary people over there, but... kinda nervous, maybe,” said Kaitlin. “I couldn’t tell if they were just girls looking out for another girl or if it was something else.”

“It may be either or both,” said Lorelei. “Apart from the warnings of guardian angels, some mortals find demons unnerving all on their own. Simple bad feelings are not always paranoia.”

“Uh-huh,” Kaitlin grunted uncomfortably.

“Haven’t seen shit for guardians since we got here.” Rachel stared at the arena plaza and its sparse activity. “Even if the target audience leans out of guardianship, the arena staff and day worker randos wouldn’t. This is all sus as fuck. It’s too much to hope all the guardians are inside kicking ass and taking names.”

“One thing at a time. You’ve got their swag?” Alex twitched at something from the other companion Kaitlin couldn’t see—which was still weird, even knowing all she did about Julia and magic. “Hold it up a second?”

She did. It felt silly until she noticed Alex tracking the invisible Julia around Kaitlin. Then it felt weird again. “Okay, Julia says there’s no magic on the card, but that looks like the juice we’re after. You good for this?”

“I came this far,” said Kaitlin.

“You did, and you’re doing good. Keep your head. It’s gonna be fine,” said Dave.

“I don’t like leaving you,” said Kaitlin.

“No one doubts your courage. This task is necessary, and you are the best choice.” Lorelei handed Kaitlin the car keys.

“Watch for cops,” Alex warned. “Fast is good, but nothing is slower than getting pulled over.”

“Not my first time sneaking out in a car,” said Kaitlin. Dave raised his eyebrows at that, but she cut him off with the briefest hug. “I love you, Dad.”

“I love you, too, Kaitlin. You’ve got this. Go.”

Kaitlin jumped into the driver’s seat and turned the engine on. Her first check of the mirrors reminded her to adjust them, and then the seat. She took another breath to dispel nerves about simple driving. Light traffic provided her with a gap to pull out within seconds while the others turned their attention to the arena.

Dark red fur, tiny wings, and claws sprang from the nearby rooftop to the curb, and then under the pickup truck parked a few spots ahead of Kaitlin. The imp scrambled to keep up, nearly blunting his claws against asphalt in exchange for traction and speed. He barely made it between her wheels.

Grasping hands and a lashing tail caught purchase in the undercarriage, but little Dak’s ascent wasn’t painless. “Ow! Ow! Ow!” he grunted, head bouncing and butt grazed by bumpy pavement before he pulled himself all the way up. Dak gritted bestial teeth and winced at his pain.

The mortal would pay for challenging Leviathan. She’d pay for Dak’s bruises, too.
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“It’s all about opening your eyes. It’s about not letting people use you.” Christian Miller strode across the stage with the mic in one hand and his can of True Energy in the other. Scattered applause and cheers followed, but even the quieter parts of the audience nodded along. “It’s about knowing this life is about you and no one else. This world is for you and no one else. I’ve known that all along.” He spread his fit, muscled arms wide. “Worked out for me okay so far.”

Laughter followed, and also more cheers.

“He plays hockey?” Desiree asked off-stage. “That’s one of the ice sports, right?”

“His podcast brought his real fame. Much of his messaging is already in line with ours,” said Nisroc.

“Doesn’t strike me as a believer.”

“Oh, he’s not. We had to pay him. I gather he recently fell on some hard times, and he’s trying to keep it quiet. His up-front was almost as much as the deposit for the arena, but worth it for the added draw.”

“Now, we’ve gotta get into the real deal, right?” Miller went on. “We’re not here selling you empty promises. Not even selling tickets. This is a real religion, with real beliefs, all built out of the Truth behind all those other lies. That’s what Dr. Keane is here to show you.”

Across the stage, Dr. Keane lurked behind the opposite wing from Nisroc and Desiree. He wore a suit, unlike the others, but that fit his role. He took a gulp from a water bottle and inhaled deeply. His eyes caught Nisroc’s.

Another nod from his patron boosted Dr. Keane’s confidence as Miller finished his introduction. Applause rose.
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“Two demons watching our way in. Imp above the awning, another in a human body standing on the loading dock,” Alex relayed as he walked.

“And cameras.” Julia floated close beside him again after a recon of their chosen entrance. Without a car, the group had to walk the long side of the arena in plain sight. They kept to the other side of the street until they reached the open gate at the service entrance. Lorelei and Rachel extended as much stealth and misdirection as they could to Alex and Dave. Fortunately, Julia had no trouble reuniting with them at will.

“Have to deal with cameras later, too. If we can,” said Alex.

“Later,” Lorelei agreed. “That will be easier if we can minimize any fuss and mess.”

“You mean like fighting?” Dave asked dubiously.

Lorelei guided everyone into crossing the street at an angle toward the open service gate. The path offered the obvious benefit of staying out of direct view from the loading dock and its cameras at least until they rounded the gate itself. “Some would seem inevitable, but the less we must fight, the better. Give me a⁠—”

Rachel extended her burning sword from her hand as they rounded the corner. The heavyset man in sunglasses and a dark polo shirt on the closed-up loading dock had just enough time to drop his jaw before she hurled the sword the full twenty yards across the driveway. Impact took him off his feet while divine flame cut him from collarbone to chest.

As soon as the blade left her hand, Rachel leaped into the air straight at the awning over the dock. Though barely peering over the awning’s edge, the imp knew it had been made and tried to make a break for it. Momentum beat acceleration from a cold start. Divine rage did the rest. Rachel snatched the little demon beast by the leg, slammed it into the wall, and then flung it under the awning into the burning heap of its fellow guard.

She didn’t pause before kicking the nearest video camera hard enough to shatter it. A quick look identified another, which she slapped out of line to point at the wall. “We good?” she called out.

“Okay, yeah,” Julia breathed. “I get why you didn’t want to tell me about her. I’ve got a million questions now.”

“Don’t we all?” Dave echoed. “Why didn’t we have her with us in the first fight?”

“Y’know, we try to stay together for the fighty stuff, but something always comes up,” said Alex.

With no one to evade, Lorelei strode into the open. Alex, Dave, and Julia followed. Lorelei glanced only once to the smoldering bodies already crumbling to ash. “Subtle, my love. We might have dealt with the cameras first.”

“What’re the chances someone was watching right that second?” Rachel shrugged. “It was minimal violence. I’m ready for more than that.”

“As long as we can stay behind you. Maybe way behind you,” said Dave.

“Also not how it usually works out.” Alex climbed the steps along the dock. “Are any of these doors unlocked?”

Rachel disappeared through the wall. Seconds later, she pushed the door open from the inside—holding another broken security camera in one hand. “This one’s unlocked now.”

Alex held back a groan. Multiple blacked-out security feeds were likely to grab someone’s attention, but he didn’t have a better solution. He looked to Lorelei. “Fast or sneaky?”

“Both, until we cannot. Then⁠—”

“Rachel. Stop.” Matteo walked out of thin air onto the dock, muscular, handsome, and clad in the same white as always. His halo and wings didn’t show for the mortals, but his arrival said much. “I told you I would handle this.”

“Is it fuckin’ handled, Matteo?” Rachel pointed to the remaining ashes on the loading dock. “Because it sure looks like shit’s rolling right along as planned!”

“You forget your place.”

“My place is wherever I can get my foot all the way up Nisroc’s ass.” Rachel jerked her thumb over her shoulder, indicating the arena. “Did you do anything about him? Are we gonna find him up there? Everything I see says you haven’t done shit.”

“I have observed closely and found no reason to interfere, and neither shall you,” said Matteo. “I have found no compulsion or coercion beyond the same false promises mortals make to one another every day. These people make their own choices. They are offered an absurd premise and they embrace it of their own free will. Many are already beyond Heaven’s light. The rest⁠—”

“Yeah, what about that rest? Where are all the other fuckin’ guardians? Are they inside with their charges? Why don’t I see anyone else?”

“Because I told them, as I tell you: I have this handled.”

Her eyes widened. “Holy fuckin’ ass, are you serious?”

“Guarded or not, these mortals all show the same poor judgment. They take their fate into their own hands.”

“This is a fucking demon scam suckering people into some ritual,” said Alex. “They’re in danger.”

“I do not speak with mortals,” said Matteo. “I would not show myself at all if Rachel had not already crossed that boundary. Walk away, Rachel, and take your companions with you. Now.”

“Pretend to ignore him if you wish, but his point stands,” said Lorelei. “You know these people are threatened—to Leviathan’s benefit, one way or another. You would ignore that?”

“It is not our role to save them from themselves,” said Matteo.

“Ultra-horseshit,” said Rachel. “Guardians do that all the time. Hot stoves, sleepy driving, one-night stands, all of it. And you know it.”

“He does,” agreed Lorelei.

“They are unworthy,” said Matteo.

“You’d call some of the best people I know unworthy,” said Alex. “And even the worst wouldn’t deserve whatever a guy like Nisroc is planning. Why are you cool with this?”

Perhaps unconsciously, Matteo glanced at Alex and then paused. He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t like these people. You see selfish hearts and stupidity. You see cruelty. You resent them.”

“Yeah, I also see pain and loneliness,” said Alex. “I don’t know every story in there. It’s not my crowd, but I don’t want them all dead or hurt. That doesn’t help anyone except the monsters at the top. Why don’t you care about that?”

“Indeed,” said Lorelei. “Is this really about free will? Or is it born of your resentment of—no.” She noticed the connection behind Matteo’s eyes. “No. It’s something else,” she guessed. “Something worse.”

“They are unworthy,” Matteo repeated.

“Unworthy of salvation?” asked Lorelei. “Or a worthy sacrifice for the Pit?”

He glared, but didn’t answer.

“Matteo,” said Rachel, “where’d Nisroc learn to do the divine ball and chain bit?”

Matteo’s fist clenched around a sudden shaft of flame, growing into a longer blade than Rachel’s and bearing a bright white pommel at its base. “I shall not be accused by a deluded and disgraced failure like you or a demon traitor.”

“Oh, I think you just fuckin’ were.” Rachel stepped forward to put herself between Matteo and the others. She, too, had her sword out.

“Alex,” Lorelei warned in a low murmur.

“I know,” he answered.

Matteo raised his other hand skyward. Instantly, five more angels dropped from thin air, this time with wings and halos bright. Like Matteo, they all brandished their burning blades.

“Y’all bitches, too, huh?” asked Rachel.

“Turn away, Rachel. Please,” said one angel. “We do not want to fight.”

“I do,” said Rachel.

“No, stop,” said another. “I’m sure we can talk this⁠—”

“What do you think we’ve been doing here?” Rachel didn’t take her eyes off Matteo. “I just asked where the Big Bad Evil Cumstain got a divine ability. The head dick in charge here won’t answer. What’s that tell you?”

“I’m sure there’s a reasonable explana⁠—”

Rachel cut him off with an upturned middle finger.

“You cannot win against the Dominion, let alone all of us,” said another.

“Maybe not alone, which is why I’m not.”

More light shimmered behind the line of angels, dazzling and bright against an already sunny day. Alex, Dave, and even Lorelei and Julia winced. Matteo looked behind himself warily. His subordinates seemed equally surprised.

“Matteo,” said Daniel. “What are you doing?”

“This is the work of demons, Matteo. Our role is clear,” said Theresa.

Marvin and Jon didn’t speak. They simply stared and waited.

“Uh... they’re on our side?” asked Dave.

Alex didn’t know these angels, but they seemed familiar somehow. “Rachel, is this why you needed my phone?”

“Yeah,” said Rachel. “This is my gang. Say hello to the Seattle Cunt-Punters.”

Jon winced. “We’re not⁠—”

“No,” Marvin groaned. “Come on.”

“Jason and Amber aren’t even in Seattle anymore...?” Daniel blinked.

“Matteo, step aside,” Theresa demanded.

Trembling with rage, Matteo looked as if he might shout one more command—and then raised his blade before driving the glowing pommel downward. Searing white light burst from the impact.
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“The data is all online,” Dr. Keane explained from the podium. He clicked through another slide. Labeled portraits of kings and popes filled the screen. “The most successful, most powerful Christians? Not very Christian. That holds true for others, too. Deep Truth cuts through all the crap!”

He paused for cheers or applause—but only briefly. Whatever his shortfalls in charisma, he possessed some self-awareness. “If you’re here, you’ve probably read our dogma, or maybe watched the video. It comes to this.” He clicked the next slide and read it forcefully: “All gods before you are false. You are the god who helps yourself!”

This time, he got a few cheers. They built into more.

“See?” Nisroc murmured offstage. “It’s a friendly audience. He’s getting better.”

“He doesn’t have to convince me,” said Desiree. “He doesn’t really have to convince them of much more, either. How long now?”

“Let our presenters flow into the moment naturally, and we’ll—” Nisroc stopped and looked right, staring at backstage shadows. A lone staff assistant blocked the nearest hallway, unaware of anything but the show. Nearly everyone else carried on as normal. “Did you feel that?” he asked Desiree.

“Something just shook, yeah. Distant, but... divine.”

“Not distant. Merely blocked by walls. We need to hurry after all.” Nisroc stepped closer to the edge of the curtain and waited for Garret, Keane, or someone else to catch his eye.
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A flurry of reactions blocked Alex’s view. Rachel, Lorelei, or perhaps both shoved him and Dave backward into the side door of the loading dock. Wings spread, bodies turned, and arms rose defensively before a sudden blast of white light and force sent Alex tumbling backward onto a hard floor.

Ordinary light shined down from lamps in a high ceiling of exposed ducts and pipes. The spacious receiving area seemed calm, peaceful, and unoccupied. Stacked crates and stage gear filled the peripheries, while painted lines and arrows directed arrivals deeper into the arena. At his side, Dave laid on his back, blinking away his surprise. Lorelei had fallen near them both, but curled back up to her feet with only a glance at Alex. “Go, love. Now,” she urged before leaping through the door.

Outside, Matteo swung his blade—now without its pommel—to block a strike from one of the Seattle-aligned angels. Rachel came in with another swing to similar results, but then pivoted to elbow another angel away from an attack. Lorelei tackled yet another angel as he lunged at Rachel’s back.

“Alex?” Julia stood over him, shocked and alarmed but seeming unharmed. Alex processed that without time for relief. When it came to angel powers, he couldn’t take any defense for granted, including intangibility.

“Yeah. C’mon, we’ve gotta go.” He made it to his feet a heartbeat before his father, but a glance assured Dave didn’t need help. That sent his eyes searching away. “Stairs,” he said. “Hurry.”

“What about them?” asked Dave, though he followed. Julia ran with them, too—or drifted, but her ghostly body went through the same motions.

“We can’t get hung up here. That’s what both sets of bad guys want,” said Alex.

“Will they be okay?” asked Julia.

“I don’t know,” said Alex.

“Don’t we need them with us? They’re our heavies,” said Dave.

“If it’s life or death between me and them, they back each other up first. We’ve talked about it.” Alex pushed the stairway door open, relieved to find neither a lock nor a guard on the other side. He kept moving.

“Wait, seriously? You’ve talked about that?” asked Dave.

“Kinda the life we lead.” Alex continued up the stairs.

“I dunno how I feel about that,” said Dave.

Alex opened his mouth to say it didn’t matter as the undertone of Dave’s reply caught up to him. Not paternal. Parental, Alex realized. He didn’t have time for that. “It makes sense in context. This part is on us now.”

“How are we gonna take Cook on our own?” asked Dave. “Maybe Julia can help, but is that enough?”

“He’s not wrong,” Julia warned.

“Hell if I know,” Alex grumbled. It was a familiar problem.
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“Marvin, stop this! We’ve known one another for millennia.”

“Yes.” Marvin pushed his blade against the other angel’s. “So why are you being such a fool?”

Left of their skirmish, two more angels wrestled. Both women wore white dresses now scorched by Matteo’s indiscriminate attack. Grappling hands turned to fists, though each fighter blocked more than they struck. “We’re angels, Theresa,” protested one. “We must not fight!”

“We know, so stop fighting!” growled the other.

“No, you stop fighting!”

“Such a compelling argument.” Theresa finally struck forcefully enough to push their brawl away from the others.

Lorelei could barely tell the sides apart. She recognized Rachel’s supporters by name and context—guardians of their mortal friends from Seattle, and now Los Angeles with Jason and Amber relocated—but it wasn’t like they ever spoke with Lorelei. Even the names came only from Rachel’s offhand comments and slips over time. Matteo’s supporters were complete strangers altogether. Rachel had mentioned names amid her complaints, but Lorelei couldn’t attach them to faces.

Though intervening in any given match-up might help turn the tide of the whole fight, Lorelei dared not try. Any guardian would be dramatically stronger, while their blades presented a deadly threat to a demon. The chance of accidentally helping the wrong angel made those dangers even worse. Instead, Lorelei wrapped herself in stealth and stepped into the brawl, carefully dodging bodies and swinging blades in her path to the one fight she understood.

No one suffered more from Matteo’s blast of divine power than Rachel. Rather than dodging or covering up, she had put herself between his radiant flames and her companions. Blisters and blood marred her face and body, yet still she stood—against the one angel present who clearly, truly wanted to hurt another.

“Traitor.” Matteo came in with broad, powerful slashes, forcing Rachel to parry and give ground she couldn’t afford. “Brat.” Another attack forced her to jerk left. “Fool.” The follow-up came close enough to her head to burn through the trailing end of her blonde hair.

“Pedantic elitist shitheel!” Rachel parried, tilting her sword to draw his into a downward slide. Sparks flew when his blade caught against her crossguard. She hooked his blade away and stepped in with a headbutt to the nose, sending Matteo staggering backward. Rachel could have lunged while he was vulnerable; instead, she kicked his hip. She wasn’t gentle, but the choice told Lorelei much.

Matteo whirled with another powerful slash. Rachel had to block rather than parry, and thus wound up on her back from the force of the blow. His wide sweep would have caught Lorelei, too, if she’d stepped in any closer. “You cannot win. You haven’t the strength,” Matteo accused, stabbing downward.

This time, Rachel could parry, setting him up for another low and hard kick to the knee. “When’s the last time you had to fight any—eep!” Rachel rolled away from a downward slash that burned a dark line into the concrete.

She sprang onto her feet. He advanced. The garage door of the loading dock was no obstacle to either of them, but Rachel wanted to keep Matteo out of the arena and away from Alex. In that, she wasn’t alone, but that still left her backing away from her higher goals beyond this fight.

Rachel was also correct in her observation: Matteo wielded greater power, but he did not fight as often as she and Lorelei, and it showed. He wound up for another broad swing from over the shoulder, difficult for Rachel to dodge but also requiring commitment. Lorelei caught his back leg with both hands and yanked, digging her talons into his calf and ankle.

She could have done much worse. Rachel’s tactics guided Lorelei’s.

“Gnngh!” Matteo’s swing fell short of Rachel ahead of his face landing on solid concrete. He rolled over without pause, easily breaking Lorelei’s grip. His eyes and nostrils flared when he saw his ambusher. “You!”

“Nope.” Rachel kicked him in the head. The blow bent him forward and turned his gaze. “You’re fighting me, bitch.”

Though she landed a second kick at his shoulder, Matteo rolled with the impact. In an instant, he was up on his feet and turning with a wide sweep of his blade. “I’ll vanquish you both. A succubus is no fight.”

Lorelei had no way to parry or block. She could only dodge or jump back. The latter choice put too much distance between her and Rachel when Matteo launched himself in a shoulder-first tackle that threw Rachel into the loading dock gate. His next step prompted Rachel to raise her guard.

It was only a feint. Matteo pivoted toward Lorelei, blade sweeping powerfully ahead of him—and aimed high for her head. She jerked backward at the cost of more ground between herself and Rachel. The enemy angel’s halo shined brighter than ever, making anything behind him hard to track. Surely Rachel had the same problem from his other side.

“You’re both traitors,” Matteo snarled into a downward attack. That was easier for Lorelei to sidestep, almost dancing around him while slashing his arm open with her talons. He retaliated just as fast, driving an elbow into her with a crack that warned of a broken rib.

Experience overrode instinct. Rather than dodging back, Lorelei ignored the pain to tackle Matteo. She put her shoulder under his and dug her talons into his opposite hip. Nothing would overcome their gap in strength, but staying in close countered the danger of his blade. Lorelei heaved Matteo over her shoulder and dumped him on his head.

Like Rachel, she pressed the advantage by kicking him in the face while he was down. Unlike Rachel, she also followed it up with a lashing tail that tore into the back of one leg. Matteo bled and growled, but she knew how quickly angels could heal. An angel of Matteo’s power and rank would recover even faster.

His next slash was predictable enough to hop over, but she needn’t have bothered. Rachel’s weapon blocked Matteo’s on her way in to kick him much harder than Lorelei could, punting him off the loading dock. “Asshole, you could kill her with that thing!”

“Clearly his plan,” said Lorelei.

Rachel threw her a pleading glance. Lorelei had no time to explain her thoughts—of how Matteo’s temper and comments suggested something worse than absurd standards for mortals, or of how the fight reminded her too much of their battle with Baal. This enemy was far less personal for Lorelei, but he presented that same gap in strength and the same fear of losing someone she loved.

She saw no different way out of this. Though Rachel was desperate to find one, the look on her face suggested similar fears.

All around them, angels fought angels. On the pavement, Matteo’s wings snapped wide to launch him against Rachel and Lorelei once more.
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“We need to move this along,” Nisroc said quietly to Miller and Garret.

“Really? He’s doing his thing.” Garret nodded to the stage with Dr. Keane at the podium.

“We see it everywhere,” Keane continued, oblivious to the offstage conversation. “Charity is performative. It’s a tax write-off and a way to look good, and that’s all any church wants. If organized religion actually cared, they’d solve those social problems themselves.”

“Little dry, but he’s still got the audience,” said Garret.

“We need more energy and buy-in than a lecture will garner.” Nisroc glanced away to Desiree and the others on their way to the access doors.

Miller caught the look. “Is Keane really the problem? Or is the fire marshal breathing down your neck?”

“He’s losing the audience,” said Nisroc. “You two brought all the energy. Get out there and push him to the end points. We need participation.”

Garret and Miller shared a wary glance, but walked back out on stage. Cheers rose.

Nisroc retreated toward the screen that showed Keane’s slides. The nails of his right index and middle fingers grew into talons, which he used to pierce his inner left wrist. “Leviathan,” he said softly as he knelt at the edge of the screen, “hear my call. Leviathan, claim all that I offer.”

He traced blood across the runes deftly hidden in the second layer of the screen behind the pale white front. No mortal would notice the flow of deep red in the runes arcing from that bottom corner to the top and down toward the opposite end.

“Leviathan, you hunger in your sleep. I bring you a feast. Awaken, Leviathan. Awaken and devour.”
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“No, don’t stop! Jesus! It’s still yellow!” Kaitlin shouted all the way to the light, but she pushed the brakes just the same. The truck in the right lane had obviously stopped for a pedestrian—some clueless moron looking at his phone in the crosswalk—but the SUV in front of her had no such excuse. He was a slowpoke, or old, or yet another fucking tourist.

The results put her at a dead stop behind a wall of metal. She considered going around into the opposing lane exactly long enough to see cross-traffic already coming into the intersection. More cars followed, spaced out just closely enough to block her. On her right, the dumbass from the crosswalk continued on like he had all the time in the world, and now he actually looked up from his phone.

Where the hell are you walking in this part of town, anyway? Kaitlin fumed inwardly, but let it drop. Plenty of people didn’t own cars. She didn’t.

Kaitlin flexed her hands on the steering wheel and tried to steady her breath. Fortunately, the arena wasn’t far from Julia’s place. She didn’t even need to get on the freeway. None of that took away the feeling of pushing through molasses while her heart pounded and her breath shook.

“You’re doing good,” she told herself. “You’re moving. This is important. No bad news yet.” That turned her eyes to her cell phone, sitting in the center cup holder with the navigator app up in case she misremembered the way. The phone showed only the map and the time. Another minute had passed since her last look.

A lot could happen in a minute.

“I didn’t ask for this,” Kaitlin muttered. “Didn’t ask for magic, or demons, or a crazy brother, or...” Her eyes darted between the road and screen. No green lights. No break in traffic. No news from Dad, Alex, or anyone else, good or bad.

Something thumped under the car. Kaitlin winced. “Oh god, that’s just what I need.” She saw no warning lights on the dashboard. “It’s a rental car, don’t they keep them in shape?” Another thump made her look down as if she’d see anything other than her feet and the pedals. “We’re at a dead stop.

“And I’m talking to myself,” she said. “Magic and demons and now I’m talking to myself. That’s a good sign. C’mon. C’mon, c’monnn...”

Cross-traffic thinned. The light responded sooner than Kaitlin’s sense of urgency could credit. Her immediate neighbor hesitated, turning her eyes to the steering wheel in search of a horn icon before he rolled onward. The pause granted a break she didn’t expect, with the truck on her right getting a head start out off the line. Kaitlin jerked into the gap that created with only a half-glance over her shoulder, fully expecting the Prius now behind her to honk.

“Ack!” she heard from beneath her.

Wait. Beneath? Kaitlin blinked, but kept her eyes on the road. The truck moved at a decent clip, soon to give her room to get in front of the damn SUV now on her left. Her heart kept beating hard enough to feel.

“Drive safe,” she murmured. “Aggressive, but not crazy. Doesn’t help to crash or get a cop on your—” The undercarriage thunked again. “Okay, what the fuck?”

Whether intentionally or without noticing, the truck up ahead accommodated her hopes and gave enough space to shift left again. Kaitlin swerved into place and pushed the accelerator, now with the additional hope that she didn’t suddenly snap or disconnect something under her wheels at high speed.

White Castle, a 7-Eleven, a liquor store, and palm trees passed the corner of her eye on the left. The blue-tinted glass façade of an office building dominated the field of vision to her right. Ahead, she had open road and a light that would hopefully turn green soon. “In one mile,” said the voice of the navigator app, “turn right.”

“Shit, really?” Kaitlin blinked. She figured this road would let her cover more distance at a faster clip. Was the app’s path better? Did it avoid a slowdown?

Thunk! This time, she felt a vibration in her left foot on the floor. A second later, the thunk repeated. The next sounded different—like something popped. Something metal.

“Is something stuck under the car?” she wondered out loud. Now past the office building, the street offered plenty of parking lot driveways. She could pull over and look. It would cost her time, but if she had a problem she could fix before it got bad... “And then watch the car not start up again,” Kaitlin grumbled.

“Just ahead, turn right,” said the nav app.

“Fuck.” If nothing else, the spacious Vegas landscape didn’t create many blind turns. A long parking lot on the next corner gave her a good look at a clear lane and ground she could cover. She took it with a sharper turn than she intended—and heard a squeak or a screech from below.

It didn’t sound mechanical.

“In two miles, turn left,” the app instructed.

Light commercial zoning offered turnouts and parking lots. Kaitlin pushed hard on the accelerator. Her eyes darted to every driveway and turnout in fear of some cop lying in wait for a speeder. She passed a golf supply store and then a row of workshops. A small office building stood closer to the sidewalk than the rest, with mirror-tinted glass doors that drew her eye.

Nothing fell or dragged from the car. No liquid sprayed from the undercarriage, nor did anything spark... but the weird, moving lump behind the front tire didn’t look right. Then she saw the wing and the tail.

“Oh shit.” Memory of the little imps staring down from Craig’s broken ceiling filled her mind. She passed her last reflective surface a heartbeat later, right before the next pop of punctured metal. “Oh, shit!”

Kaitlin thought fast: Floor it? Swerve to throw him off? Would that help, or only put me into a wreck? She picked up speed and gave the wheel a couple tugs left and right. “Aack!” came the little thing’s voice from beneath the floor of the car.

“Get off!” she shouted, tilting left and right again. The resulting wobble scared her, but didn’t produce the thump of her back tire going over a fallen demon. She didn’t see him on the asphalt in her rear-view mirror, either. The thought of throwing him off by hitting the brakes came and left within half a second. Now she really didn’t want to stop.

The imps at Craig’s had been about the size of small dogs or big cats. Size might work to her advantage, but those imps had nastier claws and teeth than any house pet. Alex, Lorelei, and Rachel all said courage mattered more against obvious demons than any weapon. Despite her fear, Kaitlin didn’t feel she lacked courage. A weapon would still be good, though. Any weapon.

Metal popped and tore again. Her imagination ramped up with her nerves: Can those things puncture metal? What good is courage against that? Kaitlin threw the car for another wobble and heard another high-pitched, plaintive growl. Oh god, if it can tear through a car, what would it do to...?

I’m in a car, she noted. It’s a football-sized monster and I’m in a fucking car. Also relevant: it’s someone else’s car.

“In half a mile,” said the nav app, “turn left.”

“Uh-huh.” To her right, the curb offered a long sidewalk punctuated by the occasional driveway ramp. She made one last check of her mirrors and the driveways ahead to either side. “Fuck it. This is a rental.”

Kaitlin veered hard onto the next such driveway—sideways, running her right-side tires up onto the curb. Then she jerked the wheel left to slam the tires back down onto the pavement.

“Ghaaaaah!” shrieked her unwanted passenger.

She fought through the sudden challenge to steering and stability. The imp’s cry told her the move was worth another try. This time, she scraped the curb against her undercarriage, frightening herself along with her unwanted passenger. “Aaiiee!” the demon warned—right along with the voice in her brain.

The jarring scrape pushed her back onto the road. Again, her car shook and wobbled. Again, she held control. She thought she heard the little demon shout, “Bitch!” but the road seized more of her attention.

Her run of clear, straight space had just about ended. The nav app prompted, “Turn left.”

“Damn.” On the bright side, Kaitlin came to an open intersection and had the light in her favor. Her luck seemed less helpful when she noted long property walls and the end of commercial zoning. Traffic would be lighter as the area turned residential. She could risk a little speed outside of the developments, but street lights, parked cars, and curbside sign posts prevented any more dirty tricks with the curb.

She kept going. A minivan and a random car approached in the opposing lane, forcing her to keep her cool. As soon as they passed, Kaitlin threw another hard swerve.

“Gnnagh!” the demon shouted, this time accompanied with a metallic kathunkthunk—and a warning light on her dashboard.

Oh god, Kaitlin fretted. Exclamation point in a triangle? What’s that mean? Hell, that could be anything!

The scenery fit her memory. She’d reach Julia’s neighborhood in another minute or two. Julia might be in some magical trance, but her home had defenses. Everyone expected Kaitlin would be safe there—but they didn’t think she’d be pursued. And Kaitlin had to make it inside the house.

Ping! Motion on her phone screen pulled her attention. Her eye barely crossed the text message in time to catch the “-ad” at the end of the sender and their single, “Hey,” before the nav app superseded the text window.

“In half a mile, turn left on 18th⁠—”

“Dad?” She tapped at the screen, but remembered the road. If he was texting, he had to be okay, didn’t he? “Come on, Dad?”

A passing SUV honked out a warning. Kaitlin swerved and then had another jolt of panic when she realized she hadn’t looked first.

Something under the hood popped and hissed.

“In a quarter mile,” the nav app reminded.

“Gnaaah!” the imp growled in pending triumph.

Ping! Her cell phone screen flashed again.

From Chad: Is it weird if I ask your friend Shantelle out? Too soon?
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“Demons!” Julia ghosted through the door at the top of the stairs with her hands out in warning. “Two demon guys!”

Alex kept hustling. “You’re sure?”

“Sure of what?” asked Dave, only a few steps behind him.

“Yes, I’m sure! Horns and everyth⁠—”

The gladius came out from behind Alex’s collar. He barreled straight through Julia and the push-bar door atop of the stairs. The door stopped halfway against a body on the other side—with a black-eyed stranger in a dark polo and khakis in Alex’s path.

Alex didn’t stop. Neither did his blade. Roaring, Alex rammed sharpened steel upward through the man’s gut and deep inside his ribcage. The bestial snarl his enemy had prepared turned to a gurgle. Alex grabbed his shoulder and flung him down in line with the blocked door.

“Holy shit!” Dave and Julia blurted at once.

With the enemy out of the way, Alex caught only a glimpse of the plain, still very “backstage” hallway that made up their new surroundings. Grey walls, darkened event lighting, and folded-up kiosks mattered less than his next target. The door came back at Alex with greater strength than his own, but he was already through it. Another black polo and khaki combo loomed, once again bigger than Alex, but this time with a beard and tattoos.

The guard inhaled with sparks dancing inside his open mouth. Alex held a weapon meant to thrust, and so he did—upward again, this time aimed under the jaw. Flames spilled from the bearded man’s breath in an arc he did not intend as Alex turned him away from the door and against the wall.

Julia stepped through the wall at Alex’s right. Dave pushed through the door with his other hand under his coat, ready to draw his pistol but still keeping it prudently tucked away. They both watched in shock as Alex pressed and dug his gladius upward. Alex slammed his knee into the guard’s groin and tore his weapon free, leaving the enemy to slide along the wall and topple over.

“Jesus, Alex, what the—?” Dave began, but faltered.

“Demons. Julia called it.” Alex scanned the hallway for more threats. So far, he saw only arena implements in storage along the walls. An animated voice from booming arena speakers reached down the hall, but the echo distorted the words.

“You’re sure? Aren’t most of these guys normal staff?”

“Black eyes, coming straight for us, should be way more blood than this. Pretty sure.” Alex glanced to Julia without wanting to dwell on how quickly he’d decided she was correct—or how at least one of those assurances came after the fact. Instead, he tilted his head in either direction to ask for guidance. “Which way?”

“Backstage access should be along here. I’ll look ahead again,” Julia said before floating away.

“This way. Julia’s on point. Let’s go,” Alex relayed for Dave as he continued on.

“The ones in the alley were a lot tougher. Desiree, too,” Dave observed.

“I don’t normally get the jump on them like this,” said Alex.

“Sure. Just don’t want to pick the wrong target,” said Dave.

“If it makes you feel better, I’m really glad you’re worried about that. I am, too.”

“Is that the plan? Get the jump on them? That why we’re charging in?”

The hallway curved in line with his sense of direction. They were bound to run into more trouble before reaching the stage, but so far the minimal-staffing approach worked in their favor. “Magic is weaker in front of witnesses,” Alex explained. “They can’t do the really crazy stuff in a crowd. I beat up a big demon boss once in a bar because people were watching. If we can catch them in front of the audience, we might get an even fight.”

“So we jump them on stage and commit a bunch of assault in front of a few thousand witnesses?” asked Dave.

“It’s the best plan I’ve got right now. We usually improvise at this point.”

“Should’ve made a better plan,” said a voice behind them. Alex and Dave whirled. A row of folded risers along one wall created a corner and shadows they had both looked at before they passed. Now those empty shadows held Desiree and three more familiar faces. Popcorn, Ducky, and Igor all held pistols with silencers trained on the pair. Desiree grinned. “The other way around that witness issue is to bring your own witnesses. And guns.”

“Is that a sword?” Igor chuckled. “I was already looking forward to seeing you again, but this? You really brought a sword to a gunfight.”

Popcorn and Ducky noted the sword, too. They didn’t laugh.

“Guys, you do not want to be part of this,” said Dave. “Killing Henry was only a drop in the bucket. These people are fucking lunatics.”

“Yeah? You here to look out for us now, instead of taking off on us?” asked Popcorn.

“I didn’t have a lot of time or choice,” said Dave.

“Shut up,” Desiree snapped. “Where are the others? Where are Lorelei and Rachel?”

“Aw shit,” came yet another voice behind Alex. “How did I miss these guys?”

Alex didn’t turn at Julia’s return. He didn’t blame her, either. She missed this group the same way he did. “You look like you’re running low on heavies, too,” he said to Desiree.

“Oh, I’ve got plenty of muscle. Again: where’s all yours?” she asked. “Or should I just have my guys shoot you now and go looking for them?”

“I can give you maybe two seconds against guns,” said Julia.

They all stood within conversational distance. Two seconds was almost enough time to close the gap.

“Listen to me,” Dave tried again. “This is so much worse than we⁠—”

“Shut up,” Desiree repeated. Her eyes took on a faint red glow.

Dave grunted—and pushed past it. “They’re gonna kill all these people,” he said with effort. “That’s why they don’t have a plan for after. They don’t care what happens next.”

Ducky and Popcorn kept their weapons up, but hesitation showed on their face.

Igor scoffed. “That’s crazy.”

“They’re crazy. Have you watched them?” asked Dave.

“Sane enough to tie up loose ends,” said Desiree. “Last chance. Where are the women?”

“Alex,” Julia warned.

“Where’s Craig?” asked Popcorn.

“Did I say you could talk, either?” Desiree snapped at him. She put her hand on Igor’s arm. “Baby, go ahead and⁠—”

“You know she was fucking Craig, right?” Dave interrupted.

Igor twitched. Popcorn and Ducky hesitated, too.

Alex dove in. Julia screamed all too close to his ears, but she didn’t make him wince like the three men and the demon in front of him. It gave all the time he needed before the first shot came, low and left of him thanks to his prudent sidestep and Igor’s rushed aim. He chopped into Igor’s wrist and pushed it away. “Sword,” he grunted at Igor in advance of a headbutt that sent Igor tumbling. Then he pivoted and shoulder-checked Ducky to reach the biggest threat.

Talons came at his face just like he knew they would. Alex got his blade up in time to catch her first attack, hacking into her hand. Though she screamed in pain and anger, Desiree’s other hand was already in motion, slashing through leather and into muscle at his shoulder. Like Desiree, Alex cried out—and like Desiree, he was still in motion to attack when he got hurt. His foot came up into her groin and sent her staggering back.

“Whoa, don’t shoot!” Dave leaped in only a heartbeat after Alex, which left him trailing in time to catch Popcorn. The two-hand, opposing motion he learned all those years ago in boot camp hit downward at the elbow and swatted upward into Popcorn’s hand. A single gunshot flew high into the ceiling. Dave pushed Popcorn back another step. “He’s my son!”

“Your what?” Popcorn blinked. Ducky hesitated, too.

Pressing his attack, Alex remembered the danger of Desiree’s tail with a jolt of fear, but memory of the fight at Craig’s house caught up just as fast. Lorelei had taken care of that. Desiree was wounded, on the back foot and reeling, barely ready when he hacked again with his gladius. She took it on her uninjured wrist and shoved the blade out of line again. Her mouth opened with a growl of streaming flame. Alex yelped and barely ducked in time, nearly losing his blade.

The display frightened others even more than Alex. “Fuck!” Popcorn and Ducky opened up on Desiree with their pistols. One hit after another drove her back and knocked her against the folded risers with flames still trailing from her mouth. Silencers mitigated the racket, but didn’t entirely live up to the name. Bullets fell even farther from the hype against the likes of Desiree. Though she jerked and blood flew, her body held up better than it should have.

“Gnnh! Fucking idiots,” Desiree coughed. “I’ll—urk!”

Alex rammed the gladius into her chest. Taking no chances, he put enough force into the thrust to lose his own footing when she buckled and fell. A final, desperate turn kept him from putting any weight on the sword when he landed, lest he snap the blade against the concrete floor.

A gurgle from Desiree’s throat validated his instincts if not his footwork. Alex wrenched and cut even more while pulling the blade free, much as he did with the demons at the stairs. Desiree coughed blackened blood onto the floor and twitched once before she laid still.

“Yo, what the fuck?” demanded Ducky.

“It’s messed up,” said Dave. “These people are freaks. You get me? All of them are freaks.”

“And that one’s your son?” Ducky pointed at Alex.

“Well, he’s not a freak, but—” Dave faltered at Ducky’s skeptical frown.

“Fuck, help me!” Unlike the demons, Igor bled freely. He stayed on his knees, clutching his wounded wrist. “It’s so bad. I could bleed out. Oh god, what do we do?”

Alex hurt, too, but he endured the pain at his shoulder and got off the floor. “Wrap it as tight as you can and call 911.” Then he caught Igor’s look of exasperation and shrugged. “You pointed guns at me.”

“You’re runnin’ around with that—what is that, a sword? Machete?” said Popcorn.

“And what’re you, cops?” asked Dave.

“Julia?” Alex asked. He found her stepping close to him.

“I can help with the pain and slow the bleeding, but I can’t really fix it.” She placed a ghostly hand against his shoulder. Her soft words drowned under a cheer from the audience beyond the hall.

“Who’s Julia? One of those women from the gym?” asked Ducky.

“What the hell is going on here, Hollywood? You owe us answers,” said Popcorn.

“We don’t have time,” said Alex, Dave, and Julia all at once. Then Alex caught the greater urgency in Julia’s voice.

“They’re building to something and talking about that drink,” she said. “I only saw Cook and one other demon on the stage. I think everyone else who’s left up there is normal.”

“We’ve gotta go. Now,” said Alex.

“I need help,” Igor pleaded.

“You want what I owe you?” Dave asked Popcorn and Ducky. “It’s a clean break from this. That’s all I’ve got. Get Igor out of here. Hurry. Take him to a hospital or at least an ambulance. Anything is better than nothing. Just go.”

“What about you?” Popcorn asked.

Dave swept Igor’s pistol off the floor and took off after Alex. “We’ve gotta stop this somehow.”
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“We’re ready to cut to it, right?” Garret clapped Keane on the shoulder to mitigate any sense of rebuke. At Keane’s other side, Miller waved his can of True Energy to the audience, prompting a cheer. Garret leaned in and said under the distraction, “Boss wants to skip to the end. Sorry. It’s not you, it’s him.”

“Oh. Um. Okay?” Keane stammered away from the mic, but took solace in Garret’s reassuring pat and the nod from Miller. If nothing else, he responded to encouragement and the confidence of others. His own confidence returned as he came back to the mic. “Ahem. Sure. You’re on board? You want the bottom line?” he asked the crowd.

Cheers answered. Keane tapped to his final slides, projected onto the screen in edgy red and black under an arcing border. The man knew how to use his tech.

“We keep it simple,” Keane said. “Three rules. Three beliefs. Always easier to do these things in threes. That’s how the brain works.” He flashed to the first, scrawled in that same red and black. “I Make God In My Own Image. I Have No Other God Before Me.”

“I make God in my own image,” Garret repeated with energy and expectation. “Come on, you know it. Most of you liked and subscribed. Say it! I make God in my own image!”

“I make God in my own image!” called out a scattered handful, joined soon by others. “I have no other God before me!”

“Say it!” Garret pushed. More responded.

“My Respect Must Be Earned,” Keane read off the next slide at Garret’s cue.

“My respect must be earned!” shouted more. Many more.

Garret prompted another call and response, and then his grin widened. “You know it’s coming. My favorite and yours. Say it!”

“Cuck, Lest Ye Be Cucked,” Keane said with his whole chest.

The audience called back with enthusiasm.
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Alex didn’t like the energy of the crowd echoing through the backstage hallway. Garret’s voice boomed along over their noise. “It ain’t a religion without at least one ritual. Some of you may have already done it, but if you haven’t, pop that can open now!”

“No,” Alex huffed, rushing with Dave right behind him. “No, no, damn it, no!”

“They’re gonna call us a cult, so fuck it,” the other speaker goaded. “What’s a cult without some cult juice, right?”

Laughter followed—and cheers.

“One guard at the door, totally human,” warned Julia.

“Door guard’s normal,” Alex relayed to Dave.

“Drink! Drink!” shouted the comedian over all those speakers.

Alex threw open the door and came face to face with the next guard: tall, broad-shouldered, curly-haired, wearing the same polo and cargo pants as the rest, and no trouble at all once he saw the bloodied sword Alex carried. “Oh, shit!” The man backed off in the most reasonable reaction Alex or Dave had seen all day.

A large screen blocked most of the stage from their vantage point, featureless except for the spreading red glow of runes in an arc from one bottom corner to the other. Beyond the screen, Alex saw three men on the stage all chugging their cans of True Energy—and an audience of thousands drinking right along with them.

Nisroc stepped out from behind the curtain with a raised eyebrow. “Oh, dear,” he chuckled. “You’re all that made it this far?”
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SAVE THE DIPSHITS


“Get off. Get off!” Kaitlin swerved left and right as hard as she dared, but stayed on her path. “Stupid motherfucker, get off!”

Nothing changed—and then she heard a pop-pop-clank and the sound of tearing metal. “Gnnyahaa!” the demon cackled. She heard him clearer than ever. That probably wasn’t good.

The turn bringing her past the property wall into Julia’s development wasn’t entirely good, either. She was closer to her destination, but didn’t dare risk the kind of speed she’d used to get here. Not in a neighborhood where anyone could pull out of a driveway to get groceries—or step out for a walk, or play with their kids. No such innocents came into view at first glance. That didn’t mean much.

She still didn’t have a plan for getting from the car into Julia’s home with a demon on her heels, either.

“At the stop sign, turn right,” advised the nav app.

“Like I’m fuckin’ stopping?” Kaitlin fumed. At least the intersection allowed clear views around both corners. No one was coming. She pushed the accelerator a little harder.

“Grraagh!” shouted the little monster under her car—and with his roar came a gout of black smoke from the vents under her windshield. Tiny tongues of flame licked the bottom of the glass. Kaitlin yelped, tapped the brakes, and leaned frantically to one side to see around the smoke. Lights flashed all across her dashboard. Warnings chimed.

Side windows still allowed her a clear view of the corner. She took the turn harder than she envisioned. Her passenger squealed almost as loudly as her tires.

“C’mon, c’mon,” Kaitlin muttered. Julia’s place was only seconds and another turn away. She could make it, but had no idea what to do about this little fucker spitting actual fire.

Homes and driveways lined the road. A few had front yards with small desert brush and humble trees. One had a big boat hitched to an SUV in front of the garage. Another had a cactus garden.

Through black whisps of smoke, Kaitlin spotted Julia’s corner. On her left was another home with no car parked curbside. A rock garden reached right to the street—one with big, chunky stones.

The car already needed to go in the shop. “Fuck it.”

Kaitlin ran her left tires up onto the driveway ramp. This time, she kept the wheels on her right as close to the curb as she could, even if it meant one more bump of her tires and a long scrape of concrete against the undercarriage.

“Nah naw naw naaaiiowww!” cried the imp. Rock after rock thunked against the underside of the car. Kaitlin felt the vehicle bounce, thump, and complain right along with her passenger before she reached the corner. Her left side bounced with the return of the tires to the pavement. She threw the steering wheel hard and rushed toward Julia’s home waiting only a few spots ahead on her right.

She heard nothing from the undercarriage. She didn’t spot anything tumbling behind the car in her rear-view mirror, either.

Tires squealed as Kaitlin slammed the brakes through the last yards to Julia’s driveway. She had the seatbelt unbuckled before she made a full stop and turned the car off. With one hand, she threw the door open; with the other, she snatched the phone from the cup holder. She barely remembered the energy drink.

Thoughts of some little monster clawing or grabbing her ankle on the way out of the car filled her mind, but she had no other way through this. Kaitlin put her foot down only long enough to leap into a second big step away. She had to dart past the smoking bumper to round the garage and get to the front door. A sideways glance revealed no claw or glowing eye as she passed. She ran, reached the front step, grabbed the doorknob⁠—

—and it held fast, just like in every nightmare anyone ever had.

Kaitlin slapped the door. “Julia! It’s me! Open up! Hurry!” The instant she saw a bell, she rang that, too.

Julia knew she was coming. This was urgent. Julia was supposed to stay home and safe through this whole mess. That was always part of the plan. It was partly why the others sent Kaitlin here, too, but now she stood outside, banging on the door, looking back at⁠—

“Damn you,” came a growl from the driveway. Crimson red fur and black stripes limped around the corner of the garage. He stared at her with black, hateful eyes and a snarl at his snout. Unnaturally dark blood dripped from wounds all down his back. One wing appeared bent and misshapen. The other seemed gone entirely.

None of those details made the little beast any less terrifying. “Mortal trash.” The imp shuffled closer. “Kill you. Eat you. Claim your soul!”

The demon lunged.

“No!” Cornered, Kaitlin met the leaping monster with the straightforward punch Chris taught her a month after they met. Demon teeth scraped her knuckles, hurting fiercely, but the imp flew backward as if she’d punched a volleyball. The demon landed between Julia’s desert willow trees in a belly flop. He rolled up onto all fours, spat out one broken tooth, and tensed ahead of another charge.

Then his eyes went wide and his head snapped upward at new danger.

Leaves shot from the two willows like dozens of tiny green daggers. Some stuck deep in the demon’s skin. Others pierced straight through. In an instant, the imp became a little red pincushion on the dry ground. He barely got out a gurgle before his snout tilted into the dirt and he laid still.

Kaitlin stared. Blinked. “Okay.”

Then she returned to banging on Julia’s door.
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Dave had Igor’s gun low behind his back when they came through the door. With Nisroc in a clear line of fire, Dave immediately put four rounds from the silenced pistol dead center into Nisroc’s chest—and then processed the disappointing results. Though the bullets tore holes in his jacket and shirt, Nisroc only grimaced at their impact. He certainly didn’t bleed.

“Don’t you know better by now?” Nisroc asked.

“Worth a try,” said Dave.

“Ordinary mortals,” Nisroc scoffed. “No demon, no angel. If you made it here, I assume they escaped the ward, too. You’re worried about—” His eyes caught a new detail in Alex. “You love them, and you’re worried. Something out there scares you even more than me.”

Alex stayed at a ready stance, sword up, not knowing what to expect. He could only hope Dave would follow his lead... not that he had a plan. “I dunno. Your guys couldn’t keep us out.”

“Not my guys, no,” Nisroc observed.

“Yeah, now you’re talking like you already know.” Though Alex didn’t dare take his attention off Nisroc, he kept track of their surroundings. The glowing arc on the screen slowly strengthened like a trail of embers finding new life. No one spoke over the arena speakers—or beyond it. All those bodies in the seats had gone quiet and still, filling Alex with a whole new dread.

“No one cares about these fools. Not even the angels,” said Nisroc.

“They knew, didn’t they?” asked Dave.

“Matteo knew. It’s his Dominion. How could he not?”

Alex didn’t reply. He didn’t act, either. With the audience drinking and then going silent, he figured he was too late, except now he and Nisroc faced off without moving. Alex had planned on supporting Rachel and Lorelei in this fight. Now it was down to him and Dave against a fallen angel. Stalling might be wise, but Alex didn’t know how things would go outside.

“That screen is full of magic,” whispered Julia’s voice. “Crazy magic. It’s reaching out to the crowd with some⁠—”

“Oh, you’re not entirely alone,” said Nisroc. “An unseen agent guides you? No angel. Someone magical, but you don’t expect real help. You don’t know how they could. It’s still you, your father, and what? A hope of stalling me? A bluff?” He chuckled at a glance to Alex’s sword. “Do you believe you threaten me with that?”

“You haven’t made a move, either,” said Alex. “I think you know what I’ve done to other guys like you.”

Julia went silent. None of the three men moved. Only the soft hum of a speaker system with no input made any noise, until: “Mr. Cook?” asked one of the nervous men by the podium.

With that slightest distraction, Nisroc rushed in with a grasping hand. Alex turned his blade to catch unprotected flesh, carving from palm to wrist while ducking low and away from Nisroc’s line of attack. He hacked at Nisroc’s vulnerable lower back on the way past, but backed away toward the stage rather than pressing his luck.

The break allowed Dave a new line of fire. He didn’t take it this time. He knew better now.

Nisroc glanced at his hand and arm. Alex left a red line down his palm, but not a drop of blood escaped. “Hmpf,” Nisroc snorted before rushing Alex again.

Alex backpedaled hard onto the stage. Someone behind him shouted in alarm, though far enough away to ignore. Nisroc moved faster and covered the distance with greater confidence, fearless of Alex or his blade. Alex ducked Nisroc’s swinging fist to thrust his gladius low into Nisroc’s gut.

“Holy fuck!” shouted one of the men on stage. The one in the suit yelped. The third, bigger than the other two, had the sense to duck behind the podium.

Strength and momentum bowled Alex over. The collision sent him off the side of the stage altogether—with his blade still in his grip, turning a clean thrust into an ugly, wrenching withdrawal. Nisroc let out a choked noise as Alex disappeared over the edge. His eyes widened as he stared at thousands of ordinary mortals staring right back at him and his suddenly very mortal wound.

Suppressed pistol shots added to his woes. Dave fired from behind the curtain, shifting in the wake of Nisroc’s charge to a new line of fire clear of the audience. The three shocked guys by the podium were an uncomfortable complication, but they were far enough out of line to take the risk. With Alex in no danger of strays, Dave put shot after shot into their enemy. Blood burst and Nisroc jerked with each hit before falling to one knee.

The audience held silent.
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Two blows seemed to hit Lorelei all at once: a fist to the jaw with a frightening crack, then her head and shoulders against the concrete. Instinct and experience kept her moving before she processed the pain or her predicament. Her foe gave her no breaks, and thus those instincts saved her—mostly.

Searing heat cut upward against the back of her leg as she tried to roll away from her enemy. Lorelei shouted in pain but stopped moving only as Matteo turned to parry Rachel’s next attack. She heard Rachel shout her name. The burn in her leg cried out louder in her mind.

Matteo and Rachel crossed blades again. He pushed her back and away from Lorelei. Perhaps he thought Lorelei was out of the fight; perhaps he only meant to seize on their brief separation. The battle continued to validate Rachel’s guess about Matteo’s relative skill and experience, but the difference wasn’t enough to turn the tide. So far, it had only helped Rachel and Lorelei hold on.

Wincing and gritting her teeth, Lorelei pushed halfway up off the concrete. A wide, ugly burn ran up the back of her thigh, but it was a wound of magic inflicted on a demon. She could still move. She might even stand and limp. That only served to emphasize her peril: Matteo had barely caught her leg with the tip of his blade, yet still inflicted deep harm.

Below the loading dock platform, Theresa pushed her opponent back against a fence. Each arrested the other’s blade with a hand on the wrist. The one named Jon caught his foe in a similar effort, but twisted the other angel’s arm out of the way with more aggression. His leg snapped out at another angel in three rapid kicks, low and center and high in a move Lorelei had seen from Drew. It marked an exception to the persistent norm: the angels all grappled more than they struck.

None of them made a lethal move. None did more with their burning blades than threaten—except Matteo.

Lorelei focused what power she could on her leg and limped one step toward the fight. Then another. Her leg worked. She blocked out the pain with sheer willpower, rage, and the need to help her lover.

Again, Matteo fell for Rachel’s trap with the cross guard of her blade. She struck his face harder this time. Blood flew from his nose as his head snapped backward. “Think, you dumb fuck!” Rachel shouted. “What happens after this? How do you explain it? Demons ate thousands of mortals, and you fought to help them?”

“I don’t answer to you—nnf!” Matteo grunted with the effort of his next block. Perhaps he had limits after all? That hope turned sour again as a white light returned to the pommel of his blade. “Their souls are worthless. Nothing is lost.”

“They’re not condemned, either! Nobody’s worthless.”

“Says the angel in love with a demon.” This time, Matteo sensed Lorelei coming. He tilted his blade against Rachel’s to raise the pommel. White light flashed without the impact they felt before, but its brilliance forced both women to blink and glance away. Matteo’s elbow slammed backward against Lorelei’s forehead, driving her off her attack.

Then he thrust his blade forward between Rachel’s collarbone and shoulder. Rachel shrieked as the blade continued into the wall behind her. Matteo sharply withdrew and came at Lorelei in a downward stroke. Though she’d kept her wings fully intangible through the fight, she wrapped them around herself on reflex. The wings barely deflected and turned his blade from her body while suffering a longer, uglier wound than her leg.

Agony ran farther and deeper than the cut. Lorelei seized up with pain and heat while Matteo kicked her aside. She staggered, gasping and struggling to keep fighting. Strength returned to her legs too slowly.

Matteo whirled and kicked an already crumpled Rachel against the wall. He swung the blade again, stopping Lorelei’s heart, but Rachel got her own up in time to deflect—at the cost of a burn on her arm and another cry of pain.

“Matteo?” called one of his angels.

Another shared her alarm. He even broke from his fight with Marvin to call out. “Matteo, wait!”

He pressed his attack. Lorelei staggered forward, too slow and too late.
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Alex landed painfully on his back, thinking first only of his grip on his sword and the danger of wounding himself. Once his fall ended without disaster, Alex rolled up and spotted the side steps along the stage.

“Nisroc and the screen are connected to the crowd. It’s got to be the drink,” said Julia.

“Yeah, figured that,” Alex grunted into his rush for the steps.

“If we can break the connection, we—wait, I think Kaitlin’s here.”

“Go.” He vaulted the steps two by two.

“I don’t want to leave you if he’s still⁠—”

At the top step, Alex turned on the stage, ready for more trouble. Instead, he found Nisroc kneeling in a pool of his own blood.

The audience watched in near silence.

“Go,” Alex urged.

“Okay. I’m out,” said Julia. Alex didn’t see her vanish, but he felt her sudden absence.

For one more instant, he thought they had the upper hand.

“Heh,” Nisroc coughed out red and black bile. He had one hand out beside his knee for support—and then swirled that hand through the pool. “Hrrh. Hah.” Nisroc flung his hand out in an upward arc at the screen behind them. Most of the mess fell short of the white-on-black text and edgy logos. A small portion of blood reached the center in a random splatter.

The arcing ember glow at the back of the screen flared through to the front. Projected text and logos faded. Lines like jagged veins split the screen, glowing angrily while every other inch of the surface crumbled into smoke and darkness... and depth.

The effect looked familiar. Recent. Alex thought of Lorelei’s renewed strength as his eyes turned back to Nisroc, still kneeling and vulnerable. One good shot to the neck might end this.

Alex didn’t take it.

The screen—now a gate—released smoke and embers as if the fabric had held it all outside. The scent of blood joined the smoke, and with it a strange and strong note of ocean air. The crash of waves echoed along with the rush, but more than that, Alex noticed the sharp increase in embers. Clear trails formed in the thousands, each of them reaching out to the still and silent audience.

“Aw, hell,” Dave grumbled.

Coughing out a last batch of bile, Nisroc rose to his full height, bloodied but no longer bleeding. He smiled at Alex. “Shall we try that again?”

With one more glance at the portal, Alex stepped back.
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Rachel managed one last block against Matteo’s sword. She hadn’t the room or speed to truly parry, and needed both hands to hold him back. Matteo pushed his blade close enough to burn her shoulder with his cross guard, forcing a cry of pain from her throat. He followed with a kick to her gut, wracking her whole body with an impact that turned her blade away.

Matteo raised his sword for a final stroke while angels cried out in objection. Rachel barely lifted her eyes in defiance.

Demon talons clamped onto his head at both sides and dug deep. Lorelei’s sudden grip pierced eye and bone alike, turning his expression from rage to agony. His arms hesitated in mid-swing, blade still aloft. The other angels froze in shock at Lorelei’s attack from behind—all except Rachel.

Her last, desperate sword stroke from below arced upward into Matteo’s ribs and burned deep into his chest.

Lorelei flung Matteo down almost before she noticed Rachel’s blade. It made no difference in her priorities; she needed to get him away from her lover, and now she had accomplished that. A single, shared glance passed between them before the rest of the world caught up.

Angels looked on in horror—significantly more now than the handful who fought for Matteo and the four who answered Rachel’s call. New arrivals hovered in an arc around the loading dock. A few stood at street level. None but the fighters in the brawl had their flaming swords out. All of them looked upon Lorelei, Rachel, and the dead angel in Dominion at their feet.

“No,” breathed one angel.

“Matteo,” said another in a choked voice.

“How could you?” asked a third.

The same question rang in Lorelei’s mind with a rather different tone. The answer came in the strength that surged through her limbs and chest. Every breath fueled and renewed her. “Someone has opened a gate to the Pit,” she told the angels. “It is inside the arena. The mortals within are in danger. Go!”

“We take no orders from⁠—”

“You dumb fucks, we can settle that later!” Rachel shouted with her remaining strength. “Let’s do the goddamn job first!”

Theresa, Daniel, Marvin, and Jon took flight. Several others joined them—or perhaps pursued. Lorelei gathered Rachel off the deck, all but carrying her lover toward the entrance. Already, Rachel’s halo glowed with the effort of staunching the wounds Matteo had inflicted. The effort would drain Rachel’s remaining strength, but Lorelei knew Rachel would not stay behind.

No angels stopped them. Many were still too stunned to follow.
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“What happened to all that confidence, Alex?” Nisroc pounced across a third of the stage in a single leap. Only that distance allowed Alex to dodge. Floorboards cracked under Nisroc’s feet as he landed. His taunts hardly missed a beat. “I understood stalling at first, but once you attacked, you committed. It was a good show.” Nisroc spread his arms wide. “You have your audience. Why back away now?”

Alex did, in fact, back away. That put Dave behind him, and he couldn’t risk a look back to check on his father, let alone coordinate. At his side, a wall of dark smoke obscured whatever awaited behind the gate, but countless trails of embers reached out from the black clouds. Each trail reached someone in the audience. Scents of ocean air and blood grew stronger.

Maybe it wasn’t the sort of gate he suspected. Maybe that didn’t matter. He didn’t know how long he could hold out for an answer.

“Are you still waiting for the cavalry?” Nisroc understood. “Your unseen friend is gone. That leaves you and Dave here on your own... and your powerful lovers still haven’t come. You’re flailing about for ideas. No lovers, no allies, no clever tricks. Nothing but your little blade. ‘What to do, what to do,’ eh?”

“You’re talking an awful lot for someone who isn’t worried,” said Alex. “Am I the only one stalling for time?”

“Are you?” Nisroc’s grin broadened. It seemed like more than a call of his opponent’s bluff.

“I’ve fought bigger and badder,” said Alex—in part to himself, but it was true. Nisroc wasn’t Baal or Sammael... and Alex hadn’t won those fights alone. That brought his confidence and hesitation full circle.

Lorelei and Rachel weren’t here and he couldn’t count on them. Julia was gone. He hadn’t brought the guys, or Onyx and Molly... and, risking a glance, he couldn’t find Dave, either. Hell. Did he leave? Run out on me, like he... no. That’s not what happened. Not the same at all.

But I’m still on my own.

Sensing hesitation, Nisroc charged with frightening speed. The distance still gave Alex a chance to dodge and flick his blade into his enemy’s path. The tip cut into Nisroc’s sleeve and perhaps his skin, but did no real harm. Nisroc reversed his swing to batter Alex’s blade downward.

A few more backward steps brought Alex to center stage. Better to have more space beneath him than risk falling off the edge again, or so he figured. Unarmed, Nisroc had less reach than Alex with his sword, but didn’t seem to mind. Nisroc closed the gap fast and swung almost as quickly.

Almost, Alex noted, ducking and backpedaling. Almost, but not quite. He’d seen it with other supernaturals. Many of them covered distance fast, but they didn’t fight with that same speed. They didn’t think particularly faster than mortal minds. Alex deflected another left cross with a cut from his blade, tilting left as he dodged, away from the screen and toward that podium.

Nisroc bled, but didn’t slow. The distinction mattered. A blade still cut.

Alex sidestepped and feinted low, knowing Nisroc wouldn’t care. The feint only got him in close enough to turn the gladius upward and thrust. He stabbed an inch deep into the right half of Nisroc’s neck.

Nisroc landed a downward swat in the same instant. He hit like a truck, throwing Alex to the deck behind the podium. Alex feared the blow might have broken or dislocated his arm in the heartbeat before Nisroc stomped on his hip. A less awkward angle or a firmer strike surely would have broken bone. Alex let out a choked noise of pain regardless.

“Auugh,” Nisroc rasped, clutching his neck. “A good idea, but...” He raised his foot again.

The folded steel chair struck his ear with all the force Dave could deliver, drilling in at the edge rather than the flat side like the wrestlers he and Alex used to watch together. “It’s not fake, but it’s stunt work,” Dave said on the couch back then. “They know how to do it without really hurting each other. It’s a show. Like a con.”

Dave knew the difference between a con and truth. He knew how to hurt people, too. He showed it in his relentless assault with the folded chair as he slammed and battered Nisroc to one knee. Hit after hit came as fast as Dave could deliver them. Dave knew what Drew had taught Alex in school, too: once you start hitting, don’t stop.

“Drop!” he shouted into another hit, and the next. “Mother! Fucker! Drop!”

Alex sucked in another breath. He found his sword and his rage.

Nisroc finally got one arm up to ward off the chair. He meant to turn away, but saw the gladius coming for him. Instead, Nisroc lunged past Alex and out of Dave’s reach. The podium seemed be in his way until he used it for support—and, fast on his feet, suddenly turned and lifted. Nisroc swept the podium in a wide attack against both enemies.

Wood cracked with impact. Alex and Dave tumbled together under the wreckage, both left sprawled under felt and broken boards. Fight, you’ve gotta fight, Alex growled inwardly. He pushed to his hands and knees before he realized his gladius was somewhere under the debris. Dave groaned and shook his head, but at least he was still conscious. Down, not out, thought Alex. Keep fighting.

Fortunately, Nisroc needed to cope with his injuries, too. He staggered away with his hand at his neck, one step, then another. He reached with his other hand for the screen and the gate with its smoke and trails of embers, drawing a little of both to the wound at his neck. His next breath and next step seemed surer. Steadier. Stronger.

“Fuck, is he healing?” Dave groaned.

“Yeah,” said Alex. The image fit with his experience with Lorelei in the Low Road, and this seemed like a much more powerful gate. It also seemed just his luck. “Probably.”

“How do we beat this guy?”

Alex appreciated the question for its spirit if nothing else. Dave wasn’t about to give up. The deep dent left in the top arc of the fallen steel chair illustrated that. Then the rest of the challenge sank in, with Nisroc standing tall and breathing deeply. Embers trailed stronger than ever overhead.

Smoke thinned inside the portal. A dull red ambiance spilled out, and with it that sound of easy, lapping yet discomfiting waves... and the overwhelming scent of blood. In the foreground, level with the stage, stood a long row of figures in dark robes and hoods. Each held their hands high, fingers providing the sources of those trailing embers. Those within the image only accounted for a few such trails; far more embers rose from deeper within, perhaps to a depth of miles.

In the distance loomed a dark, towering mountain. Alex thought of Mount Rainier back home, but this shape stretched wider and lacked any snow cap. He saw only a dark red hue beneath the shadows of its crags and valleys. The sight of the mountain opened a new pit in his stomach as deep as any he’d felt before, reminding him of his first glimpse of Hell in Baal’s realm or his first encounter with Lilith.

Leviathan. Alex didn’t need to guess. He knew. It’s not a mountain. That’s Leviathan.

The realization turned his eyes away, lowering his gaze from her vast size and the fear it instilled. Guys in robes were easier to face. He could handle creeps in hoods, weird magic, and the ripples of crimson that lapped the hems of their robes like a sea of blood...

No. Not like. That’s what it is, Alex understood. Shallow, but literally a sea of...

The overwhelming dread cracked. Alex still felt it, didn’t deny his fear—but he’d been afraid before. He’d fought these odds and these enemies before. They were powerful, and dangerous, and relentless... and also absurd. That mattered, too. Every time.

“Mistress, you hunger,” Nisroc called into the portal. “I bring you a feast! Mistress, devour!”

“Yeah. Okay,” said Alex.

“What?” asked Dave.

“I need to get close to the gate. I’ve got this.” Alex sucked up all his aches and moved forward.

Dave followed on the right, putting himself between Alex and Nisroc.

“Mistress, you—” Nisroc turned at the sound of footsteps.

Dave ducked low into a tackle. Superior strength won out, allowing Nisroc to stand his ground without losing a single step backward, but Dave stayed in his way. With Alex rushing for the gate, Nisroc reached out to stop him. In the tangle of arms and effort, Nisroc managed only an awkward swat against Alex’s back.

Alex never meant to go through the gate. That decision left his control when Nisroc knocked him off his feet. Behind him, he heard Dave shout his name as if from far away.
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“Oh my god, can gravity work any slower?” Julia fumed, but she had no other choice. Red liquid poured from the can like water. It didn’t feel fast enough.

“You’re sure this is gonna work?” Kaitlin tapped one hand urgently on Julia’s kitchen counter. Her other still held her cell phone.

“I’m not sure of anything right now,” said Julia.

“Okay, but the trees? You’re sure they’re on our side?”

“Yes. I planted them. I take care of them.” Julia’s eyes flicked up as the last of the energy drink filled the bowl in her sink. “We locked the door, right?”

Kaitlin gasped, turned, and let her breath out again at the sight of a thrown deadbolt. “Yes.”

With the last drops out of the can, Julia let it fall into the sink and swept up the bowl with all the speed she could risk. “Grab the kettle. Bring it over,” she said on her way to the living room.

Following instructions, Kaitlin discovered little heat radiating from the electric kettle. Whatever Julia brewed had strangely discordant scents of pine, spice, and... “Why’s it smell like mustard?”

“Because it’s bayberry and mustard seed.”

The answer made Kaitlin blink, and then her first look at the living room made her blink twice. All the furniture had been pushed to the walls, making room for a rolled-out rug bearing a circular pattern and designs she’d never seen. Brass plates held down the corners and provided stability for incense burners and candles. Kaitlin supposed that accounted for the other scents that only now caught up with her stress and worry.

Julia knelt in the center of the rug, carefully setting the bowl in front of herself. She pointed to the edge of the circle. “Stand there. Don’t step over. Hand me the pot.”

“Okay. Not really hot anymore,” said Kaitlin.

“That’s fine.”

“How’s...?” Kaitlin hesitated as Julia set the containers side-by-side. She’d already asked as soon as she came in, but: “You said they’re fighting Cook?”

“Yeah. I don’t know if this will work with him still there.”

“Can you check in on them again?”

“No, that’s the problem. The spell I used to watch Alex takes time to cast. This should let me tap into the ritual at the arena,” Julia explained, pointing to the bowl, “I’m not on Cook’s level. I don’t know if I can break through, but I’ve gotta try. Give me a second.”

With that, Julia closed her eyes, held her arms out low to either side, palms up, and took in a long, deep breath. She let it out just as steadily.

Kaitlin bit her lip. “What can I do?”

“I don’t know. This is all on me. I need to concentrate. You don’t have to be silent, just don’t talk to me or interrupt, okay?”

“Okay. Right.” Kaitlin’s teeth let go of her lip, but she still grimaced. Julia returned to her yoga or meditation or whatever she was doing. That left Kaitlin with all her nerves, head turning this way and that, needing to do something while Julia worked her magic. Sorcery probably worked best without interruption.

Kaitlin returned to the kitchen counter. She looked to the door again, and then the window. Only the corner of the rental car poked around the side of the garage, but so far no one had come to investigate its trail of smoke. Thankfully, the thing hadn’t actually caught fire.

The drive at least gave Kaitlin something to do. It felt important, and doubly so once Julia brought her inside and got to work. Now everything was in Julia’s hands—literally, in fact, as she poured that tea of bayberry and mustard into the bowl with the energy drink. Julia murmured some chant Kaitlin couldn’t hear and stirred the mixture with a wooden spoon, gradually increasing speed. It all looked purposeful. Simple, but important... unlike Kaitlin, standing around while her father and brother fought some demon.

They were fighting when I got here, Kaitlin considered. It might be over already. What if...?

Julia had her magic. Everyone else was at the arena. Kaitlin had nothing but her phone. Calling into a life-or-death fight sounded stupid, so she texted.
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“Alex, no!” Dave reached for his son’s flailing arm, but he never had a real chance. Alex dropped through the gate into a blood-red sea and sky well out of his father’s grasp.

“No,” Nisroc echoed, though with a different sort of urgency. He snatched Dave by the collar and pulled him near, his eyes glaring and probing. “You don’t⁠—”

Dave punched him in the jaw. Nisroc grunted and turned his head with the hit, but the greater pain was surely Dave’s. Despite the results, Dave kicked low and threw another punch into Nisroc’s gut. That hurt his hand, too—and Nisroc still had him by the collar. It didn’t matter. Dave kept fighting, though Nisroc put more effort into his stare than self-defense.

“You don’t know,” he said. “You don’t know what he’s doing.”

“Bastard,” Dave growled into another swing. This time, he used Nisroc’s hold to pull himself in closer and swung his elbow up into Nisroc’s jaw. The blow drew a grunt of pain, but Nisroc retaliated with a closed backhand that knocked Dave to the deck.

Rather than finishing the job, Nisroc dove into the portal.

“No, damn it no,” Dave huffed. Losing Alex through the weird gate and that awful scene within was bad enough. Dave had fought Nisroc without a plan for the simple advantage of keeping the enemy pinned down. Now he’d blown that, too.

Countless trails of embers reached through the portal to the crowd. Several thousand slack-jawed and ensorcelled faces stared back in silence. A trio of men Dave barely recognized looked on from the edge of the stage, seeming unaffected by the ritual and also uninterested in fighting... and Dave stood at the gate.

Part of him wanted to jump through after his son. Another part of him remembered his three other children, and his lack of answers in all this. He knew how to fight, but he didn’t know how to do any good.

Lost and helpless, standing in the open amid arcane lights and eerie silence, Dave felt a buzz at his back pocket. He pulled the phone to find a single text from Kaitlin: “You okay?”

“Hell,” Dave grunted in equal frustration and relief. He swiped to unlock and hit the callback icon. If Kaitlin was on the phone, at least she was alive, and hopefully with Julia.

“Dad?”

“Kaitlin? Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I’m at Julia’s. Are you?” She spoke in much the same rush he felt.

“I’m cut off from Alex,” he answered. “Everyone’s separated. Alex fell through this weird portal thing and Nisroc went in after him.”

“He’s gone? Nisroc’s gone?” Julia asked in the background.

“Yeah, for now. I don’t know what to do,” said Dave.

“Watch the crowd,” said Julia.

Dave turned. He thought he heard Julia chant.

The mesmerized crowd stared at the trails of embers leading to their hearts—and then several jerked forward. Others followed. All across the arena, from the floor to the tiered seats, men and women shook and heaved.

The audience of thousands spewed their guts out all at once. Some vomited to one side or another. More threw up at their own feet. The sickening chorus struck at Dave’s nerves. He nearly turned away before he noticed another change: with the onset of mass nausea, those ember trails broke and died.
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Alex fell much farther than the perspective from the stage led him to expect. At first, he felt like he moved in slow motion, flailing and grasping at thin air. Then time seemed to catch up, prompting him to cover his head and turn as he’d learned so many times before. With arms and legs bent, he stayed as loose as a pumping heart and shoulders tense with fright would allow.

Blood splashed as he landed, confirming the shallow depth implied by all the figures in robes he’d seen on the way in. The liquid both softened his fall and made rolling with the impact tougher. He scrambled to his feet as soon as he had control.

Amid fright and pain, a single thought broke through: Yep. Fucked up that plan already.

Wet scents of blood and salt filled his next breath. Alex stood upright in ankle-deep blood at the edge of some sandy, almost featureless island. The shallows went on for miles in every direction, dotted with more such spits of sand.

Instead of trees or rocks, the islands and the shallows held countless people in dark robes. The faces under those hoods varied wildly. Some looked almost natural, others decayed, still others hardly human. Alex saw horns and fangs. He saw skin gone black with rot. He even saw one bare white skull. They all kept their hands raised to the sky with those trails of embers rising from their fingers. Most looked at him with confusion and surprise; none seemed remotely friendly.

“Hey guys,” Alex greeted, looking around to get his bearings. From this side of the gate, Alex could see the reptilian scales and ridges that formed the great mountain in the distance. Leviathan’s massive size challenged and troubled his mind anew—so he turned away rather than getting hung up on his awe. It didn’t matter anyway. Alex shoved his hand into the pocket of his jacket for the thing that did matter.

“No!” A grip like steel all but crushed his shoulder, nearly throwing him down. Alex pulled away, blood splashing with every struggling step. Nisroc still wore the same suit from the stage, bearing all the holes and tears from their fight, but his visage changed entirely here. Blackened horns jutted from a now crimson forehead. Wings as broad as Lorelei’s spread from his back. A thick, bestial tail swayed and snapped angrily behind him.

“What chance do you think you have? What trick?” Nisroc sloshed through the blood to close with Alex. “I won’t let you stop this!”

“Oh, now you’re worried?” Alex bumped through another demon in robes, costing him footing and space, but his fist closed around what he needed.

“Stop now!” Nisroc grabbed Alex by the lapel of his jacket.

Alex drove an uppercut into Nisroc’s neck with his free hand. The ancient fossil tooth jutting from between his middle and ring finger tore a tiny cut into his skin. Nisroc staggered, surprising Alex—but not nearly as much as the sudden tremor from the tooth. Alex took full advantage and punched again.

This time, the tooth refused to come away with his hand. Prehistoric hunger clung to Nisroc’s face as the demon stumbled and fell away from Alex. Nisroc flailed and thrashed, splashing blood everywhere while screaming in agony and panic. For a few heartbeats, Alex saw only those flailing limbs and blood, but then curving bones jutted out of the red waters. Sinew and flesh followed.

Nisroc reached out a hand only to lose it to sharp teeth from a long, aquatic jaw.

Alex backed away, soon remembering to look before he made a fatal misstep. He escaped the edge of the waters onto wet, red sands. All around, the robed cultists scattered, many of them sloshing through the shallows to reach other islands. The trailing embers disappeared with all the distraction, but then Alex noted how that change spread farther and faster than the panic around him.

A roar like Alex had never heard snapped his eyes back to the fight, but it was already finished. Black muscle and hungry jaws twisted and arced in the shallow sea to chomp down on a robed, fleeing demon. A second bite all but sucked the demon’s body into the rapidly-forming mass behind those jaws.

Black eyes hidden beneath oval-shaped patches of white stared at Alex. “You.”

“Hey. Hi.” Alex waved—and backed away.

“Where am I?” demanded Blood Orca. The shallows were not nearly deep enough to contain his new mass. “This is not my home! These are not my waters! Where have you brought me?”

“I brought you to more food.” Alex pointed toward the mountain of slumbering scales in the distance. “Way more food.”

Born of the sea, Blood Orca hardly needed to turn for a simple glance to the side—but glance he did, and his eye went wide. A long grunt of hunger escaped his jaws. Blood Orca thrashed in a near-ninety-degree turn, splattering Alex with yet more blood. Then the whale thrashed again to propel himself toward his new prey.

With a few more ravenous motions, Blood Orca found the limits of the shallows. Another flop ended with a dive, bringing most of his brawn under the red waterline. Strong swipes of his tail pushed him onward until only his dorsal fin remained in sight. Once submerged, Blood Orca swam fast. Unnaturally fast.

Alex turned in a wary circle, fearing some demon in robes or another awful monster, but none were in reach or even looking his way. Most still fled the scene. All those ember trails had vanished, too.

Only the portal remained—hovering above, well out of reach. Alex saw nothing but Dave and the glimmer of stage lights on the other side. Dave looked stressed and worried, but seemed to move in slow motion. He didn’t know what to do.

Neither did Alex. He had no way up from here. Without Nisroc or the other demons, he doubted the gate would stay open. The glowing lines that defined the arch weakened and faded.

A deafening roar split the sky and shook Alex from head to toe. He turned in the obvious direction and saw that distant mountain move, convulsing against a geyser of blood and shadow at its base. Alex saw limbs larger than skyscrapers as Leviathan rolled and fought, but he still couldn’t guess her true shape.

Waves the size of hills split in every direction, including his.

“Aw, hell,” said Alex.

“Huh,” said a voice beside him.

Still dressed in her simple denim jacket and jeans, Lilith watched the epic battle on the horizon.

“Huh?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Lilith glanced left and right, then shrugged. “I did not expect this. Any of this.”

“But you were here the whole time?”

“Hm? No. Only once that started.” She pointed to the titanic battle in the distance. It seemed too far to make out Blood Orca at first, but then Alex saw a dark shape with a thrashing tail clamped onto one corner of Leviathan’s mass. Blood erupted from whatever the ancient whale bit, obscuring him from view once again.

Leviathan howled. The entire sky shook, along with the blood sea and the ground beneath Alex’s feet. It didn’t do anything to disrupt the red tidal wave approaching in the distance.

“They wanted to wake her up to come after me,” Lilith surmised.

“Yeah,” Alex answered with notably more urgency.

“I didn’t think they worried enough to actually try to wake her. Leviathan has slept for ages. Her people are used to it. They talk and talk about her eventual awakening, but...” Lilith gestured with an idle hand. “Hardly any of them ever do anything about it, and the few who try get nowhere. Most of them are happy to invoke the boss’s name and fuck around while she sleeps. It’s not like I had to keep tabs.” She turned her head to look at the fleeing demons in robes, many of them now distant. “But I guess with enough preparation and enough souls, this might do the job.”

“You think?” Alex swallowed hard.

“Oh, there’s more under the water. We’re on a whole—” Leviathan’s roar drowned out her next few words. The rising thunder of the approaching wave didn’t help, either. “—and drowning it all like this, and the timing, and all those idiots? In infernal terms, this is a big lift. It’s expensive.”

“So did we fuck up the plan, or make things worse?” asked Alex. “She’s awake now, right?”

“Not the way they wanted. This is a mess. And I honestly don’t know how that plays out,” she said, gesturing to the dark and violent horizon. “But they’re rolling and thrashing around on top of more of her holdings. All of this does her more harm than good. She probably goes right back to sleep when that fight’s over, assuming it doesn’t go worse for her.”

“Cool. Um.” Alex looked up at a steadily shrinking gate he could not possibly reach, and then to the oncoming tsunami of blood... and perhaps the absolute last person he wanted to owe a favor. “Do you know if Rachel and Lorelei are okay? Are they coming?”

“Oh. Fine.” Lilith’s shoulders fell with a sigh. “I know what you’re asking. Suppose I owe you that much. And if you drowned here, she’d be sad—” Lilith stopped as if she didn’t mean to let that slip out. That finally turned her full attention to Alex. She frowned. “Okay. Go away.”

One flick of her wrist yanked the portal down to their level. The next gesture didn’t come anywhere near Alex, but sent him flying just the same.
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MESSY EXITS


“Ifelt that,” Julia declared in the background of the phone call. “Something broke. Did it work?”

“I dunno. The trails of fire are fading. Everyone’s sick,” Dave reported. “It’s gross, but I don’t think anyone’s dying.”

“Yes! That’s good!”

“Is that it? Did we win?” asked Kaitlin.

Footsteps at stage left turned Dave’s head. Lorelei hurried out of the shadows with Rachel leaning hard on her shoulder, both of them bloodied and burned. They took in the stage, Dave’s stance, and the portal in an instant. “Where is Alex?” asked Lorelei.

Rachel understood with one look at Dave. Real fear seized her voice: “Oh no. Oh fuck no not again.”

Lorelei all but swept Rachel off her feet in a rush toward the gate. Already, the portal shrank and faded against the screen. Images blurred as if obscured by a misty red rain. Flashes of lightning illuminated some struggle of dark shapes in the distance. Curving muscle and scales tumbled under the assault of a smaller attacker with an aquatic, flapping tail.

Then a black and red-soaked form burst from the curtain of blood. Rachel caught Alex with a yelp of alarm. Still supporting the angel, Lorelei broke their fall, bringing all three of them to the floor.

“Oof. Whoa. Rachel?” Alex rose to his hands and knees, drenched in a mix of blood and seawater. His eyes flicked around exactly once to look for threats before focusing on her burns and bruises. “Are you⁠—?”

“—okay?” she asked simultaneously. Her fingers touched his jaw. Fear and desperation hung in her eyes, but one breath led to the next. “You’re good? We’re on Earth. Home. Vegas. Whatever. You’re okay,” She processed as she spoke. “You’re here. You’re all gross, but you’re here.”

“Yeah, I’m—Lorelei?”

“Here, love.” Lorelei put a hand on his shoulder, but watched beyond him. Her focus turned the other two around. Within heartbeats, the gate dimmed and settled into a wet, red stain on the screen. It no longer even held the shade or consistency of blood.

“Alex, you’re all right?” Dave appeared beside Rachel and Lorelei, standing steady over the trio. The shudder of relief in his voice didn’t hit father or son until his question was out.

“Yeah. I’m good.”

“Where’s Nisroc?”

“Oh, he’s done,” said Alex. “Dead as it gets. We’re okay there. What about the crowd, are they...?” The question died on his lips as the scent hit his breath. His face twitched in revulsion. “Oh my god, what is that smell?”

“What—motherfmmph!” Rachel covered her mouth and nose as the stench caught up to her. “Gross! What the hell?”

“Ugh.” For once, even Lorelei lost control of her expression.

“Yeah, the solution to the big picture wasn’t pretty,” said Dave.

Sights and sounds followed the stench. All across the arena, shaken and bewildered attendees steadied themselves on seats, stairway railings, and one another. A few staggered to the aisles or climbed the steps to the exits. Most only now shook off the rapture of Nisroc’s magic to discover their predicament.

“Rachel?” asked Lorelei.

“Angels.” Rachel pointed here and there at the audience. She kept her other hand clamped over her mouth and nose. “They’re doing crowd control, but... holy shit.”

“They’re helping now? What happened with Matteo?” asked Alex.

Rachel grunted uncomfortably. “Total clusterfuck. That’s for later.”

“Okay. What do we do now? Can we help?” he asked.

“We should leave while we can,” said Lorelei.

“Will they remember us?” asked Dave. “There’s gotta be cameras.”

“Most will rationalize or forget the magical details. Much of this will be a blur to them, but they should remember their fear and distress,” said Lorelei. “The rest is up to the angels.”

“Okay, then we’d better...” Dave’s thought died in his throat. Scattered noises of nausea and profanity continued as more people came out of their daze—shaken, upset, and looking for answers.

“Up to the angels, huh?” Dave scanned the wreckage of the podium until he found the microphone amid broken wood and wires. Brief, drifting feedback from the speakers served as all the sound check he needed.

“Hey, listen up,” he began. “You’ll be okay. It’s out of your system. Listen.” Faces rose. Heads turned in the aisles. His voice snapped more than a few from the last threads of reverie—and, like them, Dave struggled against the odor for every breath. He staved off his revulsion, but he wouldn’t hold anyone’s attention long.

“This was all bullshit from the start. It’s a scam. They wanted—” Dave’s eyes locked onto a fleeing trio, who likewise turned at his voice. He pointed to Dr. Keane, who stumbled as Christian Miller blew past him for the exit. “These assholes wanted to use you. They fed you garbage about being strong and selfish to get you here, and now look at yourselves. I’ve been there, too. Anyone who tells you to step on other people has something to gain from it. They’re looking to step on you, too.”

Attentive silence seemed to outweigh the general murmur of confused and exiting people, but not for long. Some watched and heard. Others turned and moved before his voice fell off.

In the crowd, someone shoved Dr. Keane out of the exit line. Another shouted pointed questions at him. Keane backed away from the aisles, looking for another exit. Though no one attacked, his shift of fortunes couldn’t be clearer.

“Take it easy,” Dave encouraged. “I know it’s gross. Help each other out. Look out for the guy next to you.”

People at the stairs of one audience tier made way. An attendee in the floor seats slipped, only to be caught by his neighbors. Two more helped a third limp away from a fall. The sights hardly described the whole audience, but many needed no help. “Don’t push,” said Dave. “You’ll all get out. It’s okay.”

Alex put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey. That was good.”

“Most of them are probably gagging too hard to hear,” said Dave.

“Some heard. A win is a win.”

“We should go,” said Lorelei. Rachel seemed steadier, but still leaned on her lover.

“Yeah.” Dave unplugged and dropped the microphone. “Yeah, I don’t want to talk to cops or⁠—”

A mechanical snap caught their attention, followed by another. Tall drapes from overhead fell at either side of the stage. Fabric unfurled to fully separate the stage from the audience.

Behind Dave and Alex, a man in white stepped out of thin air. He was tall, Black, bald, and familiar to all but one of the group. “Dave, you should go ahead. They’ll catch up,” said Lawrence.

“Hey, I’m less beaten up than you. Let me walk ahead,” Dave suggested.

Alex raised a hand to catch him, but Dave was already out of reach. A glance at Rachel made Alex pause rather than trying again—though her look of irritation kept Alex’s guard up.

“Hell of a time to show,” Rachel told Lawrence.

“Angel fighting angel, and you’re involved? Naturally someone came to get me immediately.” As he spoke, another angel stepped out of the shadows by the curtain rigging, soon followed by others. Two of Matteo’s scuffed and bruised allies stepped through backstage implements. More angels descended from above, accompanied by an expectant silence.

No one spoke until the door closed behind Dave.

“The other mortal should not be here, either,” said one of the bruised angels.

“Oh, fuck off, Ricardo,” said Rachel. “He’s done more good here than your suck-up whiny bitch⁠—”

“Rachel,” interrupted another angel, blonde and older than most in manner and appearance. Alex remembered her in context with Lawrence.

“Did you look out there, Hannah?” Rachel pointed to the curtain. “Do you see the shit these fuckers were pulling? What Matteo and his dorkass brigade fought to allow?”

“We don’t know everything. That is part of why we are here,” said Hannah.

“Then what have you been told?” asked Lorelei.

“You detected an infernal plot targeting mortals outside Heaven’s light,” said Lawrence. “You objected to Matteo’s handling of the situation, and it came to blows. Now Matteo is dead by your hands.”

Alex opened his mouth to object to the second point before the last made him blink wide-eyed. To his knowledge, Rachel had only ever fought one other angel—Donald, after his long manipulation of Alex was exposed. She’d been rebuked over that, but Donald’s guilt was clearly the larger issue, and one he lived to admit.

“Matteo left us little choice,” said Lorelei. “Everyone in that fight held back except Matteo. He struck to kill from the start.”

“Fighting a demon and a rebel angel?” Ricardo interjected. “How could anyone blame him? Look at the results. You murdered him. Both of you.” He looked to the others while pointing to Lorelei and Rachel. “They don’t deny it. No tribunal before the Host is necessary. Damnation in the Pit would be an opportunity for both of them. Only oblivion is⁠—”

“Ricardo, please,” said Lawrence. “We came for answers, not a rush to judgment.” He folded his arms, returning his attention to Rachel and Lorelei. “How did your efforts become such a conflict?”

“Leviathan’s servants arranged all of this,” said Lorelei. “They built a cult to lure gullible mortals into infernal influence. Rachel warned Matteo and kept him informed as we investigated. He wasted her time at every turn and refused to help for days.”

“And when the fucker finally said he’d nut up, we got shanked by the demon running this shitshow and pinned down with a leg iron—the divine kind.” Rachel shot Ricardo a deep scowl. “Only a Dominion can drop that sort of punishment.”

Though initially at a loss, Ricardo recovered with a dismissive shrug. “Apparently not. We never know what new tricks the Pit will discover or steal.”

“Cute,” Rachel huffed.

“When we escaped and arrived to stop this plot, Matteo blocked us. Forcefully,” said Lorelei.

“You could have turned away as he instructed,” said Ricardo.

“Fuckwaffle, what part of ‘seven thousand souls straight to Hell’ do you not understand?” asked Rachel. “We’re not letting that happen.”

“Seven thousand who chose to come here,” Ricardo shot back. “They turned from every real faith. Those who still walk under Heaven’s light ignored the counsel of their guardians. You think all of those angels acted wrongly?”

“Protecting mortals is the job! What the fuck is wrong with you? I’ve seen how quick guardians are around here to drop someone. The second a mortal so much as trips out of line—fuck, if they get pushed—Matteo told their guardians to pitch ‘em like trash. I saw it happen. And yeah, some of these people still did have protection. Hannah, Lawrence, that asshole turned other guardians away and said he’d handle this. Then he shoved both thumbs up his ass and looked the other way.”

“You don’t know that, either,” said Ricardo. “You don’t know any of Matteo’s plans. You defied him and jumped to conclusions about everything.”

“Did you know his plans, Ricardo?” asked Lawrence.

“He said he would watch and take action as needed. I had perfect faith in him. We all should have had that faith.” Ricardo waved at the stage. “You don’t know Matteo would have let this pass.”

“The bad guys knew,” said Alex. “Nisroc bragged about it. He did all this shit right in front of Matteo. Nisroc knew Matteo wouldn’t do anything. He told me so. Said it in front of Dave, too, if you need another witness. They wanted to feed all those souls to Leviathan so she’d wake up and take on Lilith. They didn’t give a damn what happened after that in the mortal world.”

“Demons lie,” Ricardo objected. “Demons lie and the mortal assumes.”

“The mortal struggled all the way into the Pit,” said Hannah. “And not for the first time. Alex, I do not doubt your honesty, but you are no sorcerer. Did Nisroc himself tell you of this goal? Was he that explicit?”

“No. Lilith figured it out. She didn’t think this was that serious until she saw the mess I made. Or, well... the mess the Blood Orca made.”

“Blood Orca?” asked Lawrence.

“Ugh. That guy,” Rachel grumbled.

“Lilith. Another enemy,” Ricardo seethed. “Among the oldest and greatest. She helped you, didn’t she? Why? Because you helped her?”

“Again, mass murder and soul-chomping.” Alex jerked his thumb toward the curtain and the audience. “Real weird how that’s not the bigger deal to you, fuckwaffle.”

“Stop calling me that. I don’t even know what it means,” said Ricardo.

“Love you, babe,” Rachel said to Alex.

“They jumped to conclusions,” Ricardo reiterated. “They jumped to conclusions, and for what? Matteo saw the unworthy and the damned for what they are. They chose their fate.”

“Unworthy?” Lawrence raised an eyebrow.

“Obviously. Look at them,” Ricardo said... and then noticed Lawrence’s frown. And Hannah’s. And others’. “They’re... Mortal life is a test of virtue and judgment. This world is a trial.”

“Maybe not just for mortals,” said Rachel.

Though his face reddened, Ricardo pressed his case. “An angel lies dead at the hands of another angel. That is not up for debate, nor are the consequences.”

“That much is true,” said Hannah. “This is not a debate. Lawrence, what more do we need to know?”

“Two questions,” said Lawrence. “Who struck the killing blow?”

“I did,” said Lorelei and Rachel at once, prompting a shared glance.

“Lorelei struck first for the head,” said Ricardo. “Rachel struck for the heart when it was no longer necessary.”

“He raised a killing blow against Rachel. I saw no other way,” said Lorelei.

“Rachel?” asked Hannah.

“It’s like she says,” said Rachel. “Shit was too far gone for fucking around, so I shanked him. Couldn’t take the risk of him surviving her move. And I’m not letting her take the fall for seeing what needed to be done before I did.”

“Then you admit your intent,” said Ricardo.

“Oh, fuck off,” said Rachel.

“Curse all you like,” Ricardo sniped back. “Your guilt is clear and freely confessed. You slew a fellow angel out of anger and out of loyalty to your demon lover. That’s all that matters.”

“One other question,” said Lawrence. “Ricardo, how many guardians in this Dominion hold to Matteo’s views?”

“Many, as—” Ricardo’s confidence and righteous anger flipped to uncertainty within a single blink. “What do you mean?”

“How many others follow his standards of worthy and unworthy? How many have abandoned their charges at his advice? How many souls have we lost to this quest for purity?”

“And few guardians are bound to a single dominion,” Hannah noted. “How many carried this philosophy beyond Las Vegas? How many sought Matteo’s advice about charges outside his territory?”

“Er... but...” Ricardo faltered.

“We comfort and guide, Ricardo—unseen, and with discretion, but we do not merely observe and judge.” Hannah shook her head. “And we certainly do not turn a blind eye to the hunger of the Pit. This never should have come so far. Matteo’s death is deeply unfortunate, but the alternative would have been far worse.”

“Rachel, Lorelei, and Alex are free to go,” said Lawrence. “We have many more questions for the angels of this Dominion. When that is done, we will all have a great deal to correct.”

“Are we good to bail, then?” Alex pointed to the door. “We’ve got one more guy out there and someone’s bound to call 911 after all this shit.”

“Such a fiasco will attract media as well,” said Lorelei.

“The supernatural truth behind all this must not be widely known. We’ll take care of it,” said Lawrence. “Yes. You are free to go.”

Lorelei traced a hand on Alex’s wrist to get him moving. She didn’t speak until they were nearly at the door. “It can’t be this easy.”

“It’s not,” said Rachel. “Is it, Hannah?”

“No.” Hannah walked behind Rachel. “You struck down an angel. People talk. Many will hear a different version of these events.”

“Angels are not above grudges?” Lorelei already knew the answer.

“Sadly, no. Not all of us. I’m afraid this will haunt you. I am sorry.”

“More rumors and shit-talking behind my back, same as always. Sounds downright heavenly,” said Rachel.

“I... wish that wasn’t fair,” Hannah sighed. “Too many have taken offense when you called out our flaws and hypocrisies. They should have listened instead. I hope this incident makes them reconsider, but I fear some will never see.”

“What of the bigger picture?” asked Lorelei. “Matteo’s Dominion is young. He was not the only voice of authority holding to this philosophy. You see where this can lead. What will you do about it?”

“One hopes this incident is an isolated extreme, but I see your point. Matteo was not alone in his harsh judgments. We have a great deal of discussion and soul-searching ahead of us.”

“You sure it was just philosophy and harsh judgment?” asked Alex.

“You suspect he was closer in league with Leviathan’s plot than merely turning a blind eye,” said Hannah.

“Sure would explain a lot, like the ball and chain thing,” said Alex.

“He would not be the first angel to turn against Heaven,” said Lorelei.

“We can only question his subordinates and search for evidence,” said Hannah. “Many will hold to their suspicions. Others will remember the good you did here. Thank you.”

“Babes, gimme a sec?” asked Rachel. “One last bit of angel biz. I’ll catch up.”

Lorelei kissed her cheek before opening the door. Alex hooked his fingers in Rachel’s on his way out. Dave waited on the other side, looking up from his phone with the puzzled face of a man who only now realized he’d lost track of the last few minutes. The door closed on his quizzical look to Rachel.

“That’s Alex’s father?” asked Hannah. “Did I catch a faint glow of redemption?”

“He’s swinging back uphill, at least,” said Rachel. “Guy’s got no guardian, though. We need to get him another. He’s earned a second chance.”

“Many would remind you of the authority that requires,” said Hannah.

“Yeah, so I’m running it up the chain,” said Rachel. “Maybe he’s not one for faith and ritual, but he’s owning up to his shit. He didn’t help us for love of family alone. The guy’s done a lot of penance in the last couple days and he’s got more ahead of him. Let’s hook him up.”

“You want to find him a guardian, rather than taking him on yourself?”

“I’m already adding someone new to my roster. She got screwed in this, too. I’m not taking no for an answer.”

“I see,” said Hannah. “As long as we still have this chance, is there anything else I should know about this fiasco?”

“No, I don’t think...” Rachel stopped. Frowned. Pondered. Then it hit her. “Oh yeah. Those guys.”

“Which guys?” asked Hannah.
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Letters had cracked away from the big, round sign over the years, leaving only “-orado” still legible. Beneath the logo, the sign offered outdated gas prices that felt absurdly low in the present day. The gas station’s canopy loomed with cables dangling over a concrete strip that no longer held gas pumps. Wooden boards covered the door and windows of the station shop—with breaks to suggest someone had already picked through the place in the past. The Mojave Desert stretched out all around the site, bordered only by Highway 95 and its occasional traffic.

The old ruin offered relief and an end to the most awkward and tense road trip of Craig’s life... right up until he noticed that the demons in his car still said nothing.

That silence had been a good thing all the way out of Las Vegas on the 95 toward Boulder, and then in the southward turn into the desert. Navid sat in the front passenger seat. Iglit and Nak hid in the back. None of them spoke the entire way. Given the nature of his passengers, Craig thought that silence was a good thing. It was probably better than the alternative.

Now the silence felt threatening as they sat on the side of the road, blocked by chains and a “No Exit” sign that had seen better days. Traffic signs had never felt so ominous.

“This is our new home?” Navid asked after entirely too long. A full minute, at least. Probably longer. Long enough for Craig to sweat inside his air-conditioned car.

“Yeah, that’s. Um. That’s it. Wh-what I talked about, I mean.” All of that relief Craig felt upon arrival drained away. He hadn’t really thought about how they’d feel once they saw the place.

“No one comes here? No one stops?” asked Iglit.

“Far as I know, no,” said Craig. “It’s been on the market forever. No buyers. Nobody’s interested.” He winced. A couple hours ago, those details had fit Lorelei’s requirements perfectly. Now he wondered if all those advantages were flaws in the eyes of his passengers.

Navid and the imps stared, looked at one another... and opened the car doors. Iglit and Nak piled out. Navid lingered. “Will you return?”

“Uh. I’m gonna, um. Keep going.” A dozen horror movies flashed through his mind. He did not need to tell them he planned to drive until he hit Los Angeles. He also planned to empty his accounts, change his name, and never come to Vegas again. He wondered if demons could find him anyway. Navid stared at him as if seeing all those thoughts in Craig’s mind. “We didn’t talk about, ah, visits. I didn’t plan on coming back, no.”

Navid got out of the car. He didn’t bother closing the door; instead, the demon just walked around the front end and followed the imps past the “no exit” sign toward the station. He didn’t look back.

Craig stared in a cold sweat until they were out of sight. Then he pulled the car door shut and got back on the road. He didn’t look back, either.
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Ambulances, patrol cars, and fire trucks crowded the curbsides around the arena. Scores of people swarmed the entrance and the adjacent sidewalks, with paramedics trying to talk nauseous and bewildered attendees into at least sitting down or drinking water. Amid the crowd, someone set up a news camera stand while his partners tried to rope in someone to interview.

Every single person made way for Alex in his red, sopping wet march to the corner. With the arena bathrooms full, he had settled for bottled water from a vending machine to rinse his face and hands. From neck to boot, and including the bundled leather jacket around his sword, the rest of him still dripped and sloshed with the remnants of Leviathan’s crimson sea. Bright Las Vegas sun and heat threatened to turn his clothing and skin sticky. Any fleeting sense of pride or triumph faded under all the glances and commentary.

“Oh my god.”

“Check him out. Damn.”

“Whoa, dude. You got it worse than anyone.”

“Did everyone hurl on you specifically?”

He responded to none of it. At the corner, he raised his hand for the walk signal on the stoplight—and hesitated when another pedestrian mindfully hit it for him. “You probably shouldn’t touch anything,” said the guy, heavyset, curly-bearded, and bearing a few red stains on his shorts and t-shirt. “Might want to get checked out, too.”

Alex bit back his retort. Beneath the guy’s sunglasses and the t-shirt with the Spartan helmet logo, Alex saw chagrin and regret. This guy had a bad day like everyone else. “That’s the plan. Thanks,” Alex replied.

“Cool. Guess we all got hosed, huh?” The stranger regretted his word choice as soon as it left his mouth, but then the light changed. He moved into the crosswalk with only a nod of farewell.

Alex let the guy put several steps between them before he followed. The only thing worse than an awkward goodbye was one that left both parties going in the same direction... although his current state and the assumptions it drew put a lovely twist on that.

The auto shop on the corner had a chain link fence around its parking lot. Other businesses lined the street to similar effect. Alex held his grumble only halfway across the street, but still out of earshot from the stranger: “I think I like our normal way of hiding in plain sight better.”

“I’m afraid magic covers only so much, love.” Lorelei and Dave walked right behind him under exactly that sort of cover.

“Nobody stopped us and nobody’s gonna recognize you. I’d call it a win,” said Dave. At the corner, Alex stopped and gave him a look. Dave grimaced in apology. “We got the job done.”

“I need a shower,” said Alex. “Or two. Or five.”

With a look of sympathy, Dave tapped the speaker icon of his phone screen. “Okay, we’re out. If you want to get moving, we’ll keep going a couple blocks farther away so we’ll⁠—”

“Hold on. That’s the other bad news,” Kaitlin broke in over the phone. “I can’t come get you. The car’s fucked. I don’t think it’ll move.”

“What? What happened?” asked Dave.

“One of those little scary guys jumped under the car at some point, probably when I took off. Between him tearing and burning things and me trying to shake him, it’s, uh...” The catch in her breath suggested steps toward a window. “Oof. It’s probably totaled. I barely made it here.”

“This was an imp?” Lorelei leaned closer with new concern. “Where is he now?”

“Oh, he’s dead. I jacked him up on the way, and then Julia’s, um... her trees got him.”

Dave shook his head. “That’s not even the weirdest thing to come up in the last twenty minutes.”

“Right? I kinda want a scary killer whale friend,” Kaitlin muttered.

“He’s not a friend,” Alex muttered back.

“Anyway, the car’s a smoking mess on Julia’s curb. We’ve gotta deal with that. She says her car is too small to fit five regardless.”

“I wouldn’t do that to her anyway.” For the millionth time, Alex shook his arms to flick a few more drops away. “Nobody wants me in their car right now.”

“That’s fine,” Dave told Kaitlin. “We’ll figure something else out. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

“Same. Do you want to meet here?”

“Yes. We’ll find another way back. Stay with Julia and the car,” said Lorelei.

“Hose it down and let it sit for a couple minutes before you do anything else,” said Dave. “Better if it’s not smoking when anyone deals with it.”

“We’ve got this, Dad. Take care of yourselves and get out of there without any more trouble, okay?”

“Yeah. You did good, Kaitlin. You did real good. I love you.”

“Love you, too, Dad. Bye.” She hung up.

Dave lowered the phone. He tilted his head back with a heavy sigh.

“Kaitlin is safe and in good company,” said Lorelei. “With impressive wit and grit all her own.”

“She’s needed it.” Dave shut his eyes tightly. “She needed it because of her mom and because of me.” He seemed closer to anger than tears as he turned to Alex, but that weary anger pointed entirely within. “I’m sorry, kiddo. For all of it. I’m a selfish asshole and I’ve made everything so hard on all of you. It wasn’t right. You all deserved better. I’m so fucking sorry.”

“I know you are. It’s...” Alex stopped. It wasn’t okay, but he didn’t need to throw rocks, either. He tugged at his wet, sticky shirt. “Maybe save the talk for later?”

“Yeah. Okay.” Dave huffed out a laugh. They started walking, if only to put distance between themselves and the arena. “Seemed like the thing to say. Hell, I don’t know what to say after all that.”

“This is usually the part where I figure out what to tell Mom.”

“Oof. That, too. Is she—?” Dave shook his head. He seemed to accept that bridge was burned and gone. “Guess we have the same problem with Chris and Lucy, too. Will the angels really cover our tracks?”

“In this case, yes,” said Lorelei. “They have done it before. More importantly for us, the angels recognize who prevented this atrocity. They will divert attention for it in safer directions and away from us.”

“Guess that’s a relief.” The signal at the next crosswalk lit up in their favor. Dave’s thoughts turned up a new frown. “How far back will that go?”

“Your more worldly complications are a different matter. Lucy’s stance on finding a lawyer is sensible, but I would suggest something more proactive. Your company focused on victims who were reluctant to turn to the courts or police. Your boss is dead with no inheritors. You may be able to come clean and make peace with your victims, particularly if we turn the company’s assets toward restitution. It’s more than the victims would see from legal action, and much faster.”

“Huh. I hadn’t considered anything like that. It’s been all stress and no answers.”

“Someone else showed me a similar path as I left my last employer.” Lorelei’s hand fell into Alex’s at her side. That part of him was at least clean enough to touch. He bit his lip and looked away rather than blush too loudly.

“Not sure I’d know where to begin,” said Dave.

“We’ll have to move fast. I have experience in this sort of thing. I imagine many assets are already under some legal obfuscation. Actual restitution will take more time. That will be left to you.”

“Yeah. Guess that’s the way it should be.” They walked onward. Dave watched the street signs. “After all that, is it weird to take a bus?”

“Our last fiasco left us walking halfway across Vancouver in the dark,” said Alex. “It’s not weird. I’ll take a bus.”

“We’ll take one to the nearest rental car office,” Lorelei corrected.

“Alright. Should be a stop around this corner,” said Dave.

“If I might have a moment with Alex?” Lorelei asked.

“Hm? Oh.” Dave remembered his current company shared more than monster-fighting shenanigans. “Sure. Don’t mind me.” The bus stop appeared as predicted. Dave sat beside an older man already waiting at the bench.

Only the corner of the store along the sidewalk provided any privacy, but it was enough. Alex kept hold of Lorelei’s hand as they turned to face one another. Her request was all the hint he needed; after long months together, Alex no longer felt bashful about her desires, but: “I’m kind of a mess.”

“Your mouth is clean enough. I’ll be careful.” Her lips claimed his softly, opening into hunger—yet she never touched more than his face. Relief mixed with desire, turning Lorelei’s lips hot. It wasn’t long before she had to tilt away, lest the heat grow too much. She leaned her forehead against his.

“That was scary,” he said.

“Yes. And no.” One corner of her mouth twitched in a grin. She stroked the side of his face. “I knew you would handle Nisroc and the demons. I didn’t know how, but I never doubted you would find a way.”

“That makes one of us. Guess I felt the same about you and Rachel and your half of this.”

“That was my true fear.” Lorelei shook her head. “I feared Matteo would kill Rachel, or myself. That if he killed one of us, none would survive. It was a near thing. He gravely injured both of us.”

“Should’ve guessed that. You hide it well.” He glanced to the bus stop. “Maybe we need to get straight into a shower together before going to Julia’s?”

Lorelei smiled broadly. “Family isn’t such a distraction now?”

“Maybe I’m over it. Maybe it’s circumstance. Maybe Dave’s not an issue like my other family. I can deal if it’s for you. Kinda hot that way.”

“More than ‘kinda.’ You like being enabled.”

“I do,” he admitted.

“For once, that’s not on my mind.” Lorelei’s grin faded. “I was hurt, but no longer. I ended that fight stronger than I began.”

Alex took her meaning. He still held her hand, too. Somehow, that seemed more important than it had been a moment ago. “The gate?”

“I think so. That gate led far deeper than the Low Roads. Even with some distance and separated by walls and floors, it seemed to empower me.”

“That was my thought, too. When it opened, I mean.” He met her raised brow with a shrug. “My brain clicked back to the Low Road and all that did for you. It’s not like I wanted it open, but I wondered if maybe it would help you and backfire on the bad guys. I didn’t have any ideas for closing it, so I tried to keep Nisroc busy until you and Rachel took care of business and caught up to help.”

“Another moment and that would have been the case, though I think to less benefit than your ultimate solution.”

“Wasn’t planned,” said Alex.

“These things rarely are. Our faith in you was well-placed.” Lorelei hesitated. He didn’t see that often. “Alex, that power feels good. It wasn’t on my mind in the fight, or when we rushed to your aid. I hardly noticed it when the angels confronted us, either, but... I am a hedonist by nature. I felt it through my whole being.”

“Is that a problem?” he asked. “Do you want more?”

“No. Not...” She chose her words. “I want you and Rachel. I want this life we share. I want that far more than anything else. No measure of power could lure me back to the Pit.”

“You walked away from a crown once already. More than once.”

“Yes.”

“Do you think anything changes there?”

“I enjoyed the Low Roads with you and Rachel,” said Lorelei. “I accepted the allegiance of other demons and granted them favor. Lilith... I cannot claim friendship or alliance between us, but the ice thins with every encounter. And now I have slain an angel. I do not fear some reversion into evil, but I am dishonest if I ignore these signs—or if I hide them from you.”

Alex listened. He wasn’t sure what to say. “It feels good?”

“Yes,” she breathed. “Away from danger, here with you now... I’m exhilarated.”

“But you don’t think you’re gonna heel-turn into evil?”

“No. I also know such a turn is not a simple switch. Few of the wicked see themselves as wicked.”

“You remember how long it took to get me to loosen up about sex and having fun with all the ‘good fortune’ and curse stuff?”

Her eyes narrowed. Her mouth thinned in a new smile. “I don’t believe we have brought that into the past tense just yet.”

“Yeah. Point being, maybe staying mindful of it is the important part?”

“Do you think that’s enough?”

“I think you care enough to talk about it,” said Alex. “I also think you just talked Dave through a jackass recovery plan, and that’s not exactly an evil act. You’re a hedonist, not an abuser or a monster.”

“Many would disagree. We met some earlier.”

“Eh. Fuck ‘em.”

“I have better options.”

“You do,” Alex agreed. “Maybe that’s part of it, too. Your idea of wicked is usually the horny kind. Maybe you need to take any excess wicked out on Rachel and me?”

Her brow rose. Her eyes shined. It almost intimidated Alex... almost.

“Alright, we’re good.” Rachel stepped into view from out of nowhere. “I’ve passed the bullshit on to better hands and untwisted all the panties I can. We... uh... what’d I interrupt?”

“Nothing.” Lorelei held her stare with Alex. “You’ve joined us just in time.”

“In time for whauuuh?” Rachel’s eyes fluttered. “Oh. Tail. Demon tail.” She tugged the fabric of her dress lower, but not to obstruct the sensation between her legs. “Demon tail action in public. Oh fuck. Oh fuck that feels good. Mmh!”

“Your challenge is accepted,” Lorelei told Alex.
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GETTING OFF EASY...ISH


Nothing in particular woke Alex, making the morning more and less pleasant than recent days. He’d never call the absence of a welcoming lover beside him an improvement, but it made for a slower ramp-up into consciousness. By contrast, the absence of any humming alarm for school was definitely an improvement—once he realized that no, it wasn’t about to go off, and he hadn’t missed it, either.

He laid naked in a strange bed in a strange room. He remembered Lorelei’s appetites from the night before, and Rachel’s praise-filled moans, and the lamp falling off the nightstand. Other memories came after that: Vegas. Dave. New family. A demon mass-murder nightmare averted.

The latter accounted for the celebratory tone of last night’s tryst. It didn’t account for the empty space in the bed beside Alex. Rachel came and went all the time, but he normally woke up with Lorelei nearby. Daylight lined the corners of the drapes. Alex wondered if she was perhaps in the bathroom or the living room of their suite. Then he saw their bags mostly packed up for departure on top of the dresser.

No Rachel. No Lorelei. What time is it? Alex blinked and fumbled for his cell phone on the nightstand. Past seven. Still early. Their plans allowed him more time to sleep.

Thoughts of the past few days prodded him in the other direction. Alex unlocked his phone, tapped the browser, and returned to a familiar tab.

“Deep Truth website is already down,” read one thread title. “Video channel deleted,” read another, and, “Bullshit statement from Christian Miller’s agent.” Another post moved up two spaces from the top thanks to an updated comment count: “Anyone else feel like an asshole?”

“I dropped two sick days and a few hundred dollars on this trip when I couldn’t spare either part,” read the lead post from waitingfor420. “Feels dumb to say it now, but I really thought this would be something more than a prank. I don’t even see the point. They got us all sick, but for what? And what do we do now?”

“Don’t believe in anything new until someone else checks it for traps first,” replied Uberdad.

“They had to want more. I think the juice was supposed to do worse but they fucked it up,” replied SlickJack69. “Mass murder cult shit.”

That one spawned its own thread of replies:

“But then what? And why?” asked bothwolvesinsideyou.

“Do freaks like that need a reason?” countered tugonitonce.

“They’d never get away with it. They rented the arena for a whole event. That’s a paper trail and pictures. Why?” wondered mommasfavoriteplumber.

“Again,” typed tugonitonce, “do nutjobs need a reason?”

“Not like we can believe whatever the cops say,” said Uberdad.

“It’s barely on the news,” said holywario. “I’ve looked everywhere. It’s only in local Vegas and a couple extremely online rags. None of the big outlets have it.”

“Nobody died, so nobody cares,” tugonitonce explained. “That’s how it works. We all got sick, but we’re okay. Same as all the mass shootings you never hear about. If there’s no body count, major media doesn’t give a shit.”

“Keane is in lockup at least,” said eaglebagel. “It’s in another post. Someone from the event saw him get hauled out of his hotel in handcuffs.”

“Yeah, but we’re never gonna know the whole story,” said Uberdad. “I feel like that’s the worst part. They’ll feed us something, but it’s always bullshit. You can’t believe anyone or anything.”

“I dunno,” replied naturallyhigh. “I keep thinking if they built Deep Truth out of other religions, maybe those really have a point somewhere.” Four replies scoffed at that thought—and two others did not. It was a more positive ratio than Alex anticipated.

The page refreshed with one other comment catching a slow but steady rise in favorites and responses. NightShiftNick said, “We got played and punked. We’re lucky it wasn’t worse. Time to take the L and walk away.”

The reception to Nick’s suggestion made Alex feel a little better. He found more encouragement in the overall traffic—or, specifically, the reduction he saw. Naturally, people had things to say, but the numbers and favorites were much lower than earlier discussions. The “users online” tally had dropped an entire digit from his last look the day before.

Perhaps many had already taken NightShiftNick’s advice, or come up with it themselves. Still, this was only one forum, and only the morning after. Deep Truth targeted a troubled group. The event turned out to be one more disappointment for its core audience. One more burn.

Not for the first time, Alex thought about suggesting therapy, or at least reaching out to family. That brought him to the same thought that stopped him all along: Or maybe I’m not the right guy to talk to this crowd, and maybe I should shut the hell up. He’d played his part in ending this mess. Everyone else had to sort the fallout for themselves.

Is this what winning feels like?

Always skeptical of forum posts, Alex checked a few major media sites for himself. Headlines gave him the usual tour of tension and tragedy that filled the front pages, but headlines often differed from context and details. He couldn’t completely blame the forum crowd for their distrust. He also kept them in mind as he set aside the bigger stories, scanning for the one he knew from the inside. As the forum warned, he found almost nothing.

Maybe that’s for the best. He didn’t want Deep Truth to inspire some other dumb scam. He didn’t want the heat media attention would bring, either. NightShiftNick’s advice flipped around in his head: Take the W and walk away.

Alex set the phone face-down on the nightstand. He had a life to get back to. They had a full itinerary for later, and he’d only slept half the night. Rachel helped make up the difference as usual, but if it was only seven-thirty and Lorelei wasn’t here...

That still piqued his curiosity. Thoughts of last night prodded other interests, as well. Lorelei’s absence might be an opportunity for more sleep, but it wasn’t the opportunity he wanted. Demon curse strikes again.

“There it is,” Lorelei taunted from the shadows. Alex found her seated in the plush corner chair. Dark, still damp hair hung across one shoulder. Her blue silk robe ranked among his favorites, but it was admittedly a long list.

“There what is?” asked Alex.

“Your desires. This is how long it takes to wake up and want me.”

“Little bit on my mind,” he replied.

“No apologies. It’s no test. I was only curious.”

The steam and confidence in her voice suggested more than curiosity. Alex felt all the natural reactions stir within himself. This conversation had an inevitable outcome... one that allowed him to return the taunts and play. “You haven’t started watching me sleep, have you?”

“You first awoke when I came out of the shower.” She smirked right back at him. “Stolen looks here and there are natural for any lover, but I’m not one to sit and leer.”

“Okay.”

“What’s funny?”

“People on the internet call that the cuck chair.”

“The...?” Lorelei glanced at her chair and rolled her eyes. “I do like to watch, but I think our appreciation for promiscuity comes from a rather different kink.” Another glance indicated his phone. “Something heavier was on your mind before your thoughts returned to me.”

“Yesterday and the whole fiasco,” he explained. “I was looking at follow-up. Not sure there’s anything for us to do but move on.”

“Rachel is off looking into that very matter.”

“I figured. It’s that, and seeing everyone, and getting out of here. Guess I’m trying to wrap my brain around how much life has changed and how much it hasn’t all at the same time.”

“For all of us,” said Lorelei.

Alex thought of their conversation at the bus stop. A night of sex and cuddling helped them reconnect and settle, but it didn’t change her concerns. If anything, Alex felt like he could sense Lorelei’s newfound power. It was subtle, but he noticed. “You okay?”

“Yes. Better than ever. That brings its own doubts, but time has settled them. So have you and Rachel. You anchor me.”

“Whatever I can do to help.” Alex caught the twitch of her eyebrow and her lips. She glanced at his groin beneath the bed sheets and then up again. “That, too,” he said.

“Always that,” said Lorelei. “We’ve had less time for one another on this trip. Our focus is not usually turned outward for so long. My thoughts this morning have not been about my changes. Your father has always been a cloud over your past. Even now, complications remain. Your feelings are not fully resolved. They may never be.”

“It’s better than it was. Not really on my mind now.”

“No?” Her eyebrow fully arched.

“What was that about our usual focus?”

She grinned, and then stood—elegant, cool, confident as always. Her eyes flicked downward, bringing his along as her hands came to her waist. She slid the loose knot free, spreading one side of the robe. His eyes latched onto her body: the meeting of her upper thigh and groin, the curve of her breast, then back down toward her hip as the spreading robe guided and invited. His attention slid across her hip to her groin and the thin, dark strip of hair rising from over her sex.

Lorelei enjoyed nudity, but she was mindful of the clothes Alex liked. Often, she wore them mainly for the thrill of undressing for him. It didn’t matter how well he knew her body. Disrobing like this worked on him every time. She also knew how to pull him closer without a word or gesture. Lorelei disrobed in an offer, but it was one he had to take.

Alex pushed the covers away and climbed out of the bed, naked, hard, and aching to claim her. Only that look kept him from moving too fast or too fiercely. Her robe was fully parted now, dropping from her shoulders and dangling at her elbows. Alex gently took her arms, but Lorelei spoke before he did more.

“Childhood left you unpleasant associations with this city. I thought I might give you better memories.” Her mouth opened as she leaned closer. Her eyes closed, prompting his to follow.

Their first kiss began without an embrace as if Lorelei merely wanted to savor his taste... and then her hands slid to his sides. She pulled him closer, taunting him by withholding the full contact they both wanted.

Then he felt the upward stroke at his groin. Lorelei’s tail guided his cock to first contact with damp, welcoming skin before she pulled him closer. With that, Alex no longer held back. One hand claimed her ass. The other spread across her back, holding her close. Contact grew fierce as his cock pushed into her, forcing a moan from her throat and into their kiss.

“Alex... yes,” Lorelei grunted, powerful and vulnerable at once. “You are mine... nnf... and I am yours. Take. Me. Yes.”

“Nnf,” he agreed. Every inch of her felt incredible, but some more so than others. Still, he didn’t know what she wanted by standing. “The bed?”

“Not this time.” She held back from another kiss. Her eyes fluttered with every thrust of his cock, but her lips quirked in a grin.

Then he heard the softest new hum of some motor and a gentle clack-clack-clack behind her. New light spread into the room as the drapes parted.

They had a great view of the city.

Alex kissed her again, but a tug of her arms goaded him to the obvious. His grip on her ass spread. Though she matched his height, Alex could carry her those few steps without trouble.

“Mmf!” Lorelei grunted louder as contact with the window pushed him deeper within. Her eyes rolled. “That’s better.”

“Showoff,” he taunted back, his breath heavy.

“Hm?”

“You found the... clicker... for the drapes.” He didn’t have her talent for talking through intercourse. He didn’t feel too bad about that, either.

“Yes,” she grunted again, grinning wider now. Her hand left the pocket of her robe, holding the device. “It was on the... TV remote... all along... mmh!”

The remote bounced on the carpet. Lorelei tugged his head closer, demanding another kiss.

Alex paid less attention to the view than his lover, but she knew how to indulge him with both.
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“The city’s got lots more going for it than the Strip,” said Lucy. “I wish we had time to show you around as locals. Tourism doesn’t always show you the good stuff.”

“I hear you,” said Alex. The little park across from Lucy’s pharmacy proved her point—though they struck desert gold with an open picnic table in line with the shade of a couple trees. “I saw some of it when I visited, but that was years ago. I don’t really remember.”

“You need to come back soon for a real visit, is what we’re saying,” Chris elaborated. “Without all the running around and family crisis stuff. We’ve all been stealing time from work and school.”

“Same here, or we wouldn’t be in a hurry to get back,” said Alex.

“Alright, enough with the guilt already,” said Dave, half-joking.

“Or not,” said Alex, and Lucy, and Chris, and Kaitlin—each less joking than Dave.

“Christ, you really are all family,” said Dave.

“Seriously, though,” Alex went on. “I’m missing classes. Lorelei and Rachel have their jobs. This was a squeeze for us, too. Feels bad to run away as soon as we’ve all met. I wish we could hang around.”

“We keep talking about getting away for a long weekend,” suggested Lorelei. She sat next him with Rachel at her other side. “Vegas isn’t a difficult trip. Pick a weekend.”

“That’s true.” Alex looked to the set of siblings across the table. “Any particularly good time?”

“We could—” Lucy stopped and sighed at the buzz of her phone. “Man. That’s my time already. I should get back. Chris, is Alex on the group chat yet?”

“Next thing on my mind,” Chris answered. “You want on? It’s only us and a couple close friends. Mostly gossip and memes, some occasional venting.” He read the hesitation on Alex’s face. “Dad’s not on.”

“I don’t use that stuff,” said Dave. “They probably started that chat to vent about me, anyway.”

“Kinda,” Kaitlin confirmed with the slightest grin, and then added for Alex, “Jeanie isn’t on it, either.”

“I’m sold. Hook me up,” said Alex.

“Okay, I gotta go. Hugs,” Lucy prodded. Coming around the table meant meeting Rachel and then Lorelei first. “You two are awesome. Thank you for coming, and everything you did. And for taking care of him,” she added, nodding to Alex.

“He does all the same for us,” said Lorelei.

“Good. That’s a healthy relationship.” Lucy moved on to Alex as Chris made his goodbyes. She wrapped him in another warm, emphatic hug, then stepped back with a hand still on his arm. “You brought our dad back.”

“Not alone,” he conceded.

“Yeah. Try to hang onto those two,” she said.

“No, I meant you, Chris, and Kaitlin. This wasn’t all us.” Then his thoughts turned. “Most people throw all kinds of doubt on the three of us being together. Everyone wants to warn me away.”

Lucy rolled her eyes. “Everyone else doesn’t live your life. You all know what you’re doing. If you run into problems, you’ll deal. And you can call me anytime if you want to talk.”

“Either of us,” Chris agreed.

“I will. Never thought about wanting a brother or sisters before now. It’s nice.”

“Good, because you’re stuck with us,” said Lucy.

Behind them, Kaitlin lingered a couple steps back. She didn’t have to leave like Chris or Lucy and wanted to give them space. Her hands hooked into her pockets as she looked away, only to find Rachel inviting her aside. She followed a few steps back.

“You know that’s all about you, too, right?” asked Rachel.

“Yeah. I’m not good at the fuzzy hug stuff,” said Kaitlin.

“It’s cool. Sayin’, though.”

“I’m fine. I’m fine with Alex, too. Him and Dad are about them, not about Alex and me or me and Dad. That’s all them. I get it. Seems better now anyway.”

“Some,” Rachel agreed.

“Isn’t that what you’d want? Being an angel?” she asked quietly.

“That’s the hope, but it’s gotta be real. Dave’s got his head out of his ass. Now he’s gotta clean it off, and Alex is still used to the stink. Give ‘em time. Maybe plug Dave’s hole with your foot if he gets too bendy again.”

Kaitlin snorted. “You say the weirdest shit.”

“I hear that a lot. Does it bother you?”

“Not really.”

“Good. You cool with hanging out more?”

“What, like on the group chat? I’m sure they’ll add you.”

“Nah, I mean hangin’.”

“Aren’t you going home?”

“Lots of shit works differently for me,” said Rachel. “Normally we wouldn’t be able to talk, and you wouldn’t know I’m around. But now you know more than most, so things are a little different for you, too. Or they can be. See, most people don’t have any say in who they get for an invisible friend, but shit’s kinda fucky for all of us. Might as well be up front about it.”

Kaitlin blinked. “Are you offering to be my guardian?”

“It doesn’t work like you think,” Rachel warned. “I wouldn’t be around a lot—which is normal, actually. Also, sometimes I’d pop by without saying hi or showing myself at all. More importantly, I can’t make you invulnerable. People get cancer, go homeless, get deported, abused, all that, and still have guardians. I have to let a lot of shitty stuff just be shitty. That part sucks for everyone. You might not see that much difference between this and how life has always been. There are reasons for all that. Good reasons. But guardians can and do help, and with me, you’d know you’re not alone. I figure, if you’ve got the chance to choose, why not ask?”

“So we could hang out,” said Kaitlin. “Like, friends or whatever.”

“Mostly that. Usually, the guardian gig is one-sided conversations. You and I could ditch that part. Seems like a benefit to me.”

“That’s... wow. Okay,” Kaitlin blinked. “Yeah. Sure.”

“Alright, for real,” Lucy spoke up. “Chris and I have to go. Airport and then lawyers?” she asked their father.

“More or less,” Dave corrected, looking to Alex and Lorelei hesitantly. “Lawyers are on the agenda, but we’ve got time to try one other thing first.”

“Dad.” Lucy’s smile turned to a frown.

“We’ll be with him,” said Lorelei. “There may be more than one way to resolve this problem.”
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“It is not enough. Nothing is enough.” Dave spoke steadily and enunciated, knowing the importance of clarity. He also knew limited skill with English didn’t make anyone a fool. The wary look from the dark-haired, middle-aged woman across the counter confirmed that for him. “We took advantage. We scared you. I scared you. I am sorry.”

Mrs. Chang leaned back slightly through Dave’s monologue as if she wanted to run. Normally, Dave and his guys waited until the place was empty before they came in. This time, she had several customers busy at the washers and dryers. The two women marked a difference, too—one of them having visited her before, with the young man at his side. Dave and his people also never made apologies, let alone offered anything.

She didn’t take her eyes off of him or his companions until he stopped speaking. Still wary, she glanced down at the envelope on her counter, then back up at him. Several more seconds passed before she decided it probably wasn’t a trap. She opened the envelope, raised her eyebrows, and set it down again.

“It’s not enough,” Dave repeated. “I hope there will be more, but I have others to repay, too. Others like you.”

After another wary thought, Mrs. Chang nodded to Alex, Kaitlin, and Lorelei. “Who are you? New company?”

“No, Mrs. Chang,” said Lorelei. “We are family. We wish to see him atone.”

“Family?” She scrutinized them again and understood. “You didn’t know.”

“No, we didn’t,” Kaitlin confirmed.

“We know now,” said Alex.

“Pardon, Mrs. Chang. Do you speak Mandarin?” asked Lorelei. The other woman nodded, prompting Lorelei to show her fluency: “We mean no pressure on you. We wanted you to know that we know what happened, and that it is ended.”

“And you wanted me to see the family I will hurt if I call the police?” Mrs. Chang asked in Mandarin.

“No. The family will be fine. We wanted you to know that, too,” said Lorelei.

“Hmf.” Mrs. Chang looked at the cash in the envelope again. She returned to English: “How much?”

“Three months of your payments,” said Dave. “More later, if I can get it.”

“The other men? Where are they?”

“Gone. The company is gone. If they come here, call me. I’ll take care of it.”

Her eyebrow rose. She understood more than she said, but what she said showed more than enough. “You want no police.”

“No,” he answered. “I can’t stop you. That is your choice. The others might call, too. What do you want if that happens?”

Mrs. Chang folded her arms again. She took in the whole group once more, and her customers, and the clock on the wall. “No police. I want no police, too.”

“Okay.” Dave couldn’t hold back his breath of relief. “Okay. No police.”

“You have the truck? Company truck?”

“The work pickup? Yeah. I’ll probably sell it to pay people back.”

“You look strong. You are strong? You?” she added, nodding at Alex.

“Yes,” Dave answered, cutting off Alex’s usual answer of, “Not especially.”

“I have old machines. Need to pull them. I can buy new ones now.” Mrs. Chang put the envelope in a drawer behind the counter. “You pull old machines. Take them to the dump. Help me out. Save me money.”

“Oh...kay? Yeah, I can do that,” said Dave.

“Over there.” Mrs. Chang nodded to the far corner. “Pull them now. Move them outside.”

“Wait, now?”

“Yeah,” Mrs. Chang answered as if it was obvious. “You apologize? Make up for what you did? You mean it?”

“Yes, I mean it, but⁠—”

She gestured to the corner.

“I can’t—they’re leaving town. I have to take them to the airport.”

“Okay.” Mrs. Chang pointed to Alex. “Not his problem.” She pointed to Dave. “Your problem.”

Dave found Alex grinning—and Kaitlin. “You think this is funny?”

“Little bit,” said Alex.

“Yeah, actually,” said Kaitlin.

He tried again: “Mrs. Chang, I can come back tomorrow.”

“Nah, I’ve got it,” said Kaitlin. “I’ll take them to the airport and then come back to help you get the truck.”

“We—fine.” Dave’s shoulders sank as he relented. “Fine. Mrs. Chang, five minutes? I won’t go anywhere.”

Mrs. Chang waved with open hands to get on with things. Dave motioned for his kids to follow him outside. Lorelei joined them on the way out, mirroring their grin as she bade Mrs. Chang a farewell. The other woman’s stern demeanor briefly cracked with the same grin before reasserting itself with a glower at Dave, now outside the shop and moving to the small parking lot.

“Holy shit,” Dave exhaled. “This is annoying, but... that worked. This actually worked. What did you tell her?” he asked Lorelei.

“Only an elaboration on the family pressure. It’s as much of the truth as she needed,” said Lorelei. “You made some recompense and promised peace and an end to her trouble. Those are no small things.”

“You didn’t use any magic? Huh. Now I’ve only gotta roll those dice with a dozen other clients. On my own,” he added.

“It’s better than cops and jail time that doesn’t help anyone,” said Kaitlin.

“Sure. I’m all for it. I just don’t know if everyone else goes along.”

“You’ve got proof of concept,” said Alex. “We can’t fix this for you, but you don’t need magic to make the offer. And if things get messy, you’ve got more help to call than a lawyer.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I guess. Thanks for getting me started.” Dave caught another glance from Mrs. Chang inside. “Okay, you’ve gotta get going. No sense dragging this out. Lorelei, thank you. Seriously. Rachel, too, wherever she is.”

“That’s how it is with her,” Lorelei smiled. “I’ll pass it along. Let me give you a moment.” She moved on toward the car. Kaitlin took the hint to join her.

“I still don’t know what to say,” said Dave. “You saved a lot more than my life by coming out here, but the rest is still... I dunno. Feels like we’ve got a lot more to work out. This doesn’t make everything okay, does it?”

“No,” Alex admitted, “but it’s better. I’ll take better. You came clean with everybody and saved a lot of lives. That means a lot.”

“That wasn’t really about you and me.”

“I think it means more if it’s not about you and me.”

“I’m proud of you, Alex,” said Dave. “I’m prouder than I have any right to be, especially after everything I fucked up and all the time I’ve been away. I didn’t really raise you. I’m still proud. It’s a shame your mother doesn’t know.”

“Usually, I feel like she knows enough. It’s okay.”

“Hey, tell her... She doesn’t want any apologies from me, but tell her I’m sorry anyway. Tell her it was all me and I know it. She’s probably over it, but if it helps to hear that, she should know.”

“I’ll tell her,” said Alex

“Alright. I should let you go. I really am proud of you, Alex. And I love you.” Dave half-stepped into a hug—and hesitated. He opted for a hand on Alex’s shoulder instead, and then a nod. With that, he returned inside.

The hesitation hit Alex, too, but passed with a rush of more than simple relief. Wow. He didn’t push. Didn’t assume or make it about himself. Saw the boundary and kept to it. Rather than regret or doubt, Alex felt a swell of gratitude for the hug Dave didn’t attempt.

Maybe that really is progress?

At the car, he found Kaitlin and Lorelei waiting—along with one other. “Yeah, I was right there the whole time. So was Mrs. Chang’s guardian,” Rachel explained. “I’m like, ‘What’s up? I’m Rachel,’ and he says, ‘I’m Yanni. I know.’ And then Dave starts talking, and I look at Yanni like, ‘Hook a bitch up,’ and he looks back like, ‘Bitch, I don’t know you.’ Motherfucker hears Dave’s confession and knows it’s legit, but he’s still staring like—” Rachel made a dour face, “and I’m like—” She gestured with both open hands at Dave, “and he’s like, ‘Hmpf,’ and turns his nose up at all of us. Fucking angels, I swear.”

“So neither of you helped,” said Kaitlin.

“No. But we didn’t argue, either, and he didn’t object or shit-talk Dave to Mrs. Chang—which means Dave didn’t need help.” She offered up a tentative, curious smile as Alex returned. “That looked better?”

“Exactly the word I used, turns out,” said Alex. He turned to Kaitlin—who waved off the words he was still searching out.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “I get it. You and Dad are you and Dad. If you’re talking, that’s all that matters. If he blows it again, that’s on him. Whether you hug him or not doesn’t have to mean anything to me.”

“It showed?” asked Alex.

Kaitlin snorted. “Kinda.”

“What about us? Are we cool?”

“Pff. Yeah,” said Kaitlin. “I’m not warm and fuzzy like Lucy, but we’re fine. I’ll hug you at the airport. Just don’t make a thing out of it.”

“We should get moving,” said Lorelei. “I can evade airport security if we’re late, but it’s simpler to endure the tedium like everyone else.”

“Uh-huh. You just wanna get in the sky so you can check off the mile-high box,” said Rachel.

Kaitlin had already turned for the driver’s side of the car, but the comment turned her back. “Okay, no. That’s the condition.”

“What condition?” asked Alex.

“Not you. You,” Kaitlin told Rachel. “The guardian thing is cool. Awesome. I’m down, but I do not need to hear about your sex life.”

Alex blushed with his mouth clamped shut. Lorelei tactfully glanced away.

Rachel winced. “Fuck. Literally my favorite subject. No, I get it. Happy funtime for me, weird for you. Icky for siblings. Gross. Okay, low key. Fine. Deal. We can go with that. Mostly. I mean, you’re gonna know, but you already know, so... holy shit, how does someone develop a filter?”

“Mostly I don’t tell anyone stuff,” said Kaitlin. “If you figure out a better way, let me know.”

“Cool. Cool. Cool.” Rachel winced again. “What about with Lorelei?”

Kaitlin glanced to the other woman and rolled her eyes. “Not my thing, but at least that part isn’t weird.”

“Wow,” Alex mumbled.

“Welcome to life with siblings.”

“Damn.” Alex still blushed.

“Anyway, are we good to go?” Kaitlin asked. “Sorry you didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to Julia after everything she did.”

“We’ve texted, at least. She understands.” Lorelei waved off that concern as Kaitlin got into the car—and paused Alex with a tug of her unseen tail. She tilted her cell phone into his view, and away from Kaitlin’s.

“This weekend is bad, but I could come up for the next,” read the text from Julia.

“Excellent,” Lorelei had replied. “Pick a flight. We’ll handle the rest.”

“Wow,” Alex said, and then blinked. “Um. Molly and Onyx are gonna want time that weekend, too.”

“Such problems,” said Lorelei. “I believe I can entertain Julia on my own while you’re busy.”

“Mile-high. Let’s go,” Rachel prodded.

“It’s not what it used to be. Planes have gotten more cramped than they once were,” said Lorelei. “We’ll have to⁠—”

The honk of the car horn made all three of them jump. Kaitlin scowled from the driver’s seat. “You’re not slick! I don’t have to hear you to know what’s up. Stop being weird in front of me.”


EPILOGUE



Thunder and blood raged for days.

Red waves crashed deep into neighboring realms. The walls around Perdition mostly held, but for a few gates reinforced too late. Tides doused the flames at the edges of Gehenna, releasing a novel stench of half-burned rot now left soaked. Enough of one wave reached far-off Tartarus to spill into the dungeons and wreak havoc among jailors and damned alike.

Crimson rain reached even farther, along with roaring fury and howls of pain across the skies. Tremors spread almost as far.

No realm suffered more than the source—for in many ways, Leviathan was her own realm. Her mountains shifted. Her islands rose and fell. Streets and garrisons drowned, yet death rarely lasted in the Pit. Leviathan’s brood would eventually recover to find centuries of work in ruins.

Survivors mostly stayed low and quiet when the storm settled. Few had ever truly interacted with Leviathan, and those few were long used to serving—if one could call it that—independently of the one they served. The rest followed their lead in all the long centuries of Leviathan’s slumber. All had been terrified by her sudden activity, whether they knew of the attempt to wake her or not. All were even more terrified that any could challenge her might.

Worst of all, none knew if the battle had truly ended. Leviathan once more lay strewn like a mountain of jagged scales and horns stretching for miles. Her breath filled the air with a steady, rumbling breeze. Yet given her epic size and strength, none could be sure if mere survival counted as a victory.

The first to venture close to the scene was no servant at all.

Lilith crossed gore-filled wreckage and blood-soaked streets without a drop ever sticking to her black boots or denim clothes. None of the figures watching from the shadows challenged her. In return, she paid them little attention. Even Leviathan herself interested Lilith only for curious glances at her massive scars and broken scales. Blood streamed like waterfalls from many of her wounds, but Leviathan had rivers of blood to spare. She would endure and recover.

The challenger drew more of Lilith’s interest. She stopped under the dark shadow of his black bulk, laid out on his side like a foothill before Leviathan’s mountainous form. He, too, still breathed. The blood red water under Lilith’s feet barely covered half of him.

“Had enough?” she asked.

“Full,” Blood Orca rumbled in exhaustion, if not despair. “So full.” Gore decorated his great teeth. He breathed from his mouth as well as his blowhole, expelling a red-tinted mist every time he exhaled.

“Are you content? Or will you try for more?” asked Lilith.

“Never... never felt... full... before,” said Blood Orca. Then one black eye fluttered open in new awareness. He tilted to look down upon her. “Oh. You.”

“Yeah.” Lilith folded her arms. “So, is this a break? Or are you finished?”

“My hunger is... is...” Blood Orca rolled again, eyes tilting upward to the enduring mountain that overshadowed him even in her sleep. “I don’t know.”

“So, no plans, then,” she surmised.

“No.” The ancient orca shifted to regard her once more. “You are a schemer. I had not thought of you before. Was this your doing?”

“What, bringing you here? No.” Lilith shrugged at the trail of destruction. “I don’t think this was anyone’s plan until the last second. Shit happens.”

Blood Orca grunted at the thought. Another thought kept him focused on her. “You are stronger than I last knew. Far stronger.”

“You’ve been out of circulation a long time. A lot’s changed.”

“Hrm,” Blood Orca rumbled in thought. “Why are you here?”

“You’re the second forgotten god to turn up in only a couple months. Maybe that’s chance or maybe it’s not. Seems important to track either way.”

“To track, or to exploit?” Blood Orca’s eye narrowed.

“Maybe. You’re ancient. Inhuman. You know things even I don’t.”

“You are a schemer. A rebel. You have a plan,” said Blood Orca.

“Maybe. Do you have any plans?”

Blood Orca tilted his attention back to Leviathan. “Mmmrrrghh,” he groaned in exhaustion and despair once more.

“She’s not going anywhere, and her people are in hiding,” said Lilith. “So let’s talk.”
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