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About Graves Pact
 
   FBI agent Landon Graves sold his soul to a devil, becoming a warlock in the process. Though he keeps the supernatural aspects of his life secret, a murder case threatens to bring him out into the open. But that’s a minor concern compared to what will happen if he doesn’t catch the killer before the completion of a powerful ritual that will bring about the apocalypse. Landon must exploit the dark side of his nature and delve into the hidden world of the supernatural in order to stop it. Graves Pact is an action-packed urban fantasy with a wry sense of humor.
 
    
 
    
 
   Dedication
 
   For my wife, Sarah. Without her in my life, I’d never have accomplished anything worthwhile.
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   Though the Department of Defense was shutting down Lowry Air Force Base, I still had to show my FBI credentials to the guard at the gate to gain entry. I drove through the empty streets and saw that many of the buildings had already been sold off to civilian businesses as part of the closure, signs proclaiming that this franchise or that restaurant was opening soon. The stillness contrasted starkly with the early morning Denver traffic I’d just endured.
 
   My mind buzzed with worries. Why had Phil Calhan asked for me? He wasn’t even my boss. At least not directly. There was only one logical reason, but I didn’t want to believe that I’d have to delve into that part of my life again.
 
   Reaching my destination, I saw that orange plastic fencing marked the edge of the property. A temporary sign staked into the ground boasted the affordability of the offices that hadn’t quite taken shape. I had never heard of the construction company, Daniels and McGraw, but they used sleek graphics. It seemed like they should have spent a little less on advertising and more on getting their projects completed.
 
   Getting out of my car, I glanced at the fire truck and Lowry Security Police SUV, wondering if the drivers of either would be mad that I filled the gap between their vehicles. They hadn’t left me much choice with their skewed parking.
 
   In his blue uniform, the airman in charge of coordination looked a lot like a regular police officer except for his M-16. He waved me forward after I flashed my badge. I entered through double doors of glass and dull steel.
 
   Special Agent Phil Calhan met me in the lobby. 
 
   He had gained some weight since the last time I’d seen him and he’d opted to go with a shaved head. He pulled off the lavender shirt and purple tie while maintaining masculinity. His broad shoulders and take-no-shit bearing allowed him to get away with it. He reached over and we shook hands.
 
   I felt nearly as intimidated then as the first time I’d met him. He’d been bouncing around the other FBI field offices since that case we’d worked together in ‘91. He’d returned to Denver a just few months ago and I hadn’t seen him much. Different departments.
 
   “Landon. What’s it been? Two years? How’s the wife?”
 
   The innocent question stung. I tried to keep my personal life to myself so that kind of thing happened every so often. That was what I told myself. “Ex-wife. Jessica is good. Remarried. She’s got a newborn now.”
 
   Jessica and I didn’t really keep in touch, but I was in the FBI. I had ways of finding things out. It wasn’t like I stalked her or anything. I just liked to know she was doing well.
 
   Phil winced. “Ouch. And after she got through cancer. That’s rough.”
 
   He had no idea.
 
   “Yeah. What have you got for me?” I asked, ready to focus on something else. Looking around the lobby, I added, “Usually you guys bring the files to me.”
 
   “This may be a little out of your comfort zone,” he said. “Come with me.”
 
   I knew why Phil had asked for me specifically, though I wanted to deny it. He and I had only worked together once before and that case had been a weird one. At least, it was weird by Phil’s standards. I had a slightly higher threshold.
 
   I inhaled to calm myself. It won’t be so bad. I got a promotion out of the last one.
 
   With that breath, I couldn’t help but note the scent of char in the air, like an old campfire. Given that I’d seen a fire truck in the parking lot, I cleverly deduced that there had been a fire in the building. I’m a regular Columbo.
 
   Looking around the lobby, I saw another Security Police airman, but no one else. Despite the location, I found it odd that there weren’t more civilians loitering about the construction site. As we headed for the stairs, I idly asked, “Did they cut the construction workers loose already?”
 
   “The contract is on hold because of permit violations. Work’s been suspended indefinitely. Took all morning to track down the building manager,” Phil said with mild irritation. “This is a bit of a cluster. The Office of Special Investigations would normally take this sort of case, but with the base closure they’ve already pulled up stakes. The commander requested that the FBI handle things.”
 
   “So what’s going on?” I asked as we started up the stairs, dreading the confirmation of my fears. I know I’m about to see something weird. Just tell me.
 
   “You’ll see,” Phil said. “I want a fresh take on it. Keep your eyes open.”
 
   He turned to our left as we reached the second floor. Firefighters went about the routine clean-up barely bothering to notice us as we slipped into the unfinished office. It had no carpet, but the contractors hadn’t pulled out the old cabinets and countertops in the kitchenette yet. Those furnishings survived, bearing the scars of a quickly suppressed fire.
 
   “So, there was a fire. Why am I here? Arson isn’t my area of expertise,” I said as I scanned the cabinets, the faux-wood grain surface warped and bubbled from intense heat. “I do forensic accounting. We don’t do arson. Locals should handle this.”
 
   Phil gave me a flat look, my prodding merely annoying the man. “There was a body as well. Check out the back.”
 
   I paused and waited for more, but I knew he’d said all he was going to say. A dead body changed everything. With the death on the Air Force base, it wasn’t a matter for the local police. It became federal jurisdiction. He already said the Air Force’s OSI wasn’t equipped to investigate it as a result of the base closure, which put it squarely on the FBI.
 
   I relented and walked back past a fire marshal into what I assumed was once a bedroom for a pair of airmen or privates or whatever they were called. The scent of smoke grew stronger. That and something else. Something unnervingly familiar. I shuddered as I identified it.
 
   Blood.
 
   From bare concrete floor to the unfinished drywall ceiling, soot blackened most of the room. The unburned portion looked like the psychotic finger paintings of a mass murderer with blood as the chosen medium. At that moment, I knew for certain why I was there over any other agent from our field office. I’d known since I got the call.
 
   “Oh,” I groaned, “it is like the ’91 case.”
 
   As a fraud investigator, I didn’t get into the field much, but as a new agent, I had worked in vans doing surveillance and stake-outs. During such an outing two years prior, I’d gotten a chance to show off some of my esoteric knowledge on the occult. Fortunately, that case didn’t even scratch the surface of the supernatural world, but it gave me a chance to showcase my skills. Phil took notice. I was pretty sure he was the one that got me the promotion that led to forensic accounting where I belonged.
 
   “Yup,” Phil said as he stepped into the empty doorway behind me. “The body was right in the center, chest cavity completely empty. We’ll have an ID as soon as they run the dentals. Hopefully. Looks like blood on the floor there. We got lab guys working on samples. That’ll be a few days.”
 
   “Only a few days?” I asked with a little surprise. “What makes this case important enough to jump ahead in priority?”
 
   “This case could hold up the base closure,” Phil replied. “That could cost the government a lot of money.”
 
   I nodded. Even with direct access to the FBI labs, it would take days to get through the backlog of cases. The convenience of the higher priority also came with the added pressure of the attention of the Department of Defense. Oh joy.
 
   The sprinklers had done their job and soaked the room, raising my concern about the physical evidence. Though it had been smothered, I could see where fire had scorched half the room. Soggy, charred pieces of the mineral fiber ceiling tiles littered the floor.
 
   Despite the detritus, I could still see parts of a summoning circle on the floor, little more than red-brown stains of indefinable geometric shapes. Aside from that tell-tale sign, I counted seven brass plates scattered around the room, far from where they would’ve sat during the ritual. I spotted a half-spent black candle among the debris in the room.
 
   My heart quickened. Holy crap. Someone tried to cast a ritual spell here. I kept my face neutral. Phil and the rest of the normals in the world didn’t believe in magic. It was better that way for everyone. The ’91 case was just some occult junkie with no real knowledge of magic. This actually looks legitimate. This isn’t like the ’91 case. It’s worse.
 
   “It’ll probably be animal blood,” I said. “Goat or pig most likely. It’s a bit of a strange order, but any butcher shop will have it. Some cultural dishes call for it. Or maybe it belongs to the victim.”
 
   “So, no leads there?” Phil asked, scanning for the details.
 
   “Not likely.” I glanced up at the bloody writing on the wall pensively. “You want me to take point on this?”
 
   “Well, you have the most expertise with this sort of thing,” he admitted, waving a hand out over the sodden ritual site. “But I was given the responsibility. Let’s call it ‘partners’ for the reports.”
 
   I nodded. Sure, that’s fine by me.
 
   My field was forensic accounting, but that wasn’t what the old school guys like Phil called it. He was a major crimes guy whose resume read like an action movie synopsis. With hostage negotiations at bank robberies and huge drug busts, this case must have seemed pretty weak. I knew that he was none-too-pleased to call a paper trailing desk jockey like me ‘partner,’ but I had experience from the ’91 case.
 
   And I was a warlock. I’d made a pact with a devil five years ago, unbeknownst to Phil or anyone else I worked with. I knew a few things about the occult and the supernatural world as a result. I was staring at the aftermath of the real McCoy. Someone had tried to summon some extra-dimensional creature.
 
   I pulled on some latex gloves and knelt next to a pulpy heap of partially burned books. Rummaging through, I found a palm-sized piece of parchment that stood out. Even through the gloves, I could feel the coarse texture of the aged paper. It was too old to belong with the rest of the material, too thick and well-made to disintegrate with a little water. Less than a quarter of a diagram was visible, but I bagged it.
 
   I reexamined the area just inside the circle. Any salt would have been washed away, but I looked for powdered iron or silver. For reasons beyond me, those materials held sway over spirits, fey, demons, and other nasties I had no names for. Oddly, I found nothing of the sort amid the refuse of the spent circle.
 
   Summoning was dangerous business. Only a total idiot would conjure an otherworldly creature without making any attempt to keep it trapped. Had the summoned creature escaped? My experience with the arcane was limited to conjuring. I supposed the ritual could have been for something completely different, but my gut disagreed.
 
   As I pivoted on the balls of my feet, I caught sight of the most disturbing part of the scene—to me at least. A vaguely human-like Rorschach blot of black ichor stained the wall. While the others might have dismissed it as a coincidence, I knew the shape meant something more. I didn’t know exactly what kind of creature it had been, but I doubted I’d like it when I found out.
 
   I stood up and walked over. Leaning in close, I saw that the oily goo resisted the water from the fire suppression system and it smelled foul enough to evoke a reflexive gag. I stepped back, still staring at the wretched image of some terrible thing locked in place, like the inverse of an atomic shadow you’d see in photographs from Hiroshima.
 
   “Our forensic team has already swept through,” Phil said as he noticed my fixation.
 
   “While we wait for the lab work, I’ll revisit some of my old research.” Even with top priority, the physical forensics would still take a few days to come up with anything. “Should I take a look at the body?”
 
   “It’s burned pretty badly. You can swing by the coroner’s tomorrow if you want. I’ll stick around here,” Phil said. “I like to get a feel for things myself. Photos and reports only tell you so much. I’ll play liaison with the military and see what they turn up.”
 
   Reports were usually all I have to work with, but I knew his type. “Let’s get together in the office on Monday and compare notes. I’ll do some footwork and see if I shake anything loose. I’ll get your number from Anne at the office if anything comes up between now and then.”
 
   I had no intention of digging up the ’91 case file. I had a more direct source of information. I just hope he didn’t rip my face off.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   A thick leather-bound book lay open on my desk, a worn but well-cared-for tome I’d owed for almost five years. I looked over the yellowing pages of parchment, fingers delicately tracing the faded lines of the diagram that detailed the summoning spell. I reread each section of text thoroughly. My Latin was rusty.
 
   I was stalling.
 
   I recognized my behavior for what it was, but I triple-checked the text anyway. I walked around the unbroken concentric circles of salt and iron filings. I ensured that the silver chain lay flat and that the grim symbols drawn on the cold cement floor in animal blood didn’t run. Unlike the practitioner responsible for the circle at the crime scene, I wasn’t about to take any chances.
 
   A loaded Glock 22 rested on the plastic folding table I’d set up beside the desk. If I failed, the gun probably wouldn’t do me any good. It made me feel better though. I didn’t like summoning creatures from beyond our world, but I liked the alternative method of contacting my patron even less.
 
   The wooden desk was out of place in my unfinished basement. Vinyl, plastic, and metal made up the rest of the “furniture” in the cavernous space. I had a mini-fridge and some shelves stocked with cleaning supplies and Tupperware bins of paraphernalia for my summoning rituals. They really went well with my lawn chair and the card table.
 
   One of the rolled up sleeves of my white collared shirt fell down. I fixed it and loosened the narrow black tie that seemed to grow tighter by the minute. Kneeling down outside the carefully constructed circle, I adjusted my charcoal gray slacks and inspected my work. Finally achieving the level of mental preparedness I needed, I pulled out my trusty Zippo and lit the seven red candles on the edge of the outer circle.
 
   Magic, as I understood it, was basically about focusing and directing ambient energies toward a desired effect. It was about making connections between disparate objects for that focused energy to react. And a lot more mumbo-jumbo that I couldn’t even pretend to understand. I used my tome as a reference and mimed the ritual as precisely as I could.
 
   I didn’t technically need the salt or iron, but one screw-up could bring a creature out of Lovecraft’s nightmares into my basement. Those other materials were just added precautions in case some dark faerie or wild spirit came instead of the intended target. Not that my intended target was any better.
 
   Reaching over the edge of the circle, I placed the scroll fragment within and lit the special incense that would create the thin tendril of dark smoke I needed. I took a deep breath and began the incantation that would tear a hole in the fabric of space, opening a doorway to Hell. I enunciated each word precisely, painstakingly careful.
 
   I hate this chanting and hand-waving crap, I thought as I finished the ritual. I didn’t know how wizards stood it. I’d ask if I ever met a one.
 
   We warlocks were an entirely different breed. Wizards studied magic. They understood it on levels I couldn’t even fathom. Aside from the handful of tricks I’d been granted, I could only invoke magic through complex rituals. Anyone with the proper technique—and a death wish—could be a ritualist.
 
   A pinprick of red light hung in the air above the concentric circles. A few moments passed before it burst into blinding crimson radiance like an immense hissing road flare. Ebony claws erupted from the fissure, tearing it wider as if the space itself was somehow tangible. The bloody light lined the inky black hole, marking the border between my world and Hell.
 
   The creature pulled itself out, twisting in physically impossible ways from the spatial rupture like some kind of horrible birth. Its flesh was a hash of overlapping scars, the angry lines darkening the scarlet skin tone wherever they ran. Black leathery wings flapped as they came free, but the disturbed air didn’t reach outside the ten foot diameter inner circle. 
 
   Though no air moved, I felt the temperature in my basement spike.
 
   Shaggy brown fur covered the creature from the waist down and its legs ended in cloven hooves. A prehensile tail whipped around cutting gouges into the concrete floor with its spear-like end. Two sets of horns sprouted from the fiend’s head, a pair arcing back like a goat and the other pointing forward like a bull. 
 
   Breathing in deeply, the infernal creature turned and roared, “The mortals foolish enough to summon me adorn pikes in—” The monster tilted his head quizzically. “Landon?”
 
   “Hey, Alastor,” I said. “It’s been a while.”
 
   As a rule, I kept clear of all things supernatural. I had no desire to get dragged into the undercurrent of weirdness that permeated the world. Unfortunately, there had been a few instances where I absolutely had to summon Alastor. I couldn’t mess it up, so I studied that aspect of the occult in great detail. While I wouldn’t bet money on my ability to summon anything else, I could call up my patron rather consistently.
 
   “You bungled the part of the incantation where you invested the Calling with your identity. I didn’t know it was you,” the devil grunted, breathing out heavily.
 
   Dark gray steam rose from his shoulders, mass evaporating before my eyes. The muscles stopped bulging and his entire form shrunk. Once he reached an average human height, he shuddered and stopped. I always wondered how much of that effect was illusion and how much was actual physics-defying mass-shifting.
 
   “You waste your time and energy summoning me when you could simply call me forth with a thought,” Alastor said with displeasure. “And you didn’t even perform the ritual correctly. Disappointing.”
 
   The idea of mentally invoking trans-dimensional telepathy sickened me. I’d done it before and it left me feeling unclean, like dropping my brain in an overused port-a-potty. Only I couldn’t wash my brain afterward.
 
   Aside from the contamination and the pain caused by the link, I didn’t like one of the Fallen having a phone line into my mind, but that was an unfortunate fact of my life since I’d signed my pact. I just chose not to pick up at my end. Besides, I preferred to have Alastor where I could see him and I needed the devil to inspect my only clue closely.
 
   I thought of Alastor as a “him” only in the loosest terms, because as far as I knew, Alastor could manifest in whatever form he damn well pleased. So far, that had only been the menacing doom-beast out of a Dark Ages painting, but I’d read accounts of devils taking on multiple appearances. I supposed it depended on the creature’s goal. I guessed Alastor liked to evoke fear, especially when facing an unknown summoner.
 
   Stalking to the edge of the inner circle, Alastor stretched out a clawed hand. When he reached the invisible plane made by the summoning circle, the magic reacted violently, flashing white and screeching like nails on a chalkboard. The devil winced but pressed harder, the flesh of his palm smoldering. The noise became ear-piercingly painful.
 
   I watched silently, doing my damnedest to appear nonchalant. While I kept this cool exterior, my guts squirmed. I was sure I had done everything right, but I wasn’t an expert on ritual magic, only a practiced amateur. Alastor was the only thing I’d ever had the balls to conjure and never unless specifically instructed or when I absolutely had to chat.
 
   Alastor was my patron, so he wouldn’t kill me. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t hurt me. Badly. The Fallen had funny notions about motivation and learning curves, especially in regard to their warlocks and witches.
 
   Finally, the devil relented, tearing his charred hand back from the field. He grinned, revealing a mouth full of yellow fangs gleaming with poisonous slime. “Not bad, Landon. You’re getting better.”
 
   The way perfectly formed words came out of such a horrible maw always unnerved me. His lips couldn’t even close over his teeth and his forked tongue didn’t move in time with the words. But Alastor’s dialect should have been the least of my concerns.
 
   I shrugged and hoped the sweat wasn’t beading on my face. “I’d love to catch up and gossip, but this isn’t a social call. I’ve come across something on a case. It’s definitely dark magic. Infernal, I think.”
 
   I pointed to the baggy I’d left on the ground and I saw my mistake. I stifled the urge to smooth my treacherous tie and I certainly didn’t look at the portion of the circle where the black satin Judas smeared the lines of salt and iron during my preparation. The circle was imperfect.
 
   “And you want my permission to pursue it?” Alastor wheezed with what passed for amusement as he snatched up the piece of parchment, deftly in spite of his clawed hands.
 
   I couldn’t keep the tight frown from curling my lips into a sneer. “I’m going to take on this case whether you like it or not. I’m doing you a courtesy by letting you know in case it pisses off one your peers.”
 
   The lords of Hell never could get along, especially the minor ones like Alastor. They were always scheming, always vying for greater heights just to be pulled down. Humans were pawns as best. Mostly, we were so inconsequential that the denizens of Hell likened us to ants. Who cares if they step on a few hundred ants at a time?
 
   The devil snorted, then said in its gravelly voice, “Keep a civil tongue when you speak to me, thrall.” 
 
   Even with the protection of the circle, I felt the compulsion to do as he said before my conscious mind comprehended it. I wondered how much the circle inhibited that particular ability. I knew it let energy like light and sound out, but kept matter safely within. Where did magic fall? It was a question for a wizard.
 
   Alastor examined the scroll piece closely, his square pupils contracting. “This is old by your standards. A potent spell.”
 
   “What does it do?” I asked. This was just about my only lead in the case.
 
   “This isn’t enough to determine that,” Alastor snapped.
 
   “Damn it, tell me something,” I said in frustration, not quite accepting the words at their given value. The Fallen reveled in their games. I didn’t want to get caught in one.
 
   “Don’t presume to command me, worm!” Alastor drove his clawed hand directly for the space above the circle where my tie had disturbed the powder. The compromised magic force-field held about as well as a wet paper bag, shredding instantly. The devil took half a step before colliding with the backup circle, his head rebounding with a satisfying thud and hiss.
 
   “It was a request,” I said with some smugness, though I was glad I had started the ritual with an empty bladder. “I need information. I’m not about to blunder into this unprepared.”
 
   Alastor glared at me, fluorescent green blood dripping down over his brow. The fury in his expression suddenly vanished and he bellowed an eerie laugh that sounded like a baritone hyena. “Every time I doubt you, you surprise me. There may be hope for you yet, Landon.”
 
   I never could tell when Alastor was messing with me.
 
   “So, can you think of anything?”
 
   “This magic is dangerous. It will take time to complete. A mortal practitioner would be a fool to attempt it without a whole diagram.”
 
   I pointed to the baggy. “The ritual’s invoker needs a new scroll?” Alastor nodded. “Well, I guess I need to see where you can get one. Or… could he have made a copy beforehand?”
 
   “It’s possible, although one cannot simply scribble the secrets of the cosmos on a piece of notebook paper with a ballpoint pen,” my patron chided. “One other piece of advice, thrall. This need not be the plot of my kind.”
 
   I scowled a bit, calling up images of the crime scene. “What does that mean? Who else would do this?”
 
   “Who truly knows the minds of men?” Alastor answered vaguely. “You make such self-destructive choices. There are so many ways for you to doom yourselves. Sometimes by accident. Sometimes on purpose.”
 
   I chewed on that a moment. Was it an amateur ritualist as I thought or, worse, a full-fledged wizard? The incomplete circle at the scene implied a novice skill level or an insane disregard for danger. Still, the size and complexity of the spell made that hard to believe. My perp was either talented or working in tandem with another party.
 
    “If he’s not acting on the orders of your kind, that probably means the summoner is a deranged wizard... or he’s taking orders from something with no regard for safety or the rules. Something like...”
 
   “...like one of the Exiled,” Alastor finished my thought.
 
   The Exiled.
 
   Alastor and its ilk didn’t use the terms “devil” and “demon”. They had their own names—unpronounceable in the human tongue. The best translations were “fallen” and “exiled” respectively. The Exiled didn’t make pacts. They weren’t beholden to the same rules in the realm in which they were trapped, so the bargains wouldn’t bind them like with the Fallen.
 
   That place—the Outworld—had been described as worse than Hell in the few books I’d read on the subject. It twisted those already wretched creatures into beings of ruin and destruction. I counted myself lucky that I hadn’t encountered one of the Exiled yet. Yet…
 
   “I’m dealing with a certified maniac,” I muttered. Why on earth would somebody deal with demons? Well… Why did I make a deal with a devil? The thought left a foul taste in my mouth. I tried to keep my mind open to other possibilities, as investigators were supposed to do. Tunnel vision was a bad trait for anyone trying to solve a crime.
 
   “Perfect,” Alastor said, stretching his wings as wide as the circle allowed. “You’ve yet to fill your quota this lunar cycle. One so mad as to consort with the Exiled... surely has a spirit bound for my realm.”
 
   I gritted my teeth, none too pleased to be reminded of that little part of my pact with the devil. “You’ll get your soul. Now go. You aren’t needed here any longer. I release you.” 
 
   I let go of the small knot of concentration I held.
 
   Though the blazing crimson rift formed, Alastor remained where he stood, proving his power over the mortal magic I could barely use. “We have a good thing going, Landon. Don’t screw it up. You’d hate the way it turns out.”
 
   With his last word in, the devil dropped the bag and stepped back from the broken inner circle, allowing the rift to suck him back into Hell. His limbs twisted and warped as he bent in on himself and imploded. The screeching noise, a cross between a record scratch and banshee’s wail, ceased as the flare popped and disappeared. The candles winked out in unison, the smoke rising in sinuous ethereal wisps.
 
   I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. 
 
   “That went well.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   “Yeah, this message is for Phil,” I said into the receiver after the beep, “I got a lead on that scrap from the scene. I’m going to do a little research on it tonight. Just chasing some paper trails. Nothing I need back up for. I’ll see you Monday.”
 
   The click of the phone echoed in my austere, sterile home office. The only sounds were the hum of the fluorescent lights and the squeak of my pleather chair. I idly wiped a smidgen of dust off the glossy black IKEA desk. Sighing with reluctance, I reached for the sparsely filled rolodex. I needed an unlisted address that I’d kept around in a rare flash of insight.
 
   The vast majority of occult shops in Denver had nothing but neo-Wiccan supplies and New Age crystal trinkets. I needed access to some hardcore grimoires, the kind not usually left to gather dust in bookstores or libraries. That sort of power changed hands often. Whoever managed to keep such tomes was invariably not someone I wanted to risk pissing off.
 
   It’ll be okay. I’m a regular charmer.
 
   Heading out to a warlock’s version of the public library seemed like a great way to spend the little that remained of my Friday night, so I got my coat and left. I popped Pretty Hate Machine into the CD player of my Buick and started driving. It took me ten minutes to get out of my suburban nightmare of a neighborhood and another hour to get downtown. 
 
   Summoning Alastor after work had taken longer than I’d anticipated and midnight approached by the time I got off the highway. That didn’t mean much to me. I tried to remember what the night sky looked like before I’d made my pact. It was getting harder after five years.
 
   Instead of shadows and darkness, I saw shades of red like a photographer’s dark room. “Diaboli Oculo” as Alastor would have called it, because like all devils, he had a perpetual hard-on for Latin. The Devil’s Sight was one of my “gifts” for which my patron told me I should be grateful. I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since, but it came in handy and saved me loads on my electric bill.
 
   I parked in a back lot and made my way through the alley to the main street. A harsh fluorescent light shone on the sign for Harkin’s Antiques, Apothecary, and Rare Books. It was the only store in the area open at this hour. I wasn’t sure if it ever closed.
 
   A bell above the door rang as I entered. The shop was quaint with its aroma of old leather, paper, and ink. Seven rows of chest-high shelves lined the back wall, each filled with various arcane texts of history and lore. Seven display cases occupied the space just inside the door, the bizarre contents out of place in the cozy little shop.
 
   Museums would have killed for such a collection of artifacts without any knowledge of their true purpose or inherent danger. Perhaps that was why they were safer here. I had no idea what the assorted trinkets did, but I was sure it was nothing a normal human would want to be responsible for.
 
   A counter sat against the wall to my left. The blonde Goth girl that manned the register didn’t bother to look up as I entered. As I approached, I asked, “You’re new, aren’t you?”
 
   She sighed and placed a bookmark in the pages of some paperback, snapping the book shut. “Find what you need and get out of here, creeper.”
 
   Creeper? “Well, I suppose that’s the right attitude for working in this shop during these hours. You may want to watch the door more carefully.”
 
   Despite the heavily applied dark makeup, the girl looked like she was fresh out of high school. She rolled her eyes and made as if to begin reading her novel again. It irritated me. I was only trying to give a fair warning to a young woman who undoubtedly saw some of the state’s shadiest characters come through the doors. As far as I knew, Harkin’s was the only store of its size and reputation in the region.
 
   “I need to speak with the owner.”
 
   The girl found her place and began reading, though she mumbled, “He’s busy.”
 
   “I’m sure he is,” I said, struggling not to grit my teeth. “I need his expertise.”
 
   She shrugged indifferently.
 
   My temper flared and I broke one of my rules.
 
   I didn’t like using Vox Compos—the Voice as I called it, because I’d read Dune and that was a good enough term for it. It was draining and the power didn’t always work. When someone resisted the compulsion, they often knew something was wrong. It was also hard to gauge someone’s willpower, especially by sight.
 
   I wasn’t really taking that into consideration though. What could I say? I was aggravated.
 
   “Listen to me and listen well,” I intoned, calling up my otherworldly power. The girl looked up with wide and somewhat vacant eyes, mouth agape. “Treat those that enter this shop with deference, fear, and respect.” 
 
   It wasn’t like I demanded those things, but for her own good, the girl should err on the side of caution when interacting with supernatural beings. “Now fetch Harkin.” 
 
   She nodded slowly, the compulsion taking effect. She stood up woodenly and I slumped from the exertion. She disappeared behind a set of wooden shelves and I was glad for the chance to catch my breath.
 
   Messing with free will was exhausting, even such a minor push as that. Shorter term suggestions took less power as did instructions the subject might already be willing to do. I doubted I would have succeeded if the compulsion needed to last longer than a minute.
 
   “Are you harassing my staff?” Harkin asked a short time later as he came out from the door hidden by the leftmost bookshelf. I noticed that the blonde didn’t join him. I stifled the pang of shame at using my pact-granted power.
 
   I was a warlock. My powers weren’t nice. That was why I tried to butt out of supernatural business whenever I could. It’ll only be a few days. Then things can get back to normal.
 
   I didn’t like being reminded of the horrible mistake I’d made in signing my soul away. Aside from my monthly tithe to Alastor, I could almost forget what I was. Pretending to be only a normal human FBI agent was nice.
 
   The balding pudgy man wore a well-tailored vest about a hundred years out of style. The gold pocket watch and chain shouted that he wanted to be mugged, especially in this neighborhood. Any thug who tried his luck would surely regret it though.
 
   I didn’t know what Harkin was, but I wouldn’t make a move against him unless my life depended on it. No one dealt so openly with the supernatural unless they had the mystical firepower to go toe-to-toe with the major leaguers. For all that power, he appeared to be nothing more than a middle-aged man, even to my pact-enhanced senses.
 
   “Just giving some friendly advice. I don’t want her getting possessed and joining a nunnery.” My tone was off-hand, but the example I gave wasn’t made up.
 
   “Alice did not join a nunnery,” the rotund store owner said, shaking his head. “What do you want, Mr. Graves?”
 
   I pulled out the plastic evidence baggy and slid it across the counter. “I need to know where I can find a complete one of these.”
 
   Harkin took out a pair of glasses from his vest pocket and donned them. He studied the corner fragment of the scroll for a minute, then looked up. “This is some serious spellcraft.”
 
   “Yeah, I gathered that much. Where would someone get a hold of something like that? Or the supplies necessary to make a copy?” Harkin stared at me suspiciously. I know I’m a warlock, but what the hell? “I want to know so I can stop him, not so I can make a copy. I work for the FBI, remember?”
 
   Going to Harkin four years ago had been one more in a long line of mistakes. It clued him into who and what I was. Information was his currency and I’d given it up for free. But I had been desperate for answers that my patron wouldn’t give me. Harkin knew everything I needed… if I could only afford the price.
 
   His gaze lingered and his mouth twisted pensively. “This is heavy magic. The kind that can garner the scrutiny of the Powers.”
 
   When did this guy grow a conscience? Harkin was a businessman—entity, whatever he was. That was the only reason I’d been able to face him again. He didn’t care about me being a warlock. He only cared if I could pay.
 
   I huffed a sigh. “It must be bad if you’re concerned. What can you tell me?”
 
   “Not much, but one of the seals is intact.” He pointed to a circular symbol on the page. “The main form is only partially visible. This... could be a Gate spell. Where did you find this?”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “It survived a fire. A Gate spell? That’s it? Creatures are conjured all the time. Why so much worry about this one ritual?”
 
   “No, you’re mixing spells up. A Gate is more than a simple summoning. It can pierce the barriers between realms more deeply. It allows more than one creature through and gives form to the ethereal. The invoker could call one of the Exiled demon lords and it could bring its whole army. No time limit either.”
 
   My summonings typically lasted no longer than a few minutes, but I’d heard of potent incantations that could last until dawn of the next day. Making a permanent pass into the mortal realm? I couldn’t believe it, or rather, I couldn’t believe that was what I was dealing with.
 
   “The Powers would never let that happen.”
 
   It was one case in which both devils and angels could agree. Earth was a haven of sorts and the Exiled would have destroyed it given half a chance. They were always trying—or so I’d read. If my home was worse than Hell, I’d be trying to get out too.
 
   Harkin shrugged. “Well… I wonder what started that fire you mentioned.”
 
   I was floored. It hadn’t occurred to me that the fire might have been the result of someone trying to stop the ritual. I was working under the assumption that something went wrong with the summoning. I grabbed a card from my wallet and slid it across the counter. “Give me a call if anyone—anyone—asks about this ritual.”
 
   Harkin gave me a bland look. I rolled my eyes and pulled out a hundred dollar bill, shedding mental tears. “And another hundred if your tip leads to something.”
 
   The occultist rolled his shoulders and reluctantly accepted my offer.
 
   There was a common misconception about making deals with devils. Everyone thought that the Fallen could create money out of nothing. I had been guilty of it too. Alastor had paid off my student loans, my wife’s medical bills, and all my other debt when I signed the pact. I had believed it was supernatural until I read the section of the pact that detailed how my wages would be forever garnished.
 
   I didn’t make a lot of money in the FBI. Sure, there was the glamour and respect, especially after Waco and the World Trade Center bombing. I got a cool badge, too. But being an FBI agent was about passion for justice. I hadn’t started out believing that way, but, despite being forced into the FBI Academy by my patron, I ended up that way. It would have been nice to get a full paycheck every once in a while.
 
   Taking my wages for his own nefarious purposes was some cruel trick my patron played. Someday I’ll trace that money. I’d have loved to know how deep Alastor’s pockets were.
 
   After searching around the shop, I left with a few books on demonology that I didn’t already own; cheap English translations that I could barely afford. Calculated misinformation filled most books on demonology, but Harkin’s stuff was legitimate, even the ones translated into English. I wasn’t sure how much I would be able to glean from them, but I spent a few hours reading them over once I got home.
 
   I was finally about to turn in when the phone rang. I rubbed my sandy eyes. Glancing at the clock, I saw 4 a.m. glared back at me in electric blue. I picked up the phone. “Hello?”
 
   “Mr. Graves. It’s Harkin.”
 
   I was surprised, but I didn’t dwell on it. “Got something for me?”
 
   “Perhaps,” Harkin replied. “I know someone who might have the information you seek.”
 
   I reached for a notepad. “That’s great. What can you tell me about this person?”
 
   I used the term lightly. There was no guarantee it was a “person” at all. I was already apprehensive about it, but it could be a lead.
 
   “Look, this can’t get back to me. My customers have a right to privacy.” I could hear Harkin second-guessing his decision to call.
 
   “I’ll be discreet,” I said, trying not to sound offended by his lack of trust. “Who is it?”
 
   “A wizard. Bryce Campbell.”
 
   I asked for a phone number. Harkin balked but gave it, knowing that he was essentially giving me an address as well. “Thanks. I really think this will help.”
 
   “Just be careful. Campbell is first-rate.”
 
   Harkin hung up before I could clarify. I considered calling him back, but the need for sleep overwhelmed my better judgment. Looks like I’ve got plans for tomorrow now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   The damned neighbors came out in force at eight in the morning to tend to their lawns, ruining my hopes for a full night’s sleep. I never seemed to have the time to take care of my own lawn, so I paid a service with my precious little spending money. It kept the Home Owners Association off my back and the mowers never showed up before ten.
 
   I started my Mr. Coffee, grumbling about my jerk neighbors as I showered and dressed. Running a comb through my short brown hair, I couldn’t help but notice in the mirror the bags forming under my eyes. I sighed. I would catch up on sleep next weekend.
 
   I’ve said that before.
 
   During the drive to the address Harkin gave me, I decided to play it straight with Mr. Bryce Campbell, acting as if I was just a normal, mortal FBI agent. As a wizard, I assumed that he was basically a plain human with no extra senses to give away my supernaturally infused nature. My obscurity gave me an advantage in case things turned ugly. I told myself it wouldn’t come to that, but I checked my Glock in its underarm holster.
 
   The neighborhood was upper-class and gated, but my badge got me past the guard shack. Tall lines of coniferous trees reinforced the privacy afforded by the eight-foot brick walls that surrounded each property. I reached a cul-de-sac and parked.
 
   On the short walk from the street, I immediately began noting details, paying even closer attention since I was walking into potential danger. I spotted discreetly placed security cameras along the walls of the Campbell residence. The white enamel finish on the metal frames looked pristine. Maybe a recent upgrade? I put the thought aside and continued to the intricately wrought gate of the Campbell property.
 
   The intercom emitted static for a second after I buzzed it. A voice came out a few moments later. “Hello? Who is it?”
 
   It was a bit hard to tell, but the speaker sounded like a kid. “This is Special Agent Landon Graves with the FBI. I’m here to speak with Bryce Campbell.”
 
   There was a pause. “What’s this about?”
 
   “I can’t discuss that out here,” I lied. “May I come up to the door?”
 
   “Sure, I guess.”
 
   The intercom cut out and the gate’s lock disengaged. I walked down the winding cement path through a perfectly tended lawn to the front door. I took a deep breath and knocked. A boy in his teens opened the door and appraised me. I could tell I was going to get attitude. 
 
   I hated attitude.
 
   “Let’s see some ID,” he said, pushing back the tangled mass of black hair from his eyes. He seemed to have just woken up. I suppressed my jealousy.
 
   Pulling out my badge, I asked, “Is Mr. Bryce Campbell home? He was recommended to me as an expert in… certain fields.”
 
   He took the badge and inspected it closely. “He’s here.”
 
   I stared at the kid for a few moments after he finished verifying my identity. He made no move from the doorway. My patience wore thin.
 
   I raised my eyebrows.
 
   He crossed his arms.
 
   “Oh god,” I moaned. “You’re Bryce, aren’t you?”
 
   The no-more-than sixteen year old nodded. “What do you want?”
 
   Using magic was difficult. I knew that well, even with my limited experience. I found it difficult to believe that Bryce had the expertise to be considered first-rate by the likes of Harkin. He was just too young. But what could I do? I had little choice but to see what I could learn from the kid wearing a faded Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles shirt and plaid pajama bottoms.
 
   I sighed and pulled out the bagged scroll fragment. “This was found at a crime scene. We believe it may lead us to the perpetrator. You were recommended as an expert who might have a complete version of the document.”
 
   Bryce took the piece of evidence and glanced at it. With a derisive snort, he said, “You want me to hand you a full sigil of this? Get lost.”
 
   A lot of things went through my head at that moment. I considered the Voice, pistol-whipping the little snot, and several other nasty things. I breathed deeply and calmed myself down forcibly. It wasn’t like I could arrest him for needing a haircut or having a crappy attitude.
 
   Before signing my pact, I never flew off the handle at such trivial things. With the infernal energy buried deep inside me, my fuse was dramatically shorter. I started looking for weaknesses to exploit. I didn’t really understand it, but attributed it to augmented instincts. 
 
   My temper got away from me if I didn’t keep a handle on it. That was one of the reasons I was a divorcee. Thankfully, I never acted on my anger, but hasty words did plenty of damage. Damage that Jessica and I never recovered from.
 
   I barely kept a civil tone. “Listen. People are going to get hurt. If you know—”
 
   “No, you listen warlock.”
 
   Uh oh. He knows. That’s not good. Anonymity was one of my only defenses and I’d counted on it as a trump card.
 
   “You’re going to leave or I’m going to send you to your master. One way trip.”
 
   I’d have liked to chalk the threat up to false bravado, but I couldn’t take that risk despite the wizard’s age. Still, I’d faced devils—well, one devil—before. Bryce might know what I was, but I wasn’t so easily cowed.
 
   “You can try,” I said coldly before reengaging my professional demeanor. “But that’s really unnecessary. I am here on an investigation. I need to find out who tried to cast this spell. Luckily, they failed. I want to make sure they don’t get a second chance.”
 
   Bryce frowned and tapped a foot while he mulled over my words. Perhaps his threat had only been a test of some kind. “What exactly are you asking for?”
 
   “I need the details of the ritual. If I can get a look at the spell, I’ll know what the caster needs to complete it. That can lead me right to him.”
 
   “Well, get used to disappointment,” he shot back. “Looks like you’ll just have to work a little harder.”
 
   I’d never wanted to punch a kid more in my life.
 
   “I could charge you with obstruction, you know.”
 
   “And what? Tell some vanilla judge that I’m a wizard? Good luck with that.”
 
   The rest of the world didn’t believe in magic. They were better off not knowing. I’d only been brought in on the case because of its occult nature. To Phil and most of the other people in the world, occult meant weird-as-hell, not magical. Bryce knew I couldn’t jam him up easily.
 
   He tossed the bag at my chest and I awkwardly caught it. I shook my head. I had the feeling that if I tried to use the Voice, I was just going to embarrass myself. What’s he going to do? Blast me with some flashy spell? Maybe he will for all I know.
 
   Instead of giving him an excuse to fry me, I took out a business card. “Fine. I’ll take what I can get. If you can think of any way to track down someone who is putting together this spell, call me. Believe it or not, no one wants this to happen.”
 
   The kid gave no indication of whether or not I was wasting my time. My frustrations welled up and I decided to go, but I turned back before he shut the door. “So, how did you know what I am?”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “As if I’d tell you. I’ll throw you a bone. Sometimes scrolls like that fall into the hands of rare book collectors. Normals. They don’t even know what they have. You might check a few of those places out.”
 
   The door shut heavily before I could respond. I told myself it was worth a try as I left.
 
   Wizards… What a pain in the ass.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Wizards.
 
   Avoid at all costs, I noted.
 
   It wasn’t like I’d personally dealt with many—or any for that matter—but I’d definitely formed my opinion on that rare breed based off that brief interaction and the stories I’d heard in my visits to Harkin’s shop.
 
   Reaching the street, I put aside my frustration and got in my car. With nothing more to go on and the rest of the day to kill, I decided to check out a few shops like Bryce suggested. I picked up some fast food and ran a few errands before I found a payphone with a moderately intact yellow pages section.
 
   I drove to three stores and found nothing, wasting a few hours and getting nowhere. That was an unfortunate aspect of investigation. You reached a lot of dead ends before the pieces started to come together. I got to the fourth bookstore that evening, hoping to go home with something after spending so much time searching out extra copies of the ritual.
 
   Stanton’s Rare Books was located uptown near Aurora. Various small businesses filled the street, sporadic customers coming and going. Cars occupied every metered parking space along the sidewalk, so I pulled around to the backstreet to find a parking lot. The walk to the front of the store ate up a few minutes, but it felt good to stretch my legs after so long in the car.
 
   Metal bars and thick panes of glass made up the outer door. It was locked which puzzled me since it was only six o’clock on a Saturday. Frowning to myself, I rang the intercom buzzer. There was no answer, so I buzzed again looking at the interesting ornament hanging on the interior door.
 
   A man in his early fifties opened the inner door. He was short, sported a well-groomed beard, and wore a black kippah. The crows’ feet around his eyes gave me the impression he was used to smiling. I hoped my instincts didn’t fail me.
 
   “Is this important?” he asked with a wan smile.
 
   I was puzzled by the question. What kind of business turned away customers? I gave the man the benefit of the doubt. When it came to the supernatural, you tended to deal with odd individuals. A healthy sense of paranoia was a requisite.
 
   “Um, yes. It is.”
 
   “Well, if it’s not a matter of life and death, you can come back tomorrow,” he replied, turning away as soon as he finished speaking.
 
   “It very well may be,” I said hurriedly, regaining his attention.
 
   He looked back and, after only a moment of consideration, opened the outer door. “Then by all means, please come in.”
 
   I followed the man inside, passing through a foyer with an eclectic collection of worn but comfortable looking reading chairs. The man led me up a few steps into a miniature library. It was dark—well, to me it was red—and I wondered why there weren’t any lights on.
 
   The man rounded a counter and leaned against the surface. Business cards sat in a little tray on the countertop beside the register. It had the same graphic as the storefront: a six pointed star in blue. I got the feeling that I was missing something as I stared at it.
 
   I made the connection and felt pretty stupid. The symbol appeared in so many occult and arcane texts, that I forgot that the Seal of Solomon was better known as the Star of David. I was intruding in the home of a practicing Jewish man on his holy day.
 
   Now, I just felt like a jerk. Not only was the store a business, it was a residence.
 
   I cleared my throat. “I didn’t realize. I’m sorry. Maybe it could wait until tomorrow, but lives are on the line.”
 
   “If people are in danger, then no apology is necessary,” the man said with a brief smile. “This is my store and I make the rules. I’m Mr. Stanton. What can I do for you, sir?”
 
   I figured it would be rude to come into the man’s home without a proper introduction. “My name is Landon Graves. I’m an agent with the FBI. Mr. Stanton, my current case involves…”
 
   “The theft of a rare book?” he guessed.
 
   “No, unfortunately it’s a bit more bizarre than that.” I took the plunge. “I need to know about the summoning of demons. A suspect believes that they can accomplish such a thing.”
 
   His eyes widened and his entire demeanor shifted. “I see. That is a little odd. We do have some occult books here. Tell me more. We’ll see what I can do for you.”
 
   As a matter of course, agents didn’t give out any details regarding active cases. It was bad practice and unprofessional. One of the worst things that could happen was for a bad guy to get out on a legal technicality. And one of the best ways to catch a perpetrator was to trick them into revealing undisclosed information about a crime. 
 
   Of course, I didn’t suspect Mr. Stanton, but I couldn’t exactly share what I knew either. Despite his line of work, Mr. Stanton didn’t appear to be a part of the supernatural community. It wouldn’t do any good but to make him think I was crazy. If he was in the know… well, that was one more person who might panic about the consequences of a Gate opening in Colorado.
 
   “All I have to go on is a scrap of a scroll. One seal,” I admitted as I handed him the evidence bag. He seemed to follow my esoteric terminology. “I’d like to find a whole copy or some kind of reference that describes the, uh, process and materials called for.”
 
   Mr. Stanton pulled out a pair of glasses and looked every year of his age as he hunched over the plastic-covered fragment of parchment. The man shrugged as he inspected the single arcane glyph. “Well, this is better than nothing.”
 
   He stared thoughtfully for several moments, before sighing heavily. Abruptly, he turned and called through the empty doorway, “Regina? Would you come out here please?” He turned to me and added apologetically, “My memory… it’s not what it used to be. My daughter will know more about this.”
 
   A young woman walked into the room. She was pretty in a librarian sort of way, her curly brown hair stuffed into a black knit cap. A silvery medallion in the shape of a down-turned hand hung from a chain around her neck over a demure flat-black sweater. As she approached, her skirts swished and the heels of boots tapped on the hardwood floor.
 
   “Regina,” Mr. Stanton said, “this is Agent Graves with the FBI. He has a few questions he hopes we can help him with. Would you take a look at this?”
 
   She gave me a slight smile, her sharp features softening for a moment. She shyly averted her gaze. Straightening her thin rimmed glasses, Regina leaned over beside her father, peering down at the scrap of evidence. 
 
   “That’s one of the Outworld glyphs,” she said after a brief glance. “Very old. I can’t tell the name written in that circle. It resembles cuneiform. Which is odd, since this looks like an early Renaissance sigil.”
 
   I was impressed. Not much of that made sense to me. For a normal, Regina knew a great deal about arcane symbology. “So, it’s definitely a demonic symbol?”
 
   She nodded and I grimaced. I had hoped that I wasn’t dealing with one of the Exiled, but she’d just made it all but certain. In a way, I should have been grateful. I knew only a little about the Exiled, but that was infinitely more than what I knew about the hundreds of other entities one could summon.
 
   “Oh, you make this old man proud,” Mr. Stanton said quietly to his daughter.
 
   Regina blushed. “Stop it, Dad.”
 
   It was cute. I had a strained relationship with my parents. Seeing something close to normal in my life was refreshing. All of a sudden, I felt like an intruder again, like I was sullying the area just by being there. The Stantons were good people, by deed and by the fact I couldn’t smell any hint of a rotting soul. I needed to get on with things.
 
   “Does this look familiar? Do you have any copies of this or anything like it?”
 
   Regina seemed glad to get back on topic. “Oh no. We only deal in whole books. With one seal, I just can’t tell. I don’t even know what kind of sigil this is supposed to be. There’s just no way to know.”
 
   Harkin seemed pretty sure, I thought. But Harkin wasn’t human. Maybe he knew things this young woman—and Alastor—didn’t. That thought didn’t sit well with me, but I put it aside for the time being. My patron wasn’t as powerful as he would have liked me to believe.
 
   “Was there anything else you needed?” Mr. Stanton asked.
 
   Thinking it over a moment, I decided to press my luck. “I need to know what materials are required for large rituals meant to contact the Outworld. What a person might gather if they believed they could perform such a ritual.”
 
   Mr. Stanton shrugged and looked to his daughter who said, “I’m not sure how to answer that. I only have a passing familiarity with this kind of lore. I know of several books that can give you clues. I could get them for you.”
 
   “I’ll take you up on that,” I said gratefully, grasping at straws with this piece of evidence. “What do you have in English and Latin?”
 
   While Mr. Stanton remained at the counter, Regina led me through the cramped aisles and picked out half a dozen books for me, going so far as to specify chapters. I complimented her vast knowledge on the subject. She remained modest, which I found endearing. I asked a few gently probing questions and surmised that she wasn’t a ritualist or wizard hiding her knowledge.
 
   “I don’t think I can afford this many books,” I said as we emerged from the rows of shelving.
 
   “Read them here. You can use the study,” Mr. Stanton said, pointing to a side door. “Turn on a light if you like.”
 
   “Is that… um… kosher?”
 
   He chuckled to himself. “You’re not Jewish. Do as you like. Lock the door behind you and turn off the lights when you finish.”
 
   The occultist book collectors left me to my reading and I spent over two hours perusing a few of the tomes. It was odd to receive that level of trust from someone. I wasn’t used to it. Omitting what I was made me feel guilty. It should have been a survival instinct.
 
   I wrestled with that as I read through book after book, the distraction growing until I couldn’t get anywhere on the research. After carefully putting away all the books and ensuring I left the study just as orderly as I found it, I turned off the lights and exited the shop. I looked up at the signage, knowing I’d be back there despite my ongoing effort to avoid the supernatural.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Dusk came swiftly in the shadow of the Rockies. The bruised purple sky faded to black—scarlet red to my eyes—as I walked out of Mr. Stanton’s shop. I hated looking up at the night sky with my Devil’s Sight. Once all the light was gone, it turned into a bloody red expanse as my eyes adjusted.
 
   Motivated to get to my car, I wondered if I’d learned anything useful or if I’d wasted my time. Among the tiny fraction of legitimate summoning rituals I read about, no two had the same criteria. What did the Gate spell require?
 
   Maybe I’m going about this wrong. Perhaps I was too focused on the specifics. Being an amateur ritualist and warlock, my understanding of magic was rather limited. I could try asking Alastor, but my patron didn’t give out information for free, even to his warlocks. I doubted the knowledge was worth the price he’d require to be more forthcoming.
 
   I tucked my hands in my pocket and started walking. It looked like I’d get home at a decent hour. The prospect of a good night’s sleep appealed greatly, but I wracked my brain trying to come up with new angles to pursue in this case. Time played a major factor in any investigation.
 
   It was no myth that the longer a case went on, the less likely it would be solved. Outlying and anomalous instances aside, the statistics didn’t lie. I tried not to get emotionally invested in my cases, but that was easier when they were fraud and embezzlement. The supernatural stuff had me twisted up on the inside like it was somehow my fault.
 
   I told myself how ridiculous that was, but the sentiment did me little good.
 
   Sick of the pensive introspection, I picked up the pace. The street was virtually barren, the businesses closed for the day and no night-life joints anywhere close. As I turned down the alley, it occurred to me how often I had to park in back, out of sight from where anyone might see me. My life got incredibly shady when I dealt with supernatural things. I’d gone almost a year without direct contact with Alastor. Aside from marking souls for the devil, I could almost forget what I was.
 
   I searched my pocket for my keys as I navigated the cement dividers that partitioned the back lot. After rounding a large green dumpster, I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. I stopped, not quite sure what to make of my howling instincts.
 
   I didn’t see my pursuer right away, but I heard heavy boots thudding across the gravel.  I should have drawn my gun, but a moment of doubt made me want to verify the situation. I turned to see who was creeping up on me.
 
   As soon as I faced him, he pulled out a pistol.
 
   My heart started pounding, but I knew I had to keep a level head. The wannabe gangster in front of me trembled slightly as he aimed the gun, holding it slanted in one hand. At least I knew he wasn’t any kind of marksman with that stance.
 
   Something else stood out to me, something only a warlock would notice. It was like a pungent smell of rot rolled in pity. I knew the man had committed some egregious sin that earmarked his soul for Hell, the sort of person Alastor wanted me to tag for his realm. The man was Damned.
 
   More alarming than the gun was his silence. No demands for my money. No threats or warnings. He just stared at me, sweat beading on his brow that had nothing to do with the nylon parka he wore in the early autumn heat. He weighed my life. I should have been glad it had taken more than a few seconds.
 
   I wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity to save my own ass. The terror of having a gun pointed at me had to be put aside for the moment. It took a clear mind to do what I needed to do.
 
   I reached within myself and called up my power. It felt like setting a coal behind my sternum. If I used more power, it heated to a blowtorch, but I didn’t need that much.
 
   “Put the gun down,” I commanded firmly, using the Voice to influence what I assumed was a human mind.
 
   The wannabe looked at the piece in his hand. I could tell his brain was trying to resolve the invasive instruction. If he resisted, I would be on my way to meet Alastor face to face in just a few seconds.
 
   “Yeah,” the thug muttered. “I don’t want to use a gun. Too loud.”
 
   He dropped the pistol and ran toward me, pulling out a switchblade. 
 
   Oh, this is much better.
 
   I was caught off-guard and I reacted slowly. I reached for my gun, but he was too close. I’d never get the gun out in time.
 
   Back pedaling, I turned and ran.
 
   I felt the tip of the knife catch the material of my coat and tug in an alarming way. I ran further out of his reach and he stumbled, giving me the second I needed to elude him. A rapid scan on my part showed me some limited options.
 
   A chain-link fence and an industrial sized dumpster blocked my left and a brick wall towered over me to the right. In front, I spotted a ladder leading up to a ten foot high box-like add-on to the otherwise two-story nail salon that the lot served.
 
   My shoes weren’t the best for traction, but they gripped the cracked patches of asphalt and gravel well enough as I bolted. The thug cursed and followed with strides made awkward by his sagging pants. Gaining a precious few paces, I hurdled a cement divider that was perfectly positioned to be in the way of everything.
 
   Climbing the steel ladder was difficult, but I was better off than the guy chasing me. He swiped at me once before he abandoned that plan and came up after me, holding the blade in his teeth like a pirate. I planted a heel in his face—or at least I tried.
 
   The awkward kick turned out to be a bad call. He caught my foot and yanked me down a rung. I regained a hold and clambered up, but he was right behind me. As I set foot on the dusty gravel of the flat roof, he grabbed my ankle and tripped me. I landed hard, the shoulder of my coat ripping open. Numbing pain radiated from the joint.
 
   I scrambled to my feet and stumbled on. I managed to get my Glock out, but, as I turned to aim, the frantic thug clubbed the piece right out of my hands. He might know nothing about shooting or knife-fighting, but he was a hell of a lot stronger than me.
 
   The training I went through years ago wasn’t completely forgotten. With my hands freed, I grabbed his forearm and wrist, twisting until he dropped the switchblade. He shunted me away and we squared up, facing each other. I really hoped he was ready to quit. 
 
   He wasn’t.
 
   Breathless, I tried to concentrate enough to lay some more of the Voice on him. “Stop—”
 
   A jab cut off my command and busted my nose. Pain erupted across my face and my vision swam for a moment. I smelled and tasted blood. It was all I could do to get my hands up to defend myself.
 
   After he made a few haymakers, I saw that my aggressor didn’t use the fist he smashed my face with. A broken hand served him right. He was also slowing down, another sign that pugilism wasn’t one of his pastimes. I shoved off of him and made a little space.
 
   “Look,” I said, scanning rapidly for an escape. My words sounded ridiculous with blood and snot clogging my nose. “This isn’t worth it. Think about what you’re doing.”
 
   I was afraid that if I used the Voice, I’d pass out. Trusting this guy’s humanity by going unconscious seemed like a good way to end up dead. I opted against it and waited to see if my unpowered words had any effect.
 
   The thug shuffled back a few steps and retrieved his blade. All I’d given him was a chance to re-arm himself. I couldn’t say I was pleased by that prospect considering how hard I’d worked to get the knife out of his hands in the first place.
 
   I looked around and saw that the next tier of rooftops was about neck high. I might have been able to make it with a running start and a bit of scrambling. Could I climb up it before he caught up to me and planted that knife in my leg—or the small of my back?
 
   With my athletic days behind me, I decided not to try it. I needed a distraction to create some space from my attacker. In my rattled state, I forgot that I had a huge advantage over my opponent. It was night time in a poorly lit back lot. I could see where he couldn’t.
 
   I backed up into a veil of crimson red—shadowy darkness to any normal person. There was no escape, but I knelt down and grabbed some of the roofing gravel. To maintain the element of surprise, I stood up and paced around.
 
   The pain in my face started getting to me. I spat blood, my anger beginning to override my judgment. That side-effect of my pact was actually coming in handy. My assailant held the switchblade in his injured hand. It must have been his dominant hand. 
 
   It wasn’t something I would have thought of in my normal state of mind. With killer instincts, I noted the choice and advanced, fist clenched over a handful of sandy gravel. I had no plan but to do violence.
 
   I realized how much I hated this man I’d never met, the spite rising up in me like a pressure cooker. His clothing, his attitude, and his complete lack of competence all twisted in my mind. I had been so bent on surviving, I barely realized what was happening to me, what the pact was doing to me.
 
   I feinted in and the thug bought it, thrusting forward awkwardly. I flung the gritty dirt and fine rocks right in his eyes. A moment of disorientation was all I needed.
 
   I snatched his wounded hand and squeezed. With whatever his injury, he couldn’t keep me from twisting the knife around. I pressed forward to get him off balance and pushed him two steps back before he recovered. I’d gotten the knife turned around so that it pointed into the meat of his chest near the shoulder.
 
   After a moment of resistance, the knife slid into the thug’s shoulder with ease. He gasped in pain and redirected all his strength to shoving away from me. In the thick of the action, he’d lost track of his surroundings. And his footing.
 
   I didn’t react as he stumbled off the edge of the building. A scream of agony accompanied the thud of the impact from the ten foot drop and it didn’t stop. As I walked to the edge, I thought to myself, Well, at least I know he’s alive. 
 
   After locating my Glock, I holstered the gun and walked back to the edge of the roof. The man was still down on the ground, wailing like a baby. I clambered down the steel ladder and sauntered over to him.
 
   Sensing no threat, I finally began to calm down. The taste of blood in my mouth became something alarming instead of something invigorating. I tried to focus on breathing. I knew I wasn’t the real me right then. I concentrated on that. If I didn’t, who knows what I’d have done to someone who’d just tried to kill me.
 
   Drawing my gun once again, I quickly surveyed the writhing man at my feet. Besides the knife jutting from his shoulder and his clearly broken leg, my assailant seemed fine. I wondered if the Stantons were the only businessmen who lived in their shops. In the empty night, the thug’s scream carried. Someone might have called the police.
 
   Knowing my luck, I assumed the local authorities were on their way. I didn’t have much time until they showed up; the Denver Police Department boasted good response times. I figured that the thug hadn’t acted on his own and I needed to know who had sent him after me.
 
   Kneeling down, I made a quick decision. Gripping the man’s wounded shoulder, I invoked another of my abilities that was far less draining than the Voice—Amplus Dolor. I amplified his pain with my pact-granted power.
 
   The man gasped and grabbed my wrist. He was tough, so I upped the intensity. The strength evaporated from his grip and a moaning sob escaped his lips. I let up enough that he could focus on something other than the burning agony in his shoulder and leg.
 
   “Who sent you after me? Tell me and the pain ends,” I lied. I knew the pain would linger for days if not weeks. That was one of Alastor’s lessons I clearly recalled. Feeling stable enough, I opted to throw in a little insurance. “Speak the truth.”
 
   “I-I-I d-don’t know,” he stuttered, spasming from the pain. “H-he arranged it over the phone.”
 
   Shit. I released his shoulder and muttered, “How did he pay you?”
 
   “An envelope of cash,” he said between groans.
 
   Holstering my gun, I asked, “How did you find me?”
 
   “Oh god! What did you do to my shoulder? Christ!”
 
   “Focus,” I said. Rifling through his coat, I pulled out the man’s wallet and flipped it open with one hand, sliding the ID out with a thumb. “Now answer me, James Thompson.”
 
   “H-he told me to sneak onto Lowry and watch some building. I called him on a payphone t-to report in.” The man shivered and grew pale. “He figured you were a Fed looking into some case and told me to follow you.”
 
   I couldn’t tell how bad his shoulder was, but I didn’t think he could have been bleeding out that fast. I pocketed his ID and put his good hand to his open wound. He got the idea and applied pressure.
 
   “Just me? How much did he pay you?”
 
   “You’re the only Fed I saw. He gave me ten grand.” 
 
   The lab guys could lift some prints from the bills or the envelope. If not, I could think of a few uses for ten grand. I blanched at the insultingly low figure. I mean, I was a frickin’ warlock. It should have been twenty grand easy.
 
   “What number did he give you to call?”
 
   After stuttering through six numbers, the would-be hitman began convulsing. I stepped away and watched in shock as my brain fumbled for an explanation. A searing red rune burned through his cotton and polyester beanie, blackening his forehead. For an instant, I was relieved that it wasn’t my fault. Then I quickly realized how bad this magic was. 
 
   Despite my lack of experience with the arcane, I figured out the gist of the spell I was witnessing. “Ah, jeez. How did he get a self-destruct spell on you?”
 
   It was some kind of spell meant to ensure loyalty or to take care of a loose end. Something Alastor would have used if his potential thralls refused the pact. Since I didn’t believe in coincidences, I knew the man dying in front of me must have come into direct contact with my perp, whether he knew it or not. He’d done more than talk to him on the phone.
 
   I filed that away for later. My perp probably knew that James had failed to kill me. If the demon-summoner really wanted me dead, he’d come after me harder. Great. Just great.
 
   There was nothing I could do for the man, so I held his hand as he died. I doubted it was much of a comfort, but I figured it was better than nothing. The crimson rune flared brightly for a moment, boiling the man’s brains before it died off. The young thug shuddered one last time and went forever still.
 
   I closed my eyes and bowed my head. No matter what I thought in the heat of the moment, I believed in preserving life. James was another body to lay at the feet of my unknown perpetrator. A dark part of me regretted not marking him for Alastor. Now, I’d have to track down another soul later.
 
   “Hands in the air,” came a woman’s voice suddenly. The command told me she was some kind of cop. Nobody else talked like that.
 
   This can’t look good. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   I knew I was in trouble as soon as I tried to lay eyes on her.
 
   Though no actual light emanated off of the woman, I squinted against the sight of her. She was manifesting some major angelic fury and I got a bad feeling I was the subject of her anger. It was like staring at the sun, making my eyes throb angrily.
 
   Maybe I can talk my way out—
 
   She drew a goddamn hand cannon from a shoulder holster. 
 
   I threw up my hands. “Now wait just a minute!”
 
   “Shut up!” she yelled, the moderate volume of the command reinforced with a supernatural power. I winced from the discomfort, but resisted putting my hands over my ears.
 
   “Officer, it’s not—” The roar of her Desert Eagle drowned me out. I dove for cover on sheer reflex. Warlock or not, I was one well-aimed bullet away from a morgue… and Hell. The sobering thought kept the panic at bay.
 
   I managed to crawl for cover behind a cement divider. As I leaned back against it, I called out, “Just stop shooting for chrissake! This is not what you think it is!”
 
   I got no response, neither by word nor gunshot. Was that a good sign? Had she even heard me? I could barely hear myself after the report of her obscenely large gun.
 
   What do I do?
 
   What options did I have? I could try to fight, but I wasn’t exactly packing a lot of firepower with a patron like Alastor. Warlocks were supposed to be subtle and our powers fell in line with that. I had my gun, but I wasn’t about to open fire on a police officer, especially not on one of the Chosen—which she certainly was. They were the angelic counterpart to warlocks. All I needed was her Guardian Angel showing up and tearing me a new one.
 
   I settled on a brilliant tactical move.
 
   “I give up!” I shouted, putting my hands up above the barrier in plain sight.
 
   A moment later, I felt the cold steel of the barrel pressed against my temple. Despite my lack of practice with such maneuvers, I considered trying to disarm her of the weapon. I bet she’d really like it if I did something that stupid. I’m a math geek for God’s sake. How do I end up in these situations?
 
   “You think you can talk your way out of this now? You can’t. I know your kind.”
 
   I didn’t dare move, but I glanced sideways at her. It felt like she’d burn my eyes out. The same antithetical energy emanated from holy ground, though never so powerfully. I managed to spot a badge on her belt. She is a cop. My saving grace. “So, you’re just going to kill me, officer?”
 
   “To stop you? Absolutely.”
 
   “Stop me?” I barked a laugh. “You think I’m the one who did that? If I had that kind of magic mojo, why are you still standing?” 
 
   A slight tremor in the gun told me she had a doubt. I went on. “I’m a federal agent. I’m working a case.”
 
   “You’re tainted. You’re a sell-soul,” she snapped, reapplying the pressure of the gun.
 
   I sighed heavily. She had me there. “Yeah, that too. I have a badge and as for the other thing… that’s a long story.”
 
   “I don’t care to hear it,” she said, but the gun came away. “Show me the badge. Slowly.”
 
   “Lady, if I was fast enough to draw on you now, we wouldn’t be having this pleasant conversation.” I pulled out the badge, opened its jacket, and handed it to her.
 
   “FBI huh?” she said disdainfully. “I suppose the Fallen want their lackeys everywhere.”
 
   I couldn’t argue with that. I would have been an accountant if not for Alastor’s insistence. Maybe an actuary. Nice, cushy, safe job analyzing other people’s risks. “So what now?”
 
   “Well, Agent Landon Graves, tell me why I shouldn’t kill you.” The blinding aura abated enough that I could get a look at her and that was a good sign that killing me might not now be foremost thing in her mind.
 
   While the gun in her hands commanded a fair majority of my attention, I did look up past it to get an idea of who I was dealing with. She held the gun steadily pointed down in the Weaver Stance which told me that she was familiar with gunplay. I began noting other details.
 
   The woman wore no make-up and had her long brunette hair pulled back in a simple pony tail. Under a shoulder harness, she had a dark gray sweater that was neither loose nor tight. Like every other Coloradan, she wore blue jeans like they were business casual. Judging from the badge and her attire, I assumed she was a detective.
 
   I decided to answer her question honestly. “Because if you kill me, the perp I’m after might succeed in opening a Gate for one of the Exiled and its armies.”
 
   She let out a sound very like a growl and shoved her pistol back into its holster. “I knew this was something bad. Tell me what you know and you might walk away.”
 
   I took it that she was done fighting. A groan escaped as I stood. I wiped the blood from the corner of my mouth and spat some more onto the pavement. “You come on kind of strong, don’t you? I suppose you have to in this field.”
 
   She gave me a death glare, but my pounding head lowered my give-a-shit factor. I straightened my suit out of habit, though it was hopelessly torn on both shoulders and one elbow. “And you owe me a suit.”
 
   “Get bent.”
 
   “I am bent,” I shot back. “Now, since you asked so nicely, I’ll let you in on the investigation. I take it you’re a detective. Which precinct?”
 
   “The third.”
 
   “Alright then.”
 
   I briefly told her about the fire, murder, and the scrap of paper I found, explaining part of my theory that some rogue wizard compelled the dead man to take me out. She seemed genuinely surprised by what I had to say, but I didn’t rule her out as the arsonist. The Fallen weren’t the only ones who used fire as their weapon of choice.
 
   As I spoke, I also wondered if she was feigning ignorance. As an angelic player, she might have crashed the last ritual in the hopes of stopping my perp. I didn’t dismiss any possibilities yet. Her timely arrival could have been divine providence. All I could do was keep track of the details I gave her and see if she let anything slip.
 
   “So, what’s the next move?” she asked as I finished, offering me a handkerchief for my oozing lip. “You look like shit by the way.”
 
   I gave her a flat look and refused with a wave of my hand. I might have been a terrible bluffer, but I didn’t want to tip my hand to her just yet. It always seemed like I was the one with the least amount of information. I decided to mix a few half-truths into my response to cover my ass in case she was just playing me.
 
   “I need to find out who could possibly open a Gate and what they’d need in order to do it. I’ve got a few contacts working on it, but I’m not holding my breath. Autopsy and lab reports should be good to go by Monday.”
 
   “You’ve got nothing then?” The disappointment rang in her tone.
 
   “Nothing yet.”
 
   “I suggest you leave before my uniforms get here,” she offered as she turned to inspect the fresh corpse of the wannabe hitman.
 
   It was a small miracle that I got to walk away after everything that had just happened. It seemed that both of us were willing to bend the rules to keep the normals safe and ignorant of the supernaturally weird things in the world. Her words carried with them an implicit agreement. She wouldn’t expose me if I didn’t expose her.
 
   I guessed I’d find out if she was going to stab me in the back soon enough.
 
   “So, are you going to tell me your name, miss?” I said at her back.
 
   She stopped and turned her head. “It’s ‘detective’. Detective Mendoza.”
 
   “You got a card?”
 
   “Call my precinct.”
 
   That was cold.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   After getting beaten up by James Thompson, I wanted nothing more than a hot shower and ten hours of sleep. Instead, I got in my Buick and went for a drive to the address listed on the dead hitman’s ID. I was sure I’d get an ear-full from Detective Mendoza when she realized I’d lifted the driver’s license, but I had more pressing concerns to worry about.
 
   My nose throbbed steadily, making the organization of my thoughts difficult.
 
   I knew I was taking a big risk. The dearly departed James probably had a car parked nearby. When Mendoza or her uniformed brethren searched the body and found his keys, it would only be a few short minutes before they found his vehicle registration. I doubted the Chosen detective would stall them for my sake.
 
   I had one chance to search his place for a useful lead before the police locked it down as part of a murder investigation they had no chance of solving.
 
   James Thompson lived in a rundown one bedroom apartment near Speer Boulevard and the highway. In fleeting glimpses of the alleys, I saw the homeless in their cardboard lean-tos as I strode down the sidewalk. I cautiously avoided the cones of light cast by the streetlights, seeing with ease thanks to my pact-tainted sight.
 
   Despite the cover of darkness, I got the paranoid feeling that someone watched me. Assassination attempts had that effect on me, I could say with confidence after my run-in with James. If the amateur wizard whammied one guy to follow me around, there might be others out there somewhere.
 
   Inside the tenement, the hallway fluorescents flickered sporadically. I crept up the two flights of stairs and approached Thompson’s door. I had no idea if he lived alone or if there was some kind of trap—magical or mundane—waiting for me.
 
   Frozen with indecision, I stared at the door. If I had been acting with the authority of an FBI agent, I would have called a tactical team and hoped there were no magically triggered nasty surprises. In that situation, I’d be risking other people’s lives in a situation for which they couldn’t have been trained—unless SWAT has some counter-arcane course I’d never heard of.
 
   I could risk my own life much more easily, hoping that my perp simply didn’t have the time, resources, or inclination to conceive of every possible scenario. Between my gun and the Voice, I was confident I could handle any normal threats I found. I ignored the fact that I was bordering on exhaustion and that there was a high likelihood of abnormal threats.
 
   With no idea how far behind me the police were, I kicked open the cheap door and hurried inside before anyone came into the hallway to investigate. I shut the splintered door behind me, hoping it would disguise the damage I’d done. There was no immediate response to my entry, so I proceeded assuming that Thompson had no live-ins or roommates.
 
   While I had little practical experience in such matters, my training covered conducting efficient searches. In a matter of minutes, I pulled a manila envelope out of a vent, ignoring the baggies of heroin and cocaine. Nothing else seemed out of place for the small-time hustler. I looked quickly at the envelope’s contents and found a stack of cut-up newspaper bound with Scotch tape—not money, but a stand-in. Something with the right shape and feel.
 
   “A damned focus?” I muttered. As I understood that type of magic, the physical object served as a mystical anchor for an illusion spell, making it even more potent since it had fewer senses to fool.
 
   There had never been any money. Poor James had probably run into my perp and had the whammy put on him. Compulsion, illusions, and summoning… complex magic to be sure. At that point, I was sure the guy was an expert magician despite the amateur circle at the scene. Something must have interfered with the first ritual. Or someone.
 
   Things were growing even more convoluted. Or maybe I was overcomplicating things. Ugh, my face hurts. At least my nose had stopped bleeding.
 
   I discovered nothing more of note in the apartment of James Thompson, so I didn’t hang around. The police could have shown up any minute and I didn’t need to spend a day in jail sorting out a misunderstanding. I was more than ready to turn in and start fresh tomorrow.
 
   I wiped Thompson’s ID free of my fingerprints and dropped it on the floor before heading for the door. My eyes froze as I spotted the active magic sigil above the doorframe. A miniscule amount of arcane energy pulsed in the figure, apparent only to my pact-enhanced sense of sight.
 
   The latent magic was the only reason I could see the design at all. The symbols were drawn in blood which managed to blend into the shades of red I saw in place of shadows and darkness. It seemed my paranoia about traps had been well founded. I wished I knew when I could trust my pact-tainted instincts.
 
   I carefully noted a number of things. First, I wasn’t dead, so whatever the rune set above the door did, it wasn’t immediately fatal. Next, it was still doing whatever it was. I had so little working knowledge of magic that the various symbols meant almost nothing to me, but I focused on the one in the center.
 
   The design reminded me of Egyptian hieroglyphs, in particular the Eye of Horus. I doubted the person who had inscribed the spell actually read or wrote the language, but the similarity was there. Despite my distaste for my bedeviled instincts, I had to agree with them this time. Someone used magic to set up a mystic security camera… that I turned on by walking into the room.
 
   Maybe it was meant to watch James or maybe it was meant to spy on anyone who tracked his whereabouts to the apartment. Whatever the case, I thought it boded poorly for me. It was high time I beat a hasty retreat.
 
   My Buick was still where I’d parked it. Finally, some luck. It would have been easy enough for a thief to steal it. The only light came from a flickering streetlamp a dozen yards away.
 
   My gaze drifted across the mostly-empty lot and I noticed I wasn’t alone. Sitting on the roof of an old Cadillac on cinder blocks was a guy in a hooded sweatshirt, jeans, and construction boots. He didn’t look up at first, but was alerted by my footfalls echoing off the brick walls of the adjacent Laundromat and liquor store.
 
   The hooded figure laughed in what would be a menacing way if he’d been a movie villain. I supposed that he thought he was standing in the dark, but for my eyes there was no such thing anymore. All in all, I didn’t react quite the way he wanted.
 
   “You want to think twice about what you’re about to do here,” I said as I pulled my coat back and reached for my gun. “I’ve had a bad night. Show me your hands. Slowly.”
 
   The man tilted his head as if he didn’t understand me. I drew the Glock to clarify any misconception. He snorted a laugh as if I was holding a toy. My first thought was drugs… But I really should have known better.
 
   “Your senses betray what you are,” the man said with a slight lisp. “It seems a hound of the Fallen is the one that caught my scent. I can’t have that now.”
 
   At first, I thought this to be another victim of the rogue wizard, another James Thompson, but the way he spoke was just too clear, too certain. I was dealing with the actual summoner—my perp. He must have been watching me in Thompson’s apartment, waiting for me to emerge so he could eliminate the threat. He knew I was FBI and didn’t care.
 
   I was unsettled by the thought, but I focused my attention on the problem at hand. I’d puzzle out the implications later—assuming I had a later. With my gun drawn, I wasn’t exactly harmless, even if he was some kind of magician. It would’ve been nice if he hadn’t instantly recognized me as a warlock. How did they keep doing that?
 
   Pulling his hands from the pockets of the hoodie, my perp started twitching as his fingers elongated. Knuckles popped, audible even from such a distance. Dark talons split the flesh between his fingernails and fingertips as they erupted.
 
   Well, I’d gotten what I wanted. He’d shown me his hands. I didn’t feel any safer.
 
   His jaw jutted out and dropped, a long forked tongue rolling out over a dozen sprouting fangs. He grew maybe a foot taller, his legs and arms lanky enough to show wrists and ankles in what had been loose clothing only moments before. Six or so more eyes opened around his forehead and temples, black orbs that I somehow knew focused on me.
 
   “Oh,” I said eloquently, my voice not trembling at all, not even a little. “That’s how it is.”
 
   A demon. One of the Exiled. My perp was a freaking demon. No, that’s not right, my rational mind corrected. I shook off enough of my fear to think it through. This guy wasn’t a demon. He was hosting one. It went beyond mere possession into… well, into a territory that I was uncomfortably familiar with.
 
   Maybe it was the adrenaline pumping into my blood or a perk of my pact that I was unaware of, but my fatigue faded to a mere hindrance. I felt my body heating up, my skin burning. Subconsciously, I’d already decided to fight. Knowing what this thing had done to James Thompson had made my decision for me.
 
   As much as I hated the primal urges given to me by the pact, they were exactly what I needed right then. I knew I’d regret it later, but I didn’t resist them. I wanted to be alive later and I wanted to punish this creature for killing people in my town.
 
   The gun was no longer my best option, so I put it away. My mind began calculating the threats and weaknesses of my foe. He had reach with natural claws, deadly compared to my bare hands. I doubted his steaming spittle would feel good in a wound created by his vicious maw. But the physical threat was only one part of the equation. He’d already proven to have some penchant for spellcraft. What would he bring to bear against me? What could he do?
 
   I seethed with anxious energy. The fear, an emotion that was completely my own, got buried beneath the anger and exhilaration boiling up. As a warlock, I had my own supernatural weapons and I couldn’t wait to use them against this vile creature.
 
   I just needed a spark.
 
   Reaching into my pocket casually, I pulled out my Zippo and started the small flame. The creature snarled and acidic saliva sprayed from its mouth. Its many dark eyes stared at the fire that I drew away from the lighter. Like some cheap illusion, it danced to life in my hand, curling into a blood-red globe that hovered over my palm. The demon-human hybrid hesitated. I might have been afraid, but it was scared too.
 
   It should have been.
 
   Interpretations of Hell often mentioned the fire. As a way to inflict pain, what was better than a burn? But that wasn’t quite right. Hellfire was different. Special. It only burned the guilty and sinful, making it the perfect tool to torture those in Hell. The average person could endure days of exposure, the minor weight of trivial transgressions amounting to little more than a bad sunburn. 
 
   The Fallen and the Exiled… they were pure evil, sin incarnate, condensed wrongness. While devils had developed a resistance, demons might as well have been made of gasoline. The dark part of my psyche, the piece that I told myself got implanted when I signed the pact, wanted to watch this monster burn.
 
   I knew the demon’s host would bear the brunt of any physical harm done to the creature, but the crimson Ignis Inferni should have left the possessed individual relatively unharmed—
 
   assuming he wasn’t such a bad guy. With that little floating ball of fire, we both knew the score. I was just as dangerous to it as it was to me.
 
   “Did you think I’d lie down and die just because you got ugly?” I asked with false bravado. This was the first of the Exiled I’d ever faced. I hoped that bluster and confidence would keep it from fully committing to its attack. 
 
   It was a tactic I picked up from watching Discovery Channel shows about predators. You didn’t show fear. You didn’t show your back. You made yourself seem bigger than you were. And if you were human, you used fire.
 
   The flames licked my fingers as I hurled the ball of hellfire at the demon with the speed and accuracy I developed during my baseball-playing days. It stung my hand, reminding me that I wasn’t immune to the stuff. For a warlock, I had a relatively clean slate, but the pain reminded me how fine a line I walked. I was only a few years away from a world of red fire.
 
   With viperfish speed, the demon-possessed man dropped to his clawed hands and feet. The molten orb splashed harmlessly against the brick wall behind him as he sprang forward. I struck the Zippo with a thumb.
 
   It didn’t light.
 
   My pact-borne confidence slipped. I’d never faced a demon before, not even a watered-down one possessing a human like my perp. I assumed from the studying I’d done that it would have been a simple matter. Hit it with hellfire. Easy right?
 
   I guessed not.
 
   He closed fast and I found myself taking a step back, the predatory instincts screaming derision at the display of weakness. It had slashing claws and gruesome fangs—it was the predator, not me. I struck the Zippo again and the flame danced up. I only had time to convert it into a golf ball sized glob of hellfire.
 
   He lunged at me, maw gaping wide to tear into my throat. I jabbed the unholy flames right in his face, obscuring his vision and saving my ass. I jumped back, but one thrashing claw still managed to shred my coat and shirt across the chest. I landed hard on my back and watched the torturous hellfire climb up the man-demon’s face.
 
   He slapped his palms to his many eyes in a vain attempt to quell the flames, but he couldn’t. The fire burned relentlessly. He staggered back several steps, his head fully engulfed in scarlet.
 
   “I’ll allow you live for now,” he roared, his voice inhuman and detached from the anguish his body suffered. “Seek me out at your peril, thrall of the Fallen!”
 
   The man sagged and reverted to a wholly human form in a few seconds. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I knew malign spirits could control of a body. From my experience, I even knew they could alter physiology, but I never knew they could change it so drastically.
 
   How did that demon get on your back, buddy?
 
   The hellfire sputtered out leaving a mostly bald young man staring at me with bewilderment. I considered trying to talk him down, but for all I knew, he was a willing participant in the possession. I went for my gun instead.
 
   The man saw me move and bolted. I shouted after him, throwing in a little of the Voice. He ignored me or simply couldn’t hear my command. I jumped to my feet and pursued, but the guy must have been a track star. I lost him around the first corner.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Catching my breath as I returned to my car, I tried to get a handle on what had just happened. The perp’s escape pissed me off, distracting me from the useful critical thinking investigators thrived on. If I’d learned anything from that night, it was that I was out of shape. I could’ve ended the threat right there, case closed, bad guy caught.
 
   I muttered a string of curses and put my mind to more constructive endeavors. The guy had been watching me. My perp tracked me down… only minutes after I’d shown up at James’ apartment. He had to be close by. I wasn’t sure if the reason mattered, but I filed it away along with as much of a description as I could put together.
 
   My hands started shaking as I unlocked my car door.
 
   He thought he could just tear me apart. I wondered why he didn’t use magic; maybe arrogance, maybe my hellfire made him think twice. Chanting and waving his hands around would’ve made him an easy target. That was what active magic users did, right? My shallow knowledge of magic struck again.
 
   As I got in my Buick, the sum of all my scrapes and bruises began to take its toll. I was ready to pass out. With my specialty in forensic accounting, I didn’t see much action. My training was supposed to prepare me for it—the mundane parts at least—but reality had a way of dashing expectations.
 
   My hands shook until I gripped the steering wheel firmly. I told myself it was the aftereffects of adrenaline. Then the dull throbbing started in my right hand.
 
   Thanks to the hellfire, it felt like I’d slapped a hot skillet. At least the pain helped me keep my eyes open. The three cuts across my chest itched fiercely and I barely kept from scratching at the wounds. I turned up the music so I didn’t have to hear myself wheezing through my painfully swollen nose.
 
   I headed home for a long overdue night of sleep. On the way, I mulled over the details again and again. I wasn’t just dealing with some wannabe wizard. One of the Exiled had possessed a man to carry out its will. It wanted to open up a Gate for all its pals in the Outworld. The come-down from the encounter with the demon left me unsettled. I was lucky to be alive. I should have got him!
 
   I tried to find the silver lining by telling myself that I had a lot more to work with in regard to identifying the perp. I could give a reasonably accurate physical description. He was white, five foot eight to ten, scrawny, and missing the majority of his coal black hair thanks to my hellfire.
 
   Because of James, I had six digits of a phone number, narrowing down to ten possible locations where the demon-possessed man had loitered in order to receive reports from the late James. It could lead to a home address, though I wasn’t about to hold my breath on that. Anyone smart enough to make use of patsies wouldn’t have slipped up that badly.
 
   I kept coming back to James Thompson, the image of a flaring rune melting through his head like a road flare. Why had the demon gone through the trouble of beguiling him? I could only hope that the demon’s host resisted its influence, otherwise the creature would be right back in charge of things. At least I’d narrowed the creature’s focus onto me.
 
   Hadn’t I?
 
   He had someone watching the crime scene. Is the demon concerned about interference from the authorities? From the FBI?
 
   By the time I got home, dawn was only a few hours away. I gave up on the prospect of rest and spent the remainder of the night making two sets of notes. One was for the official report. It contained a bunch of bullshit reasons for the bizarre things the case brought to light. I used words like “questionable mental state”, “heavy drug use”, and “paranoid delusions” when I fleshed out the profile of the perp.
 
   The second copy detailed the actual facts, the ones no normal person would believe. My perp had gotten himself hijacked by one of the Exiled. He lacked the willpower to keep the entity from controlling his every action. The man in the grip of that demon couldn’t be too bad of an individual. My hellfire had stopped charring him as soon as the demon lapsed back inside.
 
   Writing it down cleared up a lot of the jumbled theories. I refocused and started fresh, a piping hot cup of coffee helping immensely. When did the possession first happen? That question spawned half a dozen new hypotheses.
 
   Mentally, I returned to the crime scene. I circled the note. If the first spell—the Gate—succeeded, then how did the guy become a vessel? The demon would’ve had a physical form. The spell cast at the Lowry dorms must have failed, otherwise there’d be demons running around and the damned End Times would be upon us all. The image of the tar shadow splayed against the back wall of the bedroom sprang to mind. What the hell was that?
 
   More happened that night than I could know—for the time being. I’d have to come back to that when I had more information. Just need to figure out where to get it…
 
   Scanning my flimsy report, I relented. It was as good as I could do. Still in my torn, bloody, grungy clothes, I made it to my bed and slept like the dead for a solid six hours.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Getting what amounted to a decent night’s sleep to me, I crawled out of bed. I finally treated the cuts on my chest with some peroxide, Neosporin, and gauze. The swollen red skin was tender to the touch. I should’ve done something about it the night before, but I relied on another of my warlock perks.
 
   I healed more quickly than a normal human. Not by much, but the bruises under my eyes from where James decked me already looked days old. I could even stand to touch my nose. I hadn’t been sick longer than a day since I signed the pact.
 
   I got dressed in the second of the three suits I owned. Heating up a quick breakfast from a box in the microwave, I was out of my house in minutes with a scalding hot pseudo-food sandwich between my teeth. I couldn’t stay idle with all that had happened in the past two days. Sitting in my empty house wouldn’t help my mood either.
 
   My frustrations were all pent up. I was only human—mostly. I got overwhelmed at times. For the last five years, I’d tried to keep my head down. The Gate case was the most I’d dealt with the occult in two years. I couldn’t wait until it was over, couldn’t wait to get back to what passed for normal in my life.
 
   Before the whole pact thing happened, I had been sort of a soft atheist. Once the truth of my situation settled in, I had realized that if devils existed, some kind of god must also exist. I wasn’t sold on any particular brand, but I couldn’t deny it any longer. That left me in a pretty low place. At the time, I had my wife to get me through it, though our marriage fell apart pretty quickly thereafter.
 
   It had been a rough way of doing it, but I guess I’d found belief. Not faith per se, since I have actual direct knowledge of the supernatural. But I believed in a world beyond what I could perceive.
 
   My ex-wife had a hard time with the changes. My moods would swing wildly and I couldn’t keep a handle on things with Alastor’s influence always whispering in my mind. She’d told me to go to a therapist. What could a person with a scientific foundation have done for someone like me? I couldn’t very well tell a psychiatrist that I’d made a pact with a devil, so I sought out someone to talk to, someone who wouldn’t think I was insane.
 
   Father Miller was the best I could do.
 
   “You’re crazy,” he said after I finished recounting the events of my weekend. “I swear to the Almighty, I worry about the day someone overhears us. A possession? You know, even the priesthood has trouble believing stories about those.”
 
   Five foot nine with dark brown hair graying at his temples, Father Miller looked like an average guy. He ran a soup kitchen and coached little league. He managed every flavor of Alcoholics Anonymous the city had to offer. Father Miller was one of those guys who was so good, you suspected him of hiding something—until you got to know him.
 
   We sat on the bus stop bench outside the Cathedral Basilica of the Immaculate Conception. Not the most private place, but it was convenient for both of us. I couldn’t physically enter the church as I’d discovered shortly after signing my pact. That divine energy was how I knew that Mendoza was Chosen on sight.
 
   “You can always say ‘no’ to meeting with me.”
 
   Odd as it was, I was sure I felt Alastor’s influence the least when I was around the priest. It was a nice reprieve. I hoped he wouldn’t take me up on the way out I was giving him.
 
   “And leave the lamb lost among the wolves?” he scoffed jovially. More seriously, he added, “What will you do now?”
 
   I blew out a long breath. “I’ve got to stop this guy. It’s my job. It’s the right thing to do. And if it got serious enough, Alastor might even compel me.”
 
   Miller shook his head.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why would your… patron… care one way or another?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know the specifics, but the Fallen are all about collecting souls. I don’t know what they do with them. Maybe souls are a currency or a power source. Whatever the answer, the Fallen are greedy for them and they hate sharing.”
 
   Father Miller stared at me for a moment as if he almost believed me. Then he smiled and the moment was gone. “Demons and devils. Always fighting each other. The nature of evil. It’s so ridiculous. Pointless. Scrambling for power just to be brought down. It’s so much easier to be good.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s for damn sure. Sorry. Thanks for listening. I need to get back to it.”
 
   “Alright. Good luck. Go with God. Have faith that He will see you through this.”
 
   I wished it was true, but I’d signed the pact. No way out of it. I’d committed the greatest blasphemy. I’d sold my eternity. If I’d known—truly known—what was at stake… Ah, I could have beaten myself up all day. It got me nowhere.
 
   “Thanks Father, but I got myself into this. I think God’s going to let me lie in the bed I’ve made. It’s up to me to figure things out.”
 
   He shrugged. “Don’t overcomplicate things.”
 
   I bid him a good afternoon and found my car, thinking over what he’d said. Swinging by a Burger King and Walmart, I got home at a decent hour. It was times like these I wish I had cable, but with a portion of my wages disappearing into Alastor’s web of bank accounts, I couldn’t afford too many luxuries. Or any. I’d never finish my damned basement.
 
   Sitting idly in my living room for about ten minutes, I got the itch. I hadn’t done enough. I didn’t know enough. I’d written my reports, analyzed the few facts I had, and I’d exhausted my mind thinking through a dozen theories. What else could I do?
 
   I noticed one of the demonology books I’d just bought from Harkin. The old, leather-bound tome documented various encounters with demons during the late medieval period in Europe. Those maniacs would summon various kinds of demons to learn the arcane secrets of the cosmos, answers to any question they thought to pose.
 
   The time I’d spent in the Stanton’s store the previous evening really helped me put some pieces together. I grabbed my new tome and flipped through the ancient text. Most widely available books of demonology were works of calculated misinformation meant to waste a would-be wizard’s time or to get them killed. One of the first things I’d learned was how to distinguish ancient bullshit from relevant historical documents. That was part of the reason I’d spent so much time at the Stanton’s. Good stuff there.
 
   Actual grimoires were rare and getting rarer all the time.  Supernatural beings didn’t like books that provided formulae on how to trap, compel, and enslave them. Being in a pact, I related wholeheartedly.
 
   I stared at the text of the thick book for a solid minute. Could I do it? Should I? What could I learn by summoning one of the Exiled, a being of vast years, immeasurable power, and unfathomable evil? Was I no better than those maniacs in medieval times?
 
   “Oh. Oh no. This is a bad idea.”
 
   I got up anyway.
 
   A few minutes later, I was in my basement opening up the half dozen books I’d need to reference for the summoning. I’d gotten a legitimate copy of the Lesser Key of Solomon early in my career as a warlock. Old Solomon had been quite the heavy hitter back in his day and his legacy still stood for those in mystical circles. Getting my own copy was another reason I hadn’t finished the basement.
 
   Contrary to the mainstream versions of the Lesser Key, the ranks listed within genuine copies were far more accurate. Not to discredit King Solomon, but the most powerful demon he’d ever summoned could at best go toe-to-toe with Alastor. I wasn’t complaining. A neophyte like me needed all the breaks I could get.
 
   I recalled some of the research I did at Stanton’s Rare Books and cross-referenced my own tomes. Settling on a demon named Ipos, I got to work setting up a summoning circle. A mental litany of reasons why it was a bad idea drifted through my head, which I unwisely ignored.
 
   Following the instructions precisely, I gathered iron filings, a brass chain, and a plastic condiment bottle of goat’s blood. I took my time. Not only was I conjuring one of the Exiled, I was going to force it to speak the truth to me. It wouldn’t be happy about it.
 
   Running the chain in a Seal of Solomon pattern, I created the inner barrier. An hour passed as I drew arcane runes and symbols. In the center of the summoning circle, I placed a small mound of grave soil and formed a depression on top. The handful of ice I placed would melt slowly, keeping it moist while I finished the rest of the sigils. I arranged animal bones and candles made from fat in vaguely geometric patterns.
 
   It was nearly nine o’clock when I finished backing up by backup circles. I was low on supplies and it would be a few weeks before I could afford to restock, but better for my bank account to bleed than me. I could always earn more money. I just had to survive pissing off one of the Exiled. I make such good life decisions.
 
   The incantation was long and difficult, full of odd sounds my English-speaking tongue couldn’t quite form properly. I had to repeat the spell three times—the magic number—to get the full effect. There was a pop followed by the sound of radio static and a disturbing ripping noise before the spatial hole opened.
 
   Thick smoke and virulent green light spewed forth from the rupture. An odd, deep keening hit me like bass at a rock concert. At first I tolerated it, but as a minute passed, I got a sea-sick feeling. I was swaying and my vision grew fuzzy. If I lost my concentration, I’d have failed before I’d even begun.
 
   I focused on the billowing fog that filled the hexagonal column made by the brass chain. Something moved through it, barely visible. It churned in on itself and I saw the vague form of limbs and a distorted head. The vapor gathered, gaining shape and color.
 
   Finally, an insubstantial creature formed.
 
   The face was a cross between a human and a lion, the maw full of vicious canines. Giant wings of black feathers arced up from its back. Its feet were wide and webbed, knees reversed. A long tail snaked idly behind it. Unlike Alastor, the demon remained semi-transparent and ethereal. Only powerful magic could give an Exiled like Ipos a physical form in my world, not the dismal bit of juju I’d just used.
 
   I knew I should be intimidated or outright afraid of the being, but all I saw was a reject from the ThunderCats cartoon. It crossed its furry arms and draped its wings over its shoulders like a cloak. It was a being ancient beyond my understanding and I felt like laughing at it.
 
   “Ah, not again,” the entity snarled. It shook its mane and set its predatory gaze on me. “Another mortal stupid enough to invoke my wrath. The last still screams in my realm. Should I replace him with you or just hang you by your entrails next to him?”
 
   “Be silent,” I said calmly.
 
   The taut brass chains hummed. Ipos’s eyes widened, but it said nothing.
 
   That’s a good sign.
 
   “Make no more threats against me. Make no attempt to break the circle. Speak if you understand my commands.”
 
   It snorted. “I understand that you are a fool playing with powers that will undo you. My kind has long memories. I will have your soul, mortal.”
 
   “My soul is already accounted for.”
 
   Ipos didn’t miss a beat. “Ah. So what does a thrall of the Fallen want with me?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Soft green light washed over the walls of my basement like the ceiling over an indoor swimming pool at night. Luckily, I had tinted plastic coverings over the window wells. I would’ve hated for my neighbors to have some reason to poke around. They’d have seen me chatting up a demon.
 
   “Rumor has it your kind can see the past, present, and future. Can you?” I asked the Outworld denizen, pacing around the magical cage to dispel my anxiety.
 
   “On your world, yes,” it said, its ethereal form turning to face me as I walked around.
 
   “So, you can tell me of events here?”
 
   The ever-shifting cloud roiled for a moment. Small flashes of light flared wherever the cloud touched the magical barrier. The creature reconstituted itself after a minute and I repeated my question.
 
   “If I bothered to look, I could tell you of the birth of man or its end,” Ipos replied, trying to awe me with its very nature.
 
   Tired of playing games, I tested the strength of my power over the Exiled being. “Answer me directly. Which of the Exiled is trying to open a Gate to my world?”
 
   Within the six-sided column, lines of light so thin I could barely see them shot forth in random directions from the hundreds of brass links lying on the floor. The luminescent fish line held the incorporeal demon tightly, pierced through a thousand times. Pale light pulsed through every strand causing searing agony to the spiritual creature.
 
   “Which of the Exiled?” it cried, enraged at the pain my spell had placed it in. “Every single one of us is trying to open a Gate to your realm!”
 
   “Which one is doing it now?” I demanded, raising my voice into a near shout.
 
   Ipos twitched as the brass chain’s humming intensified and the mystical wires pulsed again. “Your question has no meaning. Now? What does that mean to one of the eternal? Time here, time there. They are different beasts.”
 
   I was angry, but I understood what it meant. Where the demon came from, time was something different than it was on Earth. I couldn’t expect it to answer a question it didn’t comprehend. I decided to switch tactics.
 
   “Okay, fine. What does it take to complete a Gate spell?”
 
   The demon grinned viciously. “Brass and glass. Stone and bone. Rust and dust. Blood and mud. A place devoid of life and the sacrifice of a mortal soul. Do you wish to try it? I will forgive your trespass if you open the mortal realm to me.”
 
   “Of course not,” I retorted. “You think I’d ever be stupid enough to let your kind on Earth? Go to Hell.”
 
   Ipos laughed. I didn’t know why until I realized that the brass chain glowed red hot. All it took was one link breaking to end my control over the demon. A dozen links stretched open and snapped simultaneously as the piercing lines faded out completely. Just my luck. The demon surged forward and struck the magical barrier just outside the bits of brass-turned-slag.
 
   There was a flash of light at the soft impact of the incorporeal demon. Ipos floated back, its form even more transparent. Tendrils of vapor gathered back into its body. It snarled and began roaring profanity, making promises about the torture I’d endure when it got free.
 
   “Be gone!” I shouted, dispelling my conjuration. “You have no place in this world!”
 
   Just as before, a sense of vertigo washed over me as the rupture reopened. Nausea growing, I fell to my knees as the rip drew Ipos back into the Outworld, the warped realm in which it belonged. Barely audible babbling emanated from the hole this time. I tried not to listen, but the murmuring penetrated my mental defenses and got into my mind. I shouted wordlessly in defiance of the maddening pain and noise.
 
   “I will see you soon, foolish mortal,” Ipos said, its voice twisted and nearly drowned out by the cacophony of insanity. “This is what awaits you.”
 
   The ethereal demon was suddenly sucked in and the fissure closed with a thunderous pop. I fell back shivering and twitching, Ipos’s voice echoing in my head. In my mind’s eye, images of impossible places floated alongside visions of perverse creatures I couldn’t comprehend. I felt lost and hopelessly confused by the psychic backlash.
 
   I shut my eyes tightly and found myself adrift in another place. A familiar place, though I couldn’t pin it down. I swore I’d been there before, in the smothering darkness. Real darkness, not the red my Devil’s Sight made the real world.
 
   I wasn’t in the real world anymore.
 
   Like a dream, my surroundings shifted constantly. For one moment, I was in the burned out remains of some war-torn, third world hovel. The next, I was trapped in a hellscape of jagged rock and sulfurous flame. Anything out of my direct line of sight faded away into vague shapes. 
 
   I struggled to find something solid to hold onto, some thought from which to form an anchor. I tried visualizing my ex-wife, but the picture of Jessica was torn away by the disembodied claws of a hundred vile creatures flying around just out of my sight. I tried to remember Father Miller’s voice, but the howling winds of my nightmare drowned him out.
 
   I screamed over the relentless din to hear something normal and the environment changed again. Suddenly, I hovered over an ethereal cemetery, the dead reaching out of their graves to draw me in. Above me, the sky was the color of bruised flesh. In place of the stars were countless eyes, wobbling around until they tracked onto me. As they focused, I sensed the mad wills behind those eyes trying to force their way into my already fragile mind.
 
   I squirmed and struggled, but my weightless body went nowhere. I felt the putrid nails of the corpses beneath me as they gouged my back. I couldn’t endure and my only choices were being devoured or driven insane. Parallel to the ground, I looked “up” toward a dilapidated chapel as the constant drone died out.
 
   A mist rapidly crawled over the dead grass, obscuring it.
 
   With a single downward flap of his bat-like wings, Alastor rose through the mist, through the ground itself somehow. My patron appeared as he did when I summoned him, only larger and more menacing. I had no idea if the Alastor before me was another figment of my turbulent psyche or an actual manifestation.
 
   Whatever he was, my tumultuous mind stabilized and the environment changed subtly, though not much in the way of improvement. I drifted toward him and slowly spun, ending up standing before the mighty Fallen. Black ash and hot embers started falling around the two of us like color-inverted snow. Smoke replaced the mist and settled in, obscuring the surrounding area beyond a few dozen feet. Only the entrance to the decrepit church and a few headstones remained visible in the ambient haze.
 
   It was suddenly quiet, like a mournful winter morning without the cold. The pain receded, though a sense of melancholy replaced it. Every jumbled emotion I felt settled into near-apathy, almost pleasant in comparison. Without the jarring transition between dreamscapes, my nausea abated.
 
   “My foolish thrall. What have you done?” Alastor asked as he crossed his arms and regarded me with an air of superiority. “Glimpsing the Outworld? Greater men than you have gone mad from it. What good would you be to me locked in an asylum?”
 
   “I-it’s always about y-you, isn’t it?” I muttered, shuddering uncontrollably.
 
   Alastor growled. “Ungrateful and small-minded. You should drop to your knees and thank me every time I grace you with my presence. This pact has brought you up from the ranks of the sheep. It’s not my fault that you continue to live as one.”
 
   I didn’t know if I was arguing with the real Alastor, but it felt good to yell at something. It helped me feel something more than loss and numbness. It made me feel human.
 
   “You didn’t do me any favors! You preyed on my ignorance and made me a tool for evil. You’ve damned me!”
 
   “I saved your wife!” he roared, wings stretching out in some instinctual reaction to threaten me. “You’re the one who lost her! Tell me, do you ever regret it? Does the thought of her with her new family—her new husband—make you wish you let her die in agony?”
 
   Every talk with Father Miller meant nothing in the face of Alastor’s question. If I had let her die, she’d be at the pearly gates or whatever actually happened to the souls of the good. But twenty-two years was too short a life. 
 
   She always wanted a family.
 
   I couldn’t form any other response.
 
   “No. I don’t regret it.”
 
   The devil laughed and I hated it. That laughter always got under my skin, like barbed wire crawling under my shoulder blades. Alastor loved to gloat. Winning wasn’t enough for one of the Fallen. He had to lord the victory over the losers.
 
   “And what have I made you do?” my patron asked. “Obscure a few money trails? Arrest a few criminals?”
 
   “I have to send souls to Hell,” I said, my voice growing hoarse.
 
   Alastor sighed impatiently. “You don’t listen very well, Landon. The souls you mark are already bound for Hell. You simply ensure they come to my realm.”
 
   “Funny how they all seem to die shortly after I meet them.”
 
   “Fate is fickle.”
 
   “You’re a son of a bitch,” I spat at the creature.
 
   “Landon, please.” The massive devil knelt down and leaned in close. If it was an illusion, it was a damned good one. I could smell the ammonia-stench of its slimy maw. “Don’t be obnoxious. We’re in the same business, you and I.”
 
   “How do you figure that?”
 
   “You apprehend the guilty and I punish them. It’s the Creator’s will. If that wasn’t planned from the beginning, then why is it so? No one is powerful enough to defy the Creator. No god, fey, angel, spirit, or man. You say that I force you to do ‘evil’, but I only force you to do your job. Think on that, thrall.”
 
   My patron dismissed me with a casual motion. Though his clawed hand never touched me, a force pushed me back. My head whipped forward violently, but I moved in slow motion through the raining ash. I shut my eyes for only a moment. 
 
   The transition was instantaneous, something I couldn’t even comprehend. I’d had surreal nightmares before, but nothing like this. What the hell had just happened?
 
   I was curled up in a ball at the base of the stairs that led to the main level of my house. I sat up and the cramps in my arms and legs seized my limbs. I could tell I hadn’t moved in hours. Regaining my bearings took several minutes. I’d woken up after a college kegger feeling better than I did then. I wiped the drool off my face.
 
   Summoning demons… dangerous. I wrote that down in my mental notebook of stupid shit I’d done. A hole into the Outworld smaller than a CD had nearly unraveled my sanity. And Ipos called that place home.
 
   I groggily looked around realizing that meager light filled the basement despite the fluorescents being off. I blinked my sandy eyes, banishing the afterimages of the living nightmare I’d just endured. Then it hit me.
 
   “God have mercy,” I groaned as the first ray of dawn lit up the window wells. “I have to go to work.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   “Just a few scrapes and bruises?” Phil asked as he sat down across from me in the conference room. He set a fat stack of files down, pulling the top one off. He purposely didn’t look at my face as he leaned back in his chair and opened the manila folder.
 
   “Nothing serious,” I lied before sucking down more coffee. “I got it squared away with the police. Now… I’ve got a few leads from my old case files.”
 
   He believed my little fibs and let me change the subject without pressing me further on the events of the weekend.
 
   “Good,” Phil said before sliding a folder over to me. “Autopsy report on the victim at the scene. Look at the tox panel.”
 
   I was a little surprised by that, since it usually took a few weeks to get lab work done. I guessed the pressure from the Department of Defense big wigs really lit a fire under someone’s ass. Probably a whole department. I hoped they got overtime.
 
   I scanned the unfamiliar document and flipped back a few pages. I hadn’t looked at a report like that since my first year out of the academy. “Lorazepam and ketamine. The victim was sedated. That fits with what I learned about the ritual.”
 
   “Our perp really sacrificed him,” Phil said, voicing the realization. “Sick.”
 
   He had no idea how sick our perp could get. “Looks like we have an ID on the victim thanks to the dentals. We can get some local uniforms to track down next of kin and get a look at his life. Maybe see where he would’ve run into our killer.”
 
   “Already happening. Good to see all that time at your desk hasn’t made you completely useless.” Phil said it jokingly, but I knew there was some truth intertwined in the words. “What else have you found?”
 
   Framing my response correctly was crucial. I couldn’t give away too much without drawing the wrong kind of attention. Phil was a good investigator and I didn’t want him looking at me too closely.
 
   “The ritual calls for some rather odd materials and a human sacrifice. Dark stuff, I know. I typed up a list and likely places to find them.” 
 
   Some policemen would run down the shops where it was possible to procure the bizarre assortment of items. I purposely excluded Harkin’s. I didn’t want to bump into anybody from work if I went there.
 
   The list was pretty generic. Ipos’s rhyming had been vague. Still, I’d come up with some likely candidates by cross-referencing my Lesser Key. From my limited understanding, components for spells were often symbolic, serving only as foci for the various mystical energies that floated around naturally. The cynical part of my mind bemoaned the fact that I was basically wasting someone’s time with this goose chase.
 
   Clearing my throat after another gulp of coffee, I said, “I think it’s safe to assume that our perp is pretty obsessed with the details. He’ll want to get everything right.”
 
   “Which means he’ll snatch another person,” Phil said, rubbing his chin. “I’ll have the police fill us in on any new missing persons reported. They’ll have to waive that forty-eight hour bullshit though.”
 
   “The sedatives… are they hard to track?” With money, there was always a trail. You just had to follow it through all the convoluted twists and turns. Viewing this case in the same light helped me sift through the information.
 
   “Any hospital will have the stuff,” Phil said. “Probably vets as well. Unless we had bar codes on the vials themselves... The drugs may be a dead end, but the fact that the dosage was correct tells us something.”
 
   I jotted a note on the legal pad in front of me. Medical training. Occult obsession. Needs a private, secluded location. “Have we got anywhere on the scene? Who knew about the suspension of construction? How could the perp get onto the base with a sedated guy?”
 
   Phil scratched his head. “Police are interviewing staff, but they’ve got a lot of guys to track down and it’s been three months since Daniels and McGraw pulled the plug. Anyone on that crew would’ve known the ins and outs of the site.”
 
   Knowing that some sites tried to protect copper fixtures and such furnishings from would-be thieves, I asked, “No cameras?”
 
   “Yeah, there were a few, but they went dead that night.”
 
   “Tampering?” I asked, though I figured the perp hexed the power before he went in. Magically inclined creatures and individuals all knew how to do that in the modern age. Well, all except me.
 
   If he is so good with magic, why didn’t he hit me with some spell that night? I’d have liked to believe I was just too much warlock for the demon to handle, but I wasn’t that delusional. I’d kept it off balance with hellfire, but was that enough to stop a magic user of the ability I assumed necessary for the other rituals I’d seen?
 
   Phil shook his head. “No evidence of it. The breakers were blown like a power surge though. Too much of a coincidence for me to buy it. Our perp might have some engineering expertise as well.”
 
   “Maybe.” 
 
   That bit would skew the official profile, but I couldn’t tell Phil that the killer had used magic to fry some circuits.
 
   I saw that the report stated a witness saw one guy fleeing the scene, though only a rough description was given in the statement. If someone interfered with the Gate ritual, maybe the witness saw him, her, or it. “How sure are we that it’s a single perp? If the power was out… Lugging a drugged victim up around sounds like a major chore.”
 
    “Our witness was pretty sure, but I suppose we have to consider the alternatives. You think it’s some kind of cult?”
 
   “Could be,” I said without much confidence. “If so, not too many would’ve been at the scene though. That dorm room was rather small.”
 
   “You could fit two dozen people in that bedroom,” Phil fired back, testing my theory.
 
   I shook my head. “No way. No one would stand in the circle or within a foot of it. It’s an occult thing. Only the victim and our perp were within the drawing.”
 
   “Alright,” he said, deferring to me graciously. “Could have been a small number of individuals or a single fit person hauling the victim around. Then they split and only one guy did the ritual. He gets spotted on the way out.”
 
   I nodded absently. So many things weren’t adding up. If the perp was a wizard skilled enough to hex the building’s grid, why had he needed a drug cocktail to keep his victim sedated? From my own abilities, I knew that messing with minds was hard. What about putting people to sleep? Was that so hard that a wizard would prefer to just dose someone with drugs?
 
   I just didn’t know enough. My stubborn denial of the supernatural aspects of my life stopped me from exploring magic and it was really cutting my legs out from under me. I kicked myself for the stupidity of it.
 
   One of the crime scene photos slid out of the folder as I got up to refill my coffee. As I sat back down, it caught my eye. I thought of something Harkin said. 
 
   How did the fire start?
 
   In the photo, a piece of blackened glass stuck out among the charcoal remains in the center of the circle. That’s about two yards from the window. Could it have fallen in that far? 
 
   Arson was one of many fields in which I wasn’t versed, but I’d have thought the fire would blow the glass out of the room. If that was the case, how had that glass gotten to the center of the room?
 
   “I think we should find out how this fire got started.”
 
   Phil jumped at the chance to leave the office. “The fire marshal is finishing the inspection today. I’ll let him know we’re on our way.”
 
   I looked down at my freshly filled coffee cup and sighed.
 
   When we arrived at the scene, a Security Police airman lifted the yellow tape that blocked the door and let us pass. The fire marshal hadn’t arrived. Once inside the former dorm, I made my way to the bunk room while my partner made a call.
 
   I was starting to get why Phil preferred the actual scene to photos and reports. You could get a feel for a place just by standing in it. I wondered if there was any supernatural mumbo-jumbo to support that claim. I mean, I knew that going in a church made me feel like I had acid in my veins, but normal places...
 
   “The marshal is due in a few minutes,” Phil said as he rejoined me. “They’re ready to close the scene and let the insurance and construction companies back in.”
 
   A man with graying hair and a white shirt bedecked in firemen’s regalia arrived in five or so minutes and ran through his report. He was curt and professional which made the tedious process easier. Nobody was interested in wasting time or having their time wasted.
 
   All three of us stood in the center of what used to be a summoning circle. I knew I shouldn’t have felt uncomfortable, but the thought of an Exiled stepping through into the mortal realm unsettled me. The fire marshal continued his discourse, pointing at the room’s only window. “This is the apparent source of ignition.”
 
   “You mean it started from here?” I stared out the empty and charred window trying to imagine what could have caused the fire to take the path it did.
 
   “Yes, you can see that the damage is worst here,” the marshal explained. “Forensics will be able to determine the accelerant in a few weeks. There was a sustained flame here.” He pointed to the area around the window.
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “None of these materials would catch with a flash.”
 
   A sustained fire… I suddenly doubted the forensics team would be able to find an accelerant. I was gazing at the aftermath of a magical firefight. Someone had come and crashed my perp’s party, probably a wizard with more skill or a bad-ass angel. It might have accounted for the different skill levels I’d seen in the facts. A shy wizard might have hexed the building’s electrical too.
 
   I didn’t know how to propose this new theory without sounding crazy. Magic made a lot of things possible. It could have been an angel with a flamethrower flying around outside for all I knew. Thinking of angels… and their Chosen…
 
   Maybe Detective Mendoza can shed some light on the situation.
 
   After a few calls earlier in the morning and some digging, I had turned up some information about Detective Evelyn Mendoza. I’d make use of it later. For the time being, I returned my attention to Phil and the fire marshal.
 
   I listened patiently as the marshal finished his report. Phil asked some pointed questions that would never have occurred to me. All the while, I debated whether to introduce the idea of a third party that might have been trying to kill our perp.
 
   If matters had been mundane in nature, I would certainly decry vigilantism, but as things were… The fewer normal people that got involved, the better. If I could wrap this up quietly, with no more bodies and a plausible explanation for the records, I wouldn’t lose any sleep.
 
   I stared at the oily shadow still clinging to the wall. Whatever the creature had been, it likely died at the hands—or magic rather—of the being responsible for starting the fire. This investigation is putting me between two opposing forces. 
 
   Even if I sided with the one trying to stop the opening of the Gate, there was no guarantee I’d get a free pass. If I crossed the wrong line, I could end up as some supernatural being’s liability. I doubted I’d get much sympathy when I said I was just doing my job.
 
   “Anything to add?” Phil asked, breaking me from my daze.
 
   “No,” I said. “Let’s see what the police turned up with the victim’s ID.”
 
   Phil thanked the marshal and we saw ourselves out. As the marshal turned down the stairs ahead of us, Phil said, “I’m not sure who’s going to be our liaison with DPD, but they’re expecting us at precinct three.”
 
   I struggled to keep the grin from my face. One of my earlier calls had been to the District Three Police Department. I knew exactly who our point of contact would be. I doubted she’d be happy to see me, but she’d made it clear she wanted in on the case. I was going to enjoy watching her squirm as I gave her instructions. It’d be a nice turn of the tables considering how she’d had a gun pointed to my head.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Phil drove again, since my Buick was parked safely in the FBI lot. I chatted idly, asking after his family. His youngest had just started kindergarten and his oldest was a freshman. His half-assed bitching about them told me how much he loved his kids and how fiercely proud of the brats he was. Hearing about it was hard, though I kept a smile. Kids weren’t in my future anymore.
 
   When we arrived, the gray haired desk sergeant called for our liaison in a brusque tone. A few minutes later, Detective Mendoza stalked out to the front. She wore jeans, a deep purple shirt under a fitted suit coat, and a severe expression which I was starting to think of as permanently ingrained. 
 
   “Hi,” I said with a wide smile. I stretched out my hand cordially as if meeting her for the first time. “I’m Special Agent Landon Graves and this is my partner, Special Agent Phil Calhan. We’re handling the murder investigation related to the Lowry dorm fire.”
 
   I saw the suppressed disgust in her face as she hesitated. Finally, she shook my hand firmly. “Detective Mendoza.”
 
   “Have you had a chance to review the case file?” Phil asked getting straight to business. She nodded. “Good. There have been a few new developments.”
 
   She glanced at me and I winked. Her lips curled into a slight frown. “Then let’s get each other up to speed, because I’ve got the latest on our end.”
 
   Mendoza led us to a small office where Phil recounted our progress in the investigation, most of which she’d heard from me on Saturday night. She listened patiently and avoided looking at me, which was difficult in the tight confines of her office. As my partner spoke, I scanned the room discreetly, spotting two picture frames. One showed a happy older couple that must have been her parents. The other showed a pair of kids too old to be hers.
 
   She’s the tough aunt, I figured, eyes falling on an old and chipped clay cup she used to hold pens and pencils. It had to be a kid’s craft project. And maybe the favorite too.
 
   I forced her to acknowledge me when I said, “Our working theory is that our perp is a delusional man who believes he is opening a doorway to Earth for demons to come through.” I chose my words carefully, unsure when I’d be able to speak with the detective alone again. “Whatever possessed the man to do this, he is to be considered extremely dangerous.”
 
   Phil added, “We don’t know what he used to start the fire in the dormitory yet or if it was even intentional arson. If he’s savvy with chemistry like we think he is, who knows what else he’s cooked up.”
 
   Mendoza took it all in stride and sternly said, “We’ll be careful in any places we search. Now, let’s focus on what we know. The victim was one ‘Evan Kent’ according to the dental records secured by the coroner. The gang unit had a short dossier on him. He was a small time hustler that typically worked out of Adair Park and the surrounding neighborhoods.”
 
   My eyebrows shot up. That was close to where James Thompson lived. “You have a last known address? And a map?”
 
   She grudgingly found one and unfolded it over her cluttered desk. I nearly gaped as she pointed out the location. It couldn’t have been more than three blocks from Thompson’s apartment. And I got attacked in that same area. The would-be demon summoner hadn’t ventured far from his haunt to get his thug and mortal sacrifice. But he went miles out of his way to the apartment for the ritual… Why?
 
   It was solid enough to look into further, but explaining the connection to Phil without mentioning James Thompson was impossible.  I had to ditch Phil to chase down this lead. My mind puzzled over how to do that without raising any suspicions.
 
   Mendoza gave me a pointed look. “Does that neighborhood hold any significance?”
 
   I kept my face neutral. “No, I just hear that’s a rough area. A real hellhole.”
 
   Phil jumped in. “And it’s several miles from our crime scene. Figuring out how our perp got Kent onto that Air Force base could shake a few more things loose.”
 
   “I’ll get some uniforms to canvas the area,” the detective said, eyes lingering on me.
 
   “Will you be joining them?” I asked, giving her a telling look.
 
   Mendoza seemed to pick up on my hint. “I may. I have other cases working right now.”
 
   “We all have other cases,” Phil said. “Let’s chase down these leads while they’re fresh. There is a killer on the loose and the DOD is watching.”
 
   He was basically saying that since the FBI was involved, our needs were more important than whatever else she had going on. I could see her jaw tense, but she swallowed whatever retort she had coming. “Of course.”
 
   I sensed an opportunity. “Hey, Phil. I’d like to follow up on a few things with the police. Why don’t you crosscheck the statements from the construction crew and see if anything pops with this new information. Maybe I can tag along when they go canvassing the area. I’ll catch up with you later.”
 
   He looked at me questioningly. “I’d prefer to—”
 
   I leaned in sharply and whispered, “Look, it’s been a while since I’ve been on the street. Some legwork would be good for me.”
 
   My partner nodded and patted me on the back approvingly. “Do you need me to send someone with your car?”
 
   I smiled. “No, I’m sure Detective Mendoza can help me with transportation.”
 
   Phil thanked Mendoza and headed out to do the paper-pushing grunt work that so often led to arrests. Though that might have been the norm, the rules didn’t apply when the supernatural happened. This case wasn’t going to be solved in a traditional way.
 
   I waited for a few moments after the door closed behind Phil before turning to Detective Mendoza. She crossed her arms and stared angrily. Luckily, there was nothing holy about the irritation or the small room would have felt like a casket heading for cremation.
 
   “Evelyn,” I said, giving what I considered a winning smile. “I think we got off on the wrong foot the other night. How about we start over—”
 
   “Stuff it,” she said, showing no surprise that I knew her name. “I know you took that guy’s ID. What did you find out about him? You lit up like the Fourth of July when I gave you that address. He lived in the same area?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, amazed that they hadn’t tracked down his residence. No car maybe? “The name of the departed is James Thompson. Our perp hit him with some kind of loyalty spell. Once he started shaking off the compulsion to kill me…”
 
   “He got fried,” she finished with a slight grimace. “So, do you think the perp is some kind of ritualist or a full-fledged wizard?”
 
   Detective Mendoza knew a thing or two about the occult, it seemed. I’d have to keep that in mind. I kept my face neutral to prevent her from seeing how impressed I was.
 
   “Worse,” I said. “He’s possessed by one of the Exiled.”
 
   She leveled her eyes at me. “You sound awfully sure about that.”
 
   “I was attacked,” I said quietly. “Outside Thompson’s apartment complex. The demon’s in full control. The host wasn’t even fighting at all.”
 
   “He’s willing then,” she whispered regretfully. “Or he might as well be. Anything else?”
 
   I grinned. “As a matter of fact… if you’ll start up your computer, I have some phone numbers that can narrow down where the demon jockey’s been.”
 
   The Chosen sat in her chair and turned on the monitor to her computer. “What’s the number?”
 
   I gave the first six. “Don’t know the last.”
 
   She shrugged and started typing. I leaned over to see the little flags that popped up on the simple, virtual map displayed on the screen. Stopping to glare over her shoulder, Mendoza silently told me to respect her personal space. I gave an apologetic look and stepped back.
 
   She shivered and returned to the task. I frowned to myself. As a warlock, my very proximity made her skin crawl. It was enough to give a guy a complex. I saved the self-pity for later when it wouldn’t hurt the case.
 
   “Two are disconnected, but this one…” Tapping a finger on the screen, she said, “What are the odds that Evan Kent, James Thompson, and this payphone are all in a three block radius?”
 
   “Uh, by the way you framed that question, I’d say the odds are pretty good.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “It looks like that is a good place to start looking.”
 
   “Do you want to risk bringing uniforms?”
 
   After chewing on her lip for a moment, she replied, “Seems like a bad idea.” She shut off her monitor and stood suddenly. “We’ll go in alone. Less paperwork that way.”
 
   “We?” I said. “Did I miss something? I thought you didn’t trust me.”
 
   “I don’t,” she clarified, sliding past me.
 
   “But, you just—”
 
   “You’re not the only one who did some digging. Your file makes some interesting reading, especially when I fill in a few of the gaps with what I know after meeting you.”
 
   Oh no. I don’t need this. I looked around for some kind of exit, but she blocked off the door by shifting half a step. I wasn’t about to force my way past her. She wouldn’t shoot me inside her own precinct, would she? Would she even have to shoot?
 
   “You didn’t join the FBI until after your wife recovered from cancer. Chronic lymphocytic leukemia… what’s the recovery rate on that?”
 
   She even pronounced it correctly. I gave up any hope of escape. “Is there a point somewhere in all this?”
 
   Mendoza crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. “I’m saying I get why you did it. For her. Your wife.”
 
   “Ex-wife.”
 
   She snorted in amusement. “It was a stupid move. Very stupid. But I guess your heart was in the right place. Sort of.”
 
   “And where does that leave my soul?”
 
   The detective shrugged. “You made your bed. Anyway, I’m saying that I have an idea of the man you were.”
 
   Were… The past tense stung. I tried to keep my nose clean in regard to the whole pact thing. I tried to do good things when I could. Like hunting down a demon-possessed summoner bent on opening a Gate to the Outworld. That left “good” pretty far behind...
 
   “So, you know me well enough to go chasing after a demon-possessed maniac with me?”
 
   “Something like that,” she said, my attempts at humor failing one after the other. “Can you ditch your partner for more than a few hours?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll just tell him I’m trying to work my charms on you.”
 
   She glared hard and I felt the righteous fervor gather up like some wolf with its hackles rising. “You really have no idea how close I am to putting a bullet in your head. If not for this summoner, I may have already done it. Don’t think your sob story is going to help you.”
 
   “You’re a cop. You can’t just kill me.”
 
   She stepped closer to me and jabbed a finger into my chest. “I’ve been chosen for a divine purpose. And, yes I am a cop. I know exactly how to ‘disappear’ a body.”
 
   “I see you’ve put a lot of thought into this.” Mendoza’s brow furled in anger and looking at her started to hurt.
 
   “I have,” she said slowly. The tone drove home how little remorse she would have had for ending someone like me.
 
   “Well, I’ve been thinking about you too,” I said with a sly grin.
 
   I couldn’t let her know that she scared me. The shameless flirting had a purpose. So long as she didn’t consider me a threat, I might have been able to keep things from escalating. In the worst case, she might underestimate my abilities, giving me the edge I’d need to survive.
 
   Mendoza stared blankly for a moment. I winked. She rolled her eyes in disgust and shoved me away. I bumped into her pair of filing cabinets, noticing they were solidly filled. The woman got the job done… or took on more than she could handle.
 
   Since I’d gotten her off the war path, I plead my case. “Look, we both want the same thing here. This guy’s got to be stopped. Believe it or not, you’ve got nothing to fear from me.”
 
   “Your kind are deceivers. You’ll attack me when I’m weakest.”
 
   I was getting a little sick of the tirade from the ivory tower, though she described exactly what my warlock instincts demanded I do. “Then why bother with it? Why take the risk if you’re so sure I’m going to turn on you?”
 
   Raising my voice seemed to surprise her. She looked away. “Who else could?”
 
   Faith. It was a hell of a thing. I wanted to assure her that she could trust me, but every word in that direction would only have gotten her to dig her heels in more. I didn’t know what to do. She seemed to understand more about warlocks than I did.
 
   She didn’t let the pause grow awkward. “Then let’s not waste any more time. I’ll drive.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The ride in Mendoza’s Crown Victoria was awkward to say the least. I’d half-expected her to insist I sit in the back behind the Plexiglas. I made an ill-advised attempt at small talk, but she glanced sideways at me dismissively. Clearly, she had no opinion about the balmy weather.
 
   Defaulting to another standby, I opened my mouth to ask about her family, but I realized what a mistake that would have been. Having a warlock show interest in her family could be the last little push she needed to straight up shoot me. God, I hate awkward silence.
 
   “So... being Chosen,” I said to the side of her face. “Does that come with good dental?”
 
   She sighed and turned on the radio, reading my unease as if I’d advertised it on a billboard. Classical? You’re full of surprises.
 
   I gave up on casual conversation. She wouldn’t let her guard down while I was around. When the musical piece finally ended, I reverted to business.
 
   “So what’s the plan of attack once we get there?” I asked, keeping my tone neutral.
 
   She eyed me warily before answering, “We’ll start at the payphone. I might be able to... follow his trail.”
 
   I frowned to myself. I had no idea what capabilities a Chosen had or what her limits were. I had to trust her. I guessed that was easier for me, since she was literally on the side of the angels.
 
   “We need to be discreet,” I added. “He’s already used magic to compel one person to follow me. It stands to reason that he could have more lackeys.”
 
   “How many more?”
 
   “I have no idea.” I wished I could have given a better answer. “Magic isn’t really a strong suit for me.” I mentally cringed. Stupid move. I shouldn’t give away that kind of information to somebody that may try to kill me one day. Maybe one day soon.
 
   She only nodded, her disappointment barely evident in her furled brow. “You’ve faced him. What can we expect?”
 
   I blew out a long breath as I recalled what the man had transformed into during our previous encounter. “Claws, acidic saliva, extra eyes, and fangs enough to give Jaws a case of the willies. You know, typical demon stuff.”
 
   As an unintended result of my blithe tone, I got a subtle reaction from the woman I hadn’t expected. She kept her face just a little too still. The Chosen didn’t want me to know that she had never faced a demon before.
 
   “Well, that makes two of us,” I muttered quietly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I said he left a magical trap of sorts in the apartment of James Thompson.” I wondered how much of her stern defensive nature came from her proximity to me. Maybe she was always like that. “Nothing fancy, but it alerted him.”
 
   “So,” Mendoza said, “Magic traps, an unknown number of henchmen, and something out of a horror movie. Did I miss anything?” 
 
   It might have been funny if not for her tone.
 
   “No,” I remarked, “that just about sums it up.”
 
   We got to the neighborhood and she slowed to a conspicuous crawl as we approached the convenience store with the payphone in question. I scanned for security cameras. Pulling tape might have helped to ID the perp, especially if he’d loitered for any amount of time waiting for a call. I said as much to the detective as she parked.
 
   “Knock yourself out.” She seemed distracted as she talked, her eyes constantly scanning the surrounding buildings for some kind of danger. “I’ve got a more direct lead.”
 
   Putting the idea on the mental back burner, I shrugged and got out of the Crown Vic that wasn’t fooling anyone. Young gangbangers immediately saw us and went running to inform their other members that the law was in the area. I hadn’t worked many organized crime cases, but I still knew we were blowing our cover before we even got close.
 
   Mendoza stared at the trio of payphones for a solid minute, her hand extended as if feeling for heat. “It’s faint, but it’s still here. He hasn’t used this phone for a while.”
 
   Not since his lackey failed to kill me, I guessed, making another assumption. “If he isn’t using the phone, he may not have any other informers or thugs out working for him.”
 
   “You mean he doesn’t have any mind-controlled underlings out doing anything. That doesn’t help us if he’s got them close by.”
 
   “Right, well... carry on then.”
 
   Mendoza returned to the Crown Vic and popped the trunk of the car to reveal a partial armory. I arched an eyebrow and glanced at her as she unbuckled her underarm holster and grabbed a Kevlar vest. Strapping it on expertly, she returned to the neatly organized compartments and picked a nylon thigh holster—for the Desert Eagle. 
 
   She loves that gun. It certainly wasn’t her normal duty weapon. I surmised that only the fiends of the supernatural world merited the big caliber.
 
   She pulled on a stylish coat that reached her knees and fit tightly with all she had on underneath. I wondered if that was the only purpose of the garment that was clearly sized for someone larger. How often does she do this sort of thing?
 
   Once I got over my shock, I asked, “Got a vest in there for me?”
 
   “Fresh out.”
 
   I wasn’t too worried the demon-possessed perp using a gun, but he’d appropriated a henchman before. It would have been nice to have a vest. I made a mental note to requisition one and carry it around with me. Maybe I’d make a little demon-hunting tote bag.
 
   Mendoza snatched a Remington shotgun from a nylon sling affixed to the roof of the trunk. She loaded green shells before she slammed the trunk shut. Through the convenient store’s window, I spotted the cashier from the store staring with his mouth hanging open. I grimaced and flashed him my badge. It seemed to mollify him. I waved him away with curt gesture that said, “Official business. Get lost.” He wisely retreated out of sight.
 
   In a way, I envied him.
 
   By the time I returned my attention to Mendoza, she was already walking down the street. The shotgun poked out from underneath her coat, but I doubted anyone far off could have made it out. I caught up and surveyed the street. With her attention on a mystical trail, I was on lookout duty.
 
   We walked four blocks without seeing a soul. I knew they were around, watching us. They were people used to danger, typically in the form of gangs competing for territory. While that rarely escalated in Denver, no one here ran the risk.
 
   I didn’t blame them.
 
   Human instincts picked up on a multitude of danger, our senses taking cues our conscious mind overlooked or simply couldn’t comprehend. Sometimes those feelings got us into trouble, when panic or fear made us react poorly. But ignoring that sense of unease could be just as bad. Listen to your gut, but decide with your brain. Telling myself this helped—a little.
 
   “It’s in this building,” she said with a sense of certainty. “He made the trip to the payphones several times.”
 
   I glanced at the three-story tenement. I would have asked how she knew, but I figured it was some kind of divine blessing thing. I had my perks and she had hers. The “scent” got us there. I took her at her word. Could she track me this easily?
 
   Mendoza wasted no time, bolting up the stairs to the double doors that had their glass panes replaced by plywood. They opened without a fuss. She hesitated only a moment before heading down the flight of stairs to the right into a sub-ground level floor. The hall was dim despite the afternoon sun outside and the lights flickered eerily.
 
   We exchanged glances for a brief moment before continuing down the hall with our respective guns readied. I followed her lead. She was obviously more sensitive to demonic energies than I was. 
 
   I could tell she was holding onto divine energy, because her proximity made my skin itch all over. My human senses interpreted her power as heat and I winced. She was like a moving oven. I wondered what effect I had on her.
 
   She watched the hall as I checked a laundry room with three broken washers and three vacant spots where dryers once stood. We passed four closed doors and stopped at the fifth. Taking my cue, I flanked the doorway with her. I could tell she was getting worked up by the intensity of her aura.
 
   “You might want to turn that down a bit,” I whispered harshly.
 
   She glared. “What are you talking about?”
 
   Was it possible? Did she not know about the aura she gave off? Maybe it was like B.O. You just got used to your own smell.
 
   “The whole righteous fury thing. Keep a lid on it. You’ll give us away.” She looked puzzled and I rolled my eyes. “Look, you have your senses and I have mine. I’m guessing his are like mine. I can barely look at you right now. I can feel your anger. Bottle it up or our perp will know you’re coming.”
 
   “Oh,” she said. I saw her lips move a bit more, but the “thank you” never escaped her mouth. She breathed in deeply a few times and I felt the righteous anger abate.
 
   “Good. Just be ready to let it out when the time comes. It will mess him up.”
 
   “Is it that bad?”
 
   “Yeah, but don’t worry about me.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   She raised a boot and put it to the cheap apartment door. No knock. No identifying herself as an officer of the law. She was acting as one of the Chosen and enforced a different law. Maybe her being a cop meant nothing and she’d kill me as soon as I did something that got her attention.
 
   The door crashed open with a thunderous clap. It had been a long time since I’d cleared a room. In my excitement, I was in first, my Glock raised and ready to put down anything that jumped at me. I should have let the person with the shotgun lead.
 
   Adapting to my misstep, Mendoza mirrored my movements, checking the living room, and I quickly strode through the small kitchen. I was dimly aware of the stink. The whole place was trashed, as if a tornado had torn through it. I followed the Chosen onto the bared cement of the living room. Tatters of the grimy carpet had been shunted aside so that a summoning circle could be drawn on a flat surface.
 
   Seeing that it was spent and no threat to us, I ignored it and we moved to the only bedroom. A twin mattress with no box-spring sat in the corner. An overturned dresser blocked a closet to my right. Mendoza went left and inspected the bathroom. She returned immediately, having found nothing. 
 
   Our eyes met and both our gazes slid to the closet. I stepped toward the dresser, the broken glass of a TV set crunching under my shoes. I reluctantly holstered my gun and pulled the mostly-empty dresser out of the way. Nothing immediately sprang out, so Mendoza closed.
 
   Glancing back to ensure I’d drawn my pistol once again, she gave a silent count to three and reached for the knob. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   My mind conjured images of the human-demon hybrid springing out of the closest as soon as the door opened. My heart threatened to pound its way out of my chest. Palms growing slippery with sweat, I steadied my breathing and tightened my grip on the Glock. 
 
   Mendoza flung the door open and got out of the line of fire likes she had done the maneuver a few times before. She pivoted in a tight motion that resulted in her kneeling with the shotgun pointed directly at the gap. Waiting for several tense breaths, nothing happened. She reached for a flashlight. To her eyes, darkness cloaked the closet.
 
   “Don’t bother,” I said, scanning with my pact-enhanced sight. “It’s empty.”
 
   “He’s not here,” she said disbelievingly.
 
   I snorted. “It was a long shot. We can still learn a lot from the place.”
 
   “I was so sure,” she mumbled, her distant gaze unfocused and unaware. We couldn’t afford that right now. We were still in danger.
 
   “Hey,” I said loudly enough to get her full attention. “There’s enough bad vibes here that even I can feel that something’s off. Your radar just got overwhelmed. He was probably here recently. He could still come back, but if he doesn’t, we need to figure out what he’s doing.”
 
   She nodded and then scowled, as if berating herself for listening to me—or for needing the reassurance. “Let’s get to it then.”
 
   First, I sought out active magic auras. I’d kept an eye out during the initial sweep, but my main concern at the time had been demons laying in waiting. I looked more thoroughly, starting with the area above the door. Finding nothing, I breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   “I don’t think he’s left us any magical surprises.”
 
   The detective acknowledged me, but kept examining the scene. I joined her and we quickly searched the shambles of the apartment. I found a case of veterinary grade ketamine with over half its vials missing. I didn’t see too many syringes, so I assumed the perp sold the stuff for a quick buck. Mendoza emerged from the bedroom with an old, light blue shirt with a nametag.
 
   “Oliver Pontas,” she read. “Veterinary assistant. Cedar Meadows Animal Hospital. It could be stolen, but it fits with your profile.”
 
   “Yeah, it explains how he knew the correct dosage to give the victim and how he had access to it in the first place.”
 
   “Ketamine is restricted. I bet I’ll find a robbery report from Cedar Meadows on file back at the precinct,” she said. “It also gives us a place to pick up some more information about him. If we had the time. Which we don’t.”
 
   “You’re right,” I said. “He’s on the move. He knows what I am. He’ll be more cautious.”
 
   She was only half-listening to me. With the barrel of her shotgun, she pointed to a bunched up portion of carpet torn from the floor pinned down by an overturned coffee table. “What’s that?”
 
   “Evidence that Oliver won’t be getting his security deposit back,” I answered quickly. Then I looked more closely. “This is a spent summoning circle.”
 
   I moved the table, flinging the loose carpet up out of the way. As a basement apartment, there was smooth concrete beneath the foam and tack boards that held the carpet down. Clearing it was easy, since it had already been pulled up once before.
 
   I squatted to get a good look at the symbols. Many were familiar, like a normal summoning, but there was no salt, silver, or iron. No protection. Continuing my inspection, I saw that the lines were sloppy and the symbols weren’t exact. It was close enough to work, but the whole thing smacked of amateur. In that way, it was similar to the circle in the Lowry dorm.
 
   “The blood is a few days old.” I pointed to the smudged seal at the center of the circle. “He called a specific demon. I think I can make it out…” I sketched out the main symbols on my little notepad.
 
   “The Exiled can’t take physical form in our world without magic like the Gate spell. That’s what you said, right?”
 
   I nodded. “A typical summoning will only allow a fraction of the called spirit’s essence through. And this is barely good enough to open the way to the Outworld at all. I’d say it only lasted a few minutes at most.”
 
   “That’s not long. What could it accomplish in that amount of time?” she asked. “Is that when it possessed him?”
 
   I sighed. “I don’t know. It’s possible, but if that was the case, I doubt he’d have failed in that Gate ritual.” 
 
   “So it makes more sense that Oliver got possessed after last Thursday.”
 
   “That’s a good theory,” I said, trying to add up all we’d gleaned from the apartment. “He’s troubled—drug addicted and broke. He starts hearing voices that tell him to do things. He thinks he’s crazy, but he starts following orders just to get them to shut up. He fails to open the Gate, so he summons the Exiled creature whispering to him in a simpler ritual. It exposes him to the Outworld for an instant. With no defensive measures, that tiny fraction of a demon infests Oliver and takes him over.”
 
   “I’ll have to take your word for it.” There was an element of disgust in her voice.
 
   I guess I’m the authority on supernatural possession here. “Yeah, that’ll be nice for a change.” I ignored the glare she shot me. “Anyway, glimpsing the Outworld could fracture the foundation of even the most stable mind.”
 
   “That doesn’t really matter anymore. The demon’s in control.”
 
   She was right. I was fixating on Oliver’s past, not his present, but understanding that gave me a basis for comparison. “Yeah… but it still shows some of his behavior. Oliver stayed near this neighborhood. It gave him a sense of the familiar as the demon exerted control. Or the demon only knows what Oliver does.”
 
   Mendoza cut in. “So what’s he going to do now?”
 
   I wiped the sweat from my forehead and paced around. “I’m not sure. My… source said that a mortal couldn’t open a Gate without a solid reference. He needs a copy of the ritual. After what I saw at the scene and here, I doubt he has the resources to have made a copy.”
 
   “But now he’s possessed. Does he really count as ‘mortal’ anymore?”
 
   “I’m not sure what—” I rambled off half a sentence before I processed what the detective said. I spat a curse as my brain caught up. “He might not need it anymore. He fails one Gate, performs a summoning and gets himself possessed. Then, the demon calls the shots. It tries to take out the investigators while it accumulates what it needs for another try. But it doesn’t need a copy of the actual Gate spell.”
 
   Mendoza hadn’t slacked off her vigil in the slightest, still toting her shotgun and keeping one eye on the door. “Targeting you tells us something about the demon’s plan.”
 
   “What’s that?” I asked, rising up to my feet.
 
   “It means that we can still stop it,” she said. “The ritual is too sensitive for the demon to simply go straight after it. The fiend has to beguile allies to protect it while it gathers materials for the rite.”
 
   I agreed, adding, “The longer it takes to set up the Gate, the more of a threat we are.”
 
   “How long are we talking about?” she asked. “Days? Weeks?”
 
   “It’s only a matter of getting the right components,” I replied. “A few days are the most we could hope for.”
 
   She frowned pensively. 
 
   “What’s the problem?”
 
   “I’m thinking about what we should do. We can squat on this apartment and hope he comes back,” she said, glancing around.
 
   I could tell the idea of sitting idle lacked appeal to her. She had that much in common with Phil. If I’d thought it practical, I would’ve argued in favor of laying a trap for the demon-possessed man.
 
   “There’s no guarantee he’s coming back today and while we’re sitting here, he’s getting closer to opening his Gate.”
 
   “To Cedar Meadows then?”
 
   “I guess that’s as good a place as any.” I smiled briefly and motioned toward the door. “After you.”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The flickering fluorescent lights of the hallway hurt my eyes and made me instantly queasy. To my pact-tainted sight, it was like ambulance lights flashing red and white. The stink of sweat and stale coffee permeated the air. I noticed the chipped paint, amateur graffiti tags, and unidentifiable stains decorating the beige walls.
 
   I did some mental math about Oliver. Before he’d destroyed everything, the cheap apartment had adequate furnishings: a TV, a couch, coffee table, a mattress. Stuff he’d brought with him when he downgraded in life. I could almost relate to that slow, downward spiral.
 
   “You got something?” Mendoza asked, pulling my attention from my thoughts.
 
   “No, let’s go,” I said, breaking my pensive gaze from the busted apartment door.
 
   We turned and the lights sputtered, cutting out for just a second. With my Devil’s Sight, I saw the man before Mendoza did. He stood at the far end of the hall where a fire escape led to the back alley. As the lights reasserted themselves, Mendoza followed my eyes to the hooded figure in construction boots.
 
   Even at a distance, I recognized him as the same one who’d attacked me. Oliver Pontas. A dozen thoughts ran through my head, but luckily my gun came up as a trained response without me having to think.
 
   I had a shot, though difficult at that range. I didn’t have time to second-guess myself. Contrary to popular belief, we in law enforcement only fired our weapons for one reason—not to wound or intimidate. We fired when we intended to kill someone. I knew the danger this man posed, both the immediate and short-term.
 
   Mendoza picked a hell of a time to let her fury loose. I was halfway to squeezing off my first round when her divine presence swelled up. Recoiling involuntarily, I was fortunate that I didn’t fire a stray round. I missed my second chance to end the threat.
 
   He was far enough away that the detective’s shotgun was almost useless. Before she acted, I felt her tense up like a spring. The pins and needles sensation penetrated deep into my skin. I could barely move. Glad she’s not mad at me.
 
   With an alarmed expression, Oliver bolted toward a back door. My gut told me something was wrong. “Mendoza, wait.”
 
   Damn that woman’s reflexes. She was already sprinting down the hall by the time I forced the words out of my mouth. I had little choice but to go after her, my legs jerking in awkward motions as I overcame her divine influence.
 
   There was something amiss, something beyond the apparent that I was failing to fully grasp. That was the problem with my instincts being warped by my pact. I never knew when to trust them. Mendoza’s righteous aura didn’t help matters either.
 
   The detective sprinted down the hall at Olympic speed, me trailing behind. She skidded to a halt, hitting the corner to exercise some measure of caution. Peering around the corner for a moment, she gave me a chance to catch up. Then, she pivoted and surged forward.
 
   I rounded the corner as she kicked open the inner door of the fire escape, revealing a set of stairs leading up to ground level and a back door. That outer door closed just before Mendoza topped the stairs. Going out into the back alley blindly was dangerous, bordering on reckless. She basically had two options: stop and open the door cautiously or hit the door running.
 
   The nagging doubt wouldn’t leave me. Mendoza was fast, but not that fast. There was no way she’d closed the distance between her and Oliver that quickly. The Exiled puppet master had wanted her to catch up. I was right behind her, taking the stairs two at a time. 
 
   “Damn it, hold on!” 
 
   Seemingly unhindered by the stairs, the Chosen threw her hip into the bar of the door at full speed, keeping her shotgun in both hands. The door flew open and I was momentarily blinded by the bright afternoon light washing in. My momentum carried me forward and I stumbled into Mendoza.
 
   For an instant so brief it barely registered to my senses, I felt cold slide over my skin. My stomach clenched at a sudden pang of nausea. As I opened my eyes, we weren’t where I expected us to be. I didn’t even think we were on Earth anymore.
 
   In the span of a second, we’d been sent somewhere else.
 
   The bleak, nightmarish cityscape perfectly modeled Denver in form, but the faces of the buildings were indistinct and all in subtle variations of a hazy slate gray color. Shadowy mist drifted up from the ground, undulating like greasy fingers to caress my feet. There was dim ambient light, like an evening under heavy cloud-cover, but I couldn’t see the sun.
 
   It’s dark here. I can see the dark. What’s going on?
 
   “Graves,” Mendoza said quietly, her eyes wide with alarm. She kept the shotgun raised, scanning slowly. “Where are we? What happened?” 
 
   “Uh, everything is alright,” I said much more calmly than I felt. “Oliver drew us into some kind of trap.”
 
   I had no idea what was going on, but I wasn’t about to let panic take control. I vaguely recalled reading about some of the various nether realms that jutted up against Earth. They weren’t full, distinct planes of existence like Heaven and Hell. They were “easier” to enter for one thing. Apparently, any junkie hijacked by a demon can toss you into one.
 
   These places intersected and overlapped with the mortal realm. Supernaturally inclined beings could enter them by crossing Borderlines—the mystical boundaries between fundamental elements. The surface of a body of water and the edge between light and shadow were the two most commonly mentioned, but they could be created in a number of ways. I used smoke when summoning Alastor, but dust, fog, mist, clouds, and mud all acted the same way.
 
   The blending or stark juxtaposition of such primal elements interacted with ambient magical fields in ways I didn’t even pretend to understand. Borderlines bent things so that channels could be opened. It was the basis of all conjuration magic, as I understood it.
 
   “The door…” I said, thinking aloud. “It was a focus and a Borderline. The way the light fell across it… its purpose of dividing places.”
 
   I turned to look at the door, surprised to find what appeared to be a vertical surface of shimmering oil. A healthy amount of caution kept me from reaching out to touch it. There was no evidence of a sigil on the building’s siding, but I didn’t see any graffiti either. Just gray.
 
   “I saw the bastard,” Mendoza said, garnering my attention. Her gaze swept around the landscape taking in the sight of the simultaneously familiar and alien. “He was standing right by the door.”
 
   “He probably needed to trigger the sigil that brought us here,” I offered, spit-balling some kind of answer for her as I tried to figure out some answers of my own.
 
   I could see it in her eyes. She was adrift. She needed something concrete to anchor on. I tried to give her solid statements, but facts just weren’t in the picture right now.
 
   “Are… are we in Hell?” Mendoza asked as she stared out at the writhing darkness.
 
   I would have laughed, but I was still reeling from the fact that I’d been drawn into an alternate dimension where I was seeing inky black shadows for the first time in five years. “This isn’t Gehenna, Hades, or Hell. No, we’re somewhere else.”
 
   “You gonna be more specific than that?” she asked. “Because I’m out of my depth here.”
 
   Judging by the environment, I took a stab. “The shadow realm. It’s… shallower than other dimensions. Closer to ours. Like a cloudy mirror of it.”
 
   I hoped she didn’t ask me anything else about it, because I’d just exhausted my knowledge. I didn’t feel her emitting celestial radiation and I hazarded a guess why. She was running solo—no divine backup in this place for some reason.
 
   I could still feel Alastor’s vile influence, so I knew I had my power, meager as it might be. It told me something about what it meant to be one of the Chosen. She didn’t have some angel’s hooks buried inside her. I had something festering in me, inseparable, while her mantle of power could come and go.
 
   It cleared something up for me. Mendoza didn’t get her power from God. She got it from the angels who worked for Him. Or whatever was really going on up in heaven. The angels had limits to their power where the Creator had none.
 
   “It must be tough,” I said, though she didn’t acknowledge it. “You get used to knowing they’re always watching. Now, you’re alone.”
 
   Mendoza whipped her head and glared wildly, like she had just realized she was trapped in a cage with a rattlesnake. I was a little jazzed that I rated such a response but mostly offended by the lack of trust. I supposed I deserved it.
 
   “Relax,” I said, recoiling from her horrified stare. I spoke calmly, trying to put her at ease. “We’ll figure a way out of here.”
 
   My words didn’t have the intended effect. “You mean you don’t know how to get out?”
 
   Affronted, I said, “Excuse my ignorance. It’s not like I spend my winters in Hell to avoid the cold! I don’t know how to cross over into nether realms. All I’ve got are theories.”
 
   Scowling, she turned her head away and said nothing. I shook my head and started looking around, performing my own inspection. As I walked, I noticed the ground had a sort of bounce to it, like the tough rubber they put under some playground jungle gyms.
 
   Kneeling, I didn’t see any gravel, trash, or other debris. The ground was… sterile and devoid beneath the wisps of shadows. Mendoza pulled out a small flashlight and the beam swept in front of me, cutting through the darkness like a knife. I noticed the delay with which the oily shadows oozed back in. The unnaturalness disturbed me. Is this darkness alive?
 
   “Should we… look around?” Mendoza asked.
 
   Thinking over it for a moment, I replied, “No… this was our way here. I want to see if I can figure out if it’s a way back.”
 
   The fog seemed especially thick around the doorway. I dry washed my hands before reluctantly reaching a hand out, flinching as my skin came into contact with the cold, oily surface of the door. I applied pressure and watched as my hand slowly sunk through.
 
   With my arm wrist deep in the liquid door, I felt empty space beyond. “I think I can push through, not that it’ll do much—”
 
   An ear-piercing shriek split the air, cutting off my last word. The sound bounced off the walls oddly, making it difficult to track. I whirled my head around and looked to the pale gray, sunless sky. Suddenly, I was very concerned about my hand being stuck in a tar pit of a door.
 
   Because this place wasn’t creepy enough on its own. Of course there had to be something living here to make it even worse.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Graves…” Mendoza said. “What the hell was that? What lives here?”
 
   She saw my wide eyes and instantly knew that I had no idea. She cursed and put the butt of her shotgun to her shoulder with the smooth motion of someone familiar with its use. Looking toward the sky, she started scanning for trouble.
 
   I fought the primal urge to tear at my wrist like some animal in a trap. The black semi-tangible material grudgingly released me, my hand slipping out slowly. I looked around wildly, glancing back to see strands of the tacky substance peel away from my hand like cold pitch.
 
   In my peripheral, I saw a blurry winged creature flying through the air. Whipping my head, I lost track of it as the thing disappeared behind the roof of the next building. I caught only a glimpse of a long sinuous tail.
 
   My hand finally came free, numb with cold. Feeling returned slowly, pins and needles stinging my fingertips. I didn’t trust it just then, so I awkwardly drew my gun with my left hand.
 
   “Graves,” Mendoza breathed with urgency.
 
   I turned quickly, following the detective’s shotgun to the small creature sitting in the alley street a dozen feet from us. I noticed more as they lined up on the eaves of the buildings like gargoyles, peering down with hungry curiosity. I found it hard to believe that the loud shriek came from one of them.
 
   Onyx skeletons were the only constant about the creatures. Dull-gray wisps rose from the shiny black bones in place of flesh, waving like hair underwater or slow motion flames. Their eyes were pinpoints of blue light set deep in the sockets of ebony skulls.
 
   They seemed to be waiting for something.
 
   The gentle stirring of the air gave me a split second warning.
 
   I yanked Mendoza down with me as a larger version of the creatures swooped overhead. From my kneeling position, I watched the great undulating beast as it banked off the side of the apartment. The little ones scurried out of the way as it gracefully rolled midair, landing with a muffled thud.
 
   It paced back and forth with feline grace for a moment. Then it stalked up to the apartment building and scaled it like a massive gecko to gain some kind of vantage. Maybe it needed the added height to get airborne.
 
   With only the frame, I found it difficult to categorize the creatures. Watching the way the big one swam through the air reminded me of a snake in water. Calling it a reptile felt right. Like a dragon made of gray shadows. A little dragon. A drake.
 
   The shadow drake sank its onyx claws into the side of the building as though it was made of soft clay. Its arms and legs worked mechanically as its head and torso remained steady, like a cat stalking a mouse. I had the good sense to be terrified.
 
   Mendoza had the better sense to shoot it.
 
   The roar of the Remington thundered across the painfully quiet shadow-scape. The flash of light from the muzzle hurt my eyes and my ears registered only keening deafness. I felt more than heard the barks of the shotgun as she continued to fire. Spent green shells tumbled through the air trailing real smoke.
 
   Errant pellets from the spray disappeared within the wall, leaving no evidence of damage. The buckshot scattered off the “bones” of the drake with little effect, though it recoiled. The blasts must have been painful to the creature in some way, because it spread its wings and hissed at us. Though I couldn’t hear it, the sound drew more unwanted attention.
 
   “Oh jeez,” I said as I looked around us. “It’s got friends.”
 
   Dozens more of the miniature versions of the shadow drake skittered across the ground and walls. Some flew clumsily through the air, circling us like vultures with the scent of a dying animal. A chorus of chirps and cries gathered more of the little beasts by the second.
 
   “We shouldn’t fight them here,” Mendoza said with quiet intensity.
 
   “Yeah, running sounds like a good idea to me too.”
 
   Mendoza nodded her head westward—or what I thought would be westward on Earth. I knew she had no plan, but I complied immediately. It wasn’t like I had any better ideas. I easily kept pace with her jog. Unfortunately, so did the shadow drake and its spawn.
 
   Panting breaths turned my mouth bone-dry in the waterless realm. Without signage or distant landmarks, I lost my bearings after only a few turns. With no streets signs, no sun, and the mountains obscured by thick fog, I had no means to orient myself.
 
   Smooth pillars—maybe light poles in the real world—lined an open field of hazy shadows that cleared up at chest level. I thought that it might have been a road. Mendoza grumbled and scanned around. “We need to be some place they can’t just surround us.”
 
   I got the sense that the only reason the creatures hadn’t swarmed us immediately was for the thrill of a hunt, however short. They darted about at the edge of my sight and around the corners of the nether realm structures. Their body language came across as playful. Playful like cats and killer whales.
 
   “Let’s keep moving,” I said with confidence I didn’t feel.
 
   We both renewed the light jog, the chattering of the drakes granting a sense of their voracious desires. The malleable ground made no sound at the impact of their claws and the pervading mist muffled the flaps of their wings. The bored creatures were hunters, naturally stealthy and cruel enough to draw out the chase.
 
   “Over there,” Mendoza said, nodding toward a cluster of buildings that we approached.
 
   Accelerating into a sprint, we made a break for it, but the flying creatures employed that convenient advantage and soared past us. Several landed in our path, forcing us to stop. I skidded to a halt and turned to see a dozen more filling in a circle. My heart already pounded with exertion, but the trapped feeling quickened my pulse until I could hear it throb in my ears.
 
   “Screw this,” Mendoza said, feeding more shells into the stock of her shotgun. “You got something up your sleeve?”
 
   I almost responded in the negative, but I brushed my hand over my coat pocket. Glancing around at the shrill calls of the lesser drakes, I decided I’d have to reveal more about my meager power to the Chosen. I slipped the Zippo out and gathered my wits.
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got one trick,” I said, spinning the silver case in my fingers.
 
   “Let’s see it,” she said as she worked the pump of the gun, chambering a shell.
 
   I sighed under my breath and struck up a flame. Concentrating, I pulled it into my hand as a scarlet ribbon of hellfire. Mendoza seemed underwhelmed. I scowled and began stoking it into something potent enough to cause harm, my warlock power growing hot in my chest.
 
   The Chosen blasted a particularly brave drake as it bounded toward us. It bones shattered and the ashen flames of its body went out in a puff. The umbral tendrils rising from the ground greedily swallowed the shards of its onyx bones.
 
   The little beasts fell silent for a few heartbeats. Then the dozens of creatures screeched in unison, going berserk. Mendoza racked the shotgun expertly and turned the more belligerent beasties to dust. I spotted the large one gliding around us.
 
   Seeing its lesser brethren destroyed enraged the larger shadow drake, its keening roar rattling my brain. It dove down toward Mendoza and she turned her shotgun on it once more. Buckshot ricocheted off it with no effect.
 
   The drake soared past, forcing Mendoza to roll away. With impossible grace, it landed, spun, and swiped one of its four fingered claws. The Chosen threw the shotgun up to block. She deflected the blow, but the gun went flying out of her hands down the street. The detective jumped back reaching for her Desert Eagle, getting some distance from the creature.
 
   I couldn’t gather any more hellfire than I had. From only a few feet away, I hefted the baseball-sized glob and flung it at the shadow drake, landing the infernal plasma in the center of its torso. Searing pain raced around my palm from where my lack of focus allowed the hellfire to touch me.
 
   The writhing gray wisps that made up the creature’s body ignited like gasoline, transforming the creature into a crimson inferno. I shielded my eyes and back pedaled to a safe distance. Mendoza stared in wide-eyed shock for a few moments before returning her attention to the feral mini-drakes nearby.
 
   The big drake refused to go down easily, but it was only a matter of time. I gave the dying creature a wide berth and sidestepped around to rejoin the Chosen. Many of the baby monsters fled as the big one’s cries of agony intensified. Others burst into clouds of glittering obsidian dust as Mendoza’s Desert Eagle struck true.
 
   The shadow drake writhed in the hellish flames, jerking around. The tail whipped purposely, cutting my sense of triumph short as the spiked knob at the end lashed toward Mendoza. She was unaware, opened to the attack.
 
   With no time to warn the woman, I threw myself into her. My shoulder connected with the middle of her back, sending her sprawling to the side. As I rebounded, the drake’s tail hit me in the stomach. The pain didn’t register immediately and I doubled over, the wind gone from my lungs.
 
   The creature continued flailing about, tearing its tail free of my flesh with careless abandon. Finally, the pain came on so intensely, I couldn’t even scream. Struggling for breath, I fell back and saw that one of the spines remained lodged in my abdominal wall.
 
   Mendoza recovered her pistol and twisted around, eyes wide as she realized how close the creature had come to her. She saw me hunched over, quickly surmising what happened, gun trained on the dying drake.
 
   Slowing as the hellfire consumed it, the drake staggered drunkenly, its lesser kin scattering like a startled flock of birds. It gave off no smoke and the hellish flames diminished, leaving just the onyx skeleton of the shadow drake. Even that started to crack and crumble away into nothingness. After a few moments, the pseudo-street was once again barren
 
   The icy ebon spine in my guts remained intact. It was pierced deeply, through the muscle and into organs. I stifled the urge to pull it out. Something beyond the pain told me that was a bad idea. Removing it would have done even more damage and I could barely tolerate it as things stood.
 
   There was nothing I could do about it. I buttoned my coat so that Mendoza wouldn’t get a good view of the wound. I was pretty sure we didn’t need any more distractions.
 
   “What now?” Mendoza asked between ragged breaths. “I doubt those things will stay gone for long. We need to get out of here. What do we do?”
 
   “We… we need to find a Borderline,” I said haggardly, doing a poor job of disguising my pain. “Water or…” If not for the spike in my gut, I would have laughed. “Light. We need light.”
 
   “Like my flashlight?” she asked, though it came across as, “Why didn’t you figure this out sooner?”
 
   The detective pulled out the Mag-Lite and handed it to me. I twisted the bulb enclosure to turn it on. The beam was brilliant and sharp, not as diffused as it would be in the real world. Reaching a hand out tentatively, I tried to focus past the throbbing pain in my stomach. 
 
   The Chosen’s words turned out to be prophetic. The little drakes began returning as soon as the last of the flames died out on the large one. The concussive report of Mendoza’s Desert Eagle didn’t help my concentration, nor did the low-pitched shrieking of the creature’s spawn as they died.
 
   Hunched over with one hand held tightly to my stomach, I closed my eyes and reached into the beam of light. Briefly, I sensed some warmth on my painfully chilled skin and I almost dismissed it. Then I realized I felt the heat on my palm, not on the back of my hand where the light hit. It dawned on me then. I was feeling the heat rising off the paved road, only possible on Earth where the sun shone true.
 
   It was home.
 
   The little I knew of magic told me that some of the arcane arts required connections to be made between similar things, especially in the case of conjuration. If I wanted to slip through, I needed to find two weak points—two Borderlines—to cross. Or I’d have to make them.
 
   “Alright,” I said, though it came out more as a groan. “I think I know what we need to do. We need to sync up a Borderline here and in our world.”
 
    “How do we do that?” she asked, grunting as she stomped on one of the smaller drake. The little skull cracked into black porcelain pieces beneath her boot.
 
   Concentrating grew hard, but I managed to get my theory out. “It hasn’t been very long since we came in here. This realm is almost an exact match for Earth. Imagine we’re in the streets of Denver late in the afternoon. Where would we find a sharp contrast between light and shadow on the other side?”
 
   “There!” Mendoza pointed to what looked like an alley. “I’m pretty sure those buildings face south.”
 
   I glanced around to get my bearings, but everything beyond a thousand feet faded into sullen gray. Without my mountains, I wasn’t sure which way was which. “Are you sure?”
 
   Mendoza didn’t answer. Instead, she jogged over to the gaping maw of the side street. I limped over slowly, clutching my stomach as each step sent jolts of agony throughout my torso. The Chosen looked around, double checking her orientation.
 
   Allowing myself to hope that my theory proved sound, I set the flashlight down on the ground propped up to cast its light across the mouth of the alley. The beam shot eastward just as I was sure the rays of the sun did on the other side. I clawed my way up the shadowy wall.
 
   “Okay,” Mendoza said, “is that it? You said Oliver had some kind of magic circle.”
 
   “He did, but we won’t need one,” I said. “He didn’t have a matching rift on both sides. We just have to concentrate, focus our mental energies—”
 
   Glancing around at the remaining shadow creatures, she pulled my arm over her shoulders. “I have no idea what you mean. How do I do that?”
 
   “Will, wish, desire... Pray. I don’t care which,” I commanded, voice made urgent by pain and the encroaching drakes. “Just do it!”
 
   “Alright,” she said, closing her eyes.
 
   I did the same, calling to mind memories of Denver, my house, office, car—basically anything that I hadn’t seen in the last hour. Unsure what would give us the best chance, I imagined what the street ought to look like. Eyes shut tightly, I visualized how the waning sun cast warm light with an orange tint against the cement sidewalk.
 
   Dear God, let this work.
 
   Fear and doubt threatened the image. I couldn’t help but dwell on my lack of knowledge or the fact that I was winging it. That negative part of my mind spouted a list of every reason I’d fail: I’m weak, tired, injured, and better off dead. At least, I knew the last wasn’t true. I wasn’t ready for Hell, not by a long shot.
 
   That thought motivated me beyond anything else. The pain of my injuries transformed from a distraction to a tool illustrating the vital need for success. The fleeting thoughts fell away as I sharpened the picture of the Denver street. I felt the stirring of my pact-granted power, a stove heating up in my chest.
 
   I hobbled forward mostly carried by Mendoza, focusing my will.
 
   Feeling the itchy, flushing sensation in my skin, I knew my warlock abilities were up to something. Three paces later, I sensed heat on my face, but it was hard to tell with my anxiety ramped up and my warlock mojo abuzz. Hesitantly, I cracked open one of my eyes. 
 
   I stood on the sidewalk in Denver under a blue sky. We had run several blocks from Oliver’s apartment, but we were close. In unison, we muttered, “Thank God.”
 
   Mendoza let me off her shoulder and began looking for any sign of danger. I shuffled over and leaned against the warm brick wall. My legs suddenly gave out and I half-slid, half-fell to the dusty sidewalk. My head slumped forward and I got a good look at my injury. In the daylight, the spine jutting out of my stomach started evaporating into shadowy wisps, though its barb was still buried in my guts. 
 
   I should have been glad that I didn’t have to take it out, but as it disintegrated, electric sensations of fresh pain sparked up. Some kind of poison spread through my innards like wildfire. Without the spine blocking the arteries, my blood trickled freely out of the wound and it blossomed across my abdomen.
 
   It started sinking in. I admitted it to myself. I was dying.
 
   “Well, I still have my doubts about you, Graves,” the detective said, holstering her hand cannon and facing me, “but you did good—Graves? Oh shit!”
 
   Breathing got more difficult with each passing moment, but the pain became distant, like a fist pounding against the frozen window of my senses. The cold and numbness meant something bad, though I couldn’t quite figure it out. Forming coherent thoughts became a challenge.
 
   “Oh God, oh God, oh God,” Detective Mendoza murmured as she pressed her hands against my stomach. “Just… just hold on. I’ll get an ambulance.”
 
   Good luck with that. My vision swam and I struggled to keep my eyes from rolling back. Going to sleep seemed like a very good idea. 
 
   Don’t be an idiot, Landon. You know what to do.
 
   The voice in my head didn’t belong there. It was a trespasser, an interloper. I knew who he was and what he wanted. With death looming, my patron could wriggle an arm into the mortal realm to communicate, even against my will. I guessed that was why sacrifices were so prevalent in magical rituals. It scared the bejeezus out of me, since it meant I was basically a dead man. 
 
   I murmured, “Alastor wants to go for a drive.”
 
   “What?” Mendoza said frantically. “You aren’t making sense.”
 
   Do it, Landon. Or are you so desperate to move in down here? the devil teased.
 
   I had some shit options. Die or let Alastor take over for a while. Being possessed by my patron would probably save me, but I’d have to watch the devil do whatever it wanted with my body. I had some idea of the damage it could do. It had been a man possessed by Alastor that got me to sign my pact in the first place.
 
   “Arrest me,” I said hoarsely. “Gag me.”
 
   Diabolic laughter echoed in my mind.
 
   “Just save your strength,” Mendoza said. “I’ll get help.”
 
   I knew it’d be half an hour before I got to a hospital. I’d be lucky if I lasted ten more minutes. And what could they have done for me? I doubted they stocked up on shadow monster anti-venom. There was no time and I wasn’t ready to die.
 
   “Listen!” I hissed forcefully. “I can save myself, but you have to do what I say.” Each word was a labor and I was already exhausted. Sweet, oblivious unconsciousness beckoned to me. “Cuff me. Gag me. Put me in isolation.”
 
   She recoiled from me. “You’re going to invoke your master. You can’t!”
 
   My vision dimmed and I almost passed out. I heard Mendoza load a new clip into her pistol. I muttered, “Sorry detective. This is happening.”
 
   Do it, I thought, knowing Alastor would hear me. I opened myself up to him.
 
   It’s been a long time, the devil replied eagerly.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   I felt dizzy and looked up to find myself surrounded by darkness. Alarmed by the unexplainable transition, I tried to stand from the seat I sat on. I immediately discovered that I was bound with my hands behind my back. My ankles were tied to the legs of the chair and no amount of wiggling moved the uncomfortable seat.
 
   A harsh light snapped on above me, glaring down. In front of me, a hazy projection slowly came into existence, focusing gradually. The bizarreness of it finally pierced through my panic and I realized things weren’t as they appeared.
 
   There was no way Mendoza had put me in the bizarre mental prison. Alastor had finished taking over my body. And lucky me, I got to watch the whole debacle on a grainy projector while locked in a dream-interpretation of a cage.
 
   “That was close,” my possessor said with my voice. “I’m alright now. I’m in control. You can take these cuffs off.”
 
   Alastor lifted my hands into my field of vision and I took small comfort in the fact that stainless steel handcuffs ringed my wrists, though I wasn’t sure it would even slow my patron down. My body still lay on the sidewalk near where we reentered the mortal realm. 
 
   Mendoza ignored the plea, keeping her gun hand free. “Don’t make another move.”
 
   I had worried I might have started winning her over, but the disdain in her expression alleviated that concern. She had only tolerated me before. After letting myself get possessed, she wouldn’t hesitate to end Alastor and me along with the Fallen. It was a miracle she hadn’t killed me already.
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Alastor said, mimicking my tone too well. “I get it. Just be careful, alright? I’m still on death’s door here.”
 
   “Lay flat on the ground,” the detective commanded. She approached cautiously, holstering her gun. I knew because Alastor watched intently from the corner of my eye. I could almost feel my patron plotting.
 
   No, no, no! I yelled into the shadowy space around me. Don’t put the gun away yet!
 
   Preparing to lift me into a standing position, Mendoza stepped over my back. With little regard for my wounded body, Alastor rapidly twisted around into a supine position and lunged up at her. Her shocked expression lasted only an instant, but that was long enough for my hands to grab her by the edges of her Kevlar vest and pull her into a vicious head-butt.
 
   Mendoza collapsed onto us and Alastor rolled on top of her. Straddling the dazed woman, my patron began to choke the life out of her with supernatural strength. She fought back admirably, drawing on the holy power so recently returned to her.
 
   For a brief moment, I was glad I wasn’t fully connected with my body. Even distant as I was, the agony that Alastor felt echoed. I saw smoke rising from my hands, blisters forming on reddened skin. Alastor didn’t care and didn’t relent. Evidently, restoring my mortal body was no trouble for the minor Fallen lord.
 
   Alastor! Stop! I screamed into the hollow prison cell that had been made for me. She’s Chosen. And she’s a cop. You can’t kill her! There’s no way you won’t attract attention from both the divine and mortal authorities.
 
   I was frantic. I knew if I had been in control of my body, my heart would be pounding and pumping adrenaline. In my cerebral isolation, I didn’t know if my sense of time was being distorted. All I knew was that Mendoza stopped fighting. She stopped moving.
 
   I heard Alastor’s little laugh as he released her neck. “I love wearing your skin, Landon. Mortals can experience such wonderful things.”
 
   I felt sick to my stomach, which was an odd sensation when you couldn’t feel your stomach. I couldn’t afford to show grief or remorse—not to Alastor—but I could still do something. Well done, asshole. You just turned my life into even more of a nightmare. How stupid could you be? There is no way this doesn’t come back to me. Why go through all the trouble of setting me up in the FBI just to screw me over now?
 
   I watched my hands search out a key in Mendoza’s pocket. As Alastor freed my hands and placed the cuffs on her wrists, he said, “I am an eternal. Don’t presume to question me. You know nothing. The woman yet lives.”
 
   I saw her chest rise weakly and I sighed with relief. What now?
 
   “It’s been ages since I’ve inhabited a body.”
 
   I wasn’t sure what he meant. It had only been three years since the other time Alastor took my body for a ride and I knew he had more warlocks running around. Time must work differently in Hell.
 
   “I think I’m due for some entertainment.”
 
   Alastor grabbed the detective’s giant gun and gripped her by the Velcro shoulder strap of her vest. Lifting the unconscious woman off the ground, he said, “This one will do. I so seldom get to defile one of the Chosen. What do you think, Landon?”
 
   The devil was trying to agitate me, to unsettle me. Maybe it helped the bastard stay in control longer. My patron was bluffing. I hoped. Kidnapping her is just as bad as killing her. It’s not as if you can hide her from her Guardian Angel.
 
   “You’d be surprised what I can do,” my patron murmured. “It might be worth the trouble. What’s one well-placed thrall and a few plots ruined compared to the ecstasy I’ll have?”
 
   I was terrified that I’d completely overestimated my worth to the creature. The panic made concentrating difficult. But that was the point, I realized. Whatever the truth of his statement might have been, Alastor wanted to remain in control. Giving into the anger I felt welling up would be playing right into my patron’s hands.
 
   Then get on with it, I said as calmly as I could pretend to be. I’d think a lord of Hell might have more important things to do with its time besides getting off. Is that how you rose through the ranks of your peers? I wonder what they’d do in your place.
 
   My body stopped moving. Alastor flung Mendoza against the brick wall like a rag doll. Hate and rage threatened my strategy as I saw her lying bonelessly. 
 
   “You play a dangerous game, Landon. Invoking my ire is unwise. We’ll be spending a great deal of time together when you come home to Hell. Think on that.”
 
   Oh, I never stop thinking about it.
 
   He snorted a laugh. “Very well then. On to business.”
 
   I tried not to think about Mendoza lying unconscious on the sidewalk as we walked away. There would be one hell of an argument later, but we’d both be alive to have it.
 
   We walked a few blocks before we saw anyone and my patron used the Voice to convince that unfortunate man to give us his car. We drove the Stanza to the nearest strip mall, clearly what I had in mind as a destination for a lord of Hell. Alastor led us into the first open business, a drycleaners run by a balding Asian man. He seemed surprised to see us, but I supposed my body wasn’t looking its best with all the blood, grime, and dirt on my suit.
 
   “You don’t mind if I use your phone. I’ll only be a few minutes,” Alastor said.
 
   The storeowner started to protest, but the words died in his throat. His eyes grew distant as he looked down and away. With a half-hearted gesture, he pointed to the old rotary phone hanging on the wall near him.
 
   “My thanks,” the devil said as he moved my body behind the counter.
 
   I tried to follow what number he dialed, but Alastor kept his eyes on the door. The phone rang and someone answered in what I thought was French. Alastor responded in the same language and I was lost as to what was said.
 
   The conversation lasted a few minutes. When he finished, Alastor picked a new coat from the finished orders, tore off the plastic, and changed out of my filthy, tattered coat. It was a much nicer brand than I could afford. Satisfied, Alastor walked us back to the stolen car and got in. 
 
   Sick of being idle, I asked, What was all that about?
 
   Alastor sighed. “You don’t know how much I wish I could give you more responsibility. You have such potential. I’ve given you this power, but you don’t even know how to use it. Not even for your misguided purposes.”
 
   Power corrupts—
 
   “Oh, enough of that,” he groaned. “I don’t have time to explain the fallacies on which your narrow view of morality is based.”
 
   You’re pretty busy for a supposedly eternal being.
 
   Alastor didn’t deign to respond to my comment or any of my other provocations. He drove to the post office and spent an hour writing letters in some infernal script, politely convincing the employees to let us stay past closing time. I complained about the postage as Alastor sent manila envelopes to the far corners of the world using my cash to pay. 
 
   As we exited the building, he said, “You could choose to live in luxury. You have the skills and the power to do so. You need only use them.”
 
   I was pretty good at forensic accounting. I came across some huge accounts during my regular investigations: cartels, Ponzi schemes, insider-trader funds. The courts seized much of that money or it was lost anyway. I could probably have siphoned off a few million a year. I might have even avoided getting caught, since I knew what investigators looked for. That kind of greed and abuse was what Alastor wanted.
 
   Go to hell.
 
   “I am in Hell,” he said with mild irritation. “I never left. But part of me is here and I think it’s time to enjoy this little vacation.”
 
   Alastor drove to the Hotel Monaca and checked in under a name I didn’t recognize. Luckily, the room was already paid for. My bank accounts could only take so much of a beating. My patron asked for anything being held for us and the concierge brought him a dark leather briefcase.
 
   We rode the elevator to the tenth floor and entered room twelve. Alastor set the briefcase on the bed before making a call. That time it was in English and I didn’t like what I heard at all.
 
   “Yes, I’m interested in a companion,” Alastor said into the receiver. “Deborah comes highly recommended. Yes, I’ll pay extra. No, cash is fine. It’s not a problem.”
 
   You’ve got to be kidding me.
 
   The man on the other end asked for the location and Alastor gave it. I griped and moaned about what he was doing, but I remembered that we didn’t have any significant amount of cash left on our person after our trip to the post office. I fell silent as I puzzled out my patron’s game.
 
   Half an hour passed before the knock came at the door, the quick response surprising me. Deborah, as Alastor called her, must have worked out of the hotel or very close by. I figured my patron already knew that, choosing the hotel for that very purpose.
 
   Alastor opened the door and welcomed the woman in cordially. At first sight, she was stunning; a long-legged blonde with slender features, tone legs, and a full bust. But the longer I watched, the more I saw.
 
   The prostitute was older than the thick make-up led one to believe. It almost hid the crow’s feet and bags under her eyes. Her sensual smirk didn’t vary, as if it was so well practiced that she couldn’t change it.
 
   She dressed like a business professional, though her suit fit too well. Her skirt hugged her slim hips and rode too high to be work-appropriate. With her hair in a twisted bun and her in tall heels, she was like an office worker’s wet dream. 
 
   My patron removed her coat in a gentlemanly fashion. Beneath was a silky white blouse with a plunging neckline. Alastor offered her a drink which she declined politely. She’d brought a small stereo that she set down, turning on smooth instrumental music. I assumed it was supposed to create the mood.
 
   As my patron played the game where he assured her we were not a cop and we weren’t about to chop her into little pieces, I squirmed in my mental prison. God knew what kind of venereal diseases Alastor would contract that I’d be forced to live with. I was sure that was just the kind of thing that would tickle the devil’s fancy.
 
   They finished chatting and Deborah instructed us to sit down and enjoy the show. The music changed and she began strutting about and dancing in calm, deliberate motions that accentuated her limber form. After a few minutes, her hair was down and she was without skirt or blouse.
 
   When Alastor spoke, my voice sounded so smug I wanted to roll my eyes. I couldn’t believe anyone would give my patron the time of day. I supposed the arrogance appealed to a certain kind of person. Maybe I just knew the devil better by then.
 
   “I wondered what you looked like,” Alastor said as the prostitute continued her slow striptease. “After so much… correspondence, I admit I formed an image. It pleases me that you don’t disappoint.”
 
   She missed a step, but somehow maintained balance in the four inch heels. “I think you’ve got the wrong person. I’m not pen pals with anyone.”
 
   I felt like I was watching cheesy porn on Skinemax. Sure, the woman was undeniably attractive in a damaged sort of way. Seeing her caress herself as she did would’ve boiled my blood had I been in charge of my body, but the grainy, home-movie quality projection I watched seemed to protect me from those primal urges. I lamented that the strip show was the most action I’d gotten in over a year. Focus, Landon.
 
   “You’re mistaken,” Alastor said. “I’ve listened to your most fervent pleas. I’m finally here to answer them… for a price.”
 
   I almost dismissed what my patron said as some kind of nausea-inducing foreplay. Then I realized the devil wasn’t here to get off. He was recruiting. Alastor wanted Deborah to be another of his thralls, a witch in his service.
 
   “Tonight isn’t about me. It’s about you,” she said seductively, dropping her bra after deftly unclasping it with one hand. “Tell me what you want.”
 
   “I want you,” Alastor replied. “Mind, body, and soul.”
 
   She played along, her voice throaty and sensuous. “I’m yours all night, baby.”
 
   “That simply won’t do,” Alastor said, confusing the woman. “I need you for much longer. I have a business proposition for you.”
 
   I could tell she was irked by my patron spoiling the mood. “I don’t do regulars. I’m more of a one-night stand type of girl.”
 
   “You misunderstand me,” he replied. “As enticing as your flesh is, that’s not the reason I called you.”
 
   Then why didn’t you get to the point right off? I asked the darkness around me, knowing Alastor heard me. I guessed that my patron equated nudity with vulnerability. He wanted her off guard and ill-prepared for what he planned.
 
   “I’m here to promote you,” the devil said.
 
   Her face told me that she didn’t get it. To her, Alastor was just another obsessive John. She stood there in a thong and heels trying to figure it out. I begged Alastor, Get on with it.
 
   “Promote me to what?” she asked. “I can’t just quit. It doesn’t work like that.”
 
   “Your panderer won’t be a problem after tonight,” Alastor said. “You’ll be in charge of this little enterprise.”
 
   She laughed out loud. Alastor sat quietly and waited for her to finish. She went to retrieve her shirt, putting it on without buttoning. She began to gather the rest of her clothing, sensing that we no longer required her services.
 
   “What would you give to be out from under his thumb? To have his power and so much more? To be free of this fruitless life? Isn’t that what you’ve been praying for?”
 
   Deborah stopped cold and stared at us. “How did you… Are you some kind of rich guy? You can’t just buy me. What could you do anyway?”
 
   I could feel Alastor’s smug satisfaction. She’d stopped to listen. My patron had just won. It was only a matter of semantics after that. I hated the sense of déjà-vu it evoked. Alastor had been more delicate with me, spending days to warm me up to the pact.
 
   “Call your flesh-peddler and tell him to come here. Give him whatever excuse will bring him,” Alastor commanded subtly. “Open my suitcase when you finish with your call.”
 
   Picking up the phone, the prostitute dialed a short number, showing that her pimp was in another room of the hotel. “Hey, it’s me. Yeah. I need help. He… won’t pay.”
 
   She hung up and looked at us with anxiety written all over her face. I saw my hand come into my field of vision and motion toward the briefcase. The woman strutted over to it, not in an intentionally sensual way, but a gait forced on her by the heels. She paused for a moment before opening it.
 
   I knew there wasn’t much time before the pimp showed up with whatever muscle he had on retainer. Sure that Alastor could handle a few normals, I was more concerned about how thorough the cleanup would be. I wouldn’t have put it past my patron to leave the bodies for me as another “test” of my resourcefulness.
 
   Deborah finally opened the briefcase, her face a mix of confusion and relief at the sight of the thick stack of paperwork contained therein. “What’s this?”
 
   “Most of an agreement,” Alastor said. “The final details are yet to be determined.”
 
   “What’s it got to do with me?” she asked. “Nevermind. Frankie will be here soon and he’s going to put a hurting on one of us. Maybe both of us.”
 
   Alastor shook my head. “Frankie will be otherwise occupied. I know what you want, deep in your heart. I’m here to grant your wishes, your desires. If you sign that document, I’ll make it happen.”
 
   She stared bewildered and frightened, her concern for the immediate threat of her approaching pimp. Attempting to hustle in her shoes proved futile, but she tried anyway. She only made it halfway across the room before the sound of a key sliding into the lock stopped her in her tracks.
 
   Alastor stood my body up, straightened our stolen coat, and faced the newcomers. Frankie grinned like a sociopath when he saw us. It must have been the highlight of his night to rough up a troublesome John.
 
   The pimp wore a white sports coat over a  baby blue shirt with sleeves rolled up. A gold chain hung from his neck. He looked like he made his fashion choices based off of Miami Vice.
 
   “Do you not understand how this works?” he asked innocuously, like a frat boy chiding a freshman. “You order a service. You pay for the service. You get the service. Why are you wasting my time?”
 
   He motioned his hired muscle toward Alastor. The guy that came into the room after him was huge, his extra-large black tee tight around his neck, arms, and chest. His look screamed Scandinavian biker. I was glad I didn’t have to deal with him. My patron didn’t flinch in the slightest.
 
   “Go into the bathroom and ignore everything you hear until I summon you,” Alastor commanded. Again, the devil used the Voice flawlessly, ordering instead of suggesting.
 
   The pimp laughed, but the thug went vacant-eyed and headed for the bathroom. Frankie called after him, getting agitated when the thug didn’t respond. He rounded on us, pulling out a silver plated pistol from an underarm holster.
 
   “Drop it,” Alastor said. 
 
   Frankie seemed surprised as he complied, staring at me in wide-eyed disbelief as Alastor walked my body over to him. I watched my hand shoot out and take the pimp by the throat, lifting him with supernatural strength. Deborah witnessed it with silent shock, a hand covering her mouth.
 
   “You see,” Alastor said. “Frankie is nothing. A worm to us. Tell me what you want. Sign the document and it’s a done deal.”
 
   Not subtle at all, I muttered, actually surprised at my patron’s lack of finesse, but I saw his game here. Deborah was too scared to think things through. Too bad there was nothing in the cosmic rules that prevented pacts from being signed while under duress.
 
   Uselessly, I screamed a warning. I tried to tell her to stop and think about it. Though the circumstances were different, the blend of fear, hope, and desire overpowered her rational brain just as they had mine that day five years ago.
 
   “I… I don’t know what I want,” she squeaked out fearfully, her eyes glued to Frankie’s reddening face.
 
   “Use your imagination,” Alastor said. “It’s one of your kind’s greatest gifts. Make me an offer. How about… eternal youth and health? Looks to make men worship you? The power to destroy people like Frankie?”
 
   The pimp thrashed about, striking my face and arm ineffectually. Spittle frothed from his lips as he struggled for air. Veins bulged in his temples and his eyes started to roll back.
 
   “Yes! Yes!” she responded. “Just make him go away.”
 
   “In return,” Alastor said calmly as Frankie’s feet went still, “I want you to take over this man’s operations. Expand them. The details are in the document along with a few other provisions. If this is agreeable, sign.”
 
   I muttered a string of profanity. If I had known a little more, I’d have gotten a better deal on my end of the pact. Of course, if I’d known more, I’d have told Alastor to shove his pact up his scaly ass. I wish she could do as I hadn’t. I wished she refused Alastor.
 
   She didn’t. 
 
   Deborah signed the pact before Frankie’s feet stopped twitching.
 
   Alastor dropped the fresh corpse and retrieved the man’s gun before turning to the bathroom. The thug faced us as the door opened, a sudden realization that things weren’t right lighting a fire in his eyes. He went for his gun, but my patron reacted faster. Surging forward with inhuman speed, my hand slapped the butch man in the forehead and pushed him back. The force knocked him into a sitting position on the toilet.
 
   When my palm came away, I saw the red-white magical symbol that marked him as a special kind of Damned soul. He bore Alastor’s mark. Though the glyph itself wasn’t fatal, I doubted he had long to live. Alastor would get the soul he had just claimed.
 
   “You see, Landon?” Alastor asked. “Here I am, doing you another favor. This counts as your soul for the month.”
 
   The glowing rune faded from the thug’s forehead. His soul, already damned for past deeds, belonged to Alastor now. I had no idea what my patron used them for once he got them, but I had a feeling it was nothing good. I was in no hurry to find out.
 
   When we came back out, I saw that Deborah had gone to her knees, sitting against the side of the bed. She trembled in terror, unable to take her eyes from Frankie’s body. She shirked away from Alastor as we approached, but her expression seemed more awe than terror. I saw the signature on the top of the stack of over six hundred pages.
 
   “No more of that,” my patron said sternly, like a parent scolding a child. “This is your last night as one of the weak. You have a great deal to learn. Study the pact. When we speak next, I expect you to be in charge of the flesh that man peddled.”
 
   My patron handed her Frankie’s pistol. She stared up like some lost little girl. I recognized the look. Deborah realized the weight of what she’d just done, what she’d given up. I felt sorry for her.
 
   Without another word, Alastor grabbed the dead pimp by the ankle and headed for the bathroom. The thug scrambled out of our way, stumbling into the hallway. Alastor ignored him, continuing into the cramped bathroom. The devil fiddled with the plug and filled the tub with an inch or two of water. 
 
   Lifting Frankie effortlessly, my patron dropped the body as strange arcane words left my lips. The body splashed down and disappeared, cast into one of the nether realms through the Borderline of air and water. I guessed I was relieved because those were my prints on Frankie’s neck, my skin under his nails.
 
   That’s a neat trick, I uttered. Too bad you never taught me that one.
 
   “When have I spoon-fed you anything?” Alastor replied quietly. “All of my thralls can open rifts to the nether realms. They just need to figure out how… and survive the journeys.”
 
   Deborah’s soft sobbing followed us into the hallway. The elevator ride was long and quiet. I tried to process everything that had just happened, partly to understand it and partly to figure out what the backlash would be for me. The vibe I got from my patron was all pleased contentment.
 
   Why didn’t you just make a pact with the pimp? I asked as we exited the hotel. 
 
   I noticed Alastor took a route that avoided obvious security cameras. I was disquieted by the prospect that the possibility for my arrest existed. It was all part of my patron’s plan, I was sure. One more tether to keep me in line. At least, there was no body.
 
   Alastor chuckled to himself as he replied to my question, “Isn’t it obvious? I always bargain from a position of strength. My thralls are always in dire straits when I come to them. Else, why would they agree to my terms?”
 
   You think the pimp would’ve driven a harder bargain?
 
   “Maybe,” Alastor said, “but I’m not in the business of ‘might have’ or ‘possibly’. I only make pacts with someone I’m sure about.”
 
   The words made me sick. I’d done everything I could to avoid playing Alastor’s game, but the certainty my patron had about his thralls—those like me—made me doubt all I’d done. Was it inevitable that I’d come to the devil’s perspective on things?


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   I had all night to think deep, philosophical thoughts about the nature of evil and my place in the world, since Alastor didn’t sleep. Freed from my body, it seemed that I didn’t need to sleep either, not that I could have. I had to remain vigilant if I wanted to get my body back.
 
   In the wee hours of the morning, my patron headed to a meth lab where a sickly addict nervously handed us a briefcase full of money. I sighed in partial relief. I would have much rather tried to explain away a ton of money than a ton of drugs to an arresting officer.
 
   Alastor delivered the cash to a sleazy businessman at the crack of dawn. The rundown strip mall boasted two active businesses: a liquor store and a shady mortgage firm run by the recipient of all that cash. I got no answer when I asked my patron what it was all about. I guess I didn’t really need an explanation. For my patron, it was all convoluted webs and spinning plates.
 
   While the entire experience of possession wracked my nerves, I nearly melted down in a panic attack when Alastor arrived at the FBI offices. He parked the stolen Stanza a few blocks away in a tow-away zone and walked to the building. My voice greeted the security guards casually. They responded in kind and waved me past.
 
   I knew it was irrational, but I felt even more violated. My job was the only thing I had going for me in my miserable life. I might not have chosen it for myself, but I was actually happy as a forensic accountant. I mentally trembled at the thought of Alastor ruining it.
 
   We rode the elevator up. I forced myself not to beg my patron for caution. Showing weakness would have only given the devil a weapon to use against me later.
 
   Anne, the fit brunette receptionist, glanced up as we entered the main office. She was in a smart business suit, looking professional and attractive simultaneously. Normally, I didn’t warrant more than a brief look in the way of greeting.
 
   “Good morning, Agent Graves,” she said.
 
   Alastor said nothing, but our gaze lingered for just a moment too long. Anne’s features softened and a subtle smile appeared. She self-consciously adjusted her glasses and made eyes at us. I knew for a fact she was seeing someone. She’d made it clear when I asked her out three months ago. I grumbled about the mystical Rohypnol my patron apparently emanated.
 
   Fortunately, Alastor moved on to business. He somehow avoided the ritualistic morning office chatter and got to my desk without bumping into anyone. I muttered about the Fallen tipping off my co-workers with his odd behavior. I never sat down without a source of caffeine. The fancy stolen coat was also a dead giveaway.
 
   Alastor grabbed my spare clothes and changed in the office bathroom and discreetly disposed of my bloodied shirt. I ratcheted down my anxiety a quarter turn as we strode back out into the cubicle farm.
 
   My patron returned to my desk and logged into my computer. Then he begin… working. I was more than a little perplexed by it. Even more unsettling was his familiarity with my cases and passwords. I was pretty sure my patron didn’t get to root around in my head, but he knew my workload inside and out. How?
 
   The devil dug through heaps of documents, finding seemingly unconnected accounts and ledgers quickly. In a few hours, Alastor made a dozen tenuous connections that would eventually lead to arrests with a little more work on the part of the fraud team. It would sure look good on my record.
 
   I’d thank you, I said, seeing the puzzle pieces fall together as I scanned his work, but I know you did it for a reason. What do you want?
 
   “Now, you’re free to focus on the case at hand,” Alastor said in a voice low enough not to be overheard by my coworkers. “And all of those database searches will obscure my other queries, so I can make use of your FBI resources for other purposes.”
 
   My patron spent the rest of the morning exploiting the FBI for what I could only assume was some kind of personal gain. He transferred innocuous funds and obscured money trails. He flagged several seemingly benign accounts. I surmised that he was waging economic warfare against someone, probably another petty lord of Hell.
 
   Where does it end, Alastor? I asked wearily. What’s your end game? What do you get out of all of this?
 
   “I get to continue existing,” Alastor answered with what almost sounded like open honesty. “You see… It’s like I told you. We’re not so different, you and I.”
 
   For a moment, I was stunned. Would my fear of Hell force me to cross the lines I swore I wouldn’t? Something infirm deep in my consciousness solidified. If I resorted to any means necessary to survive, I’d be no better than Alastor. I wouldn’t allow myself to turn into some infernal animal that had no greater purpose than mere survival.
 
   I failed to notice that Alastor had left my desk.
 
   My car door slammed and I finally came back to what limited senses remained available to me. Lost in thought as I had been, I had no idea how much time had passed until I glanced at the clock in the dash of my Buick. Noon. I’d been zoned out for less than twenty minutes.
 
   What had Alastor done after successfully distracting me? Had that even been my patron’s goal with that uncomfortable comparison? I figured I was overreacting, overthinking, overcomplicating. But I’d learned something about my current state. If I wasn’t diligent in maintaining focus, I could lose track of what my body did. I wondered if Oliver Pontas had the same problem.
 
   So what other evil plans do you have to lay? I asked, hoping the answer would give me some concept of the time left to endure being a backseat driver in my own body.
 
   “It’s not about ‘good’ or ‘evil’. It’s about following someone else’s rules or choosing for yourself,” Alastor said, dodging my question. “There is no objective moral good, only what is good for you on a short and long term scale.”
 
   Well, if Heaven exists, I said, then that pretty well refutes your argument.
 
   The devil laughed. “The criteria by which one enters the Creator’s personal realm aren’t known by anyone or anything. The Watchers can only guess. They sit outside and wonder. That’s why they’ve spawned all these ridiculous religions. Well, one of the reasons.”
 
   They don’t know either? 
 
   I reeled from that thought until I considered the source of my information. Without a doubt, Alastor had a bias in his view of all things celestial. What qualms could the Fallen possibly have against giving me misinformation? Still, the implications of my patron’s words echoed at the edge of my thoughts.
 
   “That’s why we call them ‘Watchers’, Landon. They are constantly watching mankind in an effort to determine what the Creator deems ‘good’ so that they can force people to that ideal. But for every rule they construct, there are exceptions that waltz right through the pearly gates.”
 
   I wanted to retort, but I fell silent instead. Alastor lied as easily as I breathed, but the worst thing about it was the truth woven into those lies. I’d never know the whole story because of my pact and my limits as a mortal being.
 
   My patron drove us across town to a business center, one where office buildings surrounded a small park. That late in the afternoon, enough people had left that Alastor found a place to park easily. Then the devil surprised me once again by finding a café and ordering food.
 
   Part of me thought I didn’t need food while Alastor controlled me and the other part believed that the bastard would starve me for fun. Even though I couldn’t taste the sandwich or cola, the act of eating it relieved me of one minor concern. But I should have known my patron never did anything without a purpose.
 
   Halfway through the meal, an older looking man in a nice suit sat down across from us without a word. Alastor didn’t seem surprised, so I assumed the Fallen expected the salt-and-pepper haired man. The cloak and dagger shit started to aggravate me.
 
   “Mr. Lambert,” my patron said. “Thank you for meeting me on such short notice. My arrival in town was… unexpected.”
 
   The man seemed somewhat taken aback by the use of his name. “Oh, are you… him?”
 
   Within my mental confines, I sighed. This businessman—Mr. Lambert—reeked of naivety. He was uninitiated, someone performing a function for Alastor without signing a pact. Mr. Lambert had been passed over for enthrallment. Lucky him.
 
   “I am an agent of your client. Call me ‘Mr. Allen’,” Alastor replied, playing whatever role he had set up with the man. “Now let us discuss business.”
 
   Lambert gaped for a moment before nodding hurriedly. He looked somewhat relieved. He opened a briefcase at his side and pulled out a neatly organized binder. Handing it over, I saw that his hand trembled slightly.
 
   It turned out that Mr. Lambert worked as an investment banker. The binder contained spreadsheets and charts detailing the rates and returns of various mutual funds. I tried to memorize some account numbers, but Alastor read over them too quickly.
 
   We shifted back in our seat, taking on a relaxed posture. I was sure it was all calculated by my patron to manipulate the man. Alastor closed the binder and slid it across the table. “Your figures look promising. The profits please our employer. He is willing to reinvest the interest, and more, provided you meet with him in New York.”
 
   Lambert perked up, his face kept still except for a hint of a smile. “That’s wonderful. I’ll have my secretary set something up.”
 
   “We’ll call you,” Alastor assured him. “Have a good day.”
 
   As the man left, I got the sinking feeling that something was wrong. Who was that?
 
   “That was Mr. Lambert,” Alastor said. “Try to keep up.”
 
   I heard the name he gave you. I want to know why he’s handling any of your money. He seems off. Clothes are too nice. Why didn’t you meet him in his office?
 
   “Mr. Lambert doesn’t have an office.”
 
   That set off warning bells. Difficult to contact meant hard to find. And why was he so nervous? I had a hunch that Mr. Lambert was a conman. I said as much to Alastor.
 
   “Very astute instincts. Mr. Lambert is running what you call a Ponzi scheme.”
 
   Then why the hell are you giving him your money?
 
   “To lower his guard. When I meet with him in New York, I’ll persuade him to transfer his financials into my control.”
 
   Suddenly those flagged accounts from earlier made more sense. I shuddered to think about what Alastor meant by “persuade” having so recently witnessed the devil’s methods. You could let me expose him. Get a conviction.
 
   “So the money goes back to those foolish investors or, worse, into your court system? No, I think not.”
 
   Alastor began composing a letter in a language I didn’t recognize. Though it irked me, I watched carefully to garner any clue I could. Then, I saw my hand jerk suddenly, the neat line of script ruined with a tear. Alastor abruptly stood us up and walked away from the café table, leaving behind the half-eaten food and the legal pad. Our rapid pace set off sirens for me.
 
   What is it? Where are you going? I asked.
 
   Alastor didn’t respond which only piqued my concern more. He stalked my body down the sidewalk and, by the expressions of the other pedestrians, my patron fumed with ire that I could only feel the barest hint of. The devil bumped into someone hard enough to send the man to the ground but didn’t bother with a charming apology.
 
   Christ, what’s going on? I demanded.
 
   “Someone just tried to find us with a spell,” Alastor replied in a gravelly murmur. “The practitioner is close. I mean to find the fool and have a few words.”
 
   One of Alastor’s enemies had probably found the devil and wanted to take him out. I was just collateral damage—or a bonus rather. Alastor’s essence would just return to Hell, but I’d be out of play. Small loss. The games sickened me.
 
   Alastor followed a trail only he could perceive off the busy street. Winding through the shops and restaurants that catered to the office workers of the area, we ended up at a crossroads of back alleys. Graffiti marred the stucco and plaster walls. Grimy water trickled down the center toward a rusted drain, scintillating colors reflecting on its surface.
 
   “Hey, Graves,” a familiar voice beckoned. “You look like shit.”
 
   Alastor turned us down the side street to face the last person on Earth I expected to see.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   Bryce Campbell, the teenage wizard, stared straight at me as he emerged from behind a battered green dumpster, squaring up like he was ready for a bout of fisticuffs. The fearless little shit was calling Alastor out. The utter balls of that kid. If he wasn’t about to kick my ass, I’d have rooted for him. I thought I’d root for him anyway.
 
   “Ah, the young wizard.” The words came from my lips. “I have a proposition for you.”
 
   Bryce tilted his head as if straining to hear something. A tight frown formed on his face and he nodded slightly. He met my eyes again and said, “Name yourself, devil, or be gone.”
 
   “Perceptive. That’s a talent. How did you know?”
 
   “I can smell your rancid stink from here,” the teen spell-slinger quipped. “You can take your ‘proposition’ and shove it.”
 
   I thought back on our first encounter and wondered if he was actually trying to provoke a lord of Hell. Regardless of how skilled he thought he was, that was a terrible idea. But he was a wizard. They were all about studying, understanding, and analyzing the supernatural weirdness of our world.
 
   I knew he had a plan. He had to or he was dead. I hoped he had a plan.
 
   “This generation is especially rude,” Alastor lamented. “Now, listen well child. Think on all you lack in this life. Think of all that your meager power has brought you and consider what I can bring you with true power.”
 
   My patron amazed me with its use of the Voice, so subtle and powerful. It was odd to be an observer of that power in action. The display also made me feel like a rank amateur. If I’d had a better handle on my power, would I have fared better in the shadow realm? Would I have had to let Alastor take over? Would Oliver have gotten away in the first place?
 
   I could feel that my patron was pleased with himself. “Alright child. Now for my proposition—”
 
   “I wasn’t interested before,” Bryce said, eyes placid and bored. “And after that pathetic display, I’m definitely not now. I wouldn’t even call you a minor leaguer. What do I have to do to merit a visit from an actual power player in Hell?”
 
   The devil hesitated for a fraction of a second before lunging at the young man with impossible speed. Bryce didn’t move. I thought he was frozen with fear. But then I saw a slight grin as it formed on his mouth.
 
   Inches from his face, Alastor collided with an invisible field of magical force. I didn’t know how my skull remained intact after the impact. Maybe it wasn’t. I couldn’t really tell from where I was. The smell of fresh blood told me that Alastor had broken my nose, though that shouldn’t have been hard after my run-in with James Thompson.
 
   I hoped the bone re-healed quickly. I didn’t want to deal with the fallout of it when I got back in control of my body. I told myself “when” and not “if” on purpose. I had legitimate concerns about coming out of the encounter with Bryce alive that I couldn’t afford to dwell on.
 
   “Dumb and weak,” Bryce said in his infuriating tone. “I feel bad for Landon. He’s signed up with a runt of the Fallen litter.”
 
   Alastor hissed, but instead of focusing on the teenager, he squatted down and tore up the soggy cardboard neither of us bothered to notice before. The Fallen paused as he saw the summoning circle hidden beneath. I whistled from the mental prison.
 
   Damn, Alastor. That’s top of the line.
 
   My body stood on a five foot square piece of steel plate inscribed with several circles, the most important of which was an inlaid solid silver band an inch thick etched with arcane runes. There was no chance of disturbing it. The magical barrier was as clear as glass and strong as… well they didn’t make anything that impenetrable.
 
   Normally, I could see magical auras, though it was harder in daylight. Even locked in the mind-prison, I saw the shades of red in place of darkness, so I knew I should’ve seen the aura of such a powerful spell. Bryce had waited until the last instant to activate it. Ballsy.
 
   “I won’t forget this, mortal,” my patron said. “You have insulted me, trapped me against my will, and refused my generous offer. You’ve made an enemy for your eternal existence.”
 
   Bryce shrugged casually. “Judging by you and your thrall here, I think I’ll be alright.”
 
   Alastor banged my fist against the force field in pure hatred and rage. Even with the sensation filtered, I felt my bones cracking. Damn it, Alastor! You’re not doing any good by breaking my hand! Snarling, he turned and stalked around in the tight circle.
 
   “Behold, thrall,” Alastor whispered without any apparent anger in his tone. “This is what you’d call ‘subterfuge’.”
 
   The temperature in my little prison rose by a dozen degrees in an instant. Considering it was a mental interpretation of me being trapped in my own head, I wasn’t sure what that signified. I only knew that Alastor had stoked his infernal power to the limits of my mortal form.
 
   Suddenly, Alastor dropped the petulant act and faced Bryce. He pressed our hand against the barrier while the young wizard watched with his practiced nonchalance. Could the teen really have been that arrogant?
 
   “Nothing can be made that cannot be unmade,” Alastor said under his breath, his words just for me. “I’ve fought against nightmares you can’t imagine. Even if I can only invest a tiny portion of my power into you, it will be enough when paired with my knowledge.”
 
   Alastor spoke a word my mind couldn’t comprehend. Bass without a source thrummed in the magical prison in which we stood, a quickening pulse that rattled the ground. The sound rapidly changed pitch until the magical barrier shook in sympathetic vibration. Then Alastor exerted himself. The barrier shattered with a burst of kinetic energy that rocked the nearby dumpster and sent Bryce staggering back a few steps.
 
   My patron spoke another word and waved my hand around. Silence washed over the area like a cold wave. The distant traffic din cut off. Though I saw the breeze through the alley stirring the misplaced garbage, I heard nothing.
 
   Only a few paces away, Bryce recovered from his shock as Alastor pulled the gun out of my underarm holster. My patron didn’t hesitate, firing soundless shot after shot. I screamed in protest, but the devil paid me no mind. Luckily, Bryce wasn’t out of the fight.
 
   The wizard threw up his hands before Alastor got the gun out, touching a bracelet on one of his wrists. The bullets hit some kind of invisible, gel-like shield. Over the span of two feet, the slugs came to a stop with trails of bubbles behind them as if the air between Bryce and I had been turned to water.
 
   Alastor growled, but no words pierced the magical silence encompassing the area. He stowed my gun and sprinted at the teen faster than humanly possible. I could feel the devil’s thrill at the thought of tearing out Bryce’s throat.
 
   With only an instant to react, Bryce fumbled some kind of glass orb out of his pocket, but he dropped it. Alastor reached for his neck with hands that, I noted with dismay, had grown claws. Before the devil could sink those black nails into the young man’s flesh, the orb released its spell as it broke on the ground at Bryce’s feet. Realizing that the teen had intended to drop the spelled piece of glass brought me some measure of relief.
 
   Then the blast of the spell hit us.
 
   A torrent of wind and force spiraled up from the ground, catching Alastor before he closed our clawed hands on Bryce’s throat. We sailed up into the air, careening off a brick wall. Within the confines of my prison, I grew dizzy from the whirling perspective from which I had to watch.
 
   As we collided with the ground, I noticed that ambient noise had returned.  Alastor’s spell had ended or the blast from Bryce’s magic had broken the devil’s concentration. Either way, I was suddenly subject to my patron’s running dialogue.
 
   “Resourceful,” Alastor commented in both annoyance and admiration. “Learn from this boy’s death, Landon. See how he fights!”
 
   Rising to a knee, Alastor waved my hands and a ball of fire popped into existence between my palms. He stretched it out, the flames darkening to crimson as he transformed it into a lance of hellfire in scant seconds. With no flourish or wasted movement, Alastor threw the spear of fire.
 
   Propelled by strength and thought, the hellfire shot like lightning down the alley. Bryce didn’t bother using some fancy magic trick to deflect it. He had no time. Instead, he threw himself to one side, stumbling into the dumpster.
 
   Before he could recover, Alastor started forward with a steady gait, waving our hands around and reciting arcane words I couldn’t follow. As Bryce got back to his knees, Alastor unleashed a blast of fire, a horizontal cyclone of bright orange. It engulfed the teenager and I let out a cry of dismay.
 
   Stop it, Alastor! He’s no challenge to you. Just let him go!
 
   My patron showed no mercy, stalking forward to keep the torrent of fire on the wizard. Raging at my inability to do anything, I sagged in my dreamscape chair. It was my fault. Bryce died because of me. How could I live with—
 
   The splayed flames moved upward. I could see Bryce’s sneakers beneath the bottom edge of them. He’d thrown up some kind of shield that deflected the blast of fire away from him. I whooped loudly and suddenly found that my hands were free to move.
 
   The gout of fire cut off abruptly, revealing a singed but otherwise unwounded Bryce. And he was no longer alone. Behind him floated a being of coalesced smoke and light. By the way it hurt my eyes to look upon, I figured it was one of the Watchers. Going out on a limb, I guessed that it was Mendoza’s Guardian Angel. No matter who it was looking after, it was pissed.
 
   Bryce seemed unaware of the divine being a short distance from him, but he knew that something else had garnered part of Alastor’s attention. My patron seemed to hesitate, but I knew he’d calculated what the new information meant. Feeling my legs as they were freed, I figured that Alastor’s lack of concentration on me was my best chance to take control back… before it was too late.
 
   Looking at the angel, Alastor snarled in a language I couldn’t understand. The celestial being made no move and gave no response, merely hovering in place. The only change I detected was the intensifying of its aura. I felt the walls of my mindscape prison shudder. Alastor continued his infernal tirade to no effect.
 
   Bryce took advantage, reaching into a satchel I hadn’t noticed before. He drew out a tangled mess of yellow nylon twine. He spoke a few arcane words and held one hand in a rigid gesture. With the other hand, he flung the bunched up twine at us.
 
   Alastor reacted sluggishly to the attack, reaching out to swat the knotted yellow rope away. As our hand touched it, the ball unfurled and entangled my body with blinding speed. In a moment, the rope wrapped my body tight enough to render me immobile.
 
   That’s a neat trick.
 
   I could feel Alastor’s fury at the interference of the Watcher. I figured that only the angel kept Alastor’s power in check. Otherwise, he would’ve ripped the twine apart and gone after Bryce again.
 
   Watching Alastor struggle for a moment, the wizard relaxed infinitesimally. I saw him panting, hidden fear and anxiety peeking through his cool façade. Though he’d made it look easy, I knew how close he’d been to death.
 
   With a calculating look, Bryce turned and said in a loud voice, “Alright, Father. It’s safe. You can come out.”
 
   When I saw Father Miller, I felt both hope and alarm. While I’d told the priest everything, I still thought he operated on faith alone. He had never encountered the supernatural directly as far as I knew. Regardless, I had some unfounded idea that he could help me.
 
   Father Miller rapidly approached while avoiding eye contact. He carried a large suitcase that he set on the ground beside Bryce. Popping it open, he revealed what looked like a prop out of the Exorcist. An exorcism kit. Then I realized that was exactly what it was. And so did Alastor.
 
   “You think your pathetic trinkets can drive me out?” he said with a curt bark of a laugh in my voice. “I own this vessel. You are nothing compared to me. Your power is nothing.”
 
   Unfazed, the priest sighed. “Of course, you’re right. But it’s not my power that we’re counting on, is it? Let’s see how you fair against the might of God.”
 
   I could almost taste Alastor’s chagrin.
 
   Father Miller began a prayer, chanting in a steady but fear-tinged tone. He held a bible in one hand and a vial of what I assumed was holy water in the other. Droplets of it spatter on my face as he shook the bottle at me.
 
   The angel behind Bryce pulsed and my patron cursed vilely. The priest continued chanting. Alastor made threats against him, his family, and the people of his congregation. Miller didn’t flinch. I wasn’t exactly surprised that the priest could stand up against the infernal threat Alastor posed, but Miller’s sheer steadfastness did leave me a bit in awe.
 
   “Fools. You think your meager power can stop me?” Alastor asked.
 
   Miller and Bryce stood their ground and Alastor quickly realized that threats wouldn’t work on them.
 
   “I won’t be stopped,” Alastor roared, straining against the spelled nylon that wrapped around my body. I heard strands snap and I watched as Bryce’s eyes widened. “They are nothing compared to what I’ve faced.”
 
   I banged my fist against the mental barrier and felt it shake. Encouraged, I threw myself against the invisible wall. Your time is up! Give. It. Back. The wall cracked.
 
   Father Miller continued his prayer, flipping the bible pages. Behind him, the divine presence hovered silently. I surmise that the praying wasn’t directly effective. It only channeled the power of the Watcher. The angelic being rested a hand on Father Miller’s shoulder, though he seemed as unaware of it as Bryce. His chanting renewed with vigor and Alastor winced with each word.
 
   In my mind, I heard Alastor roaring in pain. The Fallen couldn’t stand the chanting. Was it the words, their meaning, or something else? All Mendoza had to do to make me cringe was to speak forcefully. I somehow doubted it was the bible passages themselves that undermined Alastor. It was the will and the intent, backed by the power of the being behind the priest.
 
   I felt slimy tendrils shuddering throughout my psyche, slipping away slowly but leaving a vile residue like pond scum. I shouted in eager anticipation of regaining control. I pounded a fist against the weird bubble I was trapped in and the wall cracked again.
 
   Unable to stand the Watcher’s presence any longer, Alastor finally relented and my body sagged, falling to its knees only after Bryce released the spelled twine. The mental wall I beat my fists against shattered. I sputtered and gasped as sensation rushed back to me in a flash. The pain was the worst I’d ever felt, the aftershocks of burns and broken bones that were mostly healed, but not fully.
 
   It was as if every agony my body had registered under Alastor’s control got queued up for my return. I couldn’t speak. I could barely move, my legs jerking vaguely in the direction I wanted. Before I fully regained my mental faculties, I realized I was crawling away, some kind of primal fear driving me.
 
   It was so much worse than the feeling of Mendoza’s anger, but I knew it was related. I forced myself to stop and turn over. The angel hadn’t moved. I couldn’t even make out a face, but I knew it was staring right at me. My eyes burned, but I looked right at it.
 
   Flesh of solid, sparkling smoke clothed in pure white light, the Watcher hovered in silent judgment. While it had the approximate shape of a person, there were no specific details. Knowing these beings could take on multiple forms, I found it odd—somewhere in the back of my mind, beneath the pain and panic—that the angel chose to remain indistinct, androgynous, and blank.
 
   The eyeless gaze was too much for me. “Alastor’s gone. You got him out of me.”
 
   Father Miller let out a sigh of relief. “Oh thank God. Can you stand?”
 
   I ignored him. Instead, I directed a question at the celestial entity floating behind the priest. “What do you want?”
 
   Miller frowned quizzically and looked about him. He turned to Bryce. “What’s he going on about?” Then to me, he said, “I just want you to return to yourself. Landon, are you alright?”
 
   After what he’d done for me, the priest deserved an answer. “I’m pretty far from alright, Father. Pretty damn far.”
 
   “What happened, Landon? How did this happen?” he asked as gently as his strained voice allowed.
 
   “I was going to die…”
 
   “You fear your fate so much, you’d unleash that creature into this world?”
 
   The angel’s voice roared into my mind forcefully, staggering me. I couldn’t bear its telepathic words. It appeared next to me in an instant, towering over me. My mental fortitude failed and I cowered before it.
 
   “Is it such a sin to want to live?” I whimpered.
 
   Unable to stand its presence, I collapsed. My vision went to black. The last thing I thought was that I’d ruined two suits in a week. What would they bury me in?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up some time later as I was jostled about in the back of a car. I gained my bearings after a few moments, realizing that Father Miller was driving my Buick. Bryce rode shotgun and I was in the back.
 
   I didn’t feel like the angel smote me. A torrent of questions cropped up—like how they got my car—but I was too tired to give a damn. The angel hadn’t killed me.
 
   I was alive.
 
   I laid my head back and tried not to think. Fat chance of that. I spent the entire ride home sullenly mulling over the last day. I wallowed in enough guilt to drown.
 
   I couldn’t walk without help from both Bryce and Miller. The healing ability of Alastor’s possession might have knitted bones and closed gashes, but it wasn’t without a cost. The guys used my keys to open the door to my house. I wondered how many of my nosy neighbors saw. It would give them something to gossip about. Screw them.
 
   Bryce and Father Miller unceremoniously deposited me on the stiff couch in the living room. I groaned and mustered enough strength to unbury my face from the cushion, but I collapsed after. My dusty TV reflected the two men sitting in the kitchen well enough for me to see what they were doing.
 
   Father Miller picked up my phone and called a cab, giving them my address. Bryce raided my fridge and I got a small amount of satisfaction when he found nothing appetizing in the barren appliance. The disgusted sound of disappointment made me grin.
 
   “What do we do now?” Father Miller asked quietly, his tone so fragile it wiped the smile right off my face.
 
   Bryce shrugged. “Nothing to do. Graves is back in control. He’s alive. Things are normal. Relatively speaking.”
 
   The priest shook his head. “No, I don’t think things will ever be ‘normal’ again.”
 
   Great. Just great. I added it to the list of damage done because of me.
 
   I must have passed out, because the cab announced its arrival with a blaring horn that startled me. Father Miller went to the door, but Bryce meandered around to the front of the couch and squatted down to face me. He peered at me for a few moments.
 
   “Get your shit together, man.”
 
   He left without another word. The door shut and after the taxi left my cul-de-sac, my house went quiet. I was alone with nothing but my thoughts. I couldn’t stand it. I couldn’t even deal with what had happened. I tried to force myself up.
 
   The exertion was too much for me. Pressure thundered in my head and I passed out. It was the biggest break I’d gotten all week. I woke up hours later and mustered up the strength to get to my kitchen. I needed something to eat. I needed a drink.
 
   I had a bottle of Johnny Walker for those times I wanted to get away from my problems. I threw back three shots and stopped. I was a lightweight on an empty stomach, so a few minutes later, I was buzzed. It dulled the pain enough that I could scrounge up some food.
 
   I saw the phone at the end of the counter, staring at me mercilessly. The blinking information on the display cruelly reminded me of my deserved solitude; no missed calls or messages. I snatched it up and the throbbing in my hand prevented me from actually throwing it against the wall.
 
   I was a thinker. It was a blessing and a curse. Sometimes I just needed to turn it all off. Reboot. I brought Johnny with me to my couch.
 
   Turning on the TV to the public channels, I watched without really seeing. Jeopardy came on and I heard questions I should have known the answers to. The comfortably numb feeling started to pass, so I resorted to the liquor again.
 
   The phone rang and I let it go for a few chirps as I poured myself another shot of the cheap scotch. I really hated the stuff, but then what was better than that for self-loathing? I picked up the phone and grumbled into the receiver, “Graves.”
 
   There was a moment of silence before Mendoza’s voice came on. “Hey.”
 
   I nearly dropped my drink as I sat up on my couch. “Detective. Sorry. I… don’t even know what to say.”
 
   “I know,” she said quietly. I couldn’t tell if she was sad or angry or something else.
 
   “I… I’ve still got your pistol. I think. I can bring it to you or…” 
 
   I asked myself what the hell I was doing. She wasn’t calling about her damned gun. She was giving me a chance to apologize for what I’d put her through.
 
   “Look. I’m sorry for the way all that went down. I know it was selfish of me—even reckless—knowing what Alastor could do in my body. I’m… I’m just not ready for Hell yet. How am I supposed to make up for all the screwed up shit Alastor’s done if I’m dead? How am I supposed to fix what I’ve done?”
 
   The response came after another a moment of silence. “My Guardian thinks I should come put a bullet in your head.”
 
   I rubbed my temples and shut my eyes, the image of a flaming angel egging Mendoza on as she leveled her Desert Eagle at me. There wasn’t much I could say to that. I remained silent and she went on.
 
   “But I think the only reason I’m still alive is because of you. From what I understand, people like me… they don’t last long. I’m… I’m not ready to leave yet either,” she said. I could hear the mixed emotions in her voice. It was a far cry from her normal tone, so I knew she must still be shaken up about everything.
 
   Of course she is, idiot, I berated myself. She’d gotten pulled into a nether realm, attacked by shadow creatures, and betrayed by her pseudo-partner. I’d nearly killed her. Not me, I tried to tell myself. It wasn’t me that did those things.
 
   I did my best to put her at ease. “Well, don’t thank me. I did everything I could, but it’s still my fault you got involved in any of this.”
 
   “I’m not thanking you.”
 
   “Oh, well I—”
 
   “I’m telling you that I’m not going to kill you for what you did. Not yet anyway,” she said, interrupting my bumbling response. “Thanking you? Don’t be an idiot! Of course it’s your fault!”
 
   I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Well, that certainly clears things up. I guess a ‘thank you’ is in order. You know, for not killing me. I’m sorry I betrayed your trust like that.”
 
   “Trust? I never trusted you. I underestimated your master. And I overestimated you. I want my gun back. Yesterday!” she finished, slamming the phone down.
 
   The dial tone droned for a few seconds as I let that exchange sink in. I knew Alastor did some damage while in my body—the extent of which I wouldn’t be able to fully understand. All I could do was move on and try to undo it. Business as usual. I hung up the phone.
 
   “Things could have gone worse,” I muttered aloud with a shrug. 
 
   I finished my disgustingly potent liquor and turned in. I had work in the morning. There was still a demon on the loose and I’d spent enough time stalling.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Wednesday morning, I woke up sore in every muscle and bone of my body. My head felt full of that pink fiberglass insulation. I couldn’t really tell where the pain came from. I remembered what day it was after fifteen minutes of careful thought.
 
   My legs trembled as I got out of bed. Stiff as a board, I took a long, hot shower to loosen up. Water washing over me, I started to feel human again. Time passed, though I lost track. I planned to stay in until my hot water ran out, but I heard the digital chirping of my phone. Grumbling, I shut the water off, got out, and threw towels around my waist and over my head. I hobbled out of my bathroom in a rush to answer it.
 
   “Landon. This is Phil,” the senior agent said as I put the phone to my ear. “I’m interviewing the victim’s family today, but DPD is requesting a briefing about their role in the case. You up for it?”
 
   It wasn’t a question as much as a polite command. Idly drying my head and shoulders, I thought, DPD requested it? Does that mean Mendoza? “Yeah, I got it. Precinct Three?”
 
   “Yeah,” he replied. “Check in after noon.”
 
   I confirmed and hung up.
 
   Getting dressed turned out to be a chore. The tight, stiff muscles protested every movement as I pulled on slacks. I paused as I slipped my undershirt on, inspecting the narrow mirror on my dresser. There was a small scar on my stomach where I’d nearly been disemboweled by the shadow drake.
 
   The resilience and ability to recover from such injuries amazed me, but the dark power came at a steep cost. I had a subtle reminder of that in the knob of scar tissue on my abdomen.
 
   I finished getting dressed in the plain, flat black suit and narrow tie that so characteristically defined FBI agents. Moving about helped alleviate the aches and by the time I get into my car, I thought I was almost ready to do my job. I just hoped I wouldn’t have to face any demons or nether creatures that day.
 
   Several thoughts went through my head as I pulled into the police lot, worries my rational mind told me were ridiculous. Alone in my car, I told myself, “Just be cool, Landon. There’s no way Mendoza would kill you in the police plaza.”
 
   It occurred to me that the whole purpose of meeting at the station might have been a statement that she didn’t intend to kill me. She’d said as much last night, but I was used to distrusting what I heard from supernatural sources. It came with the territory when you signed your soul away.
 
   I parked right up front in a visitor space. There were cameras on me which gave me a small sense of comfort. I got out of my car and walked inside, forcing myself to maintain a casual pace. Law enforcement types tended to perk up around people in a big hurry.
 
   Approaching the narrow-faced desk sergeant, I asked, “Would you call Detective Evelyn Mendoza and let her know that Agent Graves is here.”
 
   “Don’t bother. I’m right here,” Mendoza said to the sergeant, mere feet behind me.
 
   I was proud of myself for not jumping out of my skin.
 
   “Good. I was about to go on break,” the man replied, grabbing a coffee mug and getting up from this chair.
 
   Taking a breath to calm myself, I turned to face the slightly shorter woman as the desk sergeant left us. She wore a beige pantsuit, something a little less functional than her typical attire. I supposed it was more of a professional look, a psychological tactic for dealing with bureaucratic superiors or reticent civilians. I spotted the waist holster for her Glock and the badge on her belt.
 
   There was a brown kerchief tied neatly around her neck and I only realized its purpose after a few moments. The out-of-season garment hid the bruises my hands had left as Alastor choked her into unconsciousness. The guilt hit me like a ton of bricks.
 
   We met each other’s eyes silently for a moment. I had no idea what to say. I didn’t even know if I could speak, and the awkward silence stretched uncomfortably. The detective snorted and uncrossed her arms.
 
   “Listen up, ‘cause I’m only going to say this once,” she said with quiet intensity, her divine fury tightly contained. “I get that you’re a good guy in a bad situation. I do. You saved my life when you didn’t need to. You didn’t attack when I was at my weakest.”
 
   I wanted nothing more than to slink away in shame. The woman didn’t let me, locking me in place with her steadfast gaze. All I remembered was the calm, levelheaded detective who’d had my back in the shadow realm. Nothing “weak” about that.
 
   “But if you let your master out again…” she warned, leaning in close and jabbing a finger into the meat of my chest, “I’ll kill you. Even if it destroys my life, I’ll end you. Do you understand?”
 
   I swallowed. “Uh, yeah.”
 
   Turning away, she said, “Come on then. And for God’s sake, don’t try to make small talk. We’ve got a long drive.”
 
   “The briefing was only an excuse to get me down here?” The Chosen had other plans for the morning. I hazarded a guess as to what. As we exited the building and headed to her car, I asked, “Cedar Meadows?”
 
   Mendoza nodded and ducked into her car. I quickly got in the passenger’s side of the Crown Vic and the she sped off. I stared out the window at nothing in particular as a way to avoid any more eye contact.
 
   By the aesthetic and upkeep, Cedar Meadows Veterinary Hospital catered to the social elite of pet owners. My shoes squeaked on the immaculate tile floor as I followed the detective through the large lobby. I noted the well-lit, sterile environment and cheery, courteous receptionist.
 
   We waited until the owner of a Great Dane was led through to the back to see a vet who greeted the man with the same demeanor as a heart surgeon. The door shut and I turned my attention to the receptionist whose nametag read, “Alexa.”
 
   “Hello,” Mendoza said, her voice casual—almost friendly. She pulled out her badge and showed the woman. “I’m Detective Evelyn Mendoza and this is Special Agent Landon Graves with the FBI. We have a few questions about a former employee of this clinic.”
 
   Despite the pleasant tone, Alexa’s eyes widened and her expression became one of puzzlement and concern. “Oh, uh, who?”
 
   “Oliver Pontas.”
 
   The receptionist quickly said, “He hasn’t worked here in a long time.”
 
   “And how long have you worked here, miss?” Mendoza asked.
 
   “Three years,” answered the stocky brunette. “Did Oliver get into trouble again?”
 
   “We’re not sure yet,” Mendoza answered. “But you knew him? What can you tell me about him?”
 
   Alexa shrugged. “We worked together for about a year before he got fired. He seemed alright to me, but I guess he had problems with his wife.”
 
   My ears perked up. Marital problems aside, Oliver might have contacted the missus for help. If she had given him anything—money, supplies, or a place to hideout—we needed to find out about it.
 
   “Do you have any emergency contact information?” Mendoza asked. “Can we look at his personnel file?”
 
   “Uh, I guess,” Alexa said. “Hold on. I’ll be right back.” She disappeared into a small office and returned with a thin folder a short time later. “My boss says it’s okay to show you this.”
 
   Mendoza thanked the woman and asked, “Do you have a copier?”
 
   They did. We got the limited information in the file: a full name, social security number, driver’s license number, next of kin with contact information two years out of date. It was something to go on, though Mendoza probably had some of the information already from running Oliver’s name through the police database.
 
   “So what do we do?” I asked as we left the hospital. Flipping through the pages of the file, I continued, “Call it in? You want to get uniforms to track his wife… Gwen down?”
 
   I read on. Oliver had a son listed as a dependent for insurance purposes. I shook my head, stifling the pity evoked by the information. I’m writing a profile, not a sob story.
 
   Mendoza chewed on her answer, waiting until we were in her car again before she spoke. “No, they aren’t equipped to handle Oliver if he… changes.”
 
   I cringed, knowing her thoughts were of me, of my patron wearing my flesh. “So, we track down the wife. See if he’s made contact or if she’s harboring him.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, her eyes distant with thought. “Let’s get going.”
 
   We arrived at a quaint suburban house twenty minutes later.
 
   Plastic Mattel toys littered an otherwise well-kept yard. A tired looking but pleasant mother politely informed us that the Pontas family had sold the house a year and a half ago. She had forwarding information that led us to an apartment.
 
   We had no luck there either. Gwen and Oliver had been evicted after only three months. The management had no idea where they’d ended up. I could sense Mendoza’s frustration as we hit the dead end.
 
   “Take it easy,” I said as she shut the door to her car just a little too hard. “Think about it. Their lives were falling apart. They went from that home to this crappy apartment and then they got evicted. Where would Gwen have gone?”
 
   The detective turned a harsh glare on me, but stifled her frustration. Without answering me, she snatched up the mic to her radio. “Dispatch, this is Detective Mendoza. I need the last known address of a ‘Gwen Pontas’ as well as the addresses of her next of kin.”
 
   The police databases would only have information as recent as Gwen’s last trip to the DMV. Moving around so often after what I assumed was Oliver’s descent into addiction, she might not have been back to update her license. It wasn’t the kind of thing your average person prioritized.
 
   A few minutes later, the dispatcher relayed the address of the house we just visited, confirming my doubts. Fortunately, Mendoza also asked for Gwen’s next of kin and got an address for her parents. I scribbled it down in my notepad.
 
   We took off toward the best lead we had.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Gwen Pontas’s family, the Richards, lived in Aurora. We drove to the old neighborhood with wide streets and large yards for each home. Each house on the block had its own style and personality. School wasn’t out yet, but I could imagine kids playing in the street. It felt insulated from the city by fifty foot tall trees, a warm haven of dappled sunlight.
 
   Mendoza parked on the street and we exited the vehicle. Though I saw no one immediately, I felt eyes on me. It was nothing malevolent, just curious neighbors who had spotted two people who didn’t belong in their safe world.
 
   “Let me know if you sense anything,” I said as the detective rounded the car, assuming she was going to employ her Chosen-o-vision on the property.
 
   She nodded and hung back as I slowly walked down the narrow, worn cement path to the porch. I scanned for any sign of trouble—either supernatural or mundane. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, so I discreetly unbuttoned my underarm holster and rang the doorbell.
 
   Though muffled by the stout wooden door, I heard a woman say, “No, I got it.”
 
   I glanced over at Mendoza as she returned from the side of the house, her brief inspection completed. She gave a little shake of her head. Knowing that Oliver hadn’t been there anytime recently took a load off my shoulders. I was actually able to smile as the door opened.
 
   “Hello,” I said, noting details.
 
   The woman stood just on the short side of average height and sported dirty blonde hair in natural curls. She wore no makeup, her face plain but pleasant. An honest face. She dressed in jeans and a faded red T-shirt. As she reached to open the storm door, I saw that she had no wedding ring.
 
   I drew out my badge and opened the jacket. “My name is Landon Graves. I’m a special agent with the FBI. Could I please speak to Gwen Pontas?”
 
   The woman froze for an instant, a typical reaction when an official of law enforcement showed up out of the blue asking for you. Then she reached for the badge and inspected it closely. Looking up, she said in a perplexed tone, “Uh, that’s me. Only I go by Gwen Richards now. How can I help you?”
 
   Oliver is divorced, I noted, a pang of sympathy flashing through my mind. I motioned back to Mendoza as she approached. “This is Detective Evelyn Mendoza with the Denver Police Department. I’m afraid that we’re here about Oliver.” Gwen’s eyes widened with alarm until I added, “Has he contacted you recently? Do you know where he is?”
 
   The woman put a hand over her heart and let out a small sigh of relief. “No, I haven’t talked to Oliver in several months. Not since the divorce papers went through.”
 
   “You may still be able to help,” Mendoza said with a solid professional tone, neither stern nor warm. “Will you answer some questions for us?”
 
   Gwen glanced back inside the house and muttered some reassurances to her parents standing just inside. She turned back and agreed to speak with us, walking out a few paces from the porch. “I’ll... I’ll do whatever I can.”
 
   “Oliver’s personnel file at Cedar Meadows didn’t specify a reason for why they let him go,” I said, keeping my voice neutral and non-judgmental. “Can you tell us what happened?”
 
   She crossed her arms and looked back over her shoulder to the house. “He, uh, had a bad car accident. Got blindsided. Broke his arm and leg.” She sniffled and brushed a finger under her nose. “Anyway, the pain was bad, so they give him OxyContin and Vicodin. He got hooked. When he went back to work, he started stealing painkillers.”
 
   “They caught him,” Mendoza said, gently hurrying the woman through her story.
 
   Gwen made a face and I could tell by her voice that she was fighting back tears. “Things got bad for a while. We had to sell the house. Then he got into rehab, but we couldn’t afford it.”
 
   “You were evicted and you moved back here,” I supplied. “Where did Oliver go?”
 
   “I, uh, don’t know,” she said, words squeaking slightly. “We sort of split up. But he was getting clean. I could tell when he visited me and Adrian. He had a job.”
 
   “Do you know where?” Mendoza asked, noting things on her own pad of paper.
 
   Gwen rubbed her arms idly as if she was cold. “A construction company. I don’t remember the name. We don’t talk much. I don’t see him often.”
 
   I stopped writing. “Would that company happen to be Daniels and McGraw?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. Now that you mention it, that sounds right.”
 
   One piece of the puzzle slid firmly into place. Oliver knew the layout of the Lowry dorm because he’d worked on it. He knew it would be empty and isolated. He knew it wouldn’t have security. He knew how to get onto the base.
 
   I could almost fill in the rest of her story. “When the contract unraveled, Oliver got laid off.” I thought back on what the initial reports about the dormitory said. “That was about six months ago. I’m guessing you haven’t seen Oliver since then.”
 
   She shook her head slowly. “I… I thought you were going to tell me he was dead.”
 
   Mendoza stepped forward suddenly and did something I would’ve never expected. She put an arm around the woman and comforted her, leading her to the decorative bench on the porch. I kept my distance, letting the Chosen do her thing.
 
   After a minute of softly spoken words, Mendoza stood and walked over to me. “I don’t think she’d turn him in,” she said quietly, careful not to look back at the woman. “Even after everything she’s been through, she still loves him. If he came to her, it could be trouble.”
 
   I nodded. “You want me to do something about it?”
 
   She tilted her head. “What can you do?”
 
   “Nothing you’d like,” I said with a shrug, avoiding eye contact. “But nothing that would cause any harm.”
 
   Even with my details so vague, her mouth turned in a tight frown. “You’re right. I don’t like it. Making her do something against her will—”
 
   “I’m not that good,” I interjected. “All I can do is add a little weight to my words. Make her take us seriously. We can only hope it sticks.”
 
   The Chosen looked in my eyes for a moment and grudgingly said, “Fine. Do it.”
 
   I saw the leap she’d made in trusting me, a miracle after what happened Monday. It’s not “me” she doesn’t trust. It’s my power. My patron, I told myself. If that wasn’t the case, she would never have agreed to work with me again.
 
   I turned and walked to Gwen. “I know this must have been hard.”
 
   Glancing quickly at the door, I saw that it was still shut. I guessed that her parents were just inside, but I couldn’t do anything about that. If Oliver came back to her, I had to know she’d do the right thing.
 
   I took a deep breath, gathered my power, and focused my will. My power heated up, a coal in my chest. “Listen and heed my words.” 
 
   It was incredibly difficult to maintain a reasonable volume to my voice and the words seemed to echo under the eave of the house. I couldn’t afford to be delicate with my power. I didn’t have Alastor’s finesse or his raw mystical might, but the supernatural influence grabbed a hold of the woman and she waited patiently for me to speak.
 
   “Oliver isn’t himself right now,” I said, looking deeply into her soft blue eyes. “He’s dangerous.” I thought it over for a moment and decided to pull the necessary strings. “Until he gets help, he will hurt your son or your parents. He will hurt you. If Oliver contacts you, call the police immediately. If he shows up unannounced, get away from him.”
 
   Gwen nodded numbly, distant eyes growing watery. She shuddered and narrowed her gaze on me, a clear sign that my influence had been cut short. I could only hope my suggestion lasted, since I’d never tested the limits of the Voice.
 
   “What are you going to do to him?” she asked in a strained voice.
 
   The odds were stacked against Oliver. Hosting a demon for any length of time couldn’t result in a happily-ever-after. Even if he survived, his psyche could have been forever altered by the dark, twisted things glimpsed in the mind of an Exiled. He’d also have to face murder charges. The life of Oliver Pontas would never be “good” again, but he could come out alive.
 
   “His best chance is for us to get to him as soon as possible,” I said, the truth obscured within a version of itself.
 
   “Okay,” she said. “I understand. Please don’t hurt him.”
 
   I didn’t say that I wouldn’t. My ability to deceive only went so far. Instead, I thanked her for her time and joined Mendoza at her car.
 
   “So?” the detective said, peering at me over the roof of the Crown Vic.
 
   She wanted some kind of reassurance that violating her principles had paid off. “She knows Oliver’s best chance is for us to apprehend him as soon as possible. I believe that she’ll call us if he shows.”
 
   “Good,” she said, opening her door.
 
   “So what do we know?” I asked as I got in.
 
   Mendoza started up the car. “Oliver hasn’t been here. I’d have felt something. He knew about the Lowry dorm-to-office project because he worked on it. So, we talk to the HR guy at Daniels and McGraw construction and see what we learn.”
 
   I quirked my mouth. “What can we learn? His address? The places he liked to go before he got possessed?” She cocked an eyebrow and gave me a questioning look. “I’m not saying we don’t look into it, but we have better things to do.”
 
   “What are these ‘better things’?”
 
   Scratching my head idly, I said, “I’ll dig into a few of my books and see what I can determine from the seal we found at Oliver’s apartment.”
 
   Mendoza nodded blankly, the prospect of supernatural paperwork apparently off-putting. “I have reports to make to my captain and to Calhan.” She hesitated before starting the car. “You don’t do that very often, do you?”
 
   “Make reports? That’s ninety percent of my job,” I replied with a laugh.
 
   “No,” she said. “The magic voice thing.”
 
   “Oh...” I muttered, mirth draining instantly. “No, I don’t.”
 
   I didn’t go into details about the “why” of it, though the reasons rolled through my brains. It’s tiring. It doesn’t always work. Free will is tricky. I’m just bad at being a warlock. Mendoza hadn’t seen Alastor do the Voice, but she could tell I wasn’t very good at it.
 
   “Good.”
 
   The simple statement told me something about Mendoza’s opinion of me. I might have crawled up a rung on the ladder from “vile scum of the Earth” to “disappointing blasphemer.” I felt it was a big step considering what had happened.
 
   On the drive back to the precinct, I indulged in one of my worst bad habits. I reflected. It tended to turn into brooding, but chicks like dudes that brood, right? Not the one I rode beside.
 
   Mendoza came to a stop next to my Buick. “Thanks for the lift.”
 
   “Don’t mention it.”
 
   “Well, I just think it speaks highly of your character that—”
 
   “No. I mean don’t mention it. To anyone,” she clarified. “I don’t want it getting around that I chauffeured an FBI agent across town. Or a warlock.”
 
   “I’d hate to ruin your reputation.”
 
   “You’d hate what I’d do about it.”
 
   Seeing that I hadn’t earned myself any slack, I bowed out. “There’s no doubt in my mind. Good afternoon, detective.”
 
   I glanced at my watch as I walked around to my car. It was four o’clock and there was still work to do. After I got into the Buick, I flipped through my notepad in an attempt to jog my brain. I came across the rough sketch of the seal from Oliver’s apartment. I snapped it shut and started my car. I had research to do.
 
   Shit, I thought to myself. I forgot to give Mendoza her gun.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Thinking over the little I’d learned, I remembered nothing about the drive to Stanton’s Rare Books. Things were starting to add up and I didn’t like the picture it painted. Oliver’s breakdown mirrored my own life just a bit too well, but pity for the man would get me killed.
 
   It was after five by the time I arrived at the shop. A blue and white card in the window told me they’d just closed. I buzzed the doorbell. After a few minutes, the locks came undone and the door cracked open.
 
   “Mr. Graves?” Regina Stanton said from behind the double-thick glass and wrought-iron bars. “Or is it ‘Special Agent Graves’? What can I do for you?”
 
   I was relieved to see the woman. She was the one who’d pointed out all the books I’d needed the last time and seemed to possess near-encyclopedic knowledge of anything I’d asked. I hoped she could be as helpful this time.
 
   “Miss Stanton,” I said, “‘Landon’ is fine. I’m sorry to bother you. I would’ve called, but the decision to come here popped up rather suddenly.”
 
   She swung the inner door open and unlocked the outer security door. “Please come in. I was just making some tea.”
 
   “Thank you. As I was saying... I’m in need of your expertise. Again. If it’s not too much trouble for you and Mr. Stanton.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s just me. My father is out at the moment,” she said, offering me a place to sit in the expansive foyer.
 
   “That’ll be just fine.” I sat in a ridiculously comfortable reading chair.
 
   “What is it you’re looking for?”
 
   I breathed in deeply, knowing that I was most likely opening myself up to some difficult questions. “I’ve acquired a sketch of a particular symbol and I’d like to know all there is to know about it. As I understand it, this ‘seal’ is like a pictograph, containing a great deal of meaning despite its relative simplicity. I’d like to know about the demon it represents.”
 
   She tilted her head thoughtfully as I handed her the page from my notepad. “If you’ll give me a few minutes...”
 
   I was left to myself as she headed back into the shop proper. Idle for a few minutes, I grew restless with my urgency and got up. I found Regina in the back corner of the library of old tomes with her arms full.
 
   Making enough noise that there was no way I’d startle her, I approached. “Can I help you with those? I had no idea there’d be so many.”
 
   “Oh, sure. Thank you,” she said, her tone sweet and apologetic.
 
   “It’s the least I can do,” I replied, taking the hefty stack of books. My muscles groaned at the effort, but I managed not to look like a wimp. Looking good in front of the woman should have been the furthest thing from my mind, but I couldn’t help it. Stupid man brain.
 
   I returned to my plush seat and planned to get started, but I found that the majority of the grimoires weren’t in English or Latin. No matter what languages you knew, there was always something you needed to know written in one that you didn’t. Most of my small collections were translations—which carried their own drawbacks.
 
   Regina returned to the foyer with a tray and poured us both some tea. Though I preferred coffee, I thanked her for the hospitality. She had no way of knowing how seldom I got to enjoy good company.
 
   There was a nice aroma of perfume I hadn’t noticed before. I saw that she’d tied back her curly hair and donned her glasses. I assumed that meant it was time to get down to business. I noted to myself how generous she was being with her time. The thought stirred up more self-recrimination about my presence.
 
   “It’s gracious of you to do this,” I said before jokingly adding, “Harkin won’t let anyone look at a book until it’s paid for. Doesn’t take refunds either.”
 
   “Harkin?”
 
   I mentally cringed. Everyone in the supernatural community for any significant length of time knew Harkin and several normal people did regular business with the rotund man. My brain had misfired and I’d assumed that Regina might have known him professionally.
 
   “Just another rare book dealer,” I said, smiling wanly as she slid the saucer over to me. “He’s not nearly so pleasant.”
 
   “So, this is the demon’s sigil?” she asked, taking up the page from my notepad to inspect the sketch once again. “Is that sigil you showed me the other day is somehow related?”
 
   “Uh, yeah maybe. I think so at least.”
 
   “Well that will narrow things down. Let’s see...” She picked up a tome and I recognized the cover despite the title written in an unknown script.
 
   I cleared my throat. “I’ve already had a chance to look for it in the Lesser Key.”
 
   My copy was an English translation and I’d been through it cover-to-cover a dozen times. I wasn’t about to mention that little fact. That was the kind of thing that screamed, “Weirdo!” Alienating Regina didn’t seem like a winning strategy.
 
   “What about De Praestigiis Daemonum?” she asked, pronouncing the title perfectly. “We have a rare Italian translation.”
 
   Then again, maybe my reading habits wouldn’t have seemed odd at all to the woman.
 
   “Sounds good, but there’s a slight problem... I don’t read or speak Italian.”
 
   She smiled. “Well then. It’s a good thing I’m here. Let’s see...”
 
   Regina flipped through the pages of the tome until she found the proper sections. I watched her lips move as she read the Italian script. She looked up and to the side pensively, deciding on the best translation.
 
   She sat at the edge of her chair and leaned over the coffee table. I followed her finger as it traveled down the page. Several glyphs ran along one side and I got the idea that she was referencing some kind of arcane dictionary.
 
   “This outer ring of symbols is a form of shorthand,” she said, showing me both in the tome and on my notepad page. “From what I can tell, they are a series of titles for a particularly dangerous and malign demon.”
 
   “Are there any other kind?”
 
   The humor escaped her. “Well, that depends on one’s philosophy and religion. Before the rise of Christianity, ‘demon’ didn’t have nearly the negative connotation it does now. According to both Islamic and Greek mythologies, there were good and bad spirits just as there are good and bad people. What the Muslims call ‘Jinn,’ the Greeks might have called ‘Daemons.’ Funny that the Christians lumped them all together and labeled them evil.”
 
   “But this one is bad,” I said to steer the academic woman back to the task at hand. As interested as I was in what she had to say, there wasn’t the time.
 
   Regina nodded and read a passage, first in Italian and then in English. “This demon is difficult to summon, requiring magical silver rings bearing his seal and the bones of a black chicken,” she said confidently, adjusting her glasses as she looked up at me. She continued skimming and translating. “A sacrifice should be made in order to draw his attention... and he can only be summoned at a crossroads.”
 
   Finally, something I could contribute. I happened to know “crossroads” was magic-speak for a Borderline. That part of the ritual wouldn’t take much work, but etching a seal on a silver ring would take time—I hoped.
 
   “Anything about brass or glass in there? Or any kind of special stone?”
 
   That god-awful demon summoning I’d gone through gave me some useful information. Though it sent a shiver down my spine, I thought about the little rhyme Ipos had given me. Blood meant the sacrifice and mud was probably the Borderline—one between earth and water—that the Gate needed to be opened through. The bone had to come from a black chicken, I guessed, but who was I to question how a demon got its kicks?
 
   “No,” she said after re-reading it. “But other works talk about brass as a means to influence spiritual creatures.”
 
   The yellow metal had some connection to other-worldly creatures. It was hardly the only such element. According to lore, iron was a bane to fey creatures and silver was used against the Fallen and some of the Exiled. My rather modest collection of supernatural books failed to go into great depth in such matters.
 
   “Are you familiar with The Sworn Book of Honorius?” she asked.
 
   I shook my head. “Can’t say I’ve heard of that one.”
 
   “It details methods to bind demons to the conjurer’s will,” she said, reading the curiosity in my features. “And goes into great detail about the material and items needed to do so. You might find something useful in there.”
 
   “Well, I’m not exactly sure I’d want a spirit—mischievous, evil, or otherwise—mad at me,” I said, struggling to process all she’d poured out. “Why do all these books talk about ways to get them here, but not what to do if things go wrong? How does one go about slaying a demon anyway?”
 
   “You just need to find the right book,” she replied with a smile, carefully retrieving an especially thick tome from the pile. “Unfortunately, our copy of The Malleus Daemonium is in German.”
 
   “Latin and English are the best I can do.”
 
   “You read Latin?” Regina asked, setting the book on her knees. She looked at me through her glasses with a hint of intrigue. “I wouldn’t think an FBI agent would find that useful. If you don’t mind my asking, why?”
 
   “It was an easy high school credit. You know... dead language, no oral exams.” That much was true. “After college, I, uh... decided to pick it up again. It’s come in handy in a few of my investigations.”
 
   “I’m afraid we don’t carry many books in Latin,” she said, idly touching her bottom lip. “Anything old enough to be written in that language belongs in a museum. Anyway, let’s cross reference those monikers with another text and see what demon we find.”
 
   We. I smiled at her gracious inclusion of me, as if she wasn’t doing all the work. I drank some of the tea, finding it enjoyable despite my own preference for coffee. I realized with some amount of surprise that I was enjoying myself.
 
   It was certainly not the subject matter or the circumstances. The spark in Regina’s eyes as she searched out a solution to the puzzle I’d posed... It was nice to see someone engaged in such a way. Beneath her cute, bookish exterior, Regina Stanton had a hunger for knowledge and a drive to figure things out. She’d make a good investigator.
 
   Then I remembered what it was that she’d be looking into and my smile faded. It was all fun and games in the safety of a bookstore, but I was dealing with creatures that would tear the flesh from my bones to eat my heart. There was such a thing as too much curiosity.
 
   A short time later, I sat reading an analysis of Persian folklore from a contemporary occult perspective—a light read, really—while Regina worked diligently to identify the demon by the titles she’d gleaned. I stifled the worry that I’d copied the seal poorly. She seemed to be making progress by the number of opened books before her.
 
   “So what are this demon’s titles?” I asked after a half hour of idle reading.
 
   Regina glanced up, her fingers pressed to the passages in two different grimoires. “Oh, the King in Gold and Scarlet. The Great Deceiver. The Flayer of Souls.”
 
   I snorted in amusement. “Sounds like he’s a big deal.”
 
   The woman shrugged and made a noncommittal noise. “You’d be surprised by the number of Kings of ‘this’ or Lords of ‘that’ in demonology. They have delicate egos, it seems.”
 
   I laughed softly, knowing the truth of her statement. Alastor never spoke directly of his rank in relation to the other Fallen lords. That was how I knew my patron was middle management at best.
 
   Regina sighed in exasperation. “Well, I’ve narrowed it down to five red kings.”
 
   “Five? Can’t they be more original?” I asked, earning a brief smile from the woman. “Can I see what you’ve got? I may be able to offer a bit more insight.”
 
   She turned the book in her hands around and passed it to me. The page showed an early Renaissance era painting with intricate Italian calligraphy beneath. I glanced over it to find her revisiting two other thick tomes and presenting them to me.
 
   Carefully flipping between bookmarks and between the books, I looked over the pictures of the archaic paintings, knowing they were largely symbolic.  Medieval artists didn’t have a plethora of wildlife with which to compare their demons. I studied the images and dismissed three of the red kings before the fourth struck me.
 
   The illustration showed a regal man in scarlet robes riding a gaunt horse. He wore a golden crown set with rubies. A serpent encircled his waist and a hawk flew about him with talons spread. Lastly, I counted eight spiders crawling about his person.
 
   The images of fangs, talons, and eight spider-like eyes came unbidden from memory. The form Oliver had adopted before attacking me bore characteristics of each of the creatures shown in the picture. It couldn’t have been a coincidence.
 
   “This is it,” I said with a sinking certainty. “Which demon is this?”
 
   Regina scanned the name, translated, and said, “Berith.”
 
   “Berith…” The perp within my perp. Some fraction of its essence ran the show. While investigating Oliver Pontas gave me a frame of reference for what assets the Exiled had, it was Berith I truly faced.
 
   That accounted for the differing levels of magical skill. Oliver rated as barely a ritualist, a person who could only create magical effects through mystical ceremonies and processes like alchemy. Aside from my warlock abilities, that was what I did. Fortunately, the power infused into the man by Berith’s sliver of spirit had limited application, but the creature used it to the fullest. Knowledge without the strength to use it meant that Oliver could only effectively work magic when prepared well in advance.
 
   The demon brought abundant knowledge of magical rites and a spark of power necessary to overcome a lack of resources. That was how it had sent Mendoza and me into the shadow realm. It definitely explained the active spell that triggered when I went into the apartment of James Thompson.
 
   “So, this will help you?” Regina asked, leaning to one side.
 
   I realized I’d been lost in thought for a while. “Yes. Absolutely.”
 
   She finally got back to her tea, though it was certainly cold by that time. After a sip, she smiled and said, “Well, I’m glad I could help. It’s not often I get tested on this kind of knowledge.”
 
   The suspicious part of me wondered why Regina spent so much time studying such esoteric things. Was she a practitioner? I hadn’t sensed that while talking with her. Still, knowing for sure would tell me how cautious I ought to be.
 
   “So,” I said, framing a question to which I probably wouldn’t get a direct answer. “You know an awful lot about this stuff. Do you... believe any of it?”
 
   She smiled briefly and set her cup down. “Well, there are certain aspects that are tied to my faith, but I have my doubts regarding the accounts and lists of demons described in many of these texts. I guess I just find it fascinating. There has always been such... an obsession with demonology throughout history.”
 
   Gee, I wonder why, I thought, reflecting on my own reasoning for seeking such knowledge. “So it’s just a hobby?”
 
   “You sound disappointed.”
 
   “Do I?” The notion should have thrilled me, but I supposed I kept hoping to run into somebody with all the answers. “Well, that’s not the case. We’re lucky to have you.” In an attempt to change the subject, I added, “If you spent any more time on this, I’d have to hire you as a consultant.”
 
   “What is this all about?” she asked. “Do you need this information for something that’s going on right now?”
 
   “Sorry, but I can’t really talk about that. I know that’s not very fair considering how helpful you’ve been.”
 
   Regina stared into my eyes for a moment. I became aware of the fact that I was alone with an attractive young woman whose looks were only enhanced by her intellect. What could I say? The librarian thing did it for me.
 
   “I understand,” she said. “Maybe you can let me know how things turn out.”
 
   That night was the closest thing to a date I’d been on in over six months. After that gloomy thought, I wasn’t going to be able to think of anything else. My mind wanted to interpret Regina’s pleasant demeanor and helpful attitude as something more. I needed to get back to business. There was a demon running around out there.
 
   “Yeah, maybe.” I checked my watch, realizing how much time has passed. “Miss Stanton... I’m terribly sorry, but I have to go. You’ve been incredibly helpful.”
 
   “Oh, it was my pleasure,” she said, standing as I did. “Come by anytime.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
    
 
   The door to the Stanton’s bookstore shut solidly behind me and I walked down the block to my car. Glad I hadn’t parked in the same lot where James Thompson had died, I found my Buick on the street where I left it and got in.
 
   I pulled on my seatbelt. A fleeting glance in my rearview mirror showed someone in the back seat. It didn’t register right away, but when I did the double-take, my heart jumped into my throat. I reached for my Glock awkwardly, the belt interfering. I had no idea how I could’ve missed spotting the being as I’d approached.
 
   As I struggled to get at my gun, a familiar voice drifted forward. “Be at ease, Mr. Graves. I’m not here to assault you.”
 
   I twisted to look back until my spine hurts. “Harkin? What the hell are you doing? I could have shot you. I don’t know how much you care…”
 
   “I wouldn’t care in the least,” he said, idly checking his pocket watch. “This is only a projection. Shooting would just damage your vehicle.”
 
   My heart still raced a million miles an hour. I finally managed to get my seatbelt undone and shifted around to face him. He stared at me impassively.
 
   “Well, what do you want?” I asked.
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “Such attitude. Here I am exerting myself to bring you the information you requested.”
 
   “Requested? I paid you good money for it.” Maybe my mood hadn’t evened out since Alastor’s joy ride. Realizing that, I tried harder to be courteous. Harkin was trying to help me after all.
 
   He looked away disdainfully and shifted uncomfortably. “You pittance of a tribute certainly has no bearing on my choosing to be here.”
 
   It was late and I needed him to get to a point before my mouth ruined a potential lead. “Alright, what do you have for me?”
 
   “A man came into my shop today. He stank of urine and blood. You’ll be interested in what he purchased.” Harkin’s spell looked like a damned good hologram, but it flickered, some sign of momentary distraction.
 
   “Let me guess,” I said with a grimace. “Brass and glass. Stone and bone. A black chicken. Why didn’t he go to a hardware store and a butcher’s shop?”
 
   “The quality he demanded is meant only for the most potent of conjurations.”
 
   “And you just sold it to him?”
 
   Harkin rolled his eyes. “I’m in this business to make a profit. One cannot profit if one refuses service to every dubious client. As you know, most of those in our community fit that description.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Not your concern. I get it. Is there anything else you can tell me?”
 
   The rotund storeowner shook his head. “I’ve told you more than I should have already. I don’t make a habit of violating the trust of my clients. Or by making enemies of the Exiled.”
 
   “Harkin. Before you go… how did this guy pay?” I asked tentatively, hoping for another clue to track this guy, though I doubted that Oliver Pontas wrote him a check.
 
   He snorted, but said, “With one of the most precious currencies in the supernatural community. He knew the true names of three demon lords.”
 
   Wow. I blinked a few times. “I don’t suppose you got his name?”
 
   “I did... but I can’t share that with you.”
 
   He could have just told me “no”, I thought. He’s trying to help me without breaking his rules, whatever they are. If he’d already told me all he could, he’d be gone.
 
   The supernatural world was full of bizarre rules and conventions. Some creatures couldn’t lie to a mortal. Some had to keep a promise or oath on pain of death. Maybe Harkin was one of those things or maybe he was just doing business.
 
   “How about I guess?” I offered. “You answer yes or no.”
 
   The figment projection of the storekeeper stared at me blandly. “Well, I suppose if you know the name already... there’s no harm in me telling you that he made a purchase.”
 
   I spoke quickly on the chance he changed his mind. “Berith.”
 
   Harkin nodded once.
 
   With that, the stout man evaporated in a puff of steam and light. It was all very glam, like old school David Bowie. Luckily, the mystical glitter completely disappeared. Otherwise, I’d have sent him a bill for getting my car detailed.
 
   The confirmation of the demon’s name solidified a few theories for me. I filed them away for later. If only I’d managed to get its true name as well. “Berith” was certainly a common nickname for the fiend and would hold little sway over it.
 
   “Three true names…” I shook my head as I started the car.
 
   The true name of a supernatural, otherworldly creature was dangerous ammunition in a summoner’s arsenal. It granted a ritualist, wizard, or other being great power over it. They didn’t give it out to just anyone. I wondered what Harkin did with his mystical millions.
 
   Berith... The common name of the Exiled master—essentially Oliver’s puppet master—might have been helpful. Unfortunately, I didn’t know anything about that particular demon. But I bet I know someone who does. I just had to decide if I was ready to speak to my patron again so soon after what had happened.
 
   I mulled over the decision as I drove. I tried turning up my music, but not even Tool could distract me from the introspection. I’m not that desperate yet. I’ll chase down a few more leads first. But what if I’m too late? Oliver-Berith has the components he needs.
 
   Instead of thinking about my study session with Regina, Alastor, or how much of a screw-up I was, I carefully recalled everything Regina had said about Berith. Some detail of that would certainly be useful. It was just getting dark as I pulled into my garage.
 
   As soon as I walked in my door, I picked up the cordless and started dialing. Peeling off my coat and loosening my tie, I waited for an answer. I kept moving, stomach growling after hours of neglect. I grabbed a frozen dinner and popped it in the microwave, all before I got an answer.
 
   “Hello,” came the voice of Detective Mendoza.
 
   After the way we’d parted, I decided to play it straight. “Detective. It’s Agent Graves. I’ve got some new information.”
 
   “You don’t waste time.” The tone sounded almost approving.
 
   “Your flattery will go to my head,” I couldn’t resist saying. “Our perp is on the move. He’s bought what he needs to perform the ritual, but he still needs—”
 
   “A sacrifice,” she filled in.
 
   “Not just anyone either. He’s not taking any risks. He’s loading up on the best components he can latch his claws on. It’ll be a young woman or a child.”
 
   “Have you called the station?”
 
   “No, I thought it would have more authority coming from you.” I could have tried to throw my FBI weight around and maybe gotten some results, but I knew Mendoza could light a fire under their asses better than I ever could.
 
   “I’ll have them elevate the urgency of any missing persons reported with an emphasis on children. Kidnap victims always go to the FBI, so it should be fine if I drop your name. I’ll get all the precincts in on it,” she said, the concern carrying through in her tone.
 
   I tried to be reassuring. “We’ll get him.”
 
   She didn’t need any comforting from me. “Is that all?”
 
   “Yeah, good ni—” I got the dial tone.
 
   I sighed and shook my head. The microwave chirped as I checked in with Phil. Luckily for me, Mendoza had already called him and fed him a bullshit version of the events of the last two days. I kept my input simple so as not to get caught in a lie.
 
   Phil talked about getting warrants and coordinating with the agency to help sift through the missing person reports we’d get. There would be a lot of wild goose chases, but hopefully one of the cases would be our perp. Both Phil and I knew it was worth it.
 
   When I finished with Phil, I dialed Bryce Campbell.
 
   A woman I assumed was his mother answered pleasantly, “Campbell residence. Lina speaking.”
 
   “Hello, Mrs. Campbell,” I said in my professional voice. “This is Special Agent Landon Graves with the FBI. I’d like to speak with Bryce if that’s alright with you.”
 
   “What’s this concerning?” she asked, her tone immediately becoming defensive.
 
   I tried to put her at ease. “Your son hasn’t done anything wrong. I’d just like to speak with him about… an area he happens to have some expertise in. He and I have spoken once before.”
 
   “Oh,” she said. “Hold on. I’ll get him.”
 
   I heard the muffled sounds of her setting the receiver down and calling to Bryce. He came to the phone and I made out the murmurs of a brief conversation before he picked up the line. Full of teen-aged rebellious attitude, Bryce asked, “What do you want G-man?”
 
   “Stop that, Bryce,” his mother said, her voice coming clearly. “I’ll be staying on the line, Mr. Graves. Now, what is it you need my son’s help with?”
 
   I hesitated, unsure whether or not Bryce’s talent at magic was known by all parties. I didn’t want to throw him under the bus, especially after he’d saved my ass. I decided to remain vague to protect any secret the young man might have been trying to keep.
 
   “I’m involved in a case where an individual is performing certain occult rituals,” I explained. “These sorts of things are rather rare, so it’s not like there is a lot of readily available information on the topic. Bryce was recommended to me as a… source of information.”
 
   “You want his help because he’s a wizard?”
 
   Well, that simplifies things. I cleared my throat. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   She sighed heavily. “Alright, Mr. Graves. I see that I don’t need to be on the line.”
 
   I thanked her as she hung up. There was a moment of silence as I considered how to frame my question. I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to tell this kid about what was going on, but I decided to risk it and cut to the point. He had already seen me at my worst.
 
   “If you had every component necessary to invoke a Gate spell, where would you do it? What would be the best way to stop you?”
 
   I heard a sharp sucking, a sound of upset disappointment. “A place away from people. Away from distractions. A place where there is little to no life and no interfering energies. I don’t know. That’s not something I’ve ever really considered.”
 
   That was a good sign of Bryce’s disposition. “And stopping the invocation?”
 
   “Assuming it’s already started? You could break the circle, but that’s risky to everyone within a hundred yards. Maybe more. You could kill the invoker or just distract him badly enough to ruin the spell. That might kill him anyway.”
 
   I saw that I had some options once I found Oliver, but that thought led me to the crux of my problem. “This Gate could be opening anywhere. How do I find the site?”
 
   There was a long stretch of silence. I almost asked if he was still there, but he spoke up. “Find the caster, not the site. That’s your best bet.”
 
   What do you think I’ve been doing? I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples. “I’ve just about exhausted my options here.”
 
   “Well, give me a call when you have completely exhausted your options.”
 
   The straight forward tone and lack of sarcasm made me instantly wary. “Okay… thanks. I’ll be in touch.”
 
   The phone went dead and I was left with most of the night to catch up on some much needed sleep. I had a feeling the next few days would be rough.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
    
 
   It was only Thursday morning and I was dead tired. I winced at the bright fluorescent lights over my desk. I had to put in a few more hours on my other cases, but Alastor had pretty much put me in the clear. I checked my messages and returned some calls. The mundane routine of it was almost enough to distract me from the whole Gate-Starting-the-Apocalypse thing.
 
   The reprieve didn’t last long. My desk phone rang just before noon and I felt dread as I picked it up. I’d been waiting for that call. I expected some junior agent to relay a slew of missing person reports. “Agent Graves.”
 
   “Landon. It’s Phil. We need to meet up. I’ll be at the office in a few minutes. Meet me downstairs in the lot.”
 
   “Sure.” I hung up the phone feeling somewhat relieved. It hadn’t started yet. I knew I had to stop Oliver before he irrevocably ruined the mortal world, but the thought of facing off against a demon possessed wannabe wizard shook my resolve. Wasn’t there someone else?
 
   I thought of Mendoza. She was capable, but I couldn’t just leave it to her as much as I’d like that. Bryce might help, but the kid—and he was a kid, despite his apparent power—seemed supremely uninterested in the goings-on of the world at large.
 
   For a moment, I wondered if the Powers would intervene. Then I realized with a tightening in my stomach that they already had. They’d picked their agents—or pawns—in this little matter of world annihilation.
 
   No, I was in this whether I liked it or not.
 
   Part of me was glad I couldn’t back out. I could finally do something good, something that wouldn’t leave me sick to my stomach. I, the idiot who got tricked into selling his soul, would save the world. So what if I died in the process?
 
   I gulped down the last of my coffee and met Phil in the parking garage. I saw a few cigarette filters snubbed out at his feet in addition to the one he held when I greeted him. As I understood it, his wife had convinced him to give up the habit.
 
   “Are things okay?” I asked as I approached.
 
   He blew a long puff of smoke and shrugged. “My wife doesn’t like how risky my job is. She wants me to move into admin. Shit like this brings it into sharp relief.”
 
   I wished I could sympathize. “This is going to end. Soon. One way or another.”
 
   “So, you think this guy is going to escalate things?”
 
   “Absolutely.” Committing to the cover story that we were dealing with a paranoid and delusional drug addict, I added, “He’s failed one ‘ritual’ already. Now, things have to be perfect. He’s frustrated and is even more dangerous because of it.”
 
   I was still unclear on how Mendoza had explained the way we got onto Oliver Pontas in the first place. Of course, searching his apartment after the fact proved that we had the right guy, but that initial part would be the weak link of the report. I had to figure that out later.
 
   “So, when you say ‘perfect’, what does that mean?” The veteran agent placed his hands on his hips revealing both his underarm holster and a piece at his side.
 
   He needed to know how serious things had gotten, but I knew I’d regret it when he started plying me for answers as to how I’d gotten my information. “The ritual will take place in an even more remote place. The sacrifice will be someone more ‘pure.’ A young woman or a child.”
 
   “What if he completes this ‘ritual’ of his?” Phil asked. I could tell he was thinking about his own kids. “What happens when he kills again?”
 
   You can’t imagine in your worst nightmares, I thought before saying, “You mean when nothing happens? I imagine that it would enrage him. He might kill himself or go on a murdering spree. Let’s not find out.”
 
   Phil nodded curtly. “We’ll follow up on your leads. Coordinate with Mendoza.”
 
   “I’ll get on it.”
 
   “You need a radio in your car,” Phil berated me in what might have been a joking manner if things hadn’t been so tense. “And a pager. You’re out of communication too much.”
 
   “Get me a raise and I’ll buy one of those fancy car phones.” I shrugged. The stuff he’d mentioned was pretty much standard issue, but I’d never needed it as a forensic accountant. I wished I’d put in the forms. I added a trip to the requisitions office at the bottom of my to-do list just below “stop demonic apocalypse” and “remain alive.”
 
   “That stuff is for field agents, Phil. You saying you want to see more of me? Hear me over the radio?” I asked in what I hoped was a disarmingly humorous tone.
 
   “What I want is to get this perp off the streets.”
 
   Nodding, I gave up on the attempt at levity and said, “You and me both.”
 
   Special Agent Calhan seemed uneasy with the lack of actionable options we had available to us. A sidelong glance at the elevator revealed just how much he hated the idea of sitting at a desk waiting for a phone to ring. He walked off brooding. I got the feeling he and his wife would be arguing about the admin job a lot in the following weeks.
 
   I returned to my desk long enough to make a call to DPD to let Mendoza know I was heading her way. I picked up a late lunch of fast food and stuffed my face as I drove. My music helped me relax a bit. Nothing like NIN’s Broken to clear my head.
 
   Mendoza pulled into the parking space beside me before I could even get out of my car. I greeted her, but she dispensed with the pleasantries and asked about developments in our case. I told her the hard truth: I hadn’t made much progress. “I know a guy who might be able to work a little magic if we give him something to go on.”
 
   “Magic, huh?” she said, skeptical in some way I couldn’t comprehend. “And who’s this wizard friend of yours?”
 
   Her response seemed genuine. Mendoza had no idea who Bryce was. I wondered how Bryce and Father Miller came to know of my possession. But that was a little mystery for later, after we stopped Berith from becoming un-Exiled.
 
   Annoying as Bryce Campbell was, he had done too much for me to be betrayed so casually. “He’s the one who went toe-to-toe with Alastor and didn’t break a sweat. He’s on the up and up. You can trust him.”
 
   “Avoiding the question?”
 
   “He’s no one you need to concern yourself with,” I said a bit more sternly than I’d intended. “He’s helping to catch a murderer. I’m not about to put him on your radar just because he had the misfortune of me coming into his life.”
 
   She wore a tight, thoughtful frown. “What do you think I’d do?”
 
   I snorted. “Don’t know, but why risk it?”
 
   “Glad to see you’re taking me seriously.”
 
   I’d given her a glimpse into just how fragile I was. I’d slipped. The case was getting to me. Nothing to be done about it. “So, what now?”
 
   “I’ve got a few reports on my desk for you.” She started walking. The detective meant follow-up information about Oliver, his family, and places of employment. “Just the due diligence.” 
 
   “What about interviewing some of Oliver’s co-workers from Daniels and McGraw?” I asked as the desk sergeant buzzed us past the security door.
 
   A facial twitch told me how little Mendoza thought of that course of action, though she said, “If we can’t come up with something better.”
 
   Thinking over my last conversation with Bryce, I got an idea. “When we searched Oliver’s apartment, did you come across anything really personal?”
 
   “Not so much as a toothbrush for DNA,” she said, opening her office door. “Not that we need it to link our perp to the scene. Why?”
 
   “I say it’s about time we gave Gwen Richards another call,” I said, crossing my arms and meeting the detective’s eyes. “Maybe we can work some magic.”
 
   And by “we” I mean Bryce.
 
   From my experience with summoning, I knew how some kinds of magic work. Using arcane energies, they created connections and resonances. It stood to reason that a wizard should be able to use something of Oliver’s to track him down. I really needed to study up on that crap.
 
   I’ll just sign up for a course at the local community college.
 
   Mendoza let her gaze linger for a moment before snatching up the receiver and dialing the number. As much as she knew about the occult, she knew even less about magic than I did. Part of me wanted to keep it that way. I didn’t like my odds if she decided to come after me.
 
    “Hello?” The frantic feminine voice came out loud enough that Mendoza jerked the phone away from her ear. “Who is this?”
 
   “Ms. Richards? This is Detective Mendoza with the Denver Police Department—”
 
   “Is this about Adrian?” I heard clearly from the receiver.
 
   “I’m calling about Oliver Pontas—”
 
   Again, the woman interrupted, her tone on the edge of hysteria. “Did you find him? Does he have Adrian? The school said he picked him up. They weren’t supposed to let him! Oliver doesn’t have any custody rights.”
 
   “Ma’am, are you telling me Oliver Pontas has kidnapped his own son?” she clarified, partly for my benefit.
 
   “Yes! Haven’t you been listening?”
 
   I cursed, jaw slacking open. “This just got bad.”
 
   Hanging up on the distraught woman, Mendoza swore fervently. “He’s made his move. Shit! What can we do?”
 
   I scowled. “I have an idea. Maybe Dorothy gets to meet the wizard after all.”
 
   “Did you just refer to me as—”
 
   “Save it,” I interrupted. “I need that phone. Now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   The detective watched idly as I dialed the Campbell’s number from her office phone. To my surprise, Bryce answered. I quickly explained the situation in vague terms to the teen. Mendoza tapped her foot rhythmically as I listened to Bryce’s response.
 
   “Home schooled… how did I know?” I muttered as I hung up the phone. Turning to Mendoza, I said, “He’s agreed to help. Let’s move.”
 
   Navigating the narrow halls of the police station took precious minutes. Mendoza led and nobody made the mistake of getting in her way. She flung the double doors open and galloped down the stairs, barely slowing.
 
   Before we split for our respective cars, she paused and asked, “What exactly is this friend of yours going to do?”
 
   I looked her dead in the eyes. “Detective, he’s a wizard. He’s going to do magic.”
 
   She gave me a flat look before making an exasperated sound and unlocking her car.
 
   I snorted a laugh and remembered that I had something of hers. “Mendoza, wait.”
 
   She looked at me curiously. I went to my trunk and retrieved a small canvas bag from it, carrying the parcel to her. Recognition brightened her eyes.
 
   I handed her the bag containing her Desert Eagle. “Look, I know I can’t apologize enough for what happened, but I’m truly sorry. I owe you my life several times over. Thanks for giving me the chance to do something good.”
 
   She guarded her emotions well and I couldn’t read her features. “I… learned something from your master when I underestimated him. I won’t make that mistake again.”
 
   I swallowed a lump in my throat. “Understood.”
 
   We both got in our cars without another word, a tacit agreement to deal with the whole Chosen vs. Warlock thing after we saved the child and stopped the Gate.
 
   I’d given up on hiding Bryce’s identity from Mendoza as soon as I’d called him from her office, so I led the way across town. During the drive, I had time to think and everything settled down around me like cold lead weights. Oliver was making his move to open the Gate. Berith planned to sacrifice the son of its host. The vile and cruel act might just be the tragedy required to pierce the multiple barriers between the mortal realm and the Outworld.
 
   The ritual could happen at any time. No matter what Bryce said about interfering energies, I couldn’t assume that Oliver would wait until sundown or that he’d avoid a crowded place. Berith had the power to cut a few corners.
 
   We arrived at the Campbell residence a little after four. The gate stood open and I parked, throwing open my door just as Mendoza came to a stop beside me. As I fixed my dull black coat, the garage door opened, revealing Bryce in a dramatic fashion. My eyes widened and my jaw went slack at the sight of him.
 
   Across the teen’s chest was a nylon belt with a dozen flasks protruding from evenly spaced compartments. Strapped to his leg was a holster-like accessory holding short, thin rods of various materials. I arched an eyebrow as my mind settled on a term for them: wands. A belt of bulging pouches hung askew on his narrow hips.
 
   Beneath his battle raiment, Bryce wore a black Nirvana T-shirt and a pair of faded blue jeans. He nonchalantly asked, “Who’s the babe?”
 
   Mendoza arched an eyebrow and glared. “This is the wizard. Are you serious?” She sighed and regarded the teen. “I’m Detective Mendoza with the DPD.”
 
   “She’s one of the Chosen,” I answered before turning to Mendoza. “Time is wasting. A kid is missing. Bryce can get results.”
 
   The teenaged wizard grinned. “I sure can, lady.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and grunted in disgust, but she grudgingly relented, getting back into her car. The kid moved as if to follow.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” I asked the wizard as Mendoza started her car.
 
   Bryce shot me a bewildered look. “Who do you think I’m riding with?”
 
   The moment he took to ask was all the delay the detective needed to make an escape. She nearly peeled out of the driveway and sped away. Bryce looked on dejectedly. “Damn.”
 
   “Get in,” I said. “We’ve got work to do.”
 
   This time, I followed Mendoza and she drove like she’d just stolen her Crown Vic. She must have been calling off the squad cars, because no one showed up to stop us for reckless driving. At each red light, Mendoza put her lights on and crept through the intersection once the cars stopped. Though I was no precision driver, I managed to stay on her tail.
 
   While we zigzagged through traffic, I again berated myself for letting Berith get away—twice. The tunnel-vision of my field of expertise left me ill-prepared for anything outside of it. Ignoring my supernatural side over the past five years had cost time and lives. Angry red lights rapidly approached and I slammed on my brakes.
 
   “Hey, are you trying to get me killed?” Bryce asked. “Pay attention! I don’t even have my permit yet and I could drive better.”
 
   I left the turmoil of my own head and glanced at the teen. Despite his words, he appeared unflustered and serene, unfazed by the fact that I’d just asked him to track down and kill one of the Exiled. Maybe he was some kind of sociopath and didn’t feel emotions the same way I did.
 
   “So where are we going now?” he asked in what I assumed was an attempt to focus me. “The last known location of the kid?”
 
   “No. We’re going to the mother’s house,” I said. “I assume you’ll need some of the boy’s things to do your spell.”
 
   The teen quirked his mouth as if admitting anything to me sickened him. “Yeah. I can’t find the kid without something to connect us. Assuming he’s still alive.”
 
   I grimaced at the thought, but said, “He’s alive and will be until it’s too late for us to do anything about the Gate. So, we’ll be operating under that assumption.”
 
   The words came out a bit more harshly than I’d intended. Bryce looked more amused than threatened or offended. “You got it, G-man.”
 
   We got to Aurora in record time. I filled in Bryce on a few more of the details. He told me that anything of Oliver’s that Gwen had in her possession wouldn’t be recent enough to use. 
 
   “Not that it’s that simple of course,” he added as we arrived. “The item must be important to the individual.”
 
   I parked on the street behind Mendoza’s car, the detective already on her way to the door. Unbuckling my seatbelt, I turned to Bryce. “Important in what way?”
 
   “It needs to be something with a strong emotional or physical connection,” he said as he flung my door open and jumped out of the seat. “A cherished possession, lock of hair, or blood. Something like that.”
 
   We walked to the porch and I lagged a step behind, suspicion nagging. Why was Bryce suddenly so forthcoming with that information? I didn’t have time to figure out the mind of a teenaged wizard. As we approached, I overheard Mendoza reassuring Gwen and her parents.
 
   “We just need to see Adrian’s room,” the detective explained calmly. “It will help us find him. Can we come in please?”
 
   Oddly, I got a mixed sense of the power emanating from her. Part of it stung my skin but part of it made me feel tranquil. I guess she has other modes beside “smite infidel”. I was guessing it helped the normal Richards family settle down after the discovery of the boy’s abduction.
 
   “Who is this?” Gwen asked, perplexed by the sight of the unusually dressed Bryce Campbell. The mother’s eyes were red and her voice wavered unsteadily.
 
   “I’m the cavalry, ma’am,” Bryce said with a feigned drawl, brushing by the woman as she moved out of the doorway. I followed, trying to appear straight-faced and professional enough for the both of us.
 
   As I passed, Mendoza turned her head and muttered, “Do your magic thing. I’ll keep them busy in the meantime.”
 
   The house was just as quaint on the inside as it appeared from the outside. I saw old-fashioned stained-glass windows letting colored light into the kitchen. The well-worn but clean carpet spoke of the years of tread, the years of life within the house. It felt warm in every sense of the word.
 
   The sight of Adrian’s room brought on a pang of some painful emotion I couldn’t quite identify. With no children of my own, I could only empathize with Gwen. For a moment, I thought of my ex-wife and her family. I cleared my throat and scanned the room seeking useful details instead of reflecting on the missing pieces of my life.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked the wizard, my gaze settling on a toy bin. “What’s an eight-year-old boy’s most cherished possession? Action figures?”
 
   Bryce made a noncommittal sound. “We can do better. What’s that under the covers?”
 
   I looked to the miniature bed and saw the arm of a teddy bear poking out. “Yeah. That stuffed animal looks pretty worn. It is more than just a toy. It comforts him when he goes to sleep or when he’s sad.”
 
   The young wizard nodded. “He’s had it for a while. He probably loves that bear to death. That will work just fine as an anchor point.”
 
   I returned to the bed and scoured the pillow for hairs. Luckily, Gwen kept her son’s hair long enough to be useful. I plucked a few strands and handed them to Bryce who accepted them without a word.
 
   “Okay, what else do you need?” I asked, my pulse picking up at the potential lead.
 
   “This is a pretty simple ritual. Even you could do it,” he said in a patronizing tone. “You get a ring of iron filings or thirteen magnets. A map, dowsing rods, or a compass. Those kinds of things.”
 
   “We need all of that?” I clarified as he tucked the hairs into the bowtie of the bear.
 
   “No,” he replied. “Just a few things with the purpose of finding or locating.”
 
   I sort of got it. The symbolic purpose of an item drew in mystical energies or something like that. With summoning, it was about connecting two places. That was why I use smoked for my Borderline. Hell. Fire. Smoke. The tracking spell seemed to be about connecting a person and an object.
 
   Bryce headed to the kitchen and pulled a pair of mats out of the way, clearing three square feet of the smooth linoleum floor. He grabbed one of the pouches from his belt and began pouring iron filings in a circle with a foot and a half diameter. I leaned against the empty doorway that connected to the living room, blocking the view.
 
   Gwen and her parents had moved inside. Mendoza asked questions about Adrian that really had no bearing on the case, but it kept them talking. It prevented them from wondering what the hell we were doing in their kitchen.
 
   “Pay attention, warlock.” Bryce shoved the pouch into my hands to free his as he worked. “This here is a freebie.” 
 
   I looked back to the sigil, now two concentric circles. The wizard put the teddy bear in the middle and began placing small river rocks with distinctive runes carved into them around the bear. Aside from his careful angling of the rune-stones, I couldn’t see any pattern. I recognized many of the runes and tried to commit the others to memory. A tracking spell would be immensely helpful to any kind of investigator.
 
   Bryce uttered an incantation in Latin that roughly translated to “mind to mind, heart to heart, bring these two disjoint pieces together.”
 
   It sounded more magical in Latin. 
 
   After the second repetition, I sensed the thrumming of active magic, though I couldn’t see it in the clear light of the late afternoon. The iron filings aligned in a ringed helix pattern and the stones levitated for a brief moment before the spell completed. The teddy bear started shuddering and Bryce snatched it up. With his other hand, he quickly gathered the rune stones, but left the iron filings for the family to clean up and puzzle over.
 
   “He’s alive,” the wizard said, his grip on the bear tightening as if it might have flown out of his hands at any moment. “West of here.”
 
   “How long can you focus on the spell?”
 
   “As long as I need to,” the wizard said, his voice cold and hard. “Get me in a car. I don’t have all day. I’m finally going to get this guy.”
 
   A curt motion to Mendoza let her know we were ready. She gave one last assurance that Adrian would be okay and joined us. “The wizard rides with me.”
 
   I opened my mouth to protest, but let it go. She had the siren and the lights to get her there faster. I would just have to keep up.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   In the rush, I didn’t realize what was bugging me until after I was in the quiet of my car. I threw the shifter into drive and slammed on the gas to catch up with Mendoza as she tore away. It seemed that she had more than half a mind to leave me behind.
 
   Something is wrong. The nagging concern wormed its way in from the peripheral of my thoughts. With so much happening so fast, I was missing something. What is it?
 
   Bryce’s words echoed in my mind. I’m finally going to get this guy… I’d brushed it off at first. The wizard had been concentrating on his spell. I thought he’d just misspoken, but I couldn’t let it go. He wanted to go after this guy again.
 
   It hit me like a ton of bricks.
 
   The little teenaged shithead had been involved in the case before I ever got the call. “Son of a bitch. Bryce played me.”
 
   I stared at Mendoza’s taillights, hands tightening on the steering wheel. I thought back on the way Bryce had blocked the torrent of fire Alastor had unleashed on him. The shape of it stuck in my mind. Normally, a shield had a convex shape in regard to the attack, but his had been different. The concave shape curved the fire back on itself… back at the origin.
 
   “It was him,” I muttered to myself. “He was there the first time Oliver tried to open the Gate in the dormitory. He was on Lowry.”
 
   Oliver had acted as the missing ignition source from the fire marshal’s assessment, but the flames had been rebounded and intensified by the young wizard. Bryce had floated outside the window and assaulted Oliver as he tried to open the Gate the first time. 
 
   Maybe the teen killed something that came through, I thought, recalling the sickly tar stain on the wall in the shape of a nightmarish creature.
 
   Part of me clung to the idea that Bryce acted on the “right” side no matter what his motivations might have been. That didn’t stop me from grinding my teeth. I didn’t like being manipulated into action, not by Alastor or by a kid.
 
   “Bryce… you and I are going to have a long talk,” I grumbled.
 
   Getting a handle on my anger required a great deal of effort. I stifled the thoughts of wringing Bryce’s neck and focused past his little con game. The “why” of it didn’t matter right then. Lives were on the line, a lot of them.
 
   Berith was the enemy. Berith…the Exiled, the deceiver. That creature was still my enemy even if I was some kind of pawn. A pawn… this is some damned game between Bryce and Berith. I’m just an extra piece on the board.
 
   Suddenly, my mistake became so clear I groaned with frustration. I was a warlock. I should have known better. Having made a deal with a wily, twisted bastard of a devil, I had firsthand experience with their subterfuge and guile. Why would a demon have been any less convoluted in its thinking and actions?
 
   Berith, “The Great Deceiver”, had failed to live up to its title spectacularly. Sure, it laid traps for me and made preparations that passed far into the realm of paranoia, but the Exiled made following it rather easy. Too easy. It had all been a clever trick.
 
   The mainstream copies of the grimoires like The Lesser Key of Solomon described many of the demons as easy to fool or outwit by the summoner. That simply wasn’t the case and was an example of planned disinformation executed by supernatural beings. The Exiled and the Fallen lulled mortals into a false sense of confidence. Berith had clearly accomplished that with its actions.
 
   In each encounter, Oliver had only barely escaped, always just out of reach but easy enough to find again. I’d forced the demon to flee by the thinnest of margins. It all served to goad Mendoza and me into reckless pursuit, to blind us to the truth of the situation.
 
   It knew what could be done with magic and if my hunch about Bryce was correct, Berith knew damn well that a capable wizard pursued it. The Exiled knew that Mendoza and I had searched Oliver’s apartment. We were doing exactly what it wanted by chasing after Adrian.
 
   The boy was a red herring.
 
   A decoy.
 
   The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. Berith had to know that harming Adrian was just about the only thing that could give Oliver the will to resist its influence. The true sacrifice would be some poor kid Berith snatched off the street on the way back from depositing Adrian in whatever hole it would take us hours to find.
 
   I slammed on my brakes and took the first right turn I could. My lack of a radio screwed me over once again, but I wasn’t sure Mendoza would have believed me anyway. I wasn’t sure I believed myself. After fighting beside the Chosen and seeing the wizard work against my patron, I knew they could handle themselves just fine without me. If I was wrong, they’d be fine.
 
   If I was right…
 
   I didn’t have time to second guess myself. I needed to concentrate on solutions, not an ever expanding list of problems. I had to do this on my own. Well, not entirely…
 
   I had a source of information I could call up in an instant if I could stand it touching my mind. I’d physically summoned Alastor once already, but I didn’t have time for that preferred method of interaction with the minor lord of the Fallen. Desperation frayed my wits, so I concentrated on my power.
 
   While a hot burr of energy blossomed in the space behind my eyes, the rest of my brain felt as if I’d dunked it in cold sewage. Taking a deep breath, I said, “Alastor, my patron, I have need of your council.”
 
   You never call anymore. The voice wormed its way into my mind dripping with smug amusement.
 
   “Look, I know you’re pissed at me—”
 
   How arrogant of you to think you merit so much of my concern, Alastor chided. Actually, you’ve done me a service. You’ve identified the most potent threats to my plans in Denver. Now, think your messages at me. They come through more clearly that way.
 
   My patron spoke casually, careless of the events of the past few days. I wanted to believe I’d gotten off free, but I knew better. The Fallen was biding his time and would mete out my punishment later, after I was no longer useful. There was no way the devil forgot the rage he felt at being bested by a teenaged wizard and a priest.
 
   I need answers, I growled, not more games.
 
   Of course, but… just take a moment, Alastor said. Reflect on the fact that in your most desperate moments, it is I that you seek. I have come through for you yet again.
 
   You’re a regular knight in shining armor, I sent. I’m dealing with an Exiled named Berith. That’s the one trying to open the Gate right now.
 
   I know of this being. My patron projected the words into my mind along with vague images of a mighty creature leading others into battle against formless enemies. A supreme tactician before they got into his mind and poisoned him. I would assume Berith retains that particular trait.
 
   That’s what I think, I admitted, despite some of its behavior to the contrary.
 
   A ruse then. So what need do you have of me, the patron you so revile?
 
   At a red light, I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples. I didn’t know what I wanted specifically. I just wanted answers. But Alastor wasn’t like Ipos or other demons. Alastor was a devil, not a demon. A Fallen. My patron’s view of the mortal realm from Hell didn’t afford the same perspective. The devil’s knowledge of things came from vastly different sources.
 
   I want to know how to find Oliver, the host of Berith. I want to know for certain where the ritual is being held. I want to stop it from happening.
 
   Landon… you know my assistance comes with a price. He let the thought linger for a moment. But worry not. You have all the tools you need at your disposal. You need nothing from me. This time.
 
   The whole “the answer was within all along” shtick irritated me to no end. It was a non-answer to a serious question. If it was bullshit, it didn’t matter because I’d be dead. If I managed to survive, I’d have proved Alastor right by sheer coincidence.
 
   My patron sensed my doubt. What can’t you accomplish with the powers I’ve given you?
 
   Well, if the apocalypse happens, we’ll both know, I mentally muttered. So no help then?
 
   If I had to guide you in every step, you’d be worse than worthless to me, Alastor said. In my realm, the weak perish and the strong live. But we all began as equals, separated only by choice and chance. Make your choices and take your chances.
 
   With that, the devil severed the link. The tense pressure behind my eyes that alerted me to my patron immediately vanished and I breathed deeply in relief on reflex. The momentary respite didn’t last as slow-boiling ire filled my guts.
 
   Rationally, I knew getting angry only hurt my chances of seeing something, but I couldn’t help it. I had no answers and no leads, but a bone-deep intuition told me that Bryce was leading Mendoza to a dead end. It was just so damned maddening to have nothing.
 
   I had to find Oliver and he could have already started the Gate spell. No. Berith’s traps must have taken time to lay. I have some time to… to do something.
 
   In my frustration, every minor irritation inflamed my temper even further. My tie was too tight. Despite a lack of destination, the traffic sucked. The bulky leather bag of iron filings in my coat pocket pressed uncomfortably against my side.
 
   I wanted to throw the reminder of Bryce’s duplicity out the window, but I couldn’t reach it easily. My hand fumbled into my pocket in a vain attempt anyway. I stopped as my fingers touched the soft leather.
 
   “That’s it!”
 
   I had an answer, a slim chance at finding Oliver. I nearly rear-ended a sedan and spat out profanity, both for the car’s driver and for the realization. I could still do something.
 
   The pouch of iron fillings sat in my coat pocket and I had just watched the tracking ritual, the seven glyphs still fresh in my memory. I just needed something with a strong connection to Oliver Pontas, something he had poured his emotion into or a blood sample or anything like that. Berith wouldn’t have been that careless, not if the demon was as clever as I thought.
 
   I needed that article or I was dead in the water. Where else would I find it? Grasping for straws, I reached over to the passenger seat where a folder, thick with Oliver’s profile, sat bound with string. Mendoza’s hard work paying off. I unwound and opened it, flipping through when I could afford to take my eyes off the road.
 
   I landed on Gwen’s first statement about Oliver. I didn’t actually need to reread it, having done so many times already. I knew he had been separated from Gwen for months, so I doubted there was anything at her place I could have used. There was nothing at his shit-hole apartment. Where had he been in the time between those two locations?
 
   Rehab.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   I pulled over quickly, my mind latching onto the thought like a bear trap. I flipped to the back of the compilation of documents where I’d added the reports Mendoza had given me. Her due diligence provided me the name and address of Oliver’s clinic. With a firm destination, I peeled out from my impromptu parking space.
 
   I arrived at the Lakewood Rehabilitation Center just as visiting hours ended. The grounds were glaringly neat and clean, like a cross between a hospital and prison. I entered the lobby and pulled out my badge before the stout receptionist could even greet me.
 
   Reading her nametag, I said, “Darcy. I’m Special Agent Landon Graves with the FBI. I need to know if you keep the personal effects of former patients on site.”
 
   “Oh, uh, we keep lockers for a few months,” she said, surprised for only a moment as she scanned my identification. “Do you need a warrant for that?”
 
   I gritted my teeth. Glancing around, I saw no one else, though a security camera watched us from a corner perch. Forcing as much of my willpower as possible into the words, I said, “You will show me to the locker of Oliver Pontas and assist me.”
 
   The Voice hit Darcy hard, her eyes dilating and going blank. My vision swam for a moment and I came dangerously close to passing out from the use of so much of my power. I held onto the counter until I recovered.
 
   Darcy turned woodenly and opened one of three filing cabinets. Quickly searching, she pulled out a few folders before replacing all but one. Finding the information I needed, she slid the large drawer shut and stood. Walking to the door wordlessly, I hurried to follow the woman to a locked door with a keypad.
 
   A hefty man in a white security uniform greeted Darcy as she walked through the administration office, though she didn’t respond. I acknowledged him with a false smile and he watched suspiciously as we passed. We entered a long hall, both walls adorned with dozens of lockers like those found in a high school or cheap gym.
 
   Using a ring heavy with dozens of keys, Darcy opened a locker to reveal very little. I nearly cursed in frustration until I noticed a photo held to the inside of the door with a magnet. It showed Gwen and a young boy I assumed was Adrian. Its edges were faded and curled as if Oliver had held it for hours, dreaming of the life they’d had and resolving himself to the completion of the rehabilitation program so he could have it once more.
 
   The photo would work.
 
   It had to work.
 
   I snatched the picture up and left, not bothering to say anything to Darcy or the security officer on my way out. Burying concerns over the ethics of obtaining evidence without a warrant or the morals of using the Voice, I rushed out to my car. According to the dubious teenaged wizard, I needed a few more components to make the tracking spell work.
 
   Tearing into my glove box, I found a map—which I thought would be useful as a component. The flashlight, owner’s manual, multi-tool, and first-aid kit wouldn’t do me much good. Reaching awkwardly across the seat, I popped the trunk and scrambled out.
 
   I had jumper cables and snow chains… and an emergency roadside accident kit. I dug into the rectangular duffle bag to find flares, rock salt, small orange cones and a few other things of little use at the moment.
 
   Nothing. I was going to have to do it with only the map and iron filings.
 
   I needed a surface I could carve the runes into that would hold its shape. Looking around wildly, I spotted a box set into the ground that probably housed the wiring and controls for the landscape lighting and sprinkler system out front of the clinic. I grabbed the multi-tool from my glove box and went to it.
 
   Working rapidly, I unscrewed the hinges and lock casing, resulting in a square piece of plywood about eighteen inches squared. I saw the security guard watching me from inside the entrance of the clinic. Wisely, I decided to depart and perform the ritual elsewhere.
 
   Making a circuit around my car to shut the passenger door and trunk, I jumped in and shoved the keys into the ignition.
 
   The dash clock read five-thirty when I pulled into the lot of a convenience store. I brought the board into my lap and flipped out the small knife from the multi-tool, and then etched the runes into the board just as I remembered them.
 
   I completed the seven symbols after half an hour and I grew more impatient with each passing minute. I wondered if Bryce and Mendoza had made it to Adrian yet, if my hunch was wrong, or if they were even alive. The thoughts were dangerously distracting, but I inscribed the glyphs into the cheap wood with enough precision—I hoped.
 
   I didn’t know what to do with the map, so I ended up tearing it along the worn edges and folding the pieces into little paper airplanes. Planes traveled. Maps showed locations. I needed to get to a particular place. Gathering the paper planes and carved board, I pulled the latch to pop open the trunk once more.
 
   Bryce’s pouch allowed me to pour out even lines of fine iron filings in two concentric circles. The interior of the trunk afforded a relatively level surface and shelter from any errant breeze that might have disturbed the rite. I noticed the seven runes weren’t perfectly spaced or circular in their alignment. “Close enough” would just have to cut it.
 
   There was a spare quart of motor oil I kept in the trunk and I decided to add it to the spell to hedge my chances. Oil was a liquid that got you places and eased machinery. I hoped that it would lubricate my spell. Using a pen, I dripped the Pennzoil into the carved runes.
 
   I gathered my meager power and concentrated it on the circle, repeating the simple incantation three times just as Bryce had. In the relatively dim light, I saw the faint magical power glowing in the runes. The pieces of folded up map floated as if caught by a tiny, slow moving whirlwind that left the iron filings undisturbed.
 
   Beads of the oil rose against gravity and looked like honey dripping from a comb, albeit in the wrong direction. The iron filings began to glow red with heat. The worry about searing hot metal near flammable liquid on smoldering wood took a back seat to the ephemeral wonder I felt as I completed my first non-summoning spell.
 
   The oil and paper airplanes fell, igniting as they came into contact with the iron. Reality returning to me firmly, my eyes widened with alarm and I snatched the photo out of harm’s way. I felt something pulling it taut. The spell had worked—continued to work, pulling the picture hard enough that I worried about it tearing.
 
   Grabbing a corner of the board, I carefully lifted it out of my trunk and overturned it onto the asphalt lot. It smoldered, but I didn’t have time to spare. Not with what I had in my hand.
 
   I held onto the picture tightly, unsure whether the force I felt was imagined or actual. Luckily, my Buick was an automatic. I could keep one hand on the wheel and the other on the photo leading me toward Oliver Pontas.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
    
 
   The photo bent with each turn I made, which was incredibly distracting for a driver. I narrowly avoided several accidents during the hour-long drive. The spell gave me no indication of proximity, so I ended up circling around an abandoned factory twice before I came to a stop.
 
   Though a ten-foot tall chain link fence encircled the grounds, the main gate stood open. With every nerve in my body buzzing, I somehow forced myself to slow my approach as I drove past the small guard shack. Dirty windows and dead weeds around it told me it wasn’t occupied, nor had it been for years.
 
   A single car sat in the otherwise empty parking lot outside of the derelict factory, its headlights facing toward me. It wasn’t Mendoza’s Crown Vic. I parked and got out of my Buick. As I crept past the Civic’s headlights with my gun drawn, I noted the broken driver-side window, a gouged side panel with what I identified as claw marks, and its open trunk.
 
   Breathing evenly, I stopped to inspect the vehicle from front to back. Holding my gun at a downward slant, I stalked forward with sure and steady steps. To the casual observer, I probably appeared as a calm, professional agent. It was only the training.
 
   I was scared shitless.
 
   A glint of metal caught my eye as I moved past the trunk. I knew I should hurry, but I paused to see what it was. Leaning over, I grabbed the silver chain and brought it up to my face. The medallion at the end grazed my palm and jolted me.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” I muttered in uncomprehending shock as I stared at the silver hand-shaped medallion. It can’t be hers. It can’t be.
 
   But who else could the silver Hamsa necklace have belonged to?
 
   “Stupid,” I said to myself. So stupid. Berith had me followed. I led him right to the Stantons. I led him right to Regina.
 
   I gathered the medallion up into my hand while adeptly hanging onto the photo and immediately cursed as the silver began to burn me. I hurriedly shoved it into my coat pocket as I started running. As a symbol of God—or at least the divine—it gathered an energy directly opposed to the kind that suffused my body. And the mixing of those energies hurt like hell.
 
   Overcome with the urge to get inside and put an end to the Exiled responsible, I sprinted to the entrance. Spots of rust peeked through the chipped paint of the heavy industrial doors. Glock in one hand and the photo pinched between the thumb and forefinger of the other, I reached for the handle. I found it locked.
 
   My stomach tightened and a cold sweat formed on my brow. I had no way into the building. Contrary to popular belief, you couldn’t shoot out a lock. Even if I could, that would give Oliver-Berith all the warning it needed to do any number of nasty things.
 
   I barely noticed how hard I breathed. Stifling the urge to rattle the door and possibly alert Berith to my arrival, I shut my eyes tightly for a moment to clear my head. I had to think.
 
   Unwilling to give up so easily, I jogged a circuit around the building, searching for another entrance. I found two single doors just as secure as the first set and a sheet metal garage door. The walls were made of solid cinder blocks. I saw no ladders or scaffolding I could use to get to the corrugated roof.
 
   Damn place is a fortress… I thought dismally as I came back to the front.
 
   Running a hand over my hair, I caught my breath. I needed a way in and I had to come up with it immediately. I had no back up and barely any tools; certainly none meant for getting through cement or metal.
 
   “Dammit. Think!” I commanded myself.
 
   I put my palm against the cement and bowed my head, just so tired of the fighting and the fear and the hopelessness. I thought of what I’d gone up against already and felt my resolve weaken. Giving up would have been so easy.
 
   I wished I had the power to just melt a hole in the wall like Alastor. Or the strength to bash through it like the creatures I’d faced already. The shadow drake would just burrow through with those claws. I shook my head, knowing that wasn’t right. The “walls” in the shadow realm weren’t nearly as solid as their counterparts in the real world—
 
   My heart trembled with a sudden hope and I let the photo go. It drifted and tumbled through the air, the magic evaporating from it as soon as I released it. What if I was in the shadow realm? Could I get through then? Is it even possible for me to get into another dimension from here?
 
   Alastor had said as much when he disappeared Frankie the pimp’s body from the hotel room. I just didn’t know how my patron did it. But I figured it out before when I fumbled through a Borderline back to Earth. I just had to figure it out again.
 
   The first thing I needed was a Borderline—no, multiple Borderlines. I had to come back out of the shadow realm on the other side of the wall. I ran back to my car to see what supplies I had to choose from, hoping it would inspire some ideas.
 
   In the trunk, I still had plenty of oil, some window washer fluid, and a wool blanket for emergencies. Knowing I’d need both road flares, I opened the accident kit and stuffed the quart of oil in the bag. I got my multi-tool and a water bottle from the front. I hurried back to the oversized garage door at the front of the old factory.
 
   Desperate for the advantage of surprise, I worried that Oliver might see the smoke or the light of the flare, especially if it was as dark inside as I assumed. The building was half the size of a football field. Which part of it had Oliver-Berith settled on for the ritual? I peered through an oval shaped handhold in the garage door and saw a room in shades of red.
 
   It didn’t seem occupied. I had to risk it. I had no other choices.
 
   I needed smoke for my Borderlines, not fire, so I tied wet, oil-soaked rags over the top of two road flares. Using my Zippo, I lit one of my portable Borderlines and dropped it a few feet away from the door. The flare caught with a hiss and the fire ignited the rag. I lit the second flare and forced it through that same handhold I had spied into.
 
   I rushed back to the now-billowing and hissing gout of black smoke. I checked over my bulging duffle bag and prepared to exploit a Borderline for the second time that week. Closing my eyes, I imagined my surroundings as I thought they would appear in the shadow realm, all bleak and gray. Concentrating on my other senses, I reached my hand into the thick smoke. Oily tendrils caressed my palm and fingers, the subtle heat carrying the smoke up.
 
   That was what I needed, the meshing of elements or a stark juxtaposition of primal forces. Fog and dust, mist and smoke… they blurred the boundaries between dimensions. From what I’d read, more skilled and powerful magic-users could slip right into another realm right through the ground—where air and earth met. Slip… That’s a good word for it.
 
   I had no illusions about being that good. I had to squirm through the layers and hope I didn’t fall into some nasty place between dimensions. It’s okay, I told myself. I’ve done this once already. Luckily for me, dark fog filled virtually the entire shadow realm. That was the key thing about working magic: creating connections between points or people or things.
 
   Only my focus on the task allowed me to stifle my doubts and worries. I couldn’t afford to fail with so much riding on me. An afterlife in Hell, the apocalypse, Regina’s life… I imagined her shy smile. That’s not helping, I reminded myself. 
 
   Recalling the look of the ashen sky in the shadow realm, I thought of the sterile smell and cold dry air, the way sound echoed wrongly. I stepped forward tentatively, remembering how the ground had given slightly under my weight. My power stoked deep in my chest, like a preamble to terrible heartburn.
 
   The transition felt different from the last time. I didn’t know if it was my choice of Borderlines or the fact that I was going in rather that out of the shadow realm that changed things. I stopped sensing the warmth of the setting sun. The air pressure grew, tiny pinpricks of pain rippling across my skin like a sandstorm without the wind.
 
   The physical sensations disoriented me and I only knew to open my eyes when the aura of gloom fell over me. I peeked fearfully... and I saw darkness once again. Or rather, I saw the looming, undulating curtain of liquid shadow where a garage door should have been.
 
   My plan to search for a way in or somehow break through the wall got put on hold. Thinking back on my previous trip to the shadow realm, I remembered that all the doors looked like that one. What made them different from the walls, ground, or air?
 
   Why could I see most of the buildings, but not all? Why couldn’t I see my car or the car Oliver had stolen? My investigator’s mind needed an answer. The information was key in that moment. I had to figure it out. Staring at the garage door, I noticed that it was a lighter shade of black than the last door and better defined.
 
   Seeing the jet black—instead of ebony—gelatinous wall, I began to form a theory about the shadow realm. Matter worked differently there, but it was tied directly to the mortal realm. The notion gained momentum and I followed the logic to its conclusion.
 
   All the structures looked the same, as I remembered it. Those buildings stayed still relative to the Earth, while cars moved around. The doors on the buildings opened every so often, but didn’t move nearly so far as a vehicle. Suddenly, I got it. The longer something sat on Earth, the more solid it became in the shadow realm.
 
   Constantly moving air remained gaseous. The perpetually stationary ground remained mostly solid. But the temporary edifices of humankind lay somewhere in between. The factory—at least a dozen years old—felt like wet clay. The garage door, though made of steel in the real world, hadn’t completely solidified yet.
 
   I could make it through.
 
   Pressing my bag into the dark vertical pool, I found that my assumption was premature. The shadow substance resisted being parted. I dug my toes into spongy ground and shoved the duffle bag against the shimmering veil, grunting with the effort. The garage door bunched up and bowed inward, but I couldn’t squeeze the bag through.
 
   Relenting, I pulled the bag away and set it down at my feet. I reached out and felt the wall, the unnatural cold sucking the warmth from my fingers. I’d visited the beach once as a child. It had been a gloomy, cold day but I still played in the sand. It felt the same.
 
   Desperation fueling me, I clawed at the wall, finding it to be more like sand mixed with tar. Knowing I had only a few minutes of flare left, I frantically used the multi-tool to dig faster. Finally able to pierce the thin sheet, I tore at the strange material.
 
   I had a desk job and had never been overly muscular. Planting my feet and pulling on the tacky edge of the torn wall, my muscles burned with the effort. As soon as I stopped to rest my arms, the material began to pull itself back together.
 
   I grabbed the accident kit and shove the bag through the hole before the flaps closed up. A distant, muffled screech reminded me that I wasn’t alone in the shadow realm. Heart racing and arms burning, I ripped the sand-tar wall until I had a gap larger enough to fit through.
 
   Tumbling through gracelessly, I hit the ground hard and it drove the air from my lungs. I laid on my back and caught my breath for a minute before I remembered that I could be stuck in the shadow realm for the rest of my short life if I didn’t get back through the Borderline to the mortal realm. I was inside, but I didn’t have time to waste.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   Dark, dismal, and depressing, the loading area of the factory lacked any definite features in the shadow realm. Partially coalesced forms of liquid shadow and frozen grayness gave me the impression of a conveyor belt and mechanical assembly. A slate gray wall partitioned the room from the rest of the building. That was one less concern. Unless Oliver-Berith stood in the same room, my flare wouldn’t have given away my ingress.
 
   Standing, I brushed my suit down out of habit and grabbed the battered duffle bag. I glanced around, relieved to see that no shadow drakes lurked in the building. I double checked my gun and the extra magazine in the nylon and plastic rig under my arm.
 
   I considered scouting ahead into the next room, but I doubted I’d learn much with the bizarre nature of the shadow realm muddling things. I didn’t have time anyway. I still had to get back through the Borderline to the mortal realm before I could do anything and the flare was certainly close to burning out.
 
   I dry washed my hands and licked my lips before reaching out to find my way home. Doubt bubbled up in my thoughts as I waved my hand slowly through the misty air, hoping to sense the boundary. The flare couldn’t have landed farther than where I stood.
 
   Precious seconds passed as I quested about, but I found nothing. I began to wonder what would kill me first if I couldn’t find the Borderline: hunger, the shadow drakes, or whatever else lived in the dismal realm. If I didn’t find the way soon, the flare on the other side would burn out. Refusing to get rattled, I reoriented myself and started over.
 
   A gasp escaped me as I finally found it. Once again, the heat gave away the location of the invisible rift. My choice to use a flare turned out to be fortuitous, since there was no way for me to sense smoke on the other side or to know where it had actually landed.
 
   As much as I dreaded what was to come, I didn’t want to be trapped in that abysmally dreary nightmare. Drawing in calming breaths, I conjured up the image of what I thought the interior of the factory should have looked like. At this hour, light filtered in from the high windows I had seen but couldn’t reach. I tried to see it in my mind’s eye.
 
   I recalled the stale smell of dust, grease, and rust that permeated the air. Places like the factory carried with them an aura of loss for what could have been. People had worked there at one time, but the factory no longer acted as a source of livelihoods. It was only a source of sadness.
 
   I realized that it was the perfect place for a ritual with such a dark purpose as the Gate. Would the whole of the mortal realm end up like shadow realm, empty but for monsters? My warlock power kindled as I found the rift and made the connection. I had to hurry, though the urgency didn’t help my concentration.
 
   The sudden lapse in resistance told me that my mental image was close enough. Pressing forward, I entered the murky in-between and Slipped back toward Earth. The pungent scent of burning oil filled my nose and I opened my eyes.
 
   Years old trash lined the corners of the floor, dry leaves and yellowed paper scraping along with a whistling breeze. The corrugated roof groaned eerily above me. The flare spat and sputtered, finally going out. With my Devil’s Sight revealing all the unnerving detail, I needed no further motivation to draw my gun.
 
   I went to the door, a rusted steel thing set on a swivel with no handle and a cracked rubber cushion on the bottom. Dust coated a narrow window at eye level. I wiped at it, but grim obscured both sides of the glass.
 
   Leaning a shoulder against the door, I pushed carefully to prevent the weathered hinges from creaking. Miraculously, the aged grease kept the door relatively quiet. I peered in and saw a factory floor mostly devoid of machinery. I guessed they had taken what they could sell when the factory closed. Thankful for the soft soles of my loafers, I sneaked in.
 
   The skeleton of the conveyor belt system remained, but the rollers and actual vinyl belting had been removed. Great gaps sat between sections of the frames where the interconnecting machines had once been. It allowed me to weave around surreptitiously, though bolts set in the concrete floor snagged my feet occasionally.
 
   Sporadic chains hung down from metal frames meant to bear weight. They swayed gently enough that they made no noise. I couldn’t help but whip my head around at the motion in my peripheral. I had no idea what they’d once held, but they only served to creep me out.
 
   A cavernous and hollow voice rose in the emptiness and I sucked in a sharp breath, spinning to locate the source. My heart pounded fiercely and my skin felt sticky with sweat. I recognized the bizarre words for what they were: the beginning of a ritual spell.
 
   The chanting continued and I hurried, forsaking stealth. The invocation could have been a few short sentences and a skilled practitioner might not have to repeat it three times like I did with my spells. For the moment, I hoped the powerfully spoken words masked the sound of my approach.
 
   Oliver-Berith had chosen the corner furthest from the garage’s entrance. Most of the floor had been swept clear, leaving a huge area for a sigil to be drawn in blood. I hoped it didn’t belong to Regina. Despite my anger and disgust, I couldn’t fail to see the artistry.
 
   The sigil in the Lowry dorm had been a child’s sketch done in crayons compared to the masterpiece I saw on the smooth concrete before me. It was more than just the size. Fine detail beyond what any scroll could have captured filled the spaces left between any lines.
 
   Seven large black candles encircled the design, each carved to reveal a white, vein-like lattice of runes. I knew the candles were made from human fat. Smooth dark stones and sharp crystals glowing with lambent orange light laid scattered about the floor in key locations. It was by far the most complex and involved ritual I’d ever seen.
 
   I noted all these things on the side, my mind and eyes focusing on the woman at the center of a twenty foot circle of runes and symbols—Regina. Taut nylon ropes bound each of her limbs, pulling her flat and spread-eagle against the ground. Her clothing was more or less intact, a long swath torn from her skirt looked to have been fashioned into a gag.
 
   The woman struggled weakly, her strength certainly spent after hours of fighting against her captivity. Even at my distance, I saw her nostrils flaring for breath. The sight of her torment infuriated me, but I told myself that she was alive and I had to keep my head if I wanted her to stay that way. I wasn’t a good listener.
 
   If I stopped the sacrifice, I stopped the Gate from opening. The clean and simple goal allowed me to press on with some semblance of composure. I anxiously wiped my hands on my coat so that sweat didn’t threaten my grip on the pistol.
 
   The little remaining light from windows high above me faded fast. Oliver rose from his position and carefully entered the circle to kneel beside Regina. With head bowed and arms raised high, he put his palms up to the ceiling in a pose of supplication. He hadn’t noticed me yet—either that, or the murderous bastard was supremely unconcerned.
 
   I edged out from behind the last vestiges of cover, trying to take in all the details. The same paranoia that led me there shrieked in the back of my mind about traps and certain doom. I silenced it with some effort. Oliver-Berith’s tone peaked and I realized that he had finished one verse of the incantation. He reached down and lifted a dagger made of reflective black glass from the ground, starting the second round of intoned demonic words. 
 
   I couldn’t watch any longer. I couldn’t allow fear to forestall me. I had to act.
 
   Dropping the duffle bag, I adopted a Weaver stance and took aim at Oliver as he raised the obsidian dagger. I was rattled, nervous to the point of trembling. I’d never fired my weapon outside of training conditions. Hell, I’d only drawn it on a perp once before this week. I just didn’t see much action in the fraud department. 
 
   I had doubts, but I didn’t hesitate to squeeze the trigger. Like most law enforcement types, I was trained to shoot to kill. There was no ridiculous stunt like trying to hit someone in the shoulder. That was stupid and dangerous. When an officer of the law shot, they meant to end the threat. It was unfortunate, but I had to end Oliver. I fired and didn’t stop until my gun clicked empty fifteen rounds later.
 
   My aim was terrible.
 
   I could blame a number of factors: my concern for Regina, sweaty hands, my completely reasonable fear of demons, a lack of experience in live-fire scenarios. I was still more than thirty feet away and I’d aimed high, subconsciously afraid of hitting Regina with a stray. I fired rapidly, giving myself no chance to correct for the recoil.
 
   Still... there was no excuse for fifteen shots and only four hits.
 
   A bloody mist erupted from Oliver’s shoulder and thigh while a spray of cement dust and bits of cinderblock rained down from the wall several paces behind him. Shots to the chest and abdomen quickly darkened his grungy hoodie, the force sending him backward. 
 
   He fell over his heels, bending maladroitly. The obsidian and brass knife twirled out of his hands and shattered on the ground to the right. Oliver’s arms bounced off the ground and his head lolled to one side. My heart pounded for a few seconds before I lowered my empty gun and hurried forward.
 
   In a more serene state of mind, I might have acted differently, but I heedlessly crossed through the invisible, intangible planes of magical energy created by the complex sigil drawn on the floor to reach Regina. She stared up at me tearfully as I reached her side. Kneeling, I holstered my Glock and fumbled my multi-tool out to cut her loose.
 
   The serrated blade chewed through the nylon rope, quickly freeing one of her hands. I immediately shuffled around to work on the other while she tore at the dirty gag. In my peripheral, I noticed Oliver’s foot twitching. That wasn’t something they showed on TV.
 
   Regina got the gag off just as I severed the second binding. “W-what’s going on?”
 
   I gritted my teeth at her terrified and hoarse voice. She must have screamed for hours while locked in the Civic’s trunk, wondering what she’d done to deserve this. I had no way of explaining anything to her at that moment.
 
   Swirling auras of mystical energy set my nerves on fire with unease bordering on panic. Stopping the ritual prematurely or disturbing the sigil—probably some combination of the two—had unintended consequences. Whatever the result, I was sure we didn’t want to stick around. 
 
   “It’s okay,” I lied as soothingly as I could, having no idea what the maelstrom of magical energy might do. I cut the rope tied to one of her ankles. “Let’s get you out of here. It’s over.”
 
   If I could get her clear of the building, maybe we would be alright. No sacrifice, no soul to crack open the mortal realm and expose it to the Outworld. Time was certainly a factor, so I hurriedly moved to the only remaining tether. 
 
   “It’s not over,” rasped an inhuman voice out of Oliver’s mouth.
 
   I nearly jumped out of my skin as Oliver’s head snapped up to regard me with solid black eyes. I cursed vehemently and dropped my knife in shock. Regina screamed but had the presence of mind to snatch up the blade and start sawing at the last binding around her ankle.
 
   Pulling out my gun, I squeezed the trigger... with no effect. Still empty, you idiot! I berated myself. Shaking from adrenaline and fear, reloading proved incredibly difficult, especially when I refused to take my eyes off the possessed man.
 
   “I will feast on your flesh!” Berith roared with a combination of it and Oliver’s voice, the man’s lips spread to bare his teeth in a vicious display. 
 
   Psychotic grin fading, he threw his head back, thick gray smoke erupting from his nose and mouth. Oliver spasmed as his possessor freed itself. I saw gaseous claws stretching out, reaching up to the maelstrom of whirling dirt and mystical energies. It wanted something desperately enough to leave its host, its only physical form on the mortal world.
 
   The Gate spell had failed, though not gracefully. Bryce had warned me about that, about how the resulting chaotic energy could be dangerous. He hadn’t said how though exactly. I thought I was about to find out.
 
   My hair stood on end as miniature arcs of emerald lightning crackled down randomly from the rafters. All the magical energy gathered for the Gate had no outlet. A vortex of dust and fog formed over the summoning circle, spinning rapidly.
 
   The spiritual essence of the demon writhed wildly as it left the wounded body behind. In horror, I realized what it was after. The demon wanted a fresh body.
 
   I didn’t know much about possession, despite my status as a warlock. If Father Miller ever spoke to me again, maybe he would shed some light. I wondered if he’d preside over my funeral after what I’d put him through. 
 
   Don’t be an idiot, I told myself. Nobody’s going to bury you during the apocalypse.
 
   Regardless of my ignorance in such matters, I could be sure of one thing. I didn’t want Regina anywhere near a rampaging demon spirit looking for a new body. I couldn’t handle it if Berith possessed her and used her against me.
 
   “Come on!” I screamed, helping Regina to her feet as she finally cut through the rope. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
 
   Quickly holstering my Glock, I fumbled a hand into my coat pocket to grasp Regina’s pendant. Wincing as it burned my skin, I press the symbol of faith into her shaking hands. “Put this on as soon as you can. Now, go!”
 
   Gaping incredulously, Regina moved as quickly as her stiff, exhausted legs allowed, her arms held out for balance. I returned my full attention to the swirling Exiled spirit and backed away slowly. I twisted my ankle and stumbled as my heel came down on a rounded onyx runestone, barely managing to keep my feet under me.
 
   Oliver went still as the mist finished exiting his body. I expected it to go racing after Regina. Instead, the vapor spiraled up in a column over the center of the summoning circle amid the flashes of lightning. The bolts were too small for thunder, instead snapping loudly.
 
   I stared, my mind desperately trying to figure out what I saw. The only fact I was sure of was that I’d missed some key piece of information. What the hell is Berith doing?
 
   The swirling vortex of chaotic magic gained speed, lifting dust and trash from around the factory floor. I raised a hand to shield my eyes. The smoky, incorporeal form of the demon floated in the eye of the small storm.
 
   Though transparent, the roiling gas more or less congealed into the shape of the Exiled responsible for this whole debacle. My stomach fluttered as the ambient energy switched frequency. The realization hit me in the stomach like a sucker punch.
 
   The Gate spell had two distinct parts. The first phase used a sacrifice to create a stable rupture between the Outworld and Earth, a conduit capable of sustaining the transport of countless demons. Essentially, it was a mega-version of the same ritual by which I summoned a fraction of the essence of the demon Ipos.
 
   But the difference of the Gate spell was giving the demons form—bodies with which to wreak destruction. I had disrupted the first part of the ritual, but Berith had somehow completed the second. The demon didn’t need Regina to host it. It had salvaged enough of the ruined spell to make its own vessel.
 
   I became aware of Regina in my peripheral vision. She stared in a mix of disbelief, confusion, and fear. Seeing my own feelings reflected in her face forced me to work past them. I opened my mouth to tell her to run once again, but a surge of magical energy drew my attention back to Berith.
 
   The vaporous form solidified at each place the sickly green lightning hit. Half tangible, the bizarre mix of reptile and insect roared. In a flash of emerald light, the rest of the body filled out, leaving a hulking beast a few dozen feet from Regina and me.
 
   There was a moment of silence as I gaped. Eight red orbs with black slits for pupils stared at me and I forget everything but the sheer primal terror that its eyes evoked. This was the real deal and I had no aces up my sleeve.
 
   I snatched my keys out of my pants pocket and ran over to Regina. “Take these and get out of here! Just get as far away as possible!”
 
   She stared dumbly for a moment before complying. I watched her dash away and desperately wanted to run after her. But if I did, the demon would just chase us both down. I had to stand my ground.
 
   I locked onto that idea with the sort of desperation that bypassed my rational mind. If I could just hold on a little longer, I’d be fine. Someone would come help me; an archangel or Fallen lord or... someone. When hell freezes over.
 
   Plates of chitin covered the newly formed demon and it waved a barbed tail around idly. A multi-part jaw opened to reveal dozens of tiny mandibles that each ended in a serrated fang. No pact protected me from this creature or the razor-like talons at the end of its fingers. No magic circle stood between me and the ire of that foul creature. 
 
   I was ready to wet myself.
 
   I came to the cold, hard realization that I was on my own. If I didn’t want to be ripped apart by Berith in the next few seconds, I had to do something about it. I clenched my jaw and stared at my foe, trying to summon enough anger to overcome my fear.
 
   The demon rolled its shoulders and stretched its long clawed fingers. The brief test of its new body was the only reprieve I got. Eight eyes glared at me, blinking at different times. A sinuous black tongue dangled from its mouth lazily, dripping vile slime.
 
   Just then, the metallic boom of a door being slammed open echoed through the factory floor. Regina had made her escape. Berith turned and I could almost hear the demon’s thoughts as it considered going after her. If it wanted to try another Gate spell, it still needed a sacrifice.
 
   That was the push I needed to tip my emotional scale from fear to anger. There was no way I was going to let Berith take her again. But if I was going to do anything to the hulking creature, I’d need one of the most universal and primal weapons: fire.
 
   I stood close to my duffle bag, so I stepped quickly while Berith was distracted by Regina’s escape. I knelt down and ripped open the accident kit. Pushing most of the contents aside, I found the quart of motor oil I’d used earlier. It wasn’t much, but it was a start. 
 
   I twisted the cap off and slammed the plastic container on the ground on its side, sliding it across the smooth concrete like some weird game of shuffleboard. Oil gushed out of the spout and pooled when the quart came to a rest. With a shaking hand, I reached into my pocket for my trusty Zippo. 
 
   With terrified caution, I struck it to produce an orange and blue flame. Taking a deep breath, I dropped the lighter into the oil and stood. In my left hand, my gun felt like a fifty pound dumbbell.
 
   The oil caught fire, though it wasn’t anything spectacular. I could have walked faster than it spread and the flames didn’t even reach as high as my ankle. As a barrier, it left much to be desired. But in the presence of a warlock, the humble trail of orange fire was lethal. And Berith knew it. The flames might only last a minute, but the ploy would buy Regina enough time to get to my car and get away. If I achieved nothing else, I could go to Hell knowing that much.
 
   The fire garnered the attention of the great fiend and it faced me. I could feel the anger and hatred radiating off the demon like a fetid furnace. Ridges on its torso shuddered and broke away to reveal four additional arms, each trailing strands of mucus. It stretched out all six arms and fanned its claws.
 
   With the fearsome display, I expected some speech about the fate of my eternal soul. 
 
   Instead the creature leaned forward and roared. The unleashed sound vibrated my chest and reminded me of Jurassic Park. Then Berith lunged at me with incredible speed. Black claws bit into the cement and powerful legs pivoted counter-clockwise, whipping its morningstar-like tail at me.
 
   I dove over the steadily diminishing line of flame into a surprisingly agile roll. Without looking, I willed my warlock power into the fire, transforming it into a curtain of hellfire that jumped off the ground hungrily. I came up into a crouched position just as scarlet light erupted. 
 
   The flames jetted up and latched onto Berith eagerly just as its tail collided with me.
 
   Luckily, I hadn’t jumped far enough away to put me at the spiky end of the tail. Instead, the thigh-thick portion just below the spiny end slapped me across the chest with the force of an entire baseball team attempting home runs. I went airborne for a brief moment before hitting a cinderblock wall.
 
   I bounced hard and landed on my face, the taste of stale dust and hot blood in my mouth. I remembered how to breathe after several moments. When I finally got some air into my lungs, sharp pains stabbed me across my chest and back in a dozen places.
 
   Dazed, I coughed up blood and tried to get to my knees. I ended up writhing around on the ground, but it brought Berith into my blurred field of vision. In what I assumed was a lapse of sanity, I grinned fiercely.
 
   The Exiled beast roared in anguish as crimson flames spread on its tail where the appendage crossed the line of hellfire. But my satisfaction was short-lived. Using its multiple arms, Berith thrashed at the base of its tail and yanked on the end, tearing it from its body without a second thought.
 
   The demon flung the severed tail aside and glared at me, eyes burning with vicious hate.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
   I hurt badly, muffled whimpers escaping with each breath. Certain that several ribs were broken, I tasted blood in my mouth. It dribbled out and down my chin. I spread my lips in a grisly smile that Berith couldn’t see.
 
   Finished dismembering its own tail, Berith stalked around the rapidly waning line of fire, watching me. The sheer enjoyment of my suffering and its triumph invigorated the beast. Apparently, rending off one on its limbs was naught but a minor inconvenience to the Exiled creature.
 
   Physically unable to move, I knew I was done for. Part of me sought comforting thoughts. I gave it my all. I stopped the ritual. Regina got out. I sort of won. But I was headed for Hell after whatever tortuous death the demon gave me. To see good ol’ Ally.
 
   My heart skipped a beat. That was the answer. I had a chance.
 
   Alastor, I called desperately. I need your help.
 
   Time seemed to slow, the beats of my pounding heart stretching out. Berith paused midstride, the swirling dust and dancing flames coming to a halt. My patron answered my plea and altered my perception of time to give us an opportunity to chat.
 
   Pulled by my patron, I receded within my own mind into an illusionary dreamscape that resembled my living room with the image of Berith frozen on my TV as if I’d paused my VCR. Suddenly, I was standing between the TV and my sofa. Turning slowly, I noticed the cracks in the drywall and broken windows. The ceiling sagged ominously.
 
   My patron sat on my black leather sofa, one cloven hoof propped up on a knee. With its wings absent, it lounged comfortably, one scarlet skinned arm draped over the back of the couch. “You beckon me once again when I have nothing to offer.”
 
   Sick of that bullshit, I replied, “You mean you have nothing you’re willing to offer for free. You want another bargain.”
 
   The Fallen were really into the whole survival of the fittest thing. As someone who typically worked as part of a team, I didn’t subscribe to that philosophy. Waving a hand at the TV screen, I said, “I need some help here. This demon is going to kill me. Give me something.”
 
   “I have given you all I ever will,” Alastor said with disdain. “If you want something from me, pay the price for it or take it. Earn your power, thrall.”
 
   “Pay for it? What do you even want?”
 
   The Fallen made a show of rising to his feet. Though his bizarre features only vaguely resembled a human, I got a sense of strained patience. He said nothing as he walked to the window, clawed hands clasped behind his back.
 
   I paced about, glancing at the TV screen. It didn’t look like Berith had gotten any closer, but I didn’t want to waste more time. My patron had restored my broken body before. I needed the power and I needed it immediately.
 
   Alastor finally spoke, sounding as if he was thinking aloud. “I want what I’ve always wanted from you. A capable thrall. You’ve been rather lackluster as a warlock. Would an infusion of power even help you?”
 
   My harsh retort died on my lips. He was right and I hated him for it. If I hadn’t ignored and denied the supernatural, I would have been better off. I might have even stopped Berith before he had gotten so far.
 
   “I’m going to die.” My stomach churned uncomfortably. “That’s not some melodramatic complaint. I can’t move. I don’t know if a power boost will save me, but it’s not going to hurt my chances.”
 
   Alastor frowned thoughtfully. “I suppose you need access to my Aspect, at least for a short time. That and a flood of my power ought to get you on your feet.”
 
   “Good! Let me end this fight. I can win,” I said with far more conviction than I felt. “One solid hit with some hellfire—”
 
   “But you aren’t offering me anything,” Alastor interrupted. “That’s how these things work. I offer something. You propose a payment.”
 
   I stared incredulously. “I don’t have… What can I do? I…”
 
   “Make your offer quickly, thrall,” Alastor said. “I cannot hold you in this mental stasis forever.”
 
   I was going to die and it terrified me. Alastor had the solution for me. I just couldn’t pay for it. If I didn’t agree to some sort of deal, I’d be dead mere moments after returning to my body. What choice did I have?
 
   “I’ll play your game,” I said, “Be a good little warlock. I’ll practice with my powers. I’ll study up on magic. I’ll keep tabs on the supernatural community. I won’t half-ass it anymore.”
 
    “And in exchange, I will give you the strength you need to finish your spat,” Alastor clarified. “Very well. I agree to your terms.”
 
   “What, that’s it? No haggling? You’re just going to take my word for it?”
 
   Alastor laughed. “Landon, I know you. To the marrow of your bones. To the deepest recesses of your mind. To the core of your soul. I know you and I know what you’re going to do. By your nature, you will uphold this bargain.
 
   “So, yes. I’ll take your word for it. As you are so fond of sports metaphors, I will put it this way. All I want is for you to get your head in the game and give it a hundred and ten percent. After what’s happened to you, I doubt you do anything else. Assuming you survive.”
 
   I reeled at his words, feeling terribly exposed. “So you’ll give me the power to get through this fight.”
 
   “As agreed.”
 
   I let out a sigh of relief. “You’ve got a deal.”
 
   Passing up the opportunity to gloat, Alastor nodded and stepped toward me, extending his clawed hand. I gingerly reached out and shook, confirming the bargain. Alastor’s grin widened rapidly and he jerked me forward in an abrupt motion.
 
   Unbalanced, I toppled into the Fallen, his claw digging into my back to either side of my spine. I screamed in pained as I met Alastor’s sadistic gaze. I tried to remind myself that I was experiencing an illusion, that it was only my patron infusing me with more of his power. My rationale failed to make it less terrifying.
 
   I shut my eyes against the pain and when I opened them, I was back in my body. Berith rounded the line of flames and casually approached. Searing energy spread through my body in seconds and I noticed an immediate change as the scalding wave of infernal power crashed over me. It was like when Alastor had possessed me, but not quite the same.
 
   The pain became tolerable—no less intense, just less of a concern. I felt the power burning inside me as though I’d swallowed a dozen live coals. My muscles contorted and my bones slid back into place, though they didn’t truly heal—the muted pain caused by each breath left no doubt about the limits of Alastor’s ability to stitch me back together. I was living on borrowed time.
 
   The ocean of power began to ebb away from me. My patron restored me to a barely functional state in mere seconds and allowed me to ignore the debilitating fatigue and pain I felt. A sensation of fire raced through my body just beneath the skin, banishing any lingering torpor. Suddenly, I wanted to get up and fight. I wanted to kill Berith.
 
   My lips twisted into a sneer as I rose from the dusty ground. I lifted my gun and shot, aiming for the large creature’s knee. The bark of my Glock deafened me. The flash of the muzzle fire stung my eyes. The recoil threatened to jar my freshly set bones loose.
 
   I endured all that agony and the bullets failed to penetrate Berith’s chitinous hide. I felt like laughing and crying. I had no weapons that could harm the demon. I’d used every trick I knew. I doubted the Voice would work and I needed to inflict pain before I could amplify it. The only thing that worked was hellfire and without a source of fire—
 
   Berith stalked toward me and I squeezed the trigger a few more times, allowing my left hand to hover just over the muzzle. The trio of bullets missed the wide target as the Exiled nightmare advanced on me, but I had what I needed. In my hand, I held a crimson wisp of hellfire gathered from the brief bursts of flame produced by each gunshot.
 
   I wasn’t done yet.


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
    
 
   My fear waned as the echoes of Alastor’s power coursed through me. Motes of dust swirled about stinging my eyes, nose, and throat. Berith stalked toward me with supreme confidence.
 
   A quick throw sent the pitifully tiny ball of hellfire wide of the Exiled, but the demon’s reaction saved my life. Berith stopped to reconsider me. My apparent lack of injury must have confused it. I had become a threat to the walking nightmare once again.
 
   I found myself reveling in the fear my power evoked in such a being. Small, weak, pathetic me could land a lucky blow with a bit of hellfire and kill the beast. I was sure the pain lancing up from the raw wound of its tail played some part in its hesitance.
 
   I switched my gun hands so my right hand controlled the next pitch. Aiming carefully, I fired at Berith’s head, hoping to strike the demon in one of its many eyes. Shooting five times, I finally grabbed onto enough of the fleeting flame to conjure more hellfire. Berith ducked swiftly, causing most of my shots to miss outright, the rest ricocheting off boney ridges on its brow and forehead.
 
   I realized I only had four bullets left and the dismay helped level my head against the drunken haze of Alastor’s leftover power. The modest amount of hellfire floating above my palm became all the more important. I focused my own power on growing it into something that could actually kill Berith.
 
   As I worked, I realized that the euphoric feeling was fading. My power burned like a furnace in my chest, but I knew I wouldn’t last long in that state. Unlike my patron, my abilities had limits. Would they work right up until I dropped dead?
 
   I desperately wanted the feeling of strength and vigor to remain, but I couldn’t keep it going. Not if I wanted to live. I loathed myself for it and hoped that the junkie reaction would pass. Pulling the power out of my body, I focused it into the crimson orb floating above my palm.
 
   Once again, I felt cold, heavy, and alone. The pain returned, but it was the dull ache of old injuries instead of the hot agony of fresh ones. The temporary use of Alastor’s power—the Aspect—had done enough to keep me on my feet.
 
   Wary of the hellfire I held, Berith circled slowly, ripping metal frames out of the concrete whenever they hindered it. The many eyes searched for a weakness like some fiendish predator. Its body language telegraphed the decision to attack. Abruptly, it grabbed a hunk of warped metal and flung it at me.
 
   I sprinted to my left to avoid being struck, but Berith rushed me. It closed the distance in seconds, its legs powerful enough to accelerate the huge body into rapid motion. A freight train of claws and teeth dripping with acidic spittle barreled toward me.
 
   Luckily, the demon moved gracelessly without a tail to balance its massive torso. I dove at an angle to its charge, absorbing most of the impact with the concrete floor by rolling. Every muscle in my body protested, but the lack of sharp pain told me that the diabolic power had patched me up enough to hold together.
 
   Two clawed hands narrowly missed me and the demon’s momentum carried it out of reach in an instant. Berith did a scrambling roll of its own, twisting to face me as it regained its feet. I ran for one of the factory’s support columns, hoping to use it for cover. Maybe I’d get a lucky shot if I had a little protection.
 
   The Exiled demon dropped onto fours of its limbs for better control of its movement. Its claws dug into the concrete as it rushed after me, gouging furrows. Seeing what it did to the stainless steel conveyor frames, I suddenly doubted the column would provide much of a barrier. Backing away while keeping the pillar of rebar and cement between us, I turned to my right and ran, cradling the hellfire orb.
 
   I just needed a chance to use my weapon. I needed to limit Berith’s movement, but I had no idea how. It wasn’t like I could back it into a corner. The damned thing moved too quickly now that it was using four limbs for movement instead of two.
 
   Without line of sight on me, Berith sprinted right up to the column. It picked up a gnarled piece of metal and whipped around the obstruction, flinging the improvised weapon toward where I had just stood. As I ran, I saw that the pillar blocked its view and I kept it that way as I moved.
 
   How can it dodge what it couldn’t see?
 
   I had the demon out of position for a moment and I took full advantage. I threw the hellish orb with as much speed and precision as I could muster, hand extended like a major league pitcher. The globe of hellfire whizzed through the dusty air.
 
   The demon reacted wickedly fast, snatching the vile napalm with the middle of its three left arms. Ruthlessly, it jerked the hand away from the main body and tore it off in a flash of ebony claws and a spatter of dark blood. No doubt, hesitation, or fear of pain slowed it.
 
   Crimson fire consumed the creature’s hand and forearm as they fell to the ground. Berith stalked around the severed limb, giving it a wide berth. The demon’s hatred rolled over my mind, a psychic stench like corpses festering in humid heat. I staggered back a step, overcome by the mental attack. My vision twisted and warped as I fought a potent combination of nausea and vertigo.
 
   A week ago, I would have collapsed into a fetal position from such an attack. Thanks to the screwed up summoning with Ipos, I was able to withstand the assault and recalled how to settle my turbulent psyche. As a result, the attack on my sanity fell short.
 
   Still trembling, it proved difficult to keep my gun in my hand, but I needed those bullets if I hoped to conjure anymore hellfire. The demon tensed as I regained my bearings, but opted not to spring at me despite the failure of its psychic assault.
 
   Instead, Berith breathed in deeply and hissed, a burbling spray of steaming bile erupting from its horrid maw. On pure reflex, I spun and jumped behind the tangled metal frame Berith had thrown moments ago, but stray droplets spattered against my back. I’d seen Aliens and I was sure I didn’t want anything like that on me. 
 
   I dropped my gun and peeled off my coat as quickly as humanly possible. By the time it hit the ground, my last coat was little more than tatters fuming with acrid smoke. Reactionary panic subsiding for a moment, I looked for my Glock.
 
   Instead I found Berith stalking toward me warily. I shuffled back several steps and become aware of the back wall of the factory. I’d run around in almost a complete circle. Taking a few rapid paces, the demon backed me up against the cold concrete blocks. 
 
   I had no gun, no magic tricks up my sleeve, and no way out. With the cinderblock wall behind me, my utter defeat settled and a feeling of tranquility passed through me. I’d given the best fight I could. And if anybody disagreed, they could come visit me in Hell to give me an ear full. I doubted anyone would take me up on that.
 
   “Alright Berith. You win,” I said, resigned to my fate. “I’ve got no more fire. I’m out of juice. So, what’s it going to be? Melt my face off with acid? Tear me to shreds with what’s left of your claws?”
 
   I was stalling. Resigned or not, I wasn’t about to rush anything. Talking seemed like a better alternative than simply surrendering. If I could just get the thing to gloat for a minute, I might be able to figure out an escape. At least, I’d be able to catch my breath and run.
 
   The demon reared up and hissed, saying nothing.
 
   So much for that plan.
 
   A movement from across the floor caught my eye, but as I looked to track it, I saw nothing. Instead, I heard a sharp metallic skittering sound and felt something bump my shoe. Risking a glance, I saw my battered and grungy Zippo where it had slid to a stop at my feet. Baffled, I looked up to see who or what had joined me on the factory floor.
 
   “L-leave him alone!” cried Regina, her voice quavering.
 
   Stepping out from behind a large metal housing for now-defunct machinery, she held her silver Hamsa up, its chain intertwined around her fingers. I could tell that it took every bit of courage the woman had to face Berith. She couldn’t even keep her arm steady.
 
   A confusing mix of emotion washed over me. I was angry that she had thrown away her chance to get away, but grateful down to my core that I wasn’t alone. I fiercely admired her courage, knowing the mind-numbing horror such creatures evoked, though all I wanted her to do was run.
 
   She began a prayer in what I assumed was Hebrew and I could sense the divine power of a true believer. I winced and look away, raising a hand to block my sight of the symbol though it emitted no visible light. It wasn’t as intense as what Mendoza pumped out, like a spotlight compared to a bonfire.
 
   The demon growled and whipped its head around. Regina stuttered and stepped back, the power of her meager divine aura faltering. The creature advanced and she began once again. Berith cringed but didn’t stop.
 
   Taking advantage of the opportunity Regina had given me, I stooped and snatched up the Zippo. Striking it twice produced a flame that I coaxed into an orb of hellfire. As I ran toward Berith, I realized that it would be my last chance. I had to make it count.
 
   Regina continued her prayer, backing away through the conveyor frames. The behemoth demon tore them out of the way as if they weighed nothing and weren’t bolted to the floor. The timid woman cried out with each crashing stroke, her prayer coming out in sobs.
 
   She might not have been able to hurt Berith, but she sure as hell distracted it. The demon howled in irritation and didn’t hear my heavy footsteps as I approached. Though it went against every one of my instincts, I had to be close for the impromptu plan to work.
 
   Maybe the shadows obscured me or maybe Regina intentionally kept her full attention fixed on the menacing demon advancing on her, but she didn’t so much as glance at me as I crept up behind Berith. Maybe she realized that would give me away and get me killed. I couldn’t imagine how terrified she must have been. At least I’d seen a few monsters before.
 
   Stifling the distracting concerns, I concentrated on stoking the flame in my hand and getting closer. Fueled by my fervent desire to kill Berith, the fledgling hellfire wisp swelled into an orb slightly bigger than a grapefruit. Winding up like I did in my baseball-playing days, I pitched the globe of scarlet fire. The hellfire struck Berith at the base of the neck. It was a killing blow, but there was no telling what the Exiled would do as it burned. I got the bastard. It was only a matter of time now.
 
   Regina was still in danger. I easily recalled how the shadow drake had dealt me a terrible blow in its own death throes. Berith was a towering monster moving toward someone who’d trusted me and risked her life for me.
 
   I made a bad decision.
 
   Berith roared in pain as I leapt onto its back and, on instinct, I shouted with as much of the Voice as I could manage, “Don’t turn your back on me, demon!”
 
   Wrapping my arms around Berith’s waist, I sat on the stump of its tail and hooked my heels under it. Concentrating all the energy I had left into the last of my abilities, I amplified the pain wrought by my hellfire. Then I gritted my teeth and hung on as crimson fire spread down the demon’s back and over its multiple sets of shoulders.
 
   Berith screeched in agony, whirling around with such force that one of my legs slipped loose. I dug fingers into the gaps of chitin along its sides and kept my power coursing into the monster. The cries of pain became wild and mad in their fervor.
 
   I met Regina’s eyes for a brief moment and it seemed to break whatever awe held her in place. She pivoted and ran back the way she’d come, weaving through the shredded remnants of the wreckage left by Berith’s previous rampage. I was sure she’d finally escape since the demon stayed intent on thrashing me. To ensure I had its full attention, I ramped up the intensity of the hellfire as I continued concentrating on increasing the pain.
 
   I’d never used so much power before, nor had I used two abilities at once. Beyond the pain and fear, using my abilities to their fullest felt good in some dark way. Deep down, part of me enjoyed inflicting agony on the demon. I wanted to tell myself it was the pact, but I just didn’t know.
 
   Suddenly, the solid grasp on my power grew slippery and weak. I couldn’t maintain it. Something seized inside me like a mystical cramp. My powers cut out with a sputter and the demon reacted violently, suddenly free of the crippling pain.
 
   Berith shifted its hips and spun. I couldn’t keep a hold and my grip gave out. The blazing demon sent me soaring. Flying through the air, my ankle caught the hard edge of a steel table. I did a midair cartwheel and landed in a heap, the air driven from my lungs. 
 
   Gulping for breath, I was sure I’d just re-broken every bone that Alastor had cobbled back together. I looked up at the Exiled as crimson fire raced down the lines of its rubbery flesh linking the chitin plates. The inferno swiftly engulfed Berith. Charcoal-colored blood boiled out of its joints, running down its body like tears of tar only to ignite and spread the hellfire further.
 
   I knew I’d won, but it wouldn’t mean a damn thing if I ended up dead as well. I realized that my best option was to run. I was so very alright with that.
 
   Pushing myself off the ground, I struggled to my feet. Pain as sharp as broken glass shot up my leg as I put weight on my right ankle. My cry of anguish drew Berith’s attention. Five of its eyes had been charred out of its skull, but the remaining three glared at me.
 
   I limped as fast as I could toward the emergency exit opposite the doors Regina had used. Berith staggered after me, picking up speed despite its erratic unwieldy gait. If the steel door was locked from the inside, I was dead. I’d be burned to death by my own hellfire and crushed beneath the hulking corpse of the Exiled.
 
   Desperate urgency vied with crippling pain as I struggled to move faster. I found an awkward stride, quickening it to a gallop that brought tears to my eyes with each impact of heel on cement. Hoarse grunts escaped through my clenched teeth, each one its own world of agony.
 
   I hit the door hard, throwing my upper arm into the metal bar. I nearly passed out as the impact reverberated through my torso. Bits of rust and dirt broke loose and the door opened just wide enough for me to get out. I hopped a few strides before my foot snagged on some piece of detritus and I crashed into the ground. 
 
   Dazed and sprawling, I gathered enough of my wits to flop over. I shuffled back on my elbows until my arms gave out. Berith burst through the cinderblock wall, though it cost the creature all its momentum.
 
   You’ve got to be kidding me! I thought raggedly, the pain growing too great to bear.
 
   Fully immolated in hellfire, the demon shambled forward with jerking steps as loosened cinderblocks broke free and fell. A particularly large section struck Berith in the back just above the hips and the demon went down. Shrieking, clawing, and gnashing, it strived toward me with the last of its failing strength.
 
   “Just die, you son of a bitch!” I snarled, unable to muster the strength or wit for anything else. “I won, damn it.”
 
   Berith stretched one of its remaining arms out, but it fell a few inches short of me. The demon shuddered and abruptly collapsed, its body engulfed in hellfire. In a few minutes, nothing would remain but a smoldering tar stain like the one I’d seen at the Lowry dorm.
 
   I breathed out a sigh of relief and laid back, the acrid smell of charred demon heavy in the air. I lost track of time as I stared up at the darkening sky. There were sirens whining, getting closer, but I couldn’t move. I just closed my eyes.
 
   The pain throughout my body prevented me from drifting off, so I remained dimly aware of the paramedics as they found me. One of them lifted one of my eyelids and flashed a light in. It felt like a hot poker. I tried to swat the man’s hands away, but my arms wouldn’t move.
 
   They lifted me onto a gurney that was only slightly more comfortable than the ground. A few minutes after they strapped an oxygen mask on my face, I managed to open my eyes on my own. I was parked right behind an ambulance—and right next to Oliver Pontas.
 
   “What the hell happened in there?” one of my paramedics asked one of Oliver’s.
 
   The hawkish woman shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. Looks like a bomb went off. Maybe a gas leak?”
 
   A bomb... that’s good. I’ll put that in the report, I thought numbly. Explaining away a demon attack would take all of my skill as an agent and a warlock.
 
   “How’s your guy?”
 
   “He’s all shot up, but... his pulse and breathing are steady. BP is low, but stable. I think he’s going to make it.”
 
   I snorted, guessing that while Berith possessed him, it had healed Oliver as much as it could before deciding to abandon him. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad news for me, but I couldn’t hang onto the thought. The very nice paramedic had put something wonderful into an IV for me.
 
   “What about the woman?”
 
   “She seemed fine, but they’re taking her to St. Pauline just to be sure.”
 
   Regina had made it out. That was all I needed to hear. The cover-up, the aftermath, the reckoning—everything else—could wait. I let the drugs do their work and drifted off to sweet, pain-free unconsciousness. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Following the sage advice of my doctor, I decided to take a week off, delaying the paperwork for a few more days. Phil drove me home and I spent that time recovering faster than a human had any right to. I wrote up a report and slept, doing little else but recover.
 
   I crawled out of bed late on Sunday and it all finally caught up with me. I didn’t have medication to befuddle my brain or reports to fabricate. I was alone with the memories of demons, fire, and destruction.
 
   A bottle of Johnny Walker stared at me from the top of my fridge, but I needed a hangover about as much as a lead lobotomy. Hiding from my shitty situation—from my pain—hadn’t done me any good in the past. It wouldn’t help now.
 
   I thought about the case, the loose ends I hadn’t wrapped up. Picking up the phone, I left a message for Mendoza at her precinct and she gave me a call back an hour later.
 
   “Hello detective,” I said. “Sorry about that vague message. I guess you’re probably wondering why I called.”
 
   “Oh, I know exactly why you called,” she replied coolly. “You wanted to tell me why you cut and ran when you figured out we had a bum lead.”
 
   “I didn’t know Adrian’s kidnapping was a diversion. It was only a hunch,” I said, attempting not to sound too defensive. “And if I was wrong…”
 
   “Yeah,” she relented with a sigh. “I get it. You covered all your bases.” Her voice began to heat up. “Still, you should get a radio in your car. A heads up might’ve helped. Once I knew there wasn’t a demonic presence with the kid, I could have backed you up.”
 
   “How was he?” I asked to change the subject. I was well aware that I needed to get a radio or phone in my car. Phil gave me an earful about it on the ride home. I also knew I did the right thing in leaving given the circumstances.
 
   “Adrian was with a nanny working off the books. Oliver contacted her earlier in the week. She had no idea the boy had been abducted and abandoned. I got him back to Gwen.”
 
   “I bet she was pretty relieved,” I murmured. Mendoza got to return Gwen’s son. I had to shoot her ex-husband. I got the raw end of that deal. “Next time, you fight the demon and I’ll rescue the hostage.”
 
   “What next time?” she scoffed. “Whatever truce you think we had is off. I’ll tolerate you until I’m explicitly told otherwise, but if you cross the line… you’ll get an express ticket to Hell.”
 
   The dial tone droned before I could utter any kind of response. At least I knew where I stood with Mendoza. I couldn’t ask for a better insurance policy against Alastor. 
 
   The only mystery that remained was Bryce. That son-of-a-bitch wizard had managed to disappear, but I had his home address. I had plenty of questions for him and the anger evoked felt a lot better than misery and guilt.
 
   A talent like Bryce’s was sobering. I got all my power by signing away my soul. His arcane might came with that ultra-rare combination of innate genius and diligent practice. Despite telling myself that he had his reasons, I was still pissed at him. He’d used and manipulated me, putting my life at risk by making me demon bait. If I didn’t get some answers, I’d stew on it until I burst.
 
   I picked up my phone once again and called the Campbell residence. Deep breaths did little to alleviate my anger, but I knew I wouldn’t get my answers if I started yelling. Bryce’s father answered the phone.
 
   “Mr. Campbell, I need to speak with your son,” I said with tight, clipped words.
 
   He snorted, apparently knowing enough about to me to be mad. “I don’t have to put up with this—”
 
   “If you care about the safety of your son,” I interrupted harshly, “you’ll let me have my say and get my answers.”
 
   “Are you threatening my son?”
 
   I hadn’t meant it as a threat, but with my tone, it sure sounded like one. “You know as well as I do that the forces your son plays with are dangerous. Pissing off devils and demons is not a good idea for someone who wants to lives long.”
 
   “I’ll repeat my question,” the father said with barely restrained fury.
 
   “Oh, it won’t be me, Mr. Campbell,” I said. “But it could be someone or some thing I know. Believe it or not, I just want answers. Depending on what I hear, I might be inclined to go to bat for your son. Considering how reckless Bryce acts, you might want an FBI agent—and warlock—on your side.”
 
   The silence stretched a long time. “I’ll get Bryce, but you listen to me. If you hurt him or bring harm to him… I don’t care who or what you are, I will find you and kill you.”
 
   The primal diabolic instinct that rose in me demanded I answer his threat with one of my own, but I clamped my jaw shut and let him have the last word. After a few moments, I heard the phone being set down as the man called for his son. I picked up more, the galloping of feet coming down stairs, a warning from Mr. Campbell that they needed to talk, and finally the phone being lifted.
 
   “What do you want, G-man?” Bryce asked.
 
   “I want to know what part you had in the Lowry dorm fire.”
 
   With a voice a little too even and neutral, the teen replied, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Cut the shit,” I said. “I saw your little shield when Alastor had you on the ropes. I know that’s what caused the fire. I’m giving you a chance to explain your side of things.”
 
   “I’ve got nothing to say to you, warlock,” he spat back at me.
 
   “Haven’t I earned myself any slack?” I shouted into the receiver. “I faced a fucking demon lord by myself! No magic spells or Guardian Angels to back me up. Doesn’t that mean anything?”
 
   There was a long pause. “The Fallen would give a ton of mercy if it got them an ounce of trust they could exploit later. Don’t you get it? I can’t trust you. I can’t afford to.”
 
   I wanted to scream at him, but the little shithead was right. I rubbed my eyes wearily. “Yeah… yeah, I get it. You couldn’t come straight to me. You couldn’t—can’t—know how I really am. But you’re in the same boat, buddy. You’re pissing off some supernatural baddies and I happen to work for one of them. So tell me why you did what you did, so I can prepare to deal with the backlash.”
 
   Bryce remained silent and I could almost hear the cogs turning in his head as he thought it over. I blew out a long breath and said, “I’ll start. You just fill in some gaps. Oliver tried to open a Gate. You showed up a minute too soon and Oliver tried to fry you. You did the shield trick on instinct and it set half the building on fire.”
 
   “He had a torch wand. That’s a one-shot thing. Anyway, I was too late to stop the sacrifice, but I stopped the demon—sent it back. It was powerful. I got the half-assed Gate closed, but Oliver got away.”
 
   The pieces began to drift together, but I was still putting them in the right order. Bryce was a decent kid, but he didn’t strike me as the noble sort. I realized he felt responsible. 
 
   “It was your scroll. Oliver stole it from you somehow. Probably at the behest of an Exiled whispering poison into his mind. That’s why you went after him.” Like any riddle, it all made sense after you had the answer. “I bet you had Harkin in on it too. Anyone looking for the spell got sent straight to you, so you could get in on the investigation from multiple angles.”
 
   “You’re pretty smart for someone who sold his soul,” Bryce admitted. “That’s pretty much it.”
 
   Harkin had probably fed the teen information about me for a price. Maybe that was how the wizard knew what I was when we met. I wanted to be mad at the shopkeeper, but I should have known better. He was a businessman and information broker. I wondered what the information cost the young wizard.
 
   Realizing how complex Bryce’s game had been, I suddenly understood the kid better. He was gifted, but inexperienced. The attitude and mind games were just ways of keeping everyone off balance, so that no one saw through his false confidence to the scared kid beneath.
 
   “You screwed up.” It was a statement of fact, not theory. “And you couldn’t clean it up by yourself. The supernatural world is full of masks, illusions, and deception. You didn’t know who to trust. But you acted to minimize the consequences of that mistake.”
 
   Bryce’s voice came through strained. “Yeah.”
 
   “Then your heart was in the right place,” I said in resignation, the anger slowly evaporating. He did the same thing I would have if I’d had more power and less sense. “But your head was pretty far up your ass. Next time, just ask the right people for help.”
 
   “Sure thing. Next time. Right.”
 
   I hung up the phone and got out of my house. I needed to go somewhere, do something. As I drove, I decided I was sick of using blood for my rituals. Bryce had used something else. Maybe I could as well. I doubted that Bryce would share his trade secrets, so I’d have to figure it out on my own. I knew just where to go to start my own animal-friendly ritual kit.
 
   It was late when I limped into Harkin’s shop. I expected to find the blonde Goth clerk, but no one was manning the register as I entered. I lingered at the counter, trying to figure out what I was going to say to the mysterious shop owner.
 
   “Landon?” came a familiar voice.
 
   As I turned, I was surprised to see Regina Stanton. Suddenly, I forgot why I was in the shop. My mouth went dry and my mind went blank.
 
   “Regina…” I uttered, barely articulate. “W-what are you doing here?”
 
   She stood there with her arms full of books and it seemed somehow right. I took it as a good sign that she didn’t cringe at the sight of me. I thought I saw a slight smile on her face.
 
   Hurriedly, she walked behind the counter and unburdened herself of the aged tomes. “I work here now. I just started today.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, as eloquent as ever. “I thought you might… I don’t know… try to distance yourself from all the supernatural stuff.”
 
   She tilted her head and appraised me. “Why would I do that?”
 
   I gaped at her. Am I the only person who remembers what happened? “The whole near-death thing typically puts people off.”
 
   Regina adjusted her glasses. “Well, I suppose that would be the instinctual response. A ‘normal’ response maybe.” She leaned forward and propped her elbow on the counter. Eyes narrowing, she studied me intently. “You know what else wasn’t normal?”
 
   “Uh…” I said with a bad feeling about the direction of the conversation.
 
   “Well, for one, an FBI agent working alone,” she continued, her tone amused for a moment before becoming serious, “and for another, the nightmarish demon you tried to tackle.”
 
   “I was—The thing is—” I sputtered, “I wasn’t trying to tackle it.”
 
   “Oh?” she said with exaggerated interest. “What were you trying to do exactly? Because I remember some rather odds things.”
 
   “You mean besides the nightmarish demon?”
 
   She snorted an adorable laugh that betrayed a fragility about her. She was holding up incredibly well considering everything, but I saw that there was more beneath the calm surface. She put on her brave face and said, “Yes, besides that. Specifically the handfuls of napalm you threw at that… thing. You aren’t just an FBI agent, are you?”
 
   Staring into her inquisitive brown eyes for a long moment, I carefully considered my next few sentences. I wrestled with the guilt over my responsibility in involving her. The self-preservation instinct urged me to lie. Don’t enough people know the truth about me already?
 
   What’s one more going to hurt?
 
   It seemed my life was all about choosing the lesser of the evils.
 
   “No, I’m not just an FBI agent,” I admitted, watching some small amount of tension leave her shoulders. She nodded, eager for me to say more. I licked my lips and glanced around. Spotting no one, I ran out of excuses to keep stalling. “I’m a warlock.”
 
   “A warlock?” she asked, sounding a little let down. “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means I’ve sold my soul,” I said tentatively, watching her reaction closely.
 
   Her expression remained curious. “You sold your soul? To whom?”
 
   “A devil,” I said, the admission feeling like a weight being lifted.
 
   She gave me a flat look. “You’re going to have to be more specific than that.”
 
   “You know, evil, fire, horns, pacts,” I said. “What’s not specific about that?”
 
   A smile quirked her lips. “Your description applies to half a dozen mythological creatures. I swear, everything around here is so steeped in Christian mythology. You know of the Efreeti? Evil Jinn that grant wishes. How do you know you aren’t beholden to one of them?”
 
   “I… guess, I don’t really know.” I shook my head. “You really do belong in a place like this. Uh, how did you find this place by the way?” I asked in a transparent attempt to change the subject.
 
   There was a hint of a smile on her lips. “It doesn’t take a detective—or an FBI agent—to find it. I decided to check it out after you mentioned it. Harkin’s shop wasn’t listed in the business section of the phonebook, but I asked around in my circles. There were a few book dealers who knew of it.”
 
   I gave myself a mental kick for that slip up, but I got over it quickly. “It’s... good to see you. I mean, I’m glad you weren’t hurt.”
 
   “I’m fine,” she assured me. “Just a few scrapes and bruises. More than anything, I was… overwhelmed.”
 
   “Yeah, you and me both,” I muttered.
 
   “I… didn’t get to thank you,” she said. “For, uh… saving me.”
 
   “Don’t,” I responded immediately. “It was my fault you were in danger in the first place. And you’re the one who saved me.”
 
   She looked at me with her rich brown eyes, searching mine for something. “Landon… Would you like to get coffee sometime?”
 
   I was floored. Wondering if I’d misheard her, I stared blankly. After my brain turned over a few times and restarted, I said, “Uh, I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Though we clearly had the shop floor to ourselves, I replied quietly, “You know… I’m a warlock. A sell-soul. Hell-bound. All that jazz.”
 
   She arched an eyebrow. “I don’t understand. Is coffee poisonous to warlocks?”
 
   Did she just make a joke? “Well, no…”
 
   “So you have something personal against coffee? Or conversation with me?”
 
   “No. Coffee with you would be great,” I admitted, deciding that Regina’s invitation probably had something in common with her new job. “Though I can’t claim to be much of a conversationalist.”
 
   “I’m sure we’ll think of something to talk about.”
 
   I guessed she was the scholarly type trying to figure it all out. That cleared it up for me. Information was one of the only advantages mankind had in the face of the mind-bendingly bizarre things we lived with unknowingly.
 
   But that knowledge was dangerous. With the supernatural, ignorance shielded the masses against the otherworldly. Once I’d stepped into the parallel existence, I found myself wholly unprepared for the attention I’d garnered. I’d chosen to hide.
 
   If I’d learned anything from this last case, it was that I couldn’t hide anymore. Regina had the right idea, though it wouldn’t be easy. I found myself admiring her even more. She’d returned to the factory, faced Berith, and given me a weapon when I needed it the most. She had saved me.
 
   Realizing that I was staring, I awkwardly asked, “So, when should we…”
 
   “I have your card,” she said. “I’ll call. Did you need anything else?”
 
   I realized she was asking in her capacity as the newest employee of Harkin’s Antiques, Apothecary and Books. Knowing that I was forgetting something, I swept my gaze around. It escaped me.
 
   “Uh, no. Thank you,” I sputtered. “Have a good night.”
 
   “Good night, Landon.”
 
   Still somewhat stunned, I hobbled out of Harkin’s. The whole experience left me unsettled, but in an unexpectedly good way. I couldn’t remember the last time that had happened.
 
   I wondered if she was fascinated with me or if I actually just got an honest-to-god date.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   It was Monday morning once again. I finished with the paperwork for the week from hell and presented it to one of my supervisors for approval. He sat down with Phil and me, going through it all; a typical debriefing for an atypical case. 
 
   His diligence stressed me out, but the carefully crafted web of lies held. A psychotic serial killer with an occult fetish and a taste for bomb-making came off much more believably than a possessed amateur demon-summoner. My boss’s boss commended both of us on a job well done. Phil was anything but pleased with the way things played out on that last day.
 
   As the conference room door closed behind the big boss, I noticed that Phil looked irritated. I didn’t really get it. Even if he was looking at the dumbed-down, mundane version of events, he should have been happy that everything had wrapped up as nicely as it had. He set the report down with a mild expression of disgust.
 
   I guess I could relate. After everything, I still had some questions of my own. For one, how had Oliver Pontas known that Bryce had the Gate scroll? That wasn’t public knowledge. 
 
   I had to shrug it off. I couldn’t expect a reasonable explanation for everything when magic was involved. Maybe he’d had a crystal ball.
 
    “So, Detective Mendoza gets the collar?” he asked after a minute of silent stewing.
 
   “She’s the one that tracked down our perp.” That was one of the loose ends I’d tied up with a half-lie. “She went through the personnel files at Daniels and McGraw until she found a few suspects.”
 
   At the very least, Mendoza deserved the lion’s share of the credit for the trouble she’d gone through. I’d also ordered her a replacement shotgun for the one left behind in the shadow realm. It would take a few payments, but I owed her.
 
   “With our profile,” he said. “Why wasn’t I brought into the loop?”
 
   “It was all theory and circumstance until the very end,” I casually lied with a shrug. “We called you the instant we got something firm.”
 
   Had I written my reports differently, if I’d tried to turn this case into a merit badge for myself, I’d have made Phil an enemy for life. That kind of underhanded, ladder-climbing bullshit didn’t fly with him, rare as it was in my experience with the FBI. But I’d downplayed my involvement and emphasized Mendoza’s hard work.
 
   Phil scowled. I knew he had no intention of letting the issue go, so I distracted him by moving on. “Any news on the perp?”
 
   “He’s under psychiatric evaluation right now,” the agent answered after he gave me a hard look. “Can you believe his statement? Like the judge will go for that crap. ‘A demon made me do it.’ Not with the mountain of evidence he’ll be buried under. No way he’s going to get an insanity plea.”
 
   “Phil, a sane person doesn’t go around sacrificing people to bring about an imaginary demon lord. Maybe—just maybe—there’s some credit to the shrink’s concern.”
 
   Labeling perps as mentally unstable was just too convenient. FBI agents—all investigators really—utilized rational and analytical minds, so writing criminals off as insane never sat well. It was hard to accept, especially when I’d withheld information.
 
   “He could’ve killed his boy,” Phil said quietly. “His own son.”
 
   “Yeah, it could have been worse,” I replied.
 
   Phil snorted and got up out of his chair, still upset. He snatched his copy of the report and stormed off. I let him go without another word. That was the drawback of a passion for justice like his. It was rare and necessary, just not always convenient.
 
   I sat and reflected. The case hadn’t been officially closed yet. There were investigations to be done and reports to be made. I might have to testify at some point, but the district attorney would most likely settle out of court. For me, it was basically over. I could finally get back to the way things were. Back to normal.
 
   Only, I knew I couldn’t go back. Not only had I sworn to Alastor that I’d step up my game, but I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t a warlock any longer. I had revolting powers, but maybe I could do some good with them.
 
   Having never been so badly injured in the five years of my pact, I had no idea how quickly I could actual recover from getting the shit kicked out of me. I still felt like I’d gotten hit by a bus, but I was more or less whole. The dozens of hairline fractures and my broken ankle would heal soon enough. I was alive and I wisely decided I was going to stay that way.
 
   It wasn’t as if the alternative would ever improve.
 
   I hobbled past the bulletin board in the break room and spotted a flyer for self-defense classes. I took it as a sign, jotting down the number on a notepad. If I was going to get my act together, I needed help. If I was going to survive my patron and what he wanted me involved in, I’d have to be prepared.
 
   I was a warlock, but that didn’t define me—not anymore. People were more than one thing. Bryce wasn’t just a wizard. He was a confused teenager with a prodigal gift he had to handle on his own. As supportive and caring as his parents seemed, they still couldn’t completely understand him.
 
   Mendoza wasn’t just one of the Chosen. She was a detective and a good person forced to face true evil on a regular basis. Like me, she had one foot planted in the supernatural world and the other in the mortal realm, trying to balance both.
 
   Father Miller wasn’t just a man of faith anymore. He had experienced the supernatural firsthand because of me. He’d stepped onto a larger stage. Whether he liked it or not, that choice might come back to haunt him.
 
   I was an FBI agent. I was a warlock. I’d been trying to ignore that second part. I couldn’t any longer. It just didn’t work. My pact wasn’t something I could run away from.
 
   So I wasn’t going to run anymore.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Excerpt from Vicara’s Wrath, a forthcoming gaslamp fantasy by Matthew C Stinson
 
    
 
   Hadrin saw the vicara to his left, her back pressed flat against the building with her revolver ready. When the Valravne fully emerged from the alley, she stepped forward to blast the creature at point blank range. Its extra eyes caught the peripheral motion and alerted the creature, giving it enough warning to twist away.
 
   Her bullet hit the monster in a raised shoulder, exploding through thick hide and muscle. With a vicious roar, the Valravne twisted and threw a brutal uppercut. Instead of jumping out of the way or cringing, the priestess did what Hadrin thought to be the most peculiar thing: the slight woman squared up to the attack.
 
   The punch landed in her stomach but stopped cold, violating everything he knew of the physical world. Which left only magic as an explanation. First, a revolver and now this? The Church must have several competent magic-users, he noted distantly as more pressing concerns dominated his attention.
 
   The creature overcame any surprise by the inefficacy of its first punch and continued the assault. Snatching the vicara by the arm and thigh, it flung her with violent force. She managed another shot as it released her, a burst of blood and flesh erupting just above the creature’s stout knee. She smashed through the first post of a store’s overhanging eave and bounced off a second before falling to the ground with splintered wood raining down around her.
 
   Struggling to his feet, Hadrin cursed himself for leaving his scrolls behind, wishing he had any of the dozens of those prepared sigils on hand. With quick, precise gestures, he began tracing a spellform. Instilling the miniscule portion of his life-force necessary to start the spell, a series of symbols, lines, and geometric figures began to take shape before him as he wrote. Visible only to those trained in the use of magic, the active sigil glowed with a blue-white light.
 
   The Valravne limped over to the railing of the store’s deck and tore off a section with casual ease. Hadrin worked with a restrained fervor, desperate to complete the complex formula, but careful to avoid a mistake that would cost his life. 
 
   Close. Power source is defined. Beyond the focus of his vision, he watched the wounded creature close on the downed priestess. No time for variable distance. With the figure finished, he readied to release the magic, but he needed the monster to come closer. 
 
   “Hey!” he called, diverting as much attention from the wavering sigils as he dared. “You malformed, odiferous… thing! I’m over here.” The awkward taunt had the intended effect. The Valravne turned and trotted toward him on an injured leg. 
 
   That’s it, that’s it now. It stopped and considered him for a moment before inhaling deeply. The creature bellowed loudly enough to rattle his ribcage. He let the magic go with a timid step backward, feeling the hair on his arms stand on end as the spell gathered the electrical energy from the surrounding area. 
 
   As the beast finished its roar, a thick bolt of lightning surged out of the ground between the Valravne and the mage, striking it square in the chest. The series of crackling flashes turned the night to day with its ghostly light and the thunderclap deafened Hadrin for several moments. The impact lifted the monster off the ground for a full second and lightning arced through and around it into the sky. 
 
    
 
   Excerpt from Succubus Blues, the forthcoming sequel to Graves Pact
 
    
 
   I showed my badge to one of the patrolmen and asked for Mendoza. I noticed the crime lab boys hauling lights and extension cords into an alley blocked off by cars, cones, and tape. With the sun setting behind the Rockies, it would be dark in a short while—a problem for the normals of the world.
 
   Mendoza came out of the alley looking like she’d had a hell of a day already and spotted me. The detective waved me over with a few twitches of fingers, her hands covered in blue latex gloves. I ducked the line and stalked down the alley.
 
   Finally settling my nerves, I glanced about with an investigator’s eyes, trying to pick out details. The alley stank of garbage, the cold spring air doing little to keep it in check. Two large green dumpsters with yellow logos were filled to the brim, overdue for collection. Not an ideal place to stash a body.
 
   A pallet of cardboard boxes, blankets, and other items told me that a homeless person stayed here. The police certainly noted something that obvious, but I couldn’t help but wonder if he or she was a witness or another victim. I put it aside and continued to the second dumpster where a team of cops worked while Mendoza watched.
 
   One of the techs snapped pictures, momentarily blinding me with the intense flash. As my vision returned, I saw the body lying slumped against the cinderblock wall. An odd sensation washed over me, my subconscious realizing something before it came to me.
 
   I know this guy.
 
   Then the mental dam broke and it was like the last six years hadn’t happened. Suddenly, I was back in the hospital waiting room, hunched over and cradling my head with shaky hands. Jessica was going through another round of chemo and I couldn’t even keep it together enough to be with her.
 
   I was at my wit’s end, suffocating under the debt of my student loans and the medical bills. Near a nervous breakdown, I wasn’t in any mood to talk to anyone. Then this guy sat down next to me and started up a conversation.
 
   He told me there was a way.
 
   He had started it all.
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