
        
            
                
            
        

    Three Wishes
By
Debra Dunbar
 



Copyright 2015, All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.
Formatting by Anessa Books



Special thanks to Racy Tracy and Ronnie Caliente—my Chicago besties who helped me bring this fantastic city to life on the page.  



 
Ten years previously—University of California, Berkeley
All that was left of his childhood was an eight-by-ten brown cardboard box.
Carter Phelps blinked to clear the fog from his eyes. For four days, the box had sat at the edge of his bed. Opening it would be like reading the final chapter of a book. Opening it would make him remember how much he’d lost. Opening it would signal the end of all the memories he’d cherished from his youth.
“Time for booze and babes!”
Carter tore his gaze from the box to watch his roommate saunter across the room, a bottle of Jack Daniels in one hand, the other noticeably empty of “babes”. Ryan’s huge grin and the open bottle of alcohol could only mean one thing—he’d passed his finals and had turned in the dreaded senior thesis.
A wave of envy and anxiety nearly launched Carter’s breakfast from his stomach. His thesis, half done, still mocked him from the computer screen. If his parents hadn’t been alumni and major contributors to the University, he would have been on academic probation his freshman year, and out by his sophomore. No doubt they’d come through again and he’d walk down the aisle with that precious diploma. He’d still be considered an idiot by everyone who knew him—the disappointing offspring of two brilliant parents. No one believed in him or knew about the ideas that burst to light inside his head—the ones he was unable to translate into words on a sheet of paper.
“Your grandmother died two months ago. Stop staring at that box; open it and get out here—we’re celebrating.”
The closet door swung open as Ryan dug through his clothing, searching for something party worthy. The box. It held everything his grandmother had left to him in her will. She’d practically raised him—a lonely woman who loved children versus a son and his wife who were too busy to care for the unsatisfactory child they’d sired.
Carter pulled the box toward him, and, with a quick slash of the scissors, opened the top. His roommate was right. It was time to put the past behind him and look toward the future—no matter how bleak and lonely that future was.
There were so many items, but his eyes were drawn to the worn pack of playing cards. He could see her hands, rings on each fleshy finger as she dealt. Poker, blackjack, pinochle, rummy, and bridge—by the age of six, he’d been able to beat her at every hand. Her smoky voice echoed in his memory, chuckling and calling him a clever boy. Carter rubbed a spot on his chest and blinked again as he set the cards aside.
Next he picked up a faded picture in a heavy brass frame. Carter traced the image of his grandmother in younger, thinner times, scandalous in tight khaki shorts and button-down shirt, a trowel in one hand. The grandfather he’d never known stood somberly beside her. He was dressed the same, holding a map. At their feet was a hole with partially exposed pottery. He’d heard the tales a thousand times—a wealthy girl at an ivy-league college swept off her feet by a brilliant, intense archeology professor. They’d spent two decades together on digs, dragging their infant son with them, before his grandfather had died suddenly. Carter’s father had inherited the best of both parents—looks, wealth, and brilliance. Carter had inherited nothing.
Beneath the picture, nestled carefully in a faded silk scarf, was a bottle. The bottle. Carter’s chest tightened as he lifted it out. Purple and smoky gray, the colors seemed to waltz around the base, lightening as they pressed against the cork that stoppered the gilded top.
“Don’t touch it,” his grandmother had always warned. “Some things are better left at rest.”
But she was dead, and the bottle called to him with a song so sweet.
“Clever boy,” it whispered to him. His heart skipped. Only one person in his life had ever thought so. Now, of all the millions of times he’d felt stupid, was the perfect moment to hear that reassurance.
Carter looked down at the dried, ancient cork wedged in the neck of the bottle. “Ryan? You got a corkscrew somewhere?”
 
 



Chapter 1
 
Humans looked so tiny when viewed from eleven-hundred feet up. They were little dark specks inching along the concrete and asphalt like pepper grains in a gentle breeze. From this distance, their actions didn’t spark improper desires; their troubles didn’t weigh so heavy on her heart. From this distance, they didn’t matter at all. This was just a job—a job that was one week from ending. One more week and she could go home, away from these beings that twisted her up with their lives.
Leaving should be a joyous occasion, but, instead, the thought filled her with a series of conflicted emotions. It had been difficult to keep a professional demeanor during her time here. She’d gotten attached to the city, to its residents. She’d miss them, even though keeping her distance had become increasingly difficult. The structure and rules of home would be reassuring, but she feared they’d also be... boring.
A bitter gust swayed the skyscraper, and Asta stepped closer to the edge. Early June rocketed between chill and humid warmth, as if the city couldn’t quite give up its harsh winters for the oppressive heat of summer. Here, the weather gave only the briefest nod to spring and fall, launching dramatically from one extreme season to another.
It’s one of the things she loved about Chicago—its honesty, its raw passion. Humans, whose sin rivaled Satan herself, walked arm-in-arm with holy saints. There were times when she felt herself sinking into their midst like quicksand. The top of these lofty buildings was the only place she could find refuge from temptation. Asta breathed the cold air, feeling it wash away the lingering scent of humanity. Her toes curled over the ledge, balancing her body against the strong wind. One more week.
One week to indulge, with the knowledge that the end was in sight, to do all the things she’d dreamed of as she walked the streets of the city. One week to sin.
Sin. Such a frightening word, but she’d never forgive herself if she left without sampling some of the forbidden. She’d never be back. It was now or never, and after a century of longing, it was time to indulge a little.
There. Her body tensed as a familiar note hit her ear, as discordant as claws tearing through skin. Everything else fell away as she concentrated on the sound, memorizing every nuance and tracing it to the source. The sound had been flickering in and out of her awareness for the past few days, but this time it danced too close. Allowing a smile to curl her lips, Asta stepped off the edge of the skyscraper and felt the ground rush toward her.
 
 



Chapter 2
 
Dar slid the fat envelope toward the sweaty man and watched him stuff it into the pocket of his trench coat, just like politicians had done for centuries.
“Did you get the paperwork?”
“Yep.” Dar grinned. “Bridge repair and I-94 resurfacing. Two million. Bakerson Brothers Contracting is grateful for your confidence in us.”
The Mayor scowled. “Three bridge failures and eight sinkholes in the last week? If this isn’t a better job than the last guys, I won’t be in office for long.”
“Oh, I can guarantee our work,” Dar vowed. Well, kind of guarantee. Until the next demon came along, anyway. Bakerson Brothers had paid him handsomely for his “lobbyist” work. Originally they just wanted the I-94 repaving contract, but when Dar had told them he could get them several bridge repair jobs in addition, they’d jumped at the chance. Not that the city had originally thought they’d needed bridge repair. It had taken Dar about two days to collapse the three overpasses, and then work his charm and influence on the mayor to pad the contract and award it to Bakerson. Bribe and threat—the two best tools of a demon.
The Mayor slipped away around a corner, glancing furtively to make sure no one was nearby. Dar waited a few minutes then followed, cheerfully whistling as he openly counted the money he’d skimmed from the envelope prior to delivery. It would be the perfect end to a perfect day if someone tried to rob him. No matter how many jumped him, they’d pay—although not with their lives. The demon had no moral issues against murder, but his ability to walk among the humans unharassed by angels relied upon carefully toeing the line. Immunity was such a fragile thing. Bridge destruction and corruption were allowed, but killing a human was most definitely not, and Dar enjoyed playing among them too much to give it up over one impulsive act.
He might be a demon, but he wasn’t a fool.
Although a few passersby looked on with curiosity at the wad of bills in his hand, no one made a move. Shame. Dar paused at the corner of Chestnut and Noble, deciding how to celebrate a successful evening. Drugs? Prostitutes? Bar fight? Steal a car and go on a wrong-way high-speed joyride? These were all things that should have filled Dar’s heart with anticipation. Decades ago, he would have given every soul he Owned to have the liberty to do such things without fearing for his life. Now though... now such activities barely stirred his interest.
I’m bored. The thought halted him in his tracks.
Boredom was a death sentence for his kind, usually only striking ancient ones or melancholy plague demons. He was still young, just over a thousand years old, and an odd combination of destroyer and deceiver—demons not usually prone to ennui. Yeah, he got the blues occasionally, especially when some sappy song came on the radio or the deli was out of corned beef, but not like this. Never like this.
It was that damned immunity. Somehow, all the things that had made his life fun had gone away once he no longer feared an angel would decapitate him and turn his remains into a pile of dust. Beating the shit out of someone during an armed robbery lost all appeal without the life-threatening aspect. What he wouldn’t give for an angel swooping down on his head right now. What he wouldn’t give for a little adrenaline-fueled chase through the city.
Incoming.
He felt the angel’s energy signature sweep over him, watched the celestial being soar down Michigan Avenue with a shadow of dark wings. The humans ignored the oversized bird overhead, but every demon within five blocks wouldn’t have been able to miss that energy signature. Silly things. Dar wasn’t sure whether it was pride that made them announce their presence like a bullhorn, or just an inability to be stealthy. Whoever this angel was chasing would be long gone by the time she arrived. A better method would have been to teleport as near her prey as possible. Flying around like a superhero wasn’t going to nab her anything.
Shame to let all her effort go to waste. Maybe he should give her something to chase? Something to almost catch before he slipped away into the darkness. It would be fun, and if the impossible happened and he got cornered, he could always break out his household mark and reveal his immunity.
The thought of the angel’s fury over a demon wasting her time when he was off-limits nearly brought him to his knees with laughter. Bar fights and kinky sex could wait. There was an angel to taunt, and she’d landed just a few blocks away.
***
Asta’s feet lightly touched the sidewalk as she folded and dismissed her wings. The head of her choir would have a fit if he knew how often she flew in the city. Even though the humans couldn’t see her wings, it was still frowned upon to reveal them in this world. Wings were personal, private, and very fragile. It would be like streaking down Michigan Avenue during rush hour. Still, there was a sense of reckless freedom in her disobedience. The infraction bordered on sin, and the thought sent a forbidden thrill through her.
She’d been here too long and should be glad she was heading back to Aaru soon. There, she could regain her balance and realign her vibration pattern in accordance with her place on the path to enlightenment. Here, there was too much temptation, too much sensation. Just too much... everything. And oh did that everything seem irresistible now that her return to Aaru was so close.
It was that temptation that filled her thoughts now, stronger than it ever had over the century she’d spent guarding the humans. Time to cut loose and party a bit before leaving. Flying, a rather tenacious clothing addiction, and that newfound love of coffee were her only sinful indulgences so far. What would a few more matter? Alcohol? A spicy Pad Thai? A ride on the Ferris wheel? A kiss—although who she was going to kiss was beyond her. Humans—yuck. Definitely not a human. Maybe she could convince one of the other enforcers to give it a try. Or a gate guardian? They always seemed to enjoy stepping over the line. Yes, all this and maybe more. One week to be just a little bad then she’d repent and confess all. It’s not like a few sensory experiences were going to cause her to fall, after all.
Humans edged past her, laughing and chatting as they enjoyed the warm early summer breeze that tunneled down the streets. The setting sun slanted its golden rays along the edges of the skyscrapers, lighting up mirrored windows that refracted the light like a prism. The smell of spicy Korean food wafted from a nearby restaurant, a delightful accompaniment to the soft notes of jazz from the street musician. Asta longed to sit at a café and watch the humans go by, to pretend for a moment that she was one of them, but there was work to be done.
Infernal demons. They ruined everything with their trespass. Although, if it hadn’t been for the demons crossing the gates, she would never have had this assignment, these precious moments of twilight in a beloved city.
The demon she’d originally been tracking blinked out of her awareness, his discordant song fading before vanishing with a flash. He was here then he wasn’t. Either this demon was good at masking his energy signature or he was transporting himself in and out of her range in some unusual fashion. To fade away like that—she’d never experienced that with a demon before. Who was he, and why did he persist in flitting in and out of Chicago like an evil, hyped-up hummingbird?
None of that mattered at this particular moment. That demon was gone, but another was nearby, broadcasting a signal so strong it nearly knocked her over. His melody rasped along her skin, sending a shiver down her spine. He teased from a block away, edging a few steps back and forth, beckoning to her. How ridiculously suicidal of him.
Asta flattened her back against the sharp stucco of a building and pulled her energy tight inside. It was no use. She’d been flying around like a fool just a few moments ago. If this demon hadn’t sensed her by now, he was an idiot. No, he clearly knew she was here. He was taunting her, calling her to him.
Crazy demons. Ah well, chase this one down, rip his head off, then maybe find a club to dance the night away. One more thing she could cross off her sin list for the week.
Ducking her head, Asta weaved between buildings and down side streets, trying to keep the demon well within her range. She didn’t want to move too fast, to scare him away, but neither did she want to lose track of him as she had the other one. Rounding a corner, she got close enough to get a visual on her prey.
Wow. He’s kinda... hot.
What? Where had that come from? She’d clearly been down here too long if she was thinking a demon was attractive. True, the human form he’d assume was nicely put together. The demon walked down the sidewalk with a confident swagger and bold set to his shoulders. From the backside, he was visually appealing, but she knew inside he wouldn’t be. Demons were the embodiment of evil, no matter how attractively they packaged their inner monsters.
Still... . He was handsome in a way that brought admiring glances from passersby, although that might have been the beautifully tailored dove-gray suit he wore. No, it was him—the dark hair sprinkled with silver, the fit figure inside that gorgeous suit. More than his looks, there was an attitude that clung to him, radiating a cocky sense of self-assuredness as he strolled along. He acted like he could have any man or woman he passed, take any item that struck his fancy. The world belonged to him. He was average height, and although he seemed to have plenty of muscles under that suit, and plenty of demon-power beneath that, he didn’t seem the type to bully his way through life. No, this demon was sneaky. He might foolishly be leaving a glaring trail of demon energy in his wake, but she doubted that was his usual style. This one would hide in the shadows and wait for the right moment to dart out and take what he wanted. He’d rather run than fight. The end game was more important than stupid pride.
Why was that so very attractive to her? Demon. Demon. Demon, she chanted to herself. He was dangerous, amoral, and breaking the law with his very presence. If she didn’t kill him, countless humans would die by his hands. Her weird attraction was a product of her end-of-assignment blues. Or possibly the coffee. She’d have to read up and see if one of the side effects was a sudden attraction to bad-boy demons.
Her mark strolled north on Ashland, heading into an area known as the Ukrainian Village. Trailing him for a few blocks, she followed him into a giant Walgreens drug store where he spent an inordinate amount of time looking at prophylactics before pocketing an array of cold medication and chocolate bars. What the heck was he doing?
What the heck was she doing? One quick jump and she’d be on him. Even with her sub-par entrancement skills, she could hide her attack from the humans in the store. Jump him, rip his head off, then he’d be dead and she could go do something fun. Inexplicably, she held back, watching the demon pocket a bottle of sexual lubricant and stuff a packet of socks into the front of his trousers.
Asta clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a laugh. Oh spirits-on-high, the socks made him look like his reproductive organs were huge and ready for action. It would be hysterical if they detained and frisked him. She watched as he stuck another pair of socks down his pants then manipulated the bundle into shape. Eying his crotch, he jumped up and down a bit. Asta choked back another laugh as a packet of socks migrated down his pant leg and out the bottom by his shoe. Stars, this guy was hysterical. The other ones hadn’t been funny at all. Maybe she’d watch him just a little longer to see what else this crazy demon did... then she’d kill him.
Sauntering past the cashier and through the glass double doors, the demon continued up Ashland, taking random detours down Division and Milwaukee as he scrawled profanity on a fountain in a public park and vandalized a variety of signs. Was he a demon, or an adolescent human out past curfew? When was he going to start being... demonic?
And what had he just put over the antenna of a parked Nissan Sentra? Digging in his pockets, the demon pulled out a handful of something and began to decorate cars, signs, doorknobs, and fencing with... condoms. Any vertical or protruded surface now sported a lubricated, ribbed-for-her-pleasure condom, little wrappers littering the sidewalk and street gutters.
Okay, this was more fun than a half-price sale at Marshall Field’s. Well, not quite, but it was a close second.
A few blocks later, the demon turned and walked into a bakery. Not just any bakery, but Alliance Bakery. The charming retro neon sign blinked invitingly, and the canvas awning proclaimed the availability of macarons, croissants, and wedding cakes, but it was the sweet, rich smell of sugar and butter mixed with the aroma of coffee that had Asta pressing her nose against the glass. It had been a while since she’d walked the streets in this section of town, filling her senses with what, for her, was forbidden. She was a bit surprised to see that Alliance was no longer an old-fashioned Polish bakery, but instead had filled their display window with an array of colorful French pastries. Éclairs and fruit tarts crowded around intricate fondant-covered cakes. And what were those brightly colored round things?
And where was the demon?
Berating herself for her inattention, Asta scanned the area, breathing a sigh of relief when she realized he was still inside, broadcasting his energy like a homing signal. She should move, get away from the door so he didn’t knock her over when he left. That wouldn’t exactly be stealthy. Still... all those pastries.
The door opened, and she jumped, hastily moving aside. He turned, his eyes meeting hers.
Oh shoot. Busted. But she couldn’t turn away if she’d wanted to. The front of him was even more entrancing than the back. High cheekbones with an angular jaw in a tanned face. A sharp nose, its lines softened by a full, generously curved mouth. His shirt was unbuttoned at the top, revealing a golden vee of skin. But it was his eyes that held her in place—gray with flecks of bright silver. A corner of his mouth curved upward in a sardonic smile, as red lit his eyes with a flash.
“Excuse me.” His voice was like dark honey. She could do nothing but stare at him openmouthed as he turned and strolled casually down the street, a box in one hand and a coffee in the other.
Idiot. What was she doing? She was an angel, an enforcer who had been skillfully ending demon lives for one-hundred years. Hundreds of demons had met their ends at her hands, and here she was, stalking one around town like a teenage groupie, gawking at him like a fool as he knocked her aside exiting a bakery. It was probably a good thing she was leaving in a week if this was how she was going to start acting every time a demon entered her territory.
“You coming or not?”
Asta felt her face heat up, and she balled her hands in sudden anger—not at the demon, at herself. She’d appeared a powerless fool, and now he was taunting her. She fought the anger and shame as he shrugged and turned.
“Suit yourself.”
The demon flagged down a taxi, forcing Asta to follow from the air. She considered giving up the chase and heading back to her perch to lick her humiliating wounds in peace, but pride had always been a sin she’d been able to conquer, maybe with a struggle, but conquer nonetheless. And to be honest, she found this demon odd, intriguing.
No, fascinating. Evil had never been so appealing before. Evidently, she lost her head when evil came packaged in a nice suit with a wicked smile.
There was no sense in hiding from him now. Perhaps if she made her pursuit obvious, he’d get the idea and run. Surely he sensed her as she flew down the streets, but no, he gave the sky no more than a glance as he paid the taxi driver and entered a swanky hotel. Up and up he rode to the top floor. Asta used her own method of travel and flew to the rooftop.
Just a few feet of concrete between her and the demon. What was he doing in there? She could sense him moving about, but there was no destruction, no hoard of prostitutes, no killing. After an hour, the demon left, glancing toward her hidden form on the rooftop before taking a taxi toward Wicker Park—only about ten blocks north of where he’d been before.
She followed. Of course she followed. It was if she was tethered to the horrid being. Once again, she pondered her own folly. Why hadn’t she killed him?
Because he’s different. And that was enough for her. For a century she’d watched over humans, keeping a professional distance while she yearned to be a part of their lives. For a century she’d swooped in and decapitated demons, turning their bodies to dust as their spirit-beings flew wingless toward their judgment and afterlife. Same old thing day in and day out while she wanted so much more. Well, starting today, she was having more. Deviating from the plan had never felt so good, and watching this demon was fun. Way more fun then she’d had in a long time.
Besides, she was leaving in a week. There was no harm in indulging in her curiosity for an evening. She could always kill him later. Or maybe tomorrow. Or maybe never.
Night had settled onto the city like a dark shroud, bringing a damp, cool breeze from the lake, even this far inland. Whatever this demon was up to tonight, he was now moving through a revitalized area full of brownstone buildings... without incident. For a demon, he’d been surprisingly tame. Shoplifting at the convenience store and removing a handful of traffic signs were the extent of his evil so far. Not the immorality she was used to. Where was the murder, the arson, the rape? This demon just seemed to be meandering around the city without any nefarious goal.
Asta followed as he turned a corner onto a busy street humming with action. Al fresco diners lined the sidewalk, filling the air with conversation and the clink of glasses. The demon walked past them to stand in front of a corner building, as if contemplating whether to head into the Barre studio for a workout or the upscale Mexican restaurant.
Still hot. Still looks downright gorgeous in that suit. Ugh. Where did these thoughts come from?
There was a cocky humor in the way he moved and looked that stirred far more sinful thoughts than the espresso she’d had this morning. He smoothed the dark wavy hair back from his face and scanned the street, as if looking for someone. Me? Asta had a moment of panic. Silly angel. He already knew she was following him. She’d made no effort to hide her energy once he’d plowed into her outside the bakery. Still, she couldn’t help but duck behind a parked sedan, peeking around the bumper at him. As she watched, he took off his jacket and swung it over his shoulder, arm muscles straining against the crisp lines of his shirt.
And there was the demon energy he broadcasted—like sandpaper against her skin, like the discordant notes of speed-metal to her ear. Yes, he was appealing in a very forbidden way. A bad, bad boy she would love to taste before returning to an eternity of rightful balance in Aaru.
He turned toward her, looking down the sidewalk, and she caught a view of the crisp pleats along the front of his wonderfully styled pants. Thank goodness he’d taken those darned socks out. Asta choked back another laugh at the thought then hesitated, indecision weighing like a rock in her stomach. This demon hadn’t done anything terribly wrong—nothing worse than her flying around the city. Would it be so horrible if she let him go? Maybe he was a tourist from Hel, soaking up the culture of a big human city. Maybe he’d just enjoy a brief vacation then return home without any murder or mayhem.
Or not. He was a demon. His very presence warranted execution. Violating the treaty by crossing from Hel into the land of the humans was a crime punishable by death. The demons knew it, and they still took the risk. Well, this was the penalty they would pay. Besides, even if he hadn’t done anything terrible tonight, he still might. And he might have done so in the past. He had to die.
No matter what the rules were, she was unable to make herself do anything beyond watch him walk into the restaurant and head toward the rear, where a large sunroom-like structure offered some protection from the elements. Asta darted around the corner, eyeing him through the wrought iron gates as he exited the glass-enclosed room to take a seat at an outdoor metal table for two. He’d barely sat down before a waiter brought a huge yellow drink along with a basket of chips and some kind of dip. Then the demon did something as mystifying as when he’d put the socks in his pants—he had a friendly conversation with the waiter.
The two laughed and made broad hand gestures, and then the waiter left, still smiling and shaking his head as if at a good joke. Weren’t demons supposed to strike fear into the hearts of humans? He should have snarled at the waiter, castigated the man, and left him trembling, and begging for his life. Instead, the waiter was at ease with the demon, chatting with him as if they were old friends.
For the next half hour, Asta did nothing more than watch the demon sip the endless stream of margaritas served in gigantic salt-rimmed glasses. What was the appeal of alcohol? What was the appeal of the hundreds of other beverages besides coffee? She’d always been so tempted to try and see but, up until today, had held firm to her purity standards. Flying was enough of an infraction without succumbing to the temptations of food and drink. But now... one week was all she had left. If she spent all eternity in Aaru without ever tasting a margarita, she’d regret it. Some food and drink wouldn’t violate more than basic purity standards. Other Grigori did it. Gate guardians did it all the time. She’d be forgiven.
Besides, the demon made it look... desirable. He’d take a sip, lick the salt off his upper lip then lean back into his chair with a satisfied smile. He was just enjoying a beverage. There was nothing particularly demonic about that.
Again she wavered. She could let him go, maybe give him a warning. Then he’d be someone else’s problem. He’d broken the treaty—a treaty that was written after a war she was too young to remember. And judging by his energy signature, this demon was too young to have been in the war. These were rules neither of them had any input into, rules that Asta wasn’t sure she agreed with. Angels were taught to obey, to respect the wisdom of their elders, to follow the rules, but these rules seemed so... arbitrary. This demon hadn’t done anything wrong. Why did he deserve death for a deal made by angels and their adversaries nearly three-million years ago?
It would surely come back to bite her, but Asta couldn’t continue to deliver preemptive justice. If he were like the other demons, she’d have another chance to kill him. Until then, she had to live with her own conscience, no matter how different her ethics might be from the other angels.
A warning. She’d scare the hellfire out of him with a stern warning then let him go.
 
 



Chapter 3
 
Dar smiled benignly down at his third margarita. What the fuck was that angel thinking about? He’d given her plenty of opportunity to swoop in and attack, but she’d followed him around the city like a winged stalker. He’d even taunted her right outside the bakery, and all she’d done was look at him with those big brown eyes, her sensuous lips parted as she stared. Fuck, she was gorgeous—far more beautiful than any of the humans he’d known. Far more than any of the demons either. Those legs, that warm-brown skin, the sultry eyes and pouty lips—shit, it was all he could do to keep from jumping her in the street and dragging her off to bed.
The only thing holding him back was the fact that she’d probably kill him. Angels—they weren’t exactly beings that a demon wanted to mess with. Most encounters between the two wound up with the demon dead. But there were exceptions. His sister was banging an angel. He’d love to follow her example, especially if the angel in question was this one following him all over the city.
And now she watched him from just ten feet away. He’d been so sloppy with his energy that probably every angel in a thousand miles had sensed him. Why hadn’t she attacked? What was she waiting for?
Too many humans nearby? Angels had the ability to entrance and alter memories, but maybe she was worried about them being killed in the crossfire. He’d not been up close and personal with many angels, but from what he’d been told, they weren’t opposed to a few bystander fatalities in the pursuit of the greater good. This one could be different. This one might care about human diners being killed in an altercation.
Dar downed his drink, throwing some cash on the table as he rose. Walking out of the restaurant, he paused, looking casually up and down the street. Yes, she was still there, staring at him in a rather disconcerting fashion. With a grin, Dar turned toward her, whistling softly as he walked. Her head swiveled, eyes tracking him as he passed. He felt her gaze on his back as he ducked into a side alley and behind an Asian bistro.
***
One, two, three, four... .
Timing was everything, and she wanted to make sure she truly put the fear of all creation into this demon. What kind of idiot walks right past an angel without even flinching? Her heart had nearly stopped as he’d turned toward her, but he’d not even broken stride. Cocky bast— mongrel. Cocky mongrel. How dare he?
He dared because you’ve been trailing after him like a weak cherub, barely able to fly. It wasn’t her best night. She hadn’t been particularly angelic this evening. Time to rectify that—well, partially rectify that. She’d scare this guy, put some respect into his eyes, then get him out of her territory where he could become someone else’s problem.
The demon was behind a building. With a blur of speed, Asta ran around the corner ready to pounce and nearly collided with a huge garbage dumpster. It took up over half the alleyway, and the smells wafting from it were a far cry from the tantalizing ginger and curry the diners inside were enjoying. Black trash bags were stacked against the full container, but there was no demon in sight. Asta tilted her head, listening intently. The song of his energy still rang strong. He was here... somewhere.
Well, there are his clothes, at least. She stared down at the neatly folded suit and shirt, carefully placed on the cleanest section of an upright pallet. Why did he take his clothes off? Was there a reason he’d decided to run around naked? Perhaps he’d known there was a fight coming and hadn’t wanted to risk the nice suit. That was a motivation she could completely understand.
The light over the steel door leading to the kitchen flickered and went black, plunging the alley into darkness. The surge of demon energy that short circuited the light confirmed his presence.
Two can play this game. Asta formed a fist and one by one opened her fingers to reveal a globe of light. It wasn’t quite as strong as the streetlights, but it lit the recesses of the alleyway far better than the doorway light had. He was here somewhere. In with the garbage? Asta couldn’t help but smile. It was a good thing he’d taken his suit off. Would have been a shame to ruin it with leftover Hunan sauce.
Climbing up the side rails of the garbage bin, the angel peered inside. He wasn’t sprawled out on top of the trash, which meant her next move was to grab garbage bags and pitch them over the side. The thought gave her pause. She was wearing linen pants and a silk shirt. If any of these bags leaked, her outfit would be ruined.
Maybe she should take her clothes off too. She giggled. An angel and a demon brawling naked in an alley? No. Just no. Although, she did really like these pants. Wrinkling her nose, Asta reached in and pulled out a bag, carefully holding it at arm’s length as she tossed it to the ground beside the dumpster.
Disgusting. Didn’t these humans have regular trash collection? This had to be some sort of health-code violation. Aaru only knows how nasty this would smell in another month when summer hit the city with skyrocketing temps and humidity.
Something moved, and Asta froze, a black trash bag in one hand. Was that...? No. No, it was just one of the bags shifting. That was it. Just a bag shifting, or maybe the demon hiding down another layer. Taking a steadying breath, Asta tossed the bag aside and reached in for another.
The dumpster seemed to be a bottomless chasm. Asta found herself half upside down in the thing, looping a foot around one of the side rails to keep from falling in. She’d given up on keeping her outfit clean, hoping the drycleaner on Fifth Street could somehow salvage her clothes. Stretching as far as she could, the angel grabbed another bag, nearly falling as she tossed it out.
It would have been easier to stand in the bin and toss the bags out, but the occasional movement across the bottom of the container kept her safely on the outside. It better be that demon down there, because the alternative was freaking her out.
Still no demon. Asta lit another globe of light, sending it into the far recesses of the container, just in case he had given up his human form for a smaller one. Nothing. His energy signature called so strongly to her that she could have sworn he was right next to her. She’d emptied out the only hiding place large enough to hold a demon in human form, so that left only one other spot.
Asta hopped off the dumpster and tossed the bags back inside. The smell of rotted food had intensified, nearly suffocating her. If she’d planned on killing this guy, she would have just incinerated the entire alley. Problem solved—demon dead, and a sanitary disposal of far too much trash. But this was just meant to be a warning. One more place to look, then she’d need to get creative.
Demons could take many forms. Dropping to her knees and wincing over the probable ruination of her pants, Asta crept carefully around the dumpster, scanning for the demon’s energy signature. Jagged bits of asphalt dug into her knees, alternating pain with the disgusting squishy feel of rotted food. Yep, ruined. She really liked these pants, too. They’d always looked so crisp and fresh, the silk lining caressing the skin of her legs as she moved. Dapper Drycleaning might be good, but it would take a miracle to get nasty food stains out, let alone the fraying caused by the pavement, and she wasn’t all that good at recreating this designer stuff. Stupid demons. She was tempted to change her mind and kill him just to avenge her poor innocent trousers.
Something moved in front of her, and the angel jumped as a huge rat scampered across the alley and under the dumpster.
Rats. Every hair on her body rose, and she couldn’t help a shudder of revulsion. It was terribly unevolved of her to have such a visceral negative reaction to a lower life form, a mere mammal, but Asta couldn’t help herself. It was ridiculous for an angel to be afraid of a rat—to be afraid of anything—but she was.
A scratching noise came from beneath the dumpster. Asta froze, her stomach turning. Just a rat, just a rat, just a rat. She was an angel, for Aaru’s sake!
Red eyes peered at her from the darkness. The scratching grew louder.
Ignore it. She was here to hunt a demon—a demon whose energy signature she heard like a siren song from underneath the dumpster. She just had to get by the rat.
Rats. As in plural. Red eyes blinked into life by the dozens. Asta’s breath locked in her throat, and she scrambled backwards on her knees as they crawled from under the dumpster. She just had to go through them, stand up and walk right through them, and she’d be within striking range of the demon. But that would involve standing up. Visions of rats biting her feet and ankles, hanging from her clothing, filled her mind. At least on her hands and knees, she could kick and grab them.
The eyes moved closer, dark shapes coalescing into distinct forms with pointy noses and twitching whiskers. She could hear their claws clicking on the pavement, the faint squeaking. Involuntarily, she found herself moving backwards, scooting on hands and knees away from their advance.
A rat toward the back stood on his hind legs, towering over the others by at least a foot. He was monstrous, and the glow in his red eyes was eerily familiar. This was the demon she’d spent all night following—the crazy margarita-drinking, tube-socks-in-his-pants demon.
Why don’t you kill them? Shoot them with your energy and explode them to bits? The demon’s voice filled her mind, a mocking laugh accompanying it from his rat-form.
He spoke to her? Beyond pleading for their lives or cursing her with their dying breath, demons never spoke to her.
Go on. Kill the rats. 
“I’m not going to kill the rats.” Why was she replying? Could this evening get any more surreal? Here she was, faced with creatures from her worst nightmares, having a conversation with a demon she’d inexplicably decided not to kill.
Why not? Kill the rats and come get me. Just kill them. 
She couldn’t. As horrible and disgusting as these creatures were, they were innocent animals. They were creations of this world, part of a song and story beyond her comprehension. To kill them just because she was scared would make her an abomination. It would make her just as base as a demon.
Not that she was going to explain all that to this... this monster. No, she needed to stop with the chitchat and get on with scaring the guy right back to Hel.
“It’s you I will kill. Your body will be dust on the ground, but your head I will save as a trophy.”
That speech sounded ridiculous, as if she’d lifted it from a comic-book villain. She’d have to do better than that if she really wanted to frighten him.
Awww, baby. I’d totally save your head as a trophy too. Kiss, kiss.
Asta was suddenly aware that she was on her hands and knees in front of the demon. It was mortifying. He’d mocked her, after leading her all over the downtown and hiding behind a bunch of rats. She’d relish slaying him, would love nothing more than to fly his head to the top of the tallest building in the city and display it on the antenna. If only he deserved it. If only he’d killed someone, then she wouldn’t think twice before ripping his head off. Making fun of her—deservedly so, she had to admit—wasn’t something that should carry a death sentence
And again, there was that nagging part of her that found him just too intriguing to kill. A vision of the demon sipping a margarita and laughing with a human waiter flashed like a film playback in her mind. No, she wouldn’t... couldn’t kill him, but he didn’t need to know that.
“I’m not sure you’re worth the effort. Shoplifting. Drinking alcohol. Petty vandalism. You’ve got no control over your energy expenditure. A blind newborn could have tracked you from across the planet. Your head would be a poor trophy, not worthy to grace my collection.”
There. That was better. Still not up to the textbook of scary angel, but better.
So says the angel flying around downtown with her energy falling about her like rain. A Low could have sensed you from across the planet. Obviously you weren’t worth any effort to run from. 
Jerk. Nasty, horrible jerk. Why was she letting this guy live? Oh yeah, because he’d made her laugh. Well, she wasn’t laughing now, surrounded by rats with a demon insulting her.
Asta forced herself to move forward, within inches of the rats. There were more than a dozen. Where had they all come from? She flinched as they flanked her, but she forced herself to continue toward the demon.
Almost close enough to kiss me, sweetheart. Just a few more steps. 
“The only thing your lips are going to kiss is the pavement, right after I separate your head from your body.” What a royal pain this demon was. She’d beat some sense into him, maybe haul him outside the city limits, then warn him about the repercussions he’d face if she ever caught him in her radar again.
He laughed, such an odd sound coming from a rat. No, it’s you I’ll be kissing. Your lips, then your neck as I work my way downward over every inch of your luscious golden-brown skin. 
Okay, that was downright creepy, and more of what she expected from a demon than the silly pranks with condoms. “Ewww. I don’t think so, you nasty rat.”
Come on. Like you’ve never wondered what it would be like. Have you ever been kissed, angel? Have you watched the humans caress each other and wonder how it would feel? Sin a little. I can assume a very pleasing form. You can kill me afterward, and no one will need to know.

The idea should have turned her stomach, but Asta thought of those humans she’d seen in passionate embraces over the last century. That connection, that explosion of feeling—it seemed to move beyond crass sensation into something divine. Her traitorous mind substituted the human female for herself, arched backward, supported by another’s arms, every nerve ending alight, floating away in sinful sensation. Yes, she was tempted, but not by this creature. Or was she?
A century among the humans in this dangerous corporeal form had clearly been too long. A wild week sampling food and drink was one thing, but sexual stimulation was another. No, she had to draw the line somewhere. Just one more week, and then she would be free from such temptation, free from such thoughts.
Then she’d never get the chance. Never ever have the opportunity to kiss someone. Shaking her head to free herself from the thoughts and disturbing images, she scrambled to think of a suitable rebuke.
“You’ll be kissing my toe as I soccer kick your nose into the back of your head.” Soccer kick? Yeah, she’d been hanging around these humans far too long.
I might like that. I’m a demon, after all. Rough stuff really turns me on.

“Well, get ready to get turned on.”
Wait, that probably wasn’t the right thing to say. The rat-demon confirmed it by laughing. Great, now he probably thought she was even more of an idiot.
With a deep breath, Asta gritted her teeth and began moving through the throng of rats. They shrieked at her as she shoved them aside, biting her hands until she felt blood drip through her fingers. She could do this. They were just animals. She could prove to the odious demon that she wasn’t a silly fool by crawling through a hoard of rats and putting her fist into his smug face. Easy.
Not so easy. Rats tugged at her pants, tore sharp teeth into her arms and waist. Still, she pushed down the panic and moved forward. Just a few more feet. The demon’s grinning face and beady red eyes were right in front of her. Just a few more feet and she could lay her hands on the arrogant sot.
A rat grabbed her hair, tugging until she felt strands tearing free from her scalp. Not my hair! There was minimal physical pain, and no damage to her spirit being, but the thought of a filthy rat chewing on her hair was more than the angel could take. Asta jumped to her feet, screaming and whirling as she grabbed the rats off her hair and clothing and flung them against the wall. Their bodies made a sickening thump as they hit, but she had no time to feel regret for either her irrational display or the death of innocent, blameless creatures.
My hair, my hair! She spun until she was free of them then leaned against the dumpster, breathing heavy. Red eyes surrounded her, and Asta glared at them, her composure shot. One move and she’d blast them all into oblivion, her moral code be damned.
The demon shed his rat form, rising to his feet and shooing the rats away from Asta. They fled obediently, darting into nooks and crannies in the building wall and along the fence line until the only two beings in the alleyway were Asta and the demon.
She should have blown him to bits, should have dove at him, wrestled him to the ground and ripped his head from his neck, but all she could do was try to catch her breath and keep from bursting into tears. Some angel she was, some powerful enforcer. A century of exemplary service wiped out in one evening.
“Get out of my city and stay out. If I catch you here again, I’ll kill you.” Her voice wavered, giving the ultimatum an edge of desperation.
The demon cocked his head to the side, a surprised look on his face. “Oh now, surely you’re not giving up so quickly. We’ve got all night, and I’d hoped you’d play a bit longer. No more rats. I promise.”
Play? She’d freaked out, dancing around like a junkie on crack. She’d probably killed several of those rats. Tonight had to have been the worst night of her two-and-a-half-million-year life, and she wasn’t about to compound the damage by playing his game. She was done. He’d won.
And he’s naked. That stupid, snarky voice inside her head teased her.
He was. Asta got an eyeful of what had been under that expensive suit. The gray eyes were shadowed, glinting with red lights. Full lips curved into a smile that was both mocking and bold. Her eyes roved downward over broad shoulders and muscular arms. Not the slim form that usually appeared to advantage in suits—this demon was ripped. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on his toned stomach and narrow hips. She looked lower, down to... hmmm. He hadn’t needed those tube socks at all.
Oh no. Not going there. Not going there at all.
“Like what you see?”
Asta felt her face heat up. “Do you lack the basic skills to make clothing, or are you making some futile attempt to seduce me? Because, I assure you, your efforts are wasted.”
Well, not totally wasted. How warm was his skin? How smooth? If she tasted... nope. Time to end that line of thinking right there.
He shrugged, keeping his distance. “I lack the skill to make clothing. Although I make up for it in other areas. Want me to demonstrate?”
Yes. No. “Put your clothes back on.” She gestured to the neat pile.
“No way. I like the way you look at me when I’m naked.”
Argh, she was ready to punch him, even though he was right. She couldn’t keep her eyes from drifting downward to his. .. It wasn’t like seeing a human naked. He was a demon, and the presence of that spirit-being inside made the flesh all the more appealing.
“Besides,” he continued. “I get the feeling you’re going to smash my face in or rip one of my arms off. No sense in getting my clothes all bloody. You should probably get naked too, although I think those pants are beyond salvage. Pity. I like the way they hug your ass.”
The reminder of her ruined clothing irked her even more than his comment about her backside. This demon had to go before she did something drastic, like rip his head off or.... No, not going there at all, no matter how nice he was from the neck down. The neck up, too. Sheesh, what was wrong with her? Perhaps the coffee was a gateway sin, leading her recklessly down the slippery slope of damnation?
Or she just hadn’t been intimate in a very long time. Yeah, that was it. Desperation was making this demon appear a viable partner.
“You’ve got five seconds to get out of here before I lose my temper and kill you. This is your one pass. Get out of this city, because if I sense you here again, nothing will stop me from turning you into a pile of sand. Got it?”
Worst threat ever. She’d made it sound so halfhearted that she wouldn’t be surprised if he laughed at her. Instead, he took a few steps closer—close enough that she felt the heat from his skin along with the scrape of demon energy against her senses.
He leaned forward, his face almost touching hers as he whispered in her ear. “You’re not getting rid of me so easily, sweet cheeks. I’ve got immunity. See?” The demon revealed a household mark in his energy signature.
Asta jerked back and stared at him openmouthed. Then she dove at him, spinning him around as she slammed him against the wall. Before he could react, she pressed herself against him, her arm circling his neck in a choke hold.
Holy carp in a pond, he was as solid as a slab of concrete. His rear smashed against her upper thighs, making her lean forward at the waist to hold the rest of him immobile against the concrete block wall. Her breasts were crushed against the angles of his shoulder blades, her cheek brushing the softness of his black hair. She shifted slightly, adjusting her grip, and reveled at the feel of his flesh against her. Even through her clothes, she felt his heat, making her imagine she was naked too. How would it feel if their positions were reversed, and it were him pressing her against the side of the building, her hands pinned above her head as his mouth traced the line of her neck down to that sensitive spot where it joined her shoulder... ?
“Hot damn. If I’d known all it would take for you to fuck me was a little— gargh.”
His words cut like a knife through her ridiculous fantasy. “Shut up.” Asta tightened her grip around his throat. “I don’t believe you. No one has immunity. No one. You’re going to get out of my city and stay out, or I’m going to kill you.”
Well, no one used to have immunity. Frowning, Asta contemplated the slim chance he was telling the truth. Things had changed in the last few years. There was an Iblis—a demon on the Ruling Council of Angels who represented Hel. After millions of years of nothing but violence between their two races, it seemed there were now all sorts of complicated exceptions to the already complicated rules. Demons lied far more than they told the truth, but just in case this one was having a rare moment of honesty, she’d check his claim.
Unfortunately, checking his claim would involve even more intimacy than pressing herself against his naked body.
Sandwiching him harder against the wall, the angel dove her spirit-self into his body, exploring and reading who he was beneath the human form. It should been like frisking someone for weapons, searching for ID. It should have been simple, impersonal, except, in reality, this was more like a strip search—a very hands-on strip search. She’d never been this close to a demon’s spirit-being before. She’d never been this close to an angel’s either unless they were joining... . Oh my, not going to go there.
But she was. She just couldn’t help herself from taking liberties that were terribly inappropriate given the circumstances. The similarities between him and the other angels were surprising, but not as much as the differences. She could tell he was strong and loyal, sly and devious with a dark and bawdy sense of humor. He wouldn’t hesitate to sell out anyone for personal gain. She’d found what she was looking for, but couldn’t help exploring further, couldn’t help falling into him as she did. Edges of her spirit-self joined with his in a swirl of light. Suddenly realizing what she was doing, Asta yanked away, loosening her grip on the demon’s physical body as she retreated.
“Damn, girl. I usually get dinner and a movie first. I had no idea I was going to wind up getting to second base with an angel up against the side of a building in a back alley. And that autoerotic asphyxiation thing really did it for me, too. You wouldn’t happen to have a cigarette handy, would you?”
Gah, he was horrible. “I wasn’t... I didn’t... . I was just checking to see who you were.”
“Very thoroughly, too. Feel free to check again any time you get the urge.” He turned to face her, still scant inches away, his back against the building. “I’m Dar. Second demon in the household of the Iblis, who is also my sister. You know, you could have just asked. You didn’t have to grope me to find that out, although I really enjoyed it. Want to do it again?”
“Yes. I mean, yes, I see who you are, not ‘yes I want to do it again’.” Asta took a step back. Once again, she was sounding like a total idiot. “You sneaky little rat, leading me around all night when you were off limits.”
“Yep. Fun, wasn’t it?”
Her temper sparked, mostly fueled by the embarrassment of feeling him up like a horny teenager. “I don’t care whose household you’re with, you’re going to die. Sooner or later you’ll slip up, and I’ll be there to dust you when you do. If you’ve got an ounce of sense in your tiny little brain, you’ll go back to Hel tonight.”
He grinned, and although it was the type of grin a tiger gives its prey, Asta’s shiver was not from fear. “See you in the morning, sweetheart.”
He dropped, snapping back into the rat form, and in a blink, he was gone.
Morning. Asta eyed the black of night and wondered whether she hoped his words were true or not. Just in case, she’d better grab his suit, still folded on the pallet. It was far too high quality an outfit to leave beside a dumpster. Scooping it up, she smelled sandalwood and pepper, dark chocolate with a hint of citrus. The fabric was soft and smooth, and she couldn’t help burying her face in it for a brief guilty moment. It seemed this demon was here to stay, which would make her final week here very interesting. Interesting and most likely very detrimental in regards to her eternal salvation.
 
 



Chapter 4
 
Best. Fucking. Vacation. Ever.
Dar grinned, throwing a beer bottle at the packed cruise boat heading down the Chicago River. It missed the bald man he’d been aiming for and exploded on the deck, showering nearby passengers with a spray of cold beer and chunks of green glass. Morning had dawned with an unseasonable warmth, but temps had dropped to sixty degrees this afternoon as thick clouds moved in. The Heineken shower wasn’t going to do anyone’s body temperature any good. It would have been more fun to give the bald dude a concussion, but this was still an enjoyable activity to round out his day. Two politicians led into corruption, a new pothole on East Wacker, and a really pissed off angel he’d been following around since sunrise. Yep. Best vacation ever.
Turning away from the boat of angry, wet tourists, Dar headed down Michigan Avenue. There was a lot going on—bands, parties, and Friday night happy hour. Some convention had taken over the top floor of The Wit for a private party. The olive green suit he had on today wasn’t as nice as the one he’d left in the alley, but it would still be appropriate for a corporate function. He wasn’t invited, but crashing a party was at the top of Dar’s list of fun things to do. The only thing holding him back was the faint, intermittent energy signature that hinted another demon might have beaten him to the fun. Back in Hel, Dar would have joined in, but here demons guarded their territories fiercely. Two would definitely be a crowd, although if there was another demon prowling around, his angel was bound to be there too. Hmm, crashing a party was sounding more appealing than ever.
There was no guarantee the demon at the party wouldn’t want to tear his heart out for more personal reasons beyond encroaching on territory. Dar belonged to the household of the Iblis. Being second in command to Satan tended to put a big bull’s-eye on a demon’s back, in or out of Hel.
Pretending to talk on his cell phone, Dar lingered and watched humans stream into the building. Damn it; was the demon there or wasn’t he? The energy signal was fleeting, flickering in and out, as if the creature straddled two worlds. Fuck it. Dar shoved the phone into his pocket, resolved to take his chances. He’d just started toward the revolving doors when a familiar woman caught his eye.
Not a woman, he corrected himself, an angel.
A grin curved his lips. An angel with warm-brown skin, a poof of coffee-colored hair that lightened to dark gold at the tips, and the longest legs he’d ever seen. She might look like an angel, in the metaphorical sense as well as a species designation, but she’d hardly behaved like one today. He’d caught her flying twice, vanishing her wings with a guilty snap each time she’d sensed him. Then she’d lingered outside a coffee shop, pacing back and forth in front of the entrance for half an hour before sneaking in to get an espresso. Just before lunch, she’d slipped into an exclusive boutique in the Gold Coast district and exited with a shopping bag. Yes, his angel was a naughty girl.
She’d come, as he’d expected, drawn by the demon signature Dar had sensed, even though she’d tried to avoid his presence all day. Dar let his energy out, not caring if the other demon sensed him or not, and was rewarded by an irritated twitch of the angel’s head.
She stood before the revolving door as if she wasn’t sure how to navigate it. Her fingers flicked against her legs, drawing his eyes to their long lengths.
This had started out as a fun, annoy-the-angel prank, but it had quickly turned into something else. She’d been intriguing last night—endearing even, with her fear of rats—and today he’d found her to be smart, with surprising compassion. She’d watched the humans go about their day with such affection in her eyes. She’d held the door for a man with a huge box, smiling in pleasure at his thanks. She’d erased graffiti from several bus shelters, snatched a reckless cat from certain death beneath a taxi’s wheels. She’d tripped a pickpocket, returning the stolen wallet to its owner without anyone the wiser.
In flight, her wings had reflected the light, rivaling the sun with their brilliance. Each time they’d burst from her back, tearing her shirt with their width. Each time she’d somehow repaired her shirt to its undamaged state as she landed and hid her wings. The humans were none the wiser as she flew around the city, sat beside them on park benches, browsed the sale racks at Carson Pirie Scott. Were they all like this? The few angels he’d met so far had been insufferably pompous. Whatever few sins she indulged in, he doubted pride was one of them.
Yes, this angel was very intriguing... and she looked completely ridiculous standing there chewing her bottom lip as the humans parted around her to enter the building. Silly angels. Holding his energy tight within to conceal his location from the other demon, Dar walked forward and grabbed the edge of the revolving door.
“Going in?” He flashed her his most charming smile, faltering as she stared at him with unblinking brown eyes. Okay, maybe it wasn’t a charming smile. At least she wasn’t running away screaming like human females sometimes did, or threatening to poke his eyes out as she’d done this morning.
“Yes. Thank you.” The angel’s voice was coolly professional. Dar waved her in, trying to keep his grin from becoming even toothier.
The angel swept into the space between the doors with an inhuman smoothness of movement. And stopped. Okay. Guess he was supposed to push the door for her too. Holding back a laugh, Dar shoved the door forward, hitting the angel on the ass, propelling her forward.
“Hey!” She stumbled, grabbing the glass in front of her for balance as she glared back at him.
“Where the fuck are you from, angel? Don’t they have revolving doors in Aaru? Or maybe you’ve spent the last hundred years as an enforcer in Po-dunk, Iowa?” He shoved the door once more.
The angel ignored him, staggering into the lobby as the doors forcibly ejected her. He choked down a laugh and followed her to the elevator.
“Going to the penthouse party?” Of course she was. She braved his odious presence in entering the building, so she must be after the other demon—the one at the party.
Silence.
“Do they have elevators in Iowa? Maybe you’d like me to help you with this one. See, you push the little button here to go up, and then, when the doors open, you get in. Push the button for the floor you want to go to. When you’re halfway there, push the other button with the picture of the fireman’s hat on it.”
That got her attention. The angel’s lips twitched before she shot him a narrow-eyed look. “I believe pushing that button will do nothing but halt the elevator and summon the rescue staff.”
Dar followed her in and punched the button for the twelfth floor. “Ah, they do have elevators in Iowa.”
“I’ve never been to Iowa.”
Her hands clenched then tapped a steady tempo against her leg as she stared resolutely at the illuminated numbers above the door.
“So, my beautiful, less-than-righteous angel, what brings you to Chicago? Are you here chasing all the demons attending that whosiwhats convention?”
The angel punched the button to halt the elevator and spun about to face him, her beautiful eyes widening. “Do you know of a plot? What demons are attending this convention, and what are their intentions?”
Dar shrugged. “It’s a cybersecurity conference. You figure it out.”
In a flash, he was pinned against the elevator wall. Now this was fun. Her long fingers around his neck were surprisingly warm, and her eyes had flecks of gold in their brown depths. For an angel, she had a remarkable command of the human form. He could even hear her heart, smell what clearly must be human perfume wafting tantalizingly from her skin. So shoplifting dresses, drinking espresso, and feeling demons up in dark alleys weren’t her only vices. Hmmm.
“You will tell me everything you know about the demons at this conference.”
Fast. Smart. Gorgeous eyes. Sucks at compulsion.
“You will come with me tonight to listen to the blues band playing off of State Street later.”
For a June evening, the air inside the elevator had become decidedly chilly. He obviously wasn’t good at compulsion either. Ah well.
Dar reached out to wrap his arms around her waist. “No? Maybe? How about you think on it and start the elevator back up. Otherwise the rescue staff is going to come, and they’ll think we’re in here fucking.”
That got her moving. The angel gasped and jumped away from him. “You will ignore me and discontinue speaking with me.”
Right. He had to give her points for continuing to try. Enough practice and maybe she’d eventually be able to compel a gnat, or maybe a tapeworm.
“Not a chance.”
She let out an exasperated breath and smoothed back her dark curls. “I’m working. I’m an enforcer. This is what I do. I catch demons in my territory and kill them. Now please shut up and go away so I can do my job.”
“But if I go away, then how will you ever find out what’s happening at the conference? No, I think you’re best bet is to keep me close and try to seduce me into telling you all I know.”
Dar had no idea what the fuck was going on at the conference, if anything. The other demon was here—maybe. This was a party for the conference attendees. Put two and two together, and the demon probably did have something planned. Or not. Whatever. It was a good lie to keep this angel by his side for the next few days.
She shimmered, a blur of golden light before regaining control of her form. Dar’s gaze roved down her neat figure to the strappy leather sandals, inhaling as the faint notes of jasmine drifted by. Any angel that took this much care about her appearance and the realism of her human form had to be at least moderately familiar with the sin of vanity. Hmm, what other sins did she enjoy?
“All right. Stay close, but at least do the shut-up part. I have a demon to hunt. Later we’ll talk about the conference.”
She was back to tapping her fingers against her leg. Dar bit back a smile and followed her out of the elevator, trying to stay as close to her as he could without climbing up her pants. But as fascinating as this angel was, the buffet right at the front of the room stole the demon’s attention. Gluttony had always been his favorite sin, and this party was a delight to every sense. Dar surfed beside the long table, snagging an array of sushi, lamb meatballs, buffalo burger bites, and exotic cheeses. Oh, the cheeses. He was tempted to steal an entire tray of Manchego and stuff it into his pockets for later, but restrained himself when he saw the human off to the left making to-order crepes. Three crab and lobster crepes later, Dar managed to catch up with the angel. She was prowling the room, staring intently at each human she encountered. Thankfully, she had that angel mojo going on, or they would have thrown her ass out as a freaky stalker by now.
“Did you get a crepe? I shit you not; they are better than the cheese. They’re better than the lamb meatballs, and that’s saying a lot. You’ve got to have a crepe.”
“I don’t eat,” she hissed, turning her back on him.
Dar dodged around her. “But you do drink. I’ve seen you drink.” Reaching out, the demon snatched two glasses from a waiter’s tray. “Here. It’s a champagne fruit thing. Much better than the coffee stuff you snuck around drinking this morning.”
She went to wave the glass away, then obviously thought better of it. Taking the drink, she held it awkwardly away from her body, intently scanning the crowd.
“Look, I think the demon left. His signature was blinking in and out of here until we got to the party. I haven’t sensed him since then.”
The angel rounded on him, sloshing the drink over the edge of the glass as she gestured widely. “I know that. Where did he go? We were in the only elevator in the building. These windows are sealed shut and show no sign of breakage.”
“Wrong. There’s actually outdoor seating on a patio. Although I doubt he jumped from the 27th floor. And there is another elevator, although it doesn’t go all the way to rooftop. He’s not here now. He went down while you were throttling me in the other elevator, or jumped from the balcony, or took the fire stairs. Doesn’t matter. Drink your champagne, and I’ll get you a lobster crepe. It’s free, you know.”
“I didn’t sense him taking the stairs down. I didn’t sense him going anywhere. He’s got to be here somewhere.”
Dar rolled his eyes. Angels were so oblivious. This one had been here a century and still seemed to know as much about demons as a postage stamp.
“Some of us are good at hiding our energy signatures. I know a demon that could walk right by you on the street and you wouldn’t notice her. I’d be willing to bet he’s gone, and I don’t bet frivolously. Maybe he’s just really good at cloaking his energy. Maybe he has an elven magical item that transports him through another dimension, or maybe he snuck out. I don’t fucking know where he is. Call it a night. Punch the old time clock and hang up the whole enforcer thing for the evening. Eat a crepe. Drink champagne. Then come listen to some blues with me.”
The angel’s breath hitched, and he could see the idea appealed to her. Then she shook her head with a look of regret. “No. I’m working. Do you think he’s using an elven magical item? Would that possibly account for the in-and-out phasing of his energy I’ve sensed the last few days? I’ve never experienced a demon doing that before.”
Dar stared at her for a moment, realizing he’d never get her to eat or—or do other things—while she was obsessing over work. Might as well humor her and hope she’d relax later, maybe after a few glasses of champagne.
“It could be a magical item, or someone is summoning him. Although I doubt he’d be phasing in and out if he was summoned. That’s usually a here-or-not-here kind of thing. It could be a botched summoning, though. Maybe some inept fool is trying to summon him, and he only gets partially to this plane before bouncing back.”
“Over and over?” The angel’s eyes narrowed.
“A really persistent, inept fool. I’m sensing the same energy readings you are. I’d vote for magical item, but only idiots hang their hat on one theory when others are still within the realm of possibility.”
“When several theories make the same predictions, the simpler one is most logically the truth.”
Oh, for fuck sake. “Occam’s razor. Yeah, yeah, but excluding other theories is often an Achilles’ heel for you angels. You all lack creativity, broadness of thinking, and faith.”
“I have creativity,” the angel interrupted, bristling. “I have faith. And how dare you doubt my intellect.”
“Oh, it’s not your intellect I’m doubting, it’s your imagination. Right thinking, meditation, vibration patterns, and all that sensory deprivation crap—it’s warped your ability to think outside the box. That’s why I’m going to get you a crepe right now. You’ll think better after you’ve eaten a crepe. And possibly some cheese.”
The angel scowled. “I don’t want a crepe; I want to catch this demon so I can go listen to blues music.”
Score! Well, almost score. At least she was considering the blues music, even if she’d resisted the crepe. “Wanna hear my theory?”
“I know I’m going to regret this, but yes, I’d like to hear your theory, genius.”
Dar sipped his drink. “Wait until we have more information, and then I’ll tell you. In the meantime, at least try a lamb meatball and drink your champagne. It’s free. Never let free food and booze go to waste. Then we can go to the blues club. How does that sound?”
Longing flickered across the angel’s face then she shook her head. “Sounds like you don’t know squat. Sounds like you’re stalling for time. Sounds like you don’t know your posterior from a hole in the ground.”
Dar couldn’t help but grin. “I’ll admit I sometimes mistake my ass for a hole in the ground. Still, I do know something about demons. You’ve had what, a hundred years here? I’ve been surrounded by demons for a thousand years. You might want to consider me your best available reference instead of questioning my ability to find my asshole.”
When had this become his business? Like he gave two shits about some demon having a jaunt from Hel and prowling around at a tech conference. All he knew was that messing with this angel was the most fun he’d had in centuries, and if tagging along with her on a demon hunt was a way to prolog the fun, then he was onboard. “Come on, beautiful. Take the night off, and I’ll help you chase this asshole tomorrow. You won’t regret it.”
“I’m working. I’m not going to give in to the sin of sloth and run off with you to party it up.”
The angel huffed and walked off, taking a surreptitious sip from her drink. Dar choked back a laugh and followed at a respectful distance, scanning for the demon energy. A swell hit the room like a wave, peaking then receding, and the angel took off, knocking humans aside as she raced toward the raised stage at the back of the room.
***
He was here. She’d caught the jarring notes of his song and tracked him with confidence for a few feet before the signature ebbed, falling to absolutely nothing. No! How could this be? Was it magic, as the tempting rat-demon had said, a faulty summoning, or something she’d not even thought of? There were a dozen humans in the vicinity the demon-song had come from. Concentrating, she scanned each of them, looking for a demon mark that would indicate ownership. If one of these humans had summoned a demon, they should still bear his energy signature.
Nowhere. Wherever the demon had been, he’d vanished without a trace. Her gaze came to rest on a man speaking to two women, waving his hands for emphasis. Suddenly he turned, and his eyes met hers. None of these humans bore a demon mark, not even this one who was now smiling at her and coming her way.
He stopped when he reached her. “Are you enjoying yourself? Can I get you another champagne?” He had dark blue eyes that met hers from under thick, nearly white brows in appreciation. His head dropped to take her in from the feet up, and she saw the short, golden-blond hair that covered his scalp in thick fuzz.
“Welcome to the Genus Micro party. I’m Carter Phelps. You are...?” He glanced at her chest, and she began to take offence before she realized he was looking for her nametag.
“Iowa, and I’m Dar.”
By all that was holy, it was that blasted demon again. She’d never encountered anyone quite so annoying. Or attractive. But mostly annoying. Another glass of something carbonated was thrust into her hand as the demon took the half-empty glass and drank the contents in one gulp.
“My name’s not Iowa, it’s Asta.”
The human male ignored Dar and raised his glass to her. “Asta. What a lovely, unusual name. Is your company considering Genus Micro for their security needs?”
“No.” This was ridiculous, conversing with these humans when she had a demon to catch. And a blues club to visit. If only she could catch this guy, then she could have the fun she’d been craving without all the guilt.
The human laughed. “I love your honesty! I know we’re beyond many small businesses’ budgets, but you should consider the costs if you fall prey to a cyber-attack. It’s not just the big dogs that are getting hit lately. Let me show you what we can do for your company.”
What in the world was he talking about?
“You’re not going to show her anything, buddy.” That demon—Dar—took a step forward, angling his body to squeeze between them. “Take a hike; this one’s mine.”
His? Where in all of creation did he get that idea?
The human ignored Dar, turning his back to him and placing himself between Asta and the demon—which put him uncomfortably close. “We can talk about your needs, and I’ll see what I can do.”
Asta got the feeling he was discussing more than his software. Dar evidently got the same vibe because he bristled, elbowing the man in the ribs. “You lay one hand on her ‘needs’, asshole, and I’ll shove an ice sculpture where the sun don’t shine.”
That seemed pretty extreme, especially given her ability to easily defend herself against a human. Still, the sight of Dar in a beautifully tailored olive suit, his eyes glinting red with jealousy stirred something deep inside—something a little bit wicked.
“Yes, that sounds nice. I’d love that.”
“No, it doesn’t sound nice,” Dar snapped, clinking his empty glass against hers. “Drink up, babe. We’ve got a blues club to go to, and I’m sure this dickhead has customers to schmooze.”
Asta took a quick gulp of the champagne to hide a smile. Dar and this human were on the verge of coming to blows—over her. What a bizarre situation for an angel to be in. “I’m working, Dar. Rain check on the blues club.”
“Fuck that.” Dar glared at her, a bit of an elbow war going on between him and the human. “Drink, and then we’re leaving.”
“I’ve got a splendid idea,” the human snapped, somewhat out of breath from his mild tussle with Dar. “Why don’t you go to the blues club by yourself, or with some other woman, while Asta and I work?”
That wasn’t a splendid idea at all. The thought of Dar going to the club without her, or with some human female, made her want to reverse her decision and take the night off as he’d suggested. Asta stared down at the champagne glass, realizing she’d drunk almost half the contents. She couldn’t—work was the reason she was here. Work came first.
But work didn’t include standing around while this human tried to sell her software and get her up to his hotel room, either. Game over. Time to focus and see if she could pick up the trail of this elusive demon—the one that wasn’t following her all around the city.
“I don’t want this.” She thrust the glass back toward Dar. Might as well get out of this building and see if she could pick up the demon’s song outside. If he hadn’t been summoned and wasn’t using a magical device, he had to have left somehow. There were only so many exits. If she circled around through the alleys, there was a chance she might catch his trail.
“I’m sorry,” she gave the human a kind smile. “I really need to get going. I’ve got some... research I need to finish tonight.”
“See you tomorrow at the conference?” There was something in his blue eyes that spurred her protective instincts—something shy and scared. He might be attracted to her, but in spite of that, he seemed vulnerable.
“Yes. I’ll be there.” It wasn’t quite a lie. If there was something demons were planning in conjunction with this conference, she’d need to be there. She turned away from the human and nearly ran into Dar, who was standing practically on top of her. He’d still not taken the drink she was pressing into his chest.
“Not a champagne drinker? Let’s go over to the bar and see what else they have. Then we’ll get out of here and have some fun.”
“I don’t drink.” Asta pushed him away, extending the beverage toward him. It slipped slightly in her hand, liquid sloshing over the edge. The demon grabbed for it, enclosing her hand in his. The room seemed to slow to a halt, and Asta felt a shock of contact. It was like electricity shooting through her skin. She’d touched him last night in the alley, wrapped her hands around his neck in the elevator, had her other hand flat against his chest—why did her fingers entwined in his make her feel like she’d been hit by lightning?
“But you do drink. I’ve seen you do it twice. Is lying another one of your sins? I had no idea angels were so fallible. How do you feel about the sin of lust? It’s a favorite of mine, although I’ll admit I could use some practice. Lots and lots of practice. Maybe you can help me with that one?”
Demons.
A slow grin curled up one side of his mouth, and silver gray eyes danced with a flash of red. He’d stalked her all day, watching her, teasing her with his presence, had practically came to blows with a human over her, and now he had the gall to proposition her—an angel.
“I’m not sleeping with you, never, ever going to have sexual intercourse with you, so get that out of your little pea brain right now. Got it?”
“Does that include blow jobs? Is mutual masturbation off the table, too? I’ve got some really kinky shit I can do with vegetables and electrical cord—does that count as intercourse?”
What in the world would he possibly be doing with vegetables and electrical cord?
“No, I mean yes. Would you just get the fu— the heck out of my way? I’m serious. I need to work.” Asta’s frustration peaked until all the emotions she’d bottled up boiled over. It might be unfair, but she wanted to punch Dar right in his beautiful face.
“Can I kiss you?” His voice was warm and seductive, a boyish smile giving his words a hopeful touch. “One kiss. No tongue. Well, maybe some tongue, but not a lot. One little kiss and I’ll leave you alone for the evening.”
“You... .” Her voice choked, unable to find the words to even complete a sentence.
The demon didn’t seem to have the same problem. His grip on her hand tightened, his thumb lightly caressing her knuckles. “Yep, me. I’m a demon, after all. I’m guessing you’re not going to come see that blues band with me tonight, so I might as well have a little kiss to think of while I’m whacking off all alone in my hotel room.”
Argh! He’s such a pain in the posterior. Dar leaned close to her, and she shoved. It was like trying to push a brick wall. He might be younger and a few inches shorter than her, but he was solid. “I’m done playing. Leave me alone, right now.”
“Or what?”
She felt his breath against her face, saw the silver in his gray eyes. Again she pushed to no avail.
“Is this guy bothering you?”
The bouncer’s concern faded into a buzz of sound, and everything became tinged with red as the glass shattered in Asta’s hand. Giving up on shoving, she reached for Dar, but he jumped backward, away from her.
This was it. She was done with this pesky, annoying demon. He might look good enough to ruin her vibration level in that suit, but she was going to smash his face in. No matter how he tempted her with his food and music suggestions, she wasn’t about to ruin a perfect service record by ditching her job in the last week.
He’s tempting you with more than food and music, a little voice admonished. It was true, but her curiosity over what it would be like to kiss him didn’t negate her strong desire to beat him to a bloody pulp. She could hardly do that in the middle of a swank reception—or in front of the bouncer. No, better to be subtle and take the demon to where no one could observe, and then punch him senseless. Irritating, annoying demon.
Liar, that voice deep inside chastised. Dar’s teasing had been more flattering than irritating, as had his persistent nearness since sunrise. He was clever, funny, and she was pretty sure his outrageous flirting held more than just a demon’s drive to drag others into the pit of debauchery. She saw it in his eyes, the attraction combined with respect. Yes, she liked his attentions, but he was still pissing her off, and physical confrontation held an edge of sexual excitement that she didn’t fully want to admit to at the moment.
They continued the dance, him backward with each step she advanced, always evading her grasp. Reaching the hallway, he darted into the elevator, inexplicably holding it open for her to join him.
It was full of humans. They were fairly intoxicated. Asta considered enthralling them then bashing the brains out of the smug demon next to her, but her skill in that area was tenuous at best. In her state of anger, it was unlikely she could entrance an insect.
Once outside, Asta followed Dar around a corner and grabbed him, flinging him against the wall with all her might. The demon’s back crashed against the stucco. He left an imprint of his shape as he peeled himself from the building. Before he could move more than a foot, she was on him again, flinging him to the other side of the alley. This time, he managed to hold onto her, and she stumbled forward, tumbling over him with the force of her momentum. They rolled, coming to an abrupt halt against the curb, the demon on top.
“Forget the blues band, how about we head to Millennium Park for an outdoor concert? Or we throw coins in Buckingham Fountain? Or ride the Ferris wheel at Navy Pier?”
The Ferris wheel. Her anger evaporated, and she felt a sting of tears. It had been constructed soon after she’d arrived from Aaru, and she’d always wanted to take a ride. Stupid job. Stupid demons. Why couldn’t she take one damned evening off and have a little fun before she went home?
“Hey. It’s okay.” Dar’s voice was soft and gentle. She closed her eyes, unable to look at him until she got a grip on her emotions. “Really. We can do it some other time. It’s not like you’re leaving tomorrow or anything.”
That made her want to cry even more. She only had a few more days, and this demon was only reminding her how much she’d missed out on in her hundred years.
Her eyes flew open as she felt him shift off her. Extending a hand, he pulled her to her feet, sliding his hands around her waist. “I don’t understand. Is it the Ferris wheel? You don’t like them? Is this like the thing with the rats? We don’t have to do that. Tell you what, we’ll combine work and pleasure. I’ll tell you all about the demon plot while we sip martinis at a bar.”
Asta hesitated. He was being so kind, so un-demonic. She did want to ride the Ferris wheel with him, sip a margarita while she eyed this handsome demon over the salt-crusted rim. He’d say all sorts of outrageous things, and she’d laugh in spite of herself, throwing right order and her vibration levels to the winds. The idea appealed more to her than he’d probably ever know, but he was a demon, and she was an angel. And there was work.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lose my temper. It’s just been a really stressful hundred years.”
He smiled, and she barely resisted the urge to reach out and stroke his face, to rub her thumb along his bottom lip.
“Come out with me. I’m pretty sure you deserve one night off after one-hundred years.”
“I can’t. I really, really want to, but I just can’t.” She didn’t need to feign the regret. I’m making the biggest mistake of my life.
“You’re making the biggest mistake of your life.”
She jumped at his words, wondering if he could read her mind, or if her emotions were that transparent. Dar sighed, tightening his grasp of her waist. “You angels are fucking slave drivers when it comes to duty and responsibility. Well, if I can’t spend the evening with you, I’ll have to go with plan B.”
Before she could even wonder what plan B was, his lips were against hers. It wasn’t the sort of kiss she’d ever expected from a demon—not that she’d ever envisioned herself kissing one. His mouth was gentle and tender, barely a caress. His lips explored hers, then he lifted his head from hers, tugging her bottom lip with a hint of teeth.
“Goodnight, Asta,” he whispered.
It had been over too fast for her to stop it. She’d been too surprised to resist. Liar. All she wanted was for him to kiss her again. That wasn’t something she was willing to admit, so, instead, she summoned up the dredges of her long-cooled temper and pushed him aside. “Go to Hel.”
“Eventually. Right now I’m having too much fun.”
She shook her head, unable to resist returning his smile. Looking down, she saw their tussle in the alley had torn her pants. Another pair of pants ruined by this infernal demon. If he stuck around the rest of the week, she probably wouldn’t have a stitch of apparel left intact. The thought should have pissed her off, but, for the first time in the last century, she found she really didn’t give a flying leap about the state of her precious clothing. It’s not like she’d be taking it with her to Aaru, and the last twenty-four hours with this demon had been far more exciting than even a Versace dress could ever be.
‘Goodnight’, he’d said. He was done playing and was ready to let her focus on her work. The thought was like a cold breeze across her skin. She didn’t want him to leave, and she sure as heck didn’t want to work. She’d rather go with him to see the blues band.
“Tomorrow we’ll discuss what you know about the demon plot. Meet me at the convention center, and you can help me find this guy.” It was the perfect excuse to spend more time with him.
His smile broadened, becoming rather predatory. “I’ll be there, and I’ll help, but it’ll cost you.”
She doubted an evening in a blues club was all he would want. Or a somewhat chaste kiss in a dark alley. Was she really willing to take this further? Could she lie to herself about her motives as the level of sin passed minor into mortal?
One week. Less than one week, and she’d be gone. If her path to salvation was so fragile that she couldn’t push the boundaries a bit, then so be it.
“We’ll discuss terms tomorrow. Now get out of here, so I can do my job.” She’d meant to sound firm, resolved and strong. Instead, the words were those of someone who’d just dropped her ice cream into the gutter.
“Okay.” His eyes were warm as they met hers, and she felt her resolve waver. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
She’d expected more sass, more innuendo, but he complied with her demand. Asta felt deflated and curiously disappointed as she realized he’d never even mentioned their kiss.
 
 



Chapter 5
 
Dar climbed through the broken window of the drycleaner and eyed the endless loops of plastic-clad hanging clothes. It was time to step up his game. This angel seemed to admire a well-dressed demon, and he enjoyed fine clothing. He’d left his suit last night in the alley, and it had been stolen by the time he had returned. Besides the one he had on, his only other clothing was a pair of khakis and a few t-shirts. If this angel liked suits, he was going to give her suits. Really, really expensive suits.
What better place to score some nice threads then a pricey dry cleaner? Humans dropped off clothing and sometimes didn’t pick them up for weeks. A lost outfit or two wouldn’t be out of the ordinary. Theft wasn’t on the forbidden-activity list, but he’d pushed this angel pretty hard. It wasn’t beyond reason to think she’d decide any infraction of human law would warrant punishment. The idea was rather exciting. Hmm, what would an angel’s idea of suitable punishment be?
Damn. That line of thinking was making him want to head back down State Street and see how far he could take things with her. He’d promised to leave her be tonight, and as hot and bothered as he was, Dar knew the best way to reel this angel in was to let her miss him a little. Instead, he’d do a bit of five-finger discount shopping, find a hotel more suitable for seducing an angel than the dump he was holed up in, then plan how he was going to get her up there.
After masturbating like a crazed monkey.
Damn, she was beautiful. And the fact she seemed reluctant to kill him was a plus. It would have been simple for her to lie and claim he’d violated the terms of his immunity. It would be her word against a deceased demon’s. The mystery of why she hadn’t killed him was just as intriguing as her mile-long legs. And their back and forth today.
Dar snorted with laughter as he remembered the look on her face after he’d kissed her. This angel liked him. He’d seen the way she’d watched him last night, felt the way she had moved her body against his—and had definitely felt the way she’d explored his spirit-being. She’d been a hair’s breadth from losing control, and he’d gone to sleep last night with a serious case of blue balls. Hopefully tonight she’d sleep just as restlessly, tossing and turning as she dreamed of him.
She was gorgeous. Plus she radiated fiery emotion, sweet kindness, unexpected humor—he’d never thought angels could be so volatile, so mesmerizing.
Ain’t love grand? Well, maybe not love, but this weird fascination with someone powerful enough to kill him was pretty close. Now, to find the right outfit for wooing an angel.
Not these shitty wedding dresses with their eighty yards of fabric and fake pearls. There had to have been a thousand of them spinning by as Dar cycled the loop of clothes around. Why did humans think such a voluminous dress would be suitable for pledging eternal love? Humans should get married naked. In fact, the guests should be naked too. Or forced to wear French-maid outfits.
Finally, the endless procession of wedding dresses, and equally vile prom dresses, passed by and the men’s clothing began to circle around. He’d need a suit that was dapper, that reflected his sly nature. He needed a suit that wasn’t quite designer, that was edgy but with classic lines. Actually, he’d need several of them.
By the time Dar left the drycleaners, he had four suits, a handful of lightly starched shirts, and two pairs of jeans. It was a lucky break that some dude was insane enough to actually send his jeans to the drycleaners, otherwise he would have been stuck looking like an advertising executive for the next few days. Shoplifting wasn’t beneath him, but he doubted he’d have time for visiting the mall beyond swiping a few extra pairs of shoes. There was way too much on his agenda already.
Starting with a better hotel than the one he’d crashed at last night. One near the convention he’d be forced to attend while courting Asta.
Sauntering through the gilded sliding doors of a suitably ritzy looking hotel, Dar punched the up button at the elevator and whistled as he waited. There was a sign by the concierge welcoming Cybercon attendees. Well, that was easy. With the conference in town, it would be a walk in the park to score a top room. The elevator door opened, and Dar surveyed his options. With a quick bit of demon know-how he’d bypassed the security controls and found himself on the restricted twenty-fifth floor.
There weren’t many rooms up here, since they all took up nearly as much real estate as a two-bedroom apartment. Dar ran his hand along the locks as he walked, figuring out which ones were coded for a current guest and which were empty. Ah. Bingo.
Dar flicked on the lights and caught his breath. Wow, this was swank. The Chicago skyline framed dark blue couches, which faced a television nearly engulfing the entire wall. The kitchenette was an actual full-sized galley kitchen. The demon dumped his stolen clothing onto the round dining table and walked through the enormous suite. Every outside wall was an endless window, even the bathroom boasted a breathtaking view.
“I’ve got to get her in here somehow.” It was a ridiculous thought, but not out of the realm of possibility given the last twenty-four hours. If last week someone had told him he’d be groped-up by an angel, or be kissing one, he would have thought them insane. She was an angel, and she’d already indulged in several minor sins. More importantly, she hadn’t ripped his head off when he’d kissed her. It was a promising start down an unknown path—one that excited him more than anything had in the last century. Dar walked back into the living area and snagged a bottle of gin from the bar—that was far from mini—and settled in to watch the sunrise over Lake Michigan and plan.
***
Asta went back to the party after pacing the perimeter of the hotel and exploring every stairwell and side street searching for a trace of the demon. Where had he gone? Few demons had the ability to teleport. Even if this one had the skill, or some magical device that allowed him to transport himself in and out of Chicago, the way he faded in and out of the edges of her awareness didn’t seem like teleportation. It was almost as though he were hiding behind something. But what? And how?
It was a mystery. And she just didn’t care. Her prey was gone without a trace, and she’d passed up a fun evening to prowl around the streets and come back to this boring roof-top party.
It hadn’t been as boring with Dar there. Again, she thought of his jealousy over the human. He’d insisted she needed to try a lobster crepe. The stupid demon she was chasing was gone—her evening was pretty much ruined along with her pants. Might as well do something wicked.
The crepe chef smiled at her, giving her that once-over that human men always seemed to do. She smiled back, thinking if Dar were here, he’d be threatening to shove various foodstuffs in the man’s rear end for looking at her that way. What was he doing? Had he gone to that blues band without her? Something like regret coursed through her. Here she was, chasing after a demon that clearly had vanished when she could be enjoying herself with Dar.
She’d gone insane. Why should she be longing to ditch her job and listen to music with a demon? Why should she get a sick feeling in her stomach at the thought of him off without her? This was her job, her duty. She’d see him in the morning. Sheesh, girl, grow a set.
Oh my stars; this crepe thing was amazing. That first bite burst through her senses—crisp, paper-thin wrapper barely containing thick chunks of sweet lobster meat in a decadent cream sauce. The whole thing would have been sickeningly rich if not for the balancing mix of pepper and lemon. It was her first food, and it was possibly the most incredible thing she’d ever experienced.
And she wished Dar was there. He’d understand her reaction. He’d revel in it. He’d give her a gleeful I-told-you-so then make her try a meatball. He should be here, but she’d sent him away so she could work.
And now her longing and regret turned to a completely unfamiliar paranoia. Did Dar and the other demon know each other? Were they together right now, mocking her ineptitude? No—she’d not gotten that impression from Dar. He was irritating, teasing, tempting, but he’d seemed curious about the demon she was tracking, and far more interested in her than this cyber whatever tomorrow. Dar couldn’t be in league with him, could he?
Demons lie. They betray. They are foul beings who de-evolve with every decade. Creation would be a better place if they were exterminated—wiped from existence. As much as she was attracted to Dar, she could never forget what he was and that he’d sell her out for the right price in an instant. Don’t trust him. Have your fun, but never let your guard down for him. He’ll betray you in a heartbeat.
Maybe, but there was another voice in her head that countered her fears. The one who formed you was an Angel of Chaos—one of the rebels who fell. Surely some good must remain in the demons, some remnant of the angels they once were. 
Asta shook her head to rid herself of the pesky voices and took another bite of the luscious crepe. She was the youngest of the angels. She’d never met an Angel of Chaos. All she had to rely upon was the word of those Angels of Order who remained in Aaru. Yes, the demons she’d killed in the last century had been up to no good, but who was to say they were all like that?
This was her job. They were violating the treaty by their very presence here. Regardless of whether the war in Aaru was justified, or who was right, these demons were trespassers. And the penalty was death. Except for Dar, who, thankfully, had immunity. Thankfully, because there was no way she could ever bring herself to kill him.
“You came back.”
She spun around and saw the human who had approached her earlier.
“Carter Phelps?” He extended a hand towards her. “Look, things are winding down here, and my staff can handle the rest of the evening. Would you, uh... would you like to have a cup of coffee next door?”
He looked so sweet standing there with his outstretched hand and earnest gaze. There would be no harm in having a cup of coffee with a human, and he might be able to give her some insight on what demons could possibly want with a cyber-security conference. She’d given up on an enjoyable evening, might as well get as much work in as she could. With any luck, she could catch this demon and spend the rest of her time here having fun with Dar.
When Asta didn’t respond, he spoke into the awkward silence. “Just business. Just a cup of coffee, and we can talk business.” A nervous smile twitched at the corner of his mouth.
“Okay.” Asta shook his hand and felt a twinge of guilt as the man’s eyes sparkled in excitement. Great. Now she had a lewd stalker demon that she was having very improper thoughts about and a human admirer.
Phelps made small talk about the weather and various sports teams as they walked to the café. Espresso in hand, Asta sat across from him at a little table and listened, her eyes glazing over. This human was... boring. Although that was kind of unfair. He was probably perfectly nice; it’s just that after verbally sparring with Dar all day, this one-sided discussion about the White Sox seemed rather flat.
Time to change the subject, find out what she could from this man and let him down gently. “I’m not very knowledgeable about cyber security. Can you tell me about your company?”
A bit of an abrupt change in conversation, but Phelps didn’t seem to notice. The man practically glowed with pride. “We help companies, both large and small, guard against security breaches. Last year, over thirty major firms had their data warehouses breached with the Whippet virus, and nearly a hundred-thousand credit cards were subject to identity theft. Every one of our clients remained secure from the virus. Companies and institutions that subscribe to our software have remained safe from over ninety-nine percent of attacks in the last three years.”
This was a bit more interesting than baseball. “Wow.” Asta didn’t have to feign admiration. “And all the other companies at the conference do the same thing?”
Phelps grinned. “They try. Some have other specialties, but none of them have our record of success.”
It wasn’t just a sales pitch; this man truly believed in his product and clearly loved his line of work. Now, how to subtly ask him what the ramifications would be if a demon collapsed the conference center on their heads, or blew up the building. There had to be some reason beyond general murder for a demon to target this particular conference.
“Tell me about your company.” The man leaned forward, taking a quick sip of his coffee as he watched Asta intently.
The angel floundered. She’d never been good at this sort of thing. For a brief moment, she thought of Dar and envied him his quick-on-the-feet lying skills. “Um, well we’re a small division of a larger company, fairly autonomous since we operate remotely. We’re tasked with guarding... locations—entryways and that sort of thing. We make sure the wrong sort aren’t where they’re not supposed to be and deal with the situation if they are.”
The man gave her a warm smile. “So a different sort, but nevertheless a similar business to mine. Security guards, bouncers, and the like.”
“Yes.” Well, sort of. Celestial security guards and bouncers, but the similarity was there. Of course, trespassing humans didn’t generally get their heads removed by a bouncer.
“Beyond financial data and customer records, you still might find our products of value. If you do any security for high-profile individuals where the risk of an assassination attempt or kidnapping might occur, we can safeguard your plans, routes, etc.”
Assassination and kidnapping. Could that be what the demon was planning? A conference such as this might attract high-level politicians, military leaders, or other influential individuals.
“How long have you lived in Chicago? I mean, I assume you live here. I can’t think you’d travel out of town to a conference on something you profess not to need.” He flushed red from his neck up to the roots of his blond hair and stared down at the contents of his coffee cup. Smooth talking was definitely not this man’s strong suit.
Asta smiled, comparing his flustered interest with Dar’s bold confidence. “I haven’t lived in Chicago my whole life, but I’ve been here long enough that I feel like I can call it home.”
Phelps returned her smile, the red dropping to a light shade of pink. “I grew up in southern California—well, my parents lived there. I actually spent a lot of time with my grandmother in New York. Back and forth like that, I ended up with platinum status by the age of ten from all the frequent flyer points.”
She gave a polite laugh, but saw the sadness in his eyes—a sadness she understood all too well. “I didn’t really know my parents. There was a big war right after I was born that split my parents up. My sire died in battle when I was very young. The head of my choir—I mean, my village—took charge of my upbringing.”
“Wow, I had no idea.” Phelps shook his head. What country are you from?”
Asta thought frantically through the various human skirmishes in the last three decades. “Rwanda.”
Phelps caught his breath and reached out a hand to clasp hers. “I read about how terrible things were there. I’m glad you made it out alive. You must be very grateful to your village leader for protecting you. How did you manage to get out of the country? Your accent is perfect, so I assume you must have immigrated when you were young.”
Now things were getting tricky. How did demons do this? All these lies to keep straight and remember—it practically gave Asta an anxiety attack trying to spin a believable story to this man, let alone try and get back on topic.
“There was... a missionary group that sponsored me. They had someone who brought me here. I was an adult, but young compared to the others. I just... well, I learn languages easily.” Aaru help her if the man asked her for details about life in Rwanda, or specifics about the missionary group. She needed to change this topic from her childhood before she completely tripped herself up in lies. “You don’t happen to know if someone famous is going to be at the conference this week, do you?”
It was the worst segue ever.
Phelps nodded knowingly. “Ahh, testing your own security, I see. Now I know why you’re at the conference. Don’t worry; I haven’t heard anything about someone famous attending. Whoever your client is, his or her identity hasn’t been leaked.”
Either that theory was bust or this human just wasn’t connected enough to know about a high-profile attendee. She’d most likely exhausted everything this man knew. No sense in leading him on further. Asta pushed back her chair and started to rise.
“Tell me about the village leader who raised you. What was he like?”
Shoot. Asta looked around frantically, wishing that Dar would burst through the café door and give her an excuse to leave.
“He’s kind but has high expectations. I know he’s proud of what I’m doing here, and he thinks I have potential. I try to live up to his expectations, but I often fail. He’s surprisingly patient about my shortcomings.”
Sheesh, how to describe an ancient archangel? Gabriel was all those things, but putting how his patronage had affected her into words wasn’t easy.
Phelps nodded. “My grandmother was the only one who seemed to be proud of me, the only one who saw my potential. She died when I was in college, but I’d like to think she’d be proud of what I’ve done.” A shadow passed over the man’s face. “I hope she’d be proud. It was all for the greater good, after all.”
This was surreal. For a hundred years, she’d guarded these humans, but she’d never sat down and had this type of conversation with one of them. How odd that his and her upbringings had similar themes, as different as they were.
“She sounds like a wonderful lady. You were lucky to have had her.”
The man’s eyes misted, and he took a quick sip of coffee. “Yes. I received some memorabilia from her estate after she passed—nothing of significant worth, but of great emotional value. I carry the items with me when I travel, to remind me of her faith in me. It gives me something to strive towards as I work.”
Yes, very similar themes, although she carried no mementos of Gabriel with her. In Aaru, nothing physical survived more than a few weeks. Mementos and trophies had to be kept elsewhere or they deteriorated into nothingness.
“I’d love to show them to you.”
The proposal sounded innocent enough, but Asta knew a trip to his hotel room to see such personal items would cross a line. A century of keeping her distance shouldn’t be compromised, no matter how much sympathy this man generated in her heart. She smiled to lessen the sting and shook her head, scooting her chair backwards and rising to her feet.
“I’m sorry, but I have a long night ahead of me. Thank you for the espresso, Mr. Phelps. Can I ask a favor of you? Could you let me know if you see or hear anything that might impact physical security at the conference?”
He stood and reached out to shake her hand. “Of course. Do you have a card with your phone number?”
Drat. She seriously needed to get a cell phone or something if she was going to be interacting with humans, although with less than one week left, it hardly seemed worth the effort. “No, but you’ll be able to contact me. I’ll be at the conference all week.”
That was totally the wrong thing to say. He was glowing again, and not from embarrassment this time. Darn it all. He thought she was implying she wanted to see him again, and probably in a romantic fashion.
“I’ll definitely make every effort to seek you out.” The man’s smile nearly reached his ears. “And, Asta, please call me Carter. My father is Mr. Phelps. I haven’t earned that privilege yet.”
Now she was going to have two beings trailing around after her—one human, the other a demon. Ah well, nothing she could do about that now.
“Thank you, Carter. Have a pleasant evening.” Asta fled the café and walked along State Street, pausing at the bridge. What was she doing? Letting a demon kiss her and now leading a human to think she might want a romantic relationship with him. This had to be worse than drinking coffee and hoarding designer clothing. Her vibration levels would take centuries to recover from tonight’s activities.
Breathing deep and watching the Chicago River flow out toward Lake Michigan, Asta shook her head. Her path to enlightenment may have suffered a minor set back, but it was only temporary. She’d catch the nefarious demon who was plotting against the conference in her territory, sin just a little bit more, then leave it all behind.
 
 



Chapter 6
 
This convention had more humans packed into a geometric area than Dar had ever seen. He felt like someone had stuffed him into a can of spam, tightly pressed against other men in suits, and women in smart attire. With all the people, and computer equipment humming away, it had to have been at least a hundred degrees in the room. Even a twenty-foot ceiling couldn’t compensate for the broiling temperature. Dar considered ditching the jacket, and possibly the rest of his stolen attire, and wandering around naked, but he’d probably get thrown out in under five minutes. He should have stolen one of the wedding dresses instead. At least he could have lopped off the bottom part of the skirt and allowed adequate airflow. What idiot decided this was appropriate apparel for a man?
At least there was tons of free shit here. So far he’d managed to fill the little canvas bag he’d been given with several USB sticks, half a dozen rubber stress toys, thirty pens, and a little device that sprayed water while whirring a fan. That had come in handy, but the battery hadn’t lasted more than twenty minutes—which was about the time it had taken him to move ten feet in this fucking place.
She was here—his angel—somewhere at the opposite end of the giant room. Who knows where the fuck the other demon was. Two hours and he hadn’t sensed him at all.
He shuffled forward another few feet and cursed under his breath. How the angel thought she was going to catch her prey in this room was beyond him. Narrowing his eyes, he looked upward, wondering if she’d taken to wing to avoid the crowd. It’s what he would have done. Actually, he would have just started blasting his way through the humans. Or morphed into his rat form and taken a short cut between everyone’s legs.
It was a reasonable idea, Dar thought, before moving another few feet. Humans seemed irrationally afraid of rodents. A two-foot long rat running around the aisles would clear the place pretty damned fast. If this crowd didn’t start moving soon, he was going to do it.
A large man to Dar’s left stumbled, knocking the demon sideways. People staggered like a line of dominos ready to fall. Damn it all. This sucked. Forget the rat form, the blasting idea was starting to sound better and better.
“Sorry.”
Dar looked up into very familiar blue eyes that widened in shock as they met his. Wyatt—his sister’s human toy. Why she allowed her humans to run around like this was a mystery. He should be back in Maryland, locked in a cage or duct taped in the basement, but no, here he was with his own tote bag bulging with goodies.
“You’re not allowed to harm me.” Wyatt tried to back away from Dar, but didn’t get far.
“I don’t intend to harm you.” The demon huffed. “Although, if these people don’t get moving soon, I may start indiscriminately ripping off limbs. What the fuck is with this crowd?”
“We’re in line for the Genus Micro freebie. Everything thins out once you’re past their booth.”
Genus Micro. That had been the company who’d put on the swank reception last night. Dar suddenly became more tolerant of the horde. If last night was any indication of their marketing budget, their swag was going to be worth waiting for.
“I didn’t see you at their reception at The Wit last night,” Dar commented. If he was stuck here with Wyatt for the next hour, he might as well make small talk.
“Uhhh, yeah.” Wyatt laughed. “I wasn’t exactly invited. I’m kind of the competition, although, compared to Genus Micro, I’m small potatoes.”
Dar craned his neck and saw a woman in an evening gown handing items out to the throng of humans. Almost there. “So I’m assuming you plan on sneaking around their booth, gathering what intel you can, and stealing their ideas?”
Humans weren’t so different than demons, and Wyatt had proved in the past that he wasn’t above breaking laws to further his own interests.
“Sort of.” Wyatt shot Dar a defensive look. “It’s not a crime to check out the competition.”
The crowd parted, and Dar sprang forward, practically tackling the scantily dressed blond woman handing out the freebies. She jumped back, dropping her bowl and spilling the plastic-wrapped items on the floor. The throng of humans went wild, suddenly resembling children diving for candy from a piñata. Dar elbowed several in the head and kicked a few in his haste to retrieve as many of the items as possible. If they were really that valuable, perhaps he could sell them. No need to stand in line. Just ten bucks gets you this plastic thingie right now.

Breaking free from the scrambling humans, Dar examined his score and scowled. More USB sticks. What the fuck was everyone salivating over these things for when at least ten other booths were giving them away.
“It’s what’s on them that’s important.” Wyatt’s smug voice was right beside him. “Cobra Mini, the low-end version of their virus protection software. It retails for over five thousand per license.”
Dar whistled. That was the low end? Shit, he was totally in the wrong business. Forget blowing up bridges and bribing politicians, the real money was in computer security. If only he knew what the fuck that entailed, he could make a fortune.
“Can I sell them?” Dar opened his jacket and revealed the dozen little plastic sticks overflowing from his inside pocket.
Wyatt laughed. “Do it fast. Genus updates their software monthly, and the freebies won’t get the new versions. They’ll be worthless in two months.”
Damn. Although there had to be some sucker out there who would pay a few hundred for one of these. Dar would be long gone before they realized he’d sold them an old version.
“I think that’s an angel over there.”
Dar looked up at Wyatt’s urgent whisper and saw Asta holding up one of the Genus Micro USB sticks and eyeing it with curiosity.
“I know. Isn’t she hot? She totally wants me.”
Wyatt snorted. “Yeah, wants to see your head nailed to the wall. You better get out of here. I don’t want to have to explain to Sam that I watched her brother get killed in the middle of a convention hall.”
“I haven’t done anything to violate the terms of my immunity. Besides, she’s hunting another demon.”
Wyatt looked about in alarm. “There’s another demon here? Should we vacate the building?”
Dar shrugged. “I don’t know if he’s going to collapse the ceiling or set the room on fire or what. He’s been really stealthy. It’s almost like he’s jumping in and out of the room, like he’s only partially here. I doubt he’d be able to pull anything that dramatic without being fully present for more than a few seconds.”
“A few seconds is sometimes all it takes,” Wyatt grumbled. “Do you think he’s got an elf button or some magical device?”
It was kind of nice having a conversation with a human who actually understood these things. Sam had taught her toy well. “None that I’ve ever experienced. The way his energy signature fluctuates, it’s like a botched summoning. He’s ghosting in then gone. I can’t imagine a demon doing that voluntarily. You wouldn’t be able to get anything done. Plus it would be annoying as all fuck.”
“So someone here is a sorcerer trying to bring in a demon from Hel?” Wyatt looked around. “We’re all a bunch of geeks, excluding the hired booth models. How would we tell a sorcerer apart from the rest of us?”
“I don’t know. It’s not my problem; it’s hers. This demon isn’t stepping on my toes, and last time I checked, I wasn’t an angel to go chasing down every demon who crossed the gates from Hel.”
“So why are you here?” Wyatt arched an eyebrow. “You don’t know anything about computers beyond Internet gambling and surfing for porn. I can’t imagine there’d be anything at a security conference to tempt you.”
“I’m here for her.” Dar nodded toward the angel. “I’m going to tempt her into sin—well, more sin than she’s currently indulging in. Which is quite a lot, let me tell you. Did you know she shoplifts clothing? She stole a biker jacket from AllSaints this morning, had three coffees, and licked a Danish. I’ll bet I can actually convince her to eat something. I’ll bet I can get her to do a whole lot more than that, if you get my drift.”
“Right.” Wyatt shook his head, looking skeptically at Asta. “Just because your sister has managed to seduce an angel doesn’t mean you’re going to. No offense, dude, but she hasn’t even looked once at you.”
“Yeah? Watch.” Dar made a quick motion with his hand, and the slick salesman at the Genus Micro booth suddenly found his pants around his ankles. Like steel to a magnet, everyone’s eyes turned to stare at the man’s crimson briefs—everyone but the angel.
Asta’s eyes pivoted around, glaring right at Dar.
“Okay, she’s looking at you, but, in my experience, that particular expression doesn’t lead to sex in the near future.”
“Sure it does. Fistfights always lead to sex. You’re clearly lacking in your knowledge of how to woo demons.”
“She’s not a demon,” Wyatt argued. “You should be helping little old ladies across the street, or picking up litter from the highway medians if you want to woo an angel.”
“Even better.” Dar leaned in close to Wyatt. “I’m helping her catch a demon. I’ve got inside knowledge of a demonic plot to destroy the city. She’ll bag this bad guy then fall into my arms in gratitude—my muscular, buff, and tanned arms.”
Wyatt rolled his eyes. “Liar. Seriously, Dar, if I can see through your bull, an angel will be able to.”
“She’s coming this way.” Dar cut off Wyatt with a hand on his shoulder. “Ssssssh. Ixnay on the emonday.”
“Why did you pants that man?” Asta demanded. “Have you found the demon yet? And what are the red items everyone is snatching up from the floor?” Her words were abrupt, but there was a warm glint in her brown eyes, and a hint of a smile on that luscious mouth. Yes, his lovely angel was trying to keep to business, but her mind was clearly thinking of something else, too.
“Wow, she is hot. I mean, she’s hot for a human, but she’s really hot for an angel. They’re normally kind of statue-looking and blurry.”
Dar winced, wondering at Wyatt’s intellect. Complimenting an angel on their manifestation of the human form was one thing, stating they were ‘hot’ by addressing them in the third person right in front of them was another.
“And he is an idiot,” Dar told the angel. “I mean, he’s really an idiot for a human. They’re normally kind of clever in a lower-life-form kind of way.” Her eyes danced with humor as they met Dar’s, and he couldn’t help but catch his breath at the shared moment between them. “He’s an idiot, but he’s also right. You are hot. One smoking-hot angel.” Dar punched Wyatt good-naturedly in the shoulder. “And she’s my angel. I saw her first, so back off, buddy.”
“I am no one’s.” Asta waved her hand dismissively. “Last I checked, I hadn’t been presented with a breeding contract, or any sort of exclusivity proposal. So, currently, I would consider myself unattached. And, just for your information, I would never consort with a human, especially one marked by a demon. He’s claimed.”
“I’m so relieved to hear of your single and available status.” Dar put his hand on his chest. “And I’m also glad I’m not a human. There’s still a chance you might consort with a lowly demon.”
“Is it snowing in your homeland? ‘Cause that’s the only way I’m consorting with you.” Asta smiled smugly. “Oh, and I have your clothes from the other night at my place. Do you want me to drop them by your hotel room?”
Wyatt made a choking noise, and Dar stifled a laugh. The angel probably had no idea what she’d just implied. “Just keep them at your place. It’ll be good to have a spare set there. I’ll make sure to bring over a toothbrush and razor next time.”
“Toothbrush and razor? What are you talking about?” Asta tilted her head, wrinkling her forehead in adorable confusion. “And back to my original question: why did you disrobe that man?”
“To get your attention.”
Asta bit her lip, obviously trying to hide a smile, the gold flecks glowing in her eyes. “A little unorthodox, but you get points for creativity. And now you have my attention. Have you located the other demon? I’ve searched this hall all morning and haven’t sensed him. Not that sensing anything is easy with all the electronic equipment and the number of attendees. Did you know, it took me twenty minutes to get down this aisle? The crowds here are insane.”
“I haven’t sensed the demon either, but I did bring you something. Here.” Dar handed her a white bag. She took it, holding it gingerly between thumb and forefinger.
“Please tell me this isn’t bird poop. Or worse, demon poop.”
Now that would be funny. “Look inside. Go on.”
She opened the bag, holding her breath as she looked. With a sharp inhalation, the angel dug her other hand into the bag, withdrawing a brightly colored, circular-shaped pastry.
“Hey, can I have one?” Wyatt looked longingly at the bag.
“No, you can’t. They are only for my angel. I don’t buy expensive food for humans.”
Asta gave Wyatt an apologetic look but didn’t offer him one. “What are they? I saw them in the window at Alliance Bakery. Are they some kind of donut?”
“Donut? Babe, I would never present you with lowly donuts. These are macarons. I figured if you’re going to be chugging coffee like a third-shift convenience-store clerk, you might as well indulge in quality pastries, too.”
The angel took a bite, making appreciative noises as she chewed.
“That one’s salted caramel. The one with the black specks is lemon poppy, and the green is pistachio. The brown is milk-chocolate passion. Save that one for last, because I’m pretty sure you’ll have an orgasm while eating it. I wouldn’t want you to collapse on the floor and crush the other macarons while in the throes of ecstasy.”
“Mummffm, mumm.”
Dar was fairly certain that hadn’t been a declaration of love—or lust—but from the rate she was devouring the pastries, he knew his impulsive trip this morning had paid off. Score one for the demon, he thought smugly.
“Wow, those are good.” The angel crumpled up the bag and placed it neatly in a nearby trash can, licking the crumbs from her fingers. “And I am suddenly very energetic.”
Sugar rush. Dar bit back a smile and nodded. “Just think of how much you’d be able to accomplish if you made macarons part of your daily morning routine.”
She eyed him suspiciously. Her form shimmered briefly before returning to its perfect state. “I’ll consider it. Now, what is this red thing the humans want so badly that they’ll risk wearing holes in the knees of their pants to obtain?”
“Porn. Here, let me have yours. Or better yet, we can watch it together tonight in the privacy of my hotel room.”
Asta lifted an eyebrow. “Porn? It’s an Internet security conference. Why would anyone here be interested in images of human reproduction attempts?”
“Humans are always interested in sex. We probably don’t go ten minutes without thinking about it. Well, at least the guys don’t. But that doesn’t—” Wyatt grunted as Dar elbowed him in the stomach.
“See the woman handing them out? She’s going to be banging at least two-dozen lucky guys tonight.”
“Liar.” Asta rolled her eyes and threw the USB stick. It bounced off Dar’s forehead and onto the carpet. “Tell me the truth.”
“It has computer software on it. The humans find it particularly valuable, but only for the next month. After that, they’ll find the next version particularly valuable.”
“Waste of my time,” Asta muttered, turning to leave. “I’m going to keep looking around to see if I can pick up any traces of the demon.”
“Ask me what else I know. Go ahead, ask.”
She sighed but turned back to face him. “You don’t know anything, Dar. All you’ve done this morning is run around, collect silly cheap trinkets, and ogle the booth models.”
“And buy you pastries. I did buy you pastries. And I never even got a ‘thank you’ for that either. Angels: so ungrateful and impolite.”
The angel took a deep breath. “Thank you very much for bringing the macarons. They were delicious, and I enjoyed them greatly. And you were right about the lobster crepes last night. I went back while I was looking for the demon and tried them. They were amazing. I’m afraid I was quite a glutton and ate two.”
She went back and ate something—ate something he’d been urging her to try. Dar’s heart skipped a beat. What else would she enjoy? Peking duck? Mushroom risotto? Twenty-year-old scotch? Maybe more than a kiss? It was all he could do to keep from grabbing her and dragging her off to his hotel room.
Instead, he grinned like a fool. “I’m holding you to that rain check on the blues club, you know.”
“What blues club?” Wyatt asked.
He might as well have not spoken for all the attention either paid to him.
“Nope.” Asta wagged her index finger at Dar. “I seem to recall you telling me, with a liberal sprinkling of profanity, you weren’t taking my rain check. We’re in negotiations, demon. Nothing for free. Tell me what you know about any plot on the convention or any demon activity in my city, and I might be willing to eat more pastries.”
Dar barked out a laugh. As if that were an even trade. He’d have to think of something clever for his made-up information. Turning to Wyatt, the demon raised his eyebrows. “See? She wants me. I’ll be getting me some angel love by the end of the week, or my name isn’t—“
With a squeak, Dar found himself sitting on one of the rafters. Aside from Wyatt, the humans below were blissfully ignorant of the angel’s meteoric rise with him in tow. Wow, she was fast.
Reclining casually against a thin suspension wire, Asta gave him an easy smile. “Now that we’re away from that human’s prying ears, let’s negotiate. What do you want in exchange for information and your assistance?”
A fifty-foot drop wouldn’t be fatal, but it wouldn’t be enjoyable either, especially if he landed on that pointy booth below. “How about we do this at a lower altitude. Like ground level. I’ll even spring for coffee.”
The angel tilted her head and furrowed her eyebrows. “But this is so much more private. Come on. Tell me your outrageous demands. I’ll protest, and then we’ll eventually come to an agreement.”
Screw that. He’d be happy to make outrageous demands; if only he wasn’t gripping the beam with all his strength and trying to keep from hyperventilating. “I have good reason to believe there’s a sorcerer involved who is attempting to summon the demon.”
***
Asta narrowed her eyes. He’d just volunteered that? Last night he’d alluded to a botched summoning, but for him to give information without any kind of demand? Angels always bartered favors and information, and she’d been told demons were the same. Why was this information free?
“How do you know this? Who is the sorcerer, and what does he intend to have the demon do?” Might as well go with it. Maybe this information would also come without strings. Could be her lucky day.
The demon swallowed hard, his knuckles white on the beam. Was he lying? In her experience, when someone had sweat beading on their forehead, they were usually lying.
“I’m not saying anything else until I’m in the convention café, in a chair with a cup of overpriced, crappy coffee in my hand.”
“Fine.” Grabbing him by the shoulders, she dropped from the rafters, dumping him into a chair by the food concession area. He sat with a hard thump and wiped the sweat from his brow.
“I don’t know exactly what the demon has planned. We just gotta find the sorcerer, and then we’ll have the demon.”
“And how do you propose we do this?” Asta wasn’t sure if this fell in her jurisdiction or not. Technically, she was just supposed to take out any demons who crossed over from Hel, not interfere in human activities. Even if this sorcerer was summoning a demon, she might not be able to act until the demon had actually appeared—and then she’d only be able to deliver justice to the demon. Human justice was outside her authority.
“You take that side of the convention hall, and I’ll take the other. Look for a guy with a pointy hat, a wand, and possibly a lightning-bolt scar on his forehead.”
Okay, that was the funny Dar from last night. Thank goodness he’d stopped sweating like he was on the verge of a heart attack. “I think I would have noticed that particular human on my search this morning. Get serious, or you’ll find out how those little red plastic things feel crammed up your nose.”
“Promises, promises. Angels are such teases.”
Asta made a quick move, and Dar held out his hands, batting hers away as she thrust the USB sticks at him.
“A sorcerer probably won’t stand out in a crowd, but in order to summon the demon, he’ll need to have some obvious tools. There will be a circle of salt and a summoning triangle within it at the very least. Depending on who he is summoning, he’ll have protective runes around the perimeter. He’ll probably be summoning from a scroll, since doing it from memory is dangerous.”
She steepled her hands and rested her chin on the fingertips as she regarded him. “Seriously? How would that not cause notice among the other humans? Honestly, a salt ring with runes is going to stand out just as much as a man with a pointy hat.”
“It doesn’t have to. The circle and runes could be disguised in the pattern of a carpet, mosaic, or wood parquet floor. Salt could be worked into a pattern of tiles. Even the actual summoning can be buried beneath a song melody or background noise. It doesn’t have to be loud to work.” Dar leaned forward. “And from how this demon is reacting, I’m guessing it’s not an optimal summoning. It makes sense that the sorcerer is trying to disguise his actions, and there’s a break in the ritual or pattern somewhere that’s causing the in-and-out cycle of energy we’ve sensed.”
Funny, silly, and a whole lot of crazy, this demon was also smart. When it came time to get serious, he really had a brain in behind that handsome face.
Asta tilted her head and regarded the demon. “How do you know all this?”
“I’m fucking brilliant, that’s how.” Dar stood and headed to the concession area, making disgusted noises as he looked through the selections.
Seems his brain wasn’t serious for long. She hated to admit it, but that was actually part of his charm. Everyone in Aaru was so darned somber; it was refreshing to work with someone who wasn’t. Asta followed him and picked up a cellophane-wrapped sandwich. “Is this good? Should I eat this?”
Dar snatched it from her and threw it across the room. “Not unless you want to be hugging a toilet the rest of the day.”
There was something in his voice that made her wonder if the humor was forced. “Have you been summoned before?”
The demon gave up on the snack foods and grabbed a bottle of water instead. “A few times. Being summoned sucks.”
“What’s it like?”
He took a long sip of his drink before answering. “Being ripped away from whatever you’re doing and dumped in a tiny, cramped space with some bearded guy, or worse a bearded lady, ordering you to do shit for them. Whatever they want is usually boring. Then they send you back to Hel without even a ‘thank you’. Like I said, it sucks.”
Asta caught her breath imagining how horrible it would be—minding your own business, drinking coffee and enjoying the sunrise only to be yanked away and forced to do another’s bidding.
“I’m... I’m sorry. How many times...?”
Dar gave a bitter laugh and tossed the half-full water bottle into the trash. “Too many. Sometimes I’ve been lucky enough to talk my way out of a deal. A few times lucky enough to manage to kill the sorcerer.”
Asta winced. If he did that now, she’d have to kill him for breaking the terms of his immunity. It didn’t seem fair. These summoned demons weren’t here voluntarily and were performing their vile deeds under a human’s direction. The thought opened up a whole new moral dilemma for her.
“I’m not sure I can kill this demon if he’s being summoned. Perhaps I’ll just subdue him and send him back through the gates.”
Dar snorted. “Yeah. Great idea. Do you plan on killing the sorcerer too? Because that demon will be summoned back by the end of the week if you don’t.”
“I can’t kill a human. It’s not within my authority to punish native species. I’m an enforcer, not an angel of judgment.”
“So humans are the only native species here? Because you sure as hell didn’t have any problems killing those rats last night.” He tempered the harshness of his words with a rakish grin. “Not that I see that as a character flaw or anything. Willingness to kill with wanton abandon is totally sexy in my book.”
Asta dropped her eyes. “Rats count, just as much as humans. I didn’t mean to kill them. I’m just... I’m afraid of rats.”
She heard his sharp intake of breath, his soft, quick laugh. “You’re an angel, and you’re afraid of rats.”
Asta glared, feeling defensive at his mocking tone. “I know it’s silly, but I am. And I truly regret killing them. I mourn the loss of their lives and feel the tarnish their deaths caused to my vibration levels. I strive to do better, but it’s hard here in this physical form, surrounded by all these sensations.”
“Don’t beat yourself up over it. Seriously, I don’t have any problem with you killing them. I’m just surprised.”
“Like I said, it’s silly. They’ve got those beady eyes and sharp teeth. Plus I get shivers when their claws make that scrabbling noise. I just envision them swarming me, crawling all over my skin and biting me.”
Dar grinned. “Sounds like foreplay. Sure you wouldn’t like it? I mean, maybe if just one rat was doing the crawling all over your skin and biting, you’d find yourself closer to orgasm then panic.”
This was ridiculous. Here she was revealing her fears and moral dilemmas to a demon—this demon. Actually the whole experience was bizarre. Angels didn’t have conversations with annoying demons. They didn’t agree to a working relationship with one, no matter how short it might be. And they certainly didn’t find themselves enjoying the quick-witted teasing of demons. Time to get back to the topic at hand. Whether she actually killed this summoned demon or some other alternative, she needed to catch him first. Demons in her territory were inexcusable, those with immunity notwithstanding, and Asta wasn’t about to sully her exemplary record so close to her return to Aaru.
“Is there an energy signature to the summoning circle? If the runes are charged, the magic should be giving off some kind of energy. Can you recognize it?”
Dar scowled. “All right, we’ll go back to work, but I’m claiming both a rain check on the blues club and on the idea of me nibbling your soft, warm skin. All work and no play makes Asta a very dull angel.”
“Blues club, but no on the biting. No biting allowed. Biting makes Asta a very pissy angel.”
His grin was slow and seductive. “Might be worth it. And I think I like pissy Asta, although I like sense-of-humor Asta best of all.”
“Work. Back to work.” Stars it was hot in here. She fanned her face and tried to remember what she’d originally asked.
“You’d probably be better able to sense a summoning circle than me. Either way, we’d need to be fairly close. There’s a lot of energy flying around, especially at a tech conference. It’s hard to filter out all the noise and narrow in on the summoning area. If we could get a general idea of where it is, we might have an actual chance of pinpointing the exact area and possibly the caster.”
It was odd to see him switch gears so fast, from irreverent playboy to smart and quick. This demon wasn’t stupid. He was intelligent. And he couldn’t be trusted, no matter how charming he could be. Asta took a deep breath, resolving to force herself to keep things solely on work, lest she forget exactly what lay behind his charismatic face.
“Caster? Would the sorcerer have some residual magic clinging to him from the summoning?”
Dar nodded. “But we’d have to locate him fast. These things fade quickly.”
Asta considered his words, tapping her fingers on the table. Dar plopped down in a chair, propping his feet on the table, inches from her fingers. “Tough one, huh?” His voice was soft with an odd edge to it. “An awful lot for one angel to do—a huge conference room filled with people and electrical false leads.”
“We’ll both just have to keep alert for the demon signature while we hunt for the summoning area and the caster. Between the two of us, we should be able to catch this sorcerer, and the demon, by the time the convention closes.” And then go listen to some blues music. Maybe ride on the Ferris wheel. Maybe do other things.
Dar rocked backward on his chair. “We? I’ll admit I’ve enjoyed following you around and harassing you for the last few days, and kissing you was pretty much the highlight of my vacation so far, but this sounds suspiciously like work. I’ll have you know, I’m highly allergic to work—especially uncompensated work.”
Negotiation time. Here we go. Asta bit back a smile. “I’m not having sex with you.”
“You’ve already mentioned your reluctance, and I’ve got to say that your resistance is quite a turn on. I’ll settle for an evening out with me.”
Asta narrowed her eyes. “Evening out doing what?” Ooh, she hoped it involved a Ferris wheel.
Dar grinned, and his resemblance to the mythical Cheshire cat was remarkable. “My choice. You need to agree to go along with any of my proposed activities, or I’m not helping.”
“No sex.” Sheesh, that sounded pretty half-hearted. She might as well have added ‘unless you ask really nicely’ at the end.
The demon looked toward the ceiling and shook his head. “You’re really hung up on the sex thing, aren’t you? Angels are such damned prudes. Okay. No sex, and no activities that would violate the terms of my immunity. Is that good enough for you?”
Bummer. She’d hoped he’d push the issue a bit more. Although, his terms definitely left a lot of wiggle room. Asta bit her lip and thought about all the things this demon could demand of her tonight. Still, she was an angel, and not without brains. If she couldn’t work her way out of anything she found terribly objectionable in this vaguely worded contract, then she deserved whatever she got.
“Deal.”
“Swear it.”
Demons. Nothing ever seemed to be on a handshake when it came to them.
“I vow that I will participate in activities of your choice with you tonight as long as it does not violate the terms of your immunity or involve sexual intercourse.”
Dar’s eyes flashed red as he smiled. “Agreed. No sex, even if you beg me on bended knees.”
Asta snorted. “Yeah. That would be the day pigs sprout wings.” Could happen. Demons were particularly good at manipulating the physical plane, and she wouldn’t put it past Dar to slap some feathery protuberances on a swine just to weasel her into bed. And a certain part of her kind of hoped he did.
 
 



Chapter 7
 
Dar’s feet were ready to fall off. Six hours of walking around a convention were five hours more than he’d ever wanted. The good news was, he was loaded down with bags full of freebies. The bad news was, there had been no hint of the demon. He’d taken to going from booth to booth, staring at their carpets and back panels, eyeing the geometric structure of their lighting. None had provided the appropriate circle and triangle pattern needed for a safe summoning. It was possible the sorcerer was reckless enough to do without protection runes, but there was no way he’d be stupid enough to yank a demon into this realm without the requisite circle and triangle to contain the being.
Or maybe he’s not doing the summoning here. Or maybe he knows there’s an angel breathing down his neck, and he’s waiting for Asta to take a hike. Or—.
“There’s a woman by the Environmetrics booth that has a sigil tattooed on her neck.”
Dar jumped two feet in the air, spinning as he landed, nearly colliding with Asta. “For fuck sake, woman, never sneak up on a demon like that. You’re lucky I didn’t go all ninja on your ass.”
She crossed her arms in front of her chest and pursed her lips.
Cute. Especially how her arms pushed her breasts up. If he tilted his head right, he could almost see a bit of top-boob.
“Ninja. Riiiiight. Come look at this tattoo.”
Anything was better than wandering around this convention hall one more time, but her request sounded very much like a command, and Dar wasn’t fond of commands, even if they came from a beautiful angel.
“Carry one of these bags for me. They weigh a fucking ton.” An order from her would be acceptable if he were to give one in return. Surprisingly, she took the bag without argument, weaving her way through the crowd.
“What’s in this thing anyway?” she called back to him, turning her head over her shoulder and sending her brown curls dancing across her back. “It weighs a lot.”
“Stuff.” Dar had no idea what he’d put into the bags. Anytime there had been a freebie offered, he’d taken it. Anytime there had been something not offered, he’d taken it. It was a strange compulsion for him to gather trinkets and little items and hide them away. His home in Hel looked like it should be featured on a hoarders show. The rat in him could never resist anything brightly colored, shiny, or intriguing in any way. One human’s junk was a demon’s treasure.
“Here. The redhead.”
Dar thrust the other bag into Asta’s hand and waltzed to the human in question. She was breathtakingly tall, taller even than Asta. The woman towered a good four inches over Dar with her modest heels. Auburn hair was pulled into a soft braid that draped over one shoulder and revealed the blue tattoo at the back of her neck.
It was a sigil, and Dar recognized the mark right away. With a muffled laugh, he made his way back to the angel.
“Uh, no. If she’s our sorcerer, and she’s summoning that demon, you might as well call it a night and go for drinks.”
Asta frowned. “Why? Do you recognize the sigil? It didn’t appear to be one for any of the angels I know, and I thought it might be a demon mark.”
“It’s mine.”
The angel stopped breathing for a second, her brown eyes wide. “Yours? What do you mean; it’s yours? Why would that human possibly have your mark on the back of her neck?”
Dar wiggled his eyebrows at the angel. “I may be a demon, but I don’t kiss and tell. And I certainly don’t fuck and tell. Even if the fuck in question was a particularly wild week in Jamaica during spring break five years ago. Oh, you have no idea what young college women do when under the influence of quality reggae music and good rum. It was a week to remember, even though there were moments when I feared for my life. Whew, humans can give us demons a run for our money when it comes to crazy. Good times. Seriously good times.”
Asta craned her neck and stared at the woman. “You’re telling me you made such an impression on that woman that she permanently affixed your sigil on her skin? Just with sex? No untold riches, career success, promises of immortality, or anything like that?”
Dar smirked. “Yep. Just sex. Because I’m that incredible in the sack, baby. You should try me out. Sample the goods. Take me out for a test-drive.”
The angel shook her head, taking another quick look at the woman in question. “She’s got to have the IQ of a hamster. I can’t see any other explanation.”
“Hey!” He couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m very fond of hamsters. Although I prefer angels. At least, I think I’d prefer angels. I won’t know until I’ve actually had one.”
“As soon as I meet an angel with the IQ of a hamster, I’ll send him your way.” Asta sighed, her shoulders drooping. “We’ve been at this all day with no hint of the demon. Part of me wants to call it a night, but I’m afraid the moment we leave, the demon will show up.”
She was probably right. He’d begun to suspect the demon was laying low until she left. Or there was no demon. Dar was starting to think that whoever they’d sensed last night was long gone. The best way to rule one theory out was to test it, and that would conveniently play right into his main goal. “Tell you what, you get outa here, get a cup of coffee, and shoplift some clothing. I’ll hang here for another few hours until the convention closes, just to make sure our guy doesn’t appear. Then we’ll go on our date.”
Asta shifted the two bags into one hand to free the other and rubbed the back of her neck. “It’s my job. I’ll stay.”
Dar gave an exasperated sigh and swatted her hand away, kneading her shoulders and neck. “I mean it. Run this stuff by my hotel room; take advantage of the huge Jacuzzi tub. I’ll call the room if I sense the demon. Chill out, raid the mini bar, watch some television, and meet me at Grand and Dearborn at six. Deal?”
***
Tub. Jacuzzi tub. In the last century, she’d taken a few midnight dips in the lake, and stolen a few quick swims in private swimming pools, but the thought of stretching out in hot bubbling water... . Mmm, hot water. She relaxed a bit just thinking about it. Well, to be honest, she also relaxed a bit due to the demon’s skilled fingers working out knotted muscles. Wow, she must be frazzled if she was letting a demon put his hands on her neck, let alone enjoying it.
She chewed her lip. “Well... I really shouldn’t.”
The demon spun her around, nudging her gently toward the exit. ‘Go. Now. The Jacuzzi tub awaits.”
Asta glanced back with narrowed eyes. “Okay, but if you sneak in on me when I’m bathing, I’ll fry you to a crisp.”
Dar raised his right hand, although the glint in his eyes was downright wicked. “No peeking. I promise.”
“Asta! Hi, I’ve been looking all over for you.”
She turned. There was Carter Phelps, flushed rather red, trying to simultaneously smile at her and glare at Dar. Great. She so didn’t need this right now—a cockfight between a man and a demon. She was just too exhausted for their jealous antics.
“I was thinking of what you said last night, and I had an idea,” Carter announced.
Last night. And now Dar was bristling too, his eyes practically boring holes into the human. How to diffuse the situation?
“You’ve identified a security risk?” There. That should clue in the demon-half of this testosterone battle that her meeting had been business related, but not alienate Carter—or give him the ridiculous idea that anything was going on between herself and Dar.
The human looked sheepish. “Well, no. The other thing we discussed. There’s a huge charity event in San Diego next month, and as a major donor, Genus Micro gets to pick the charity. I was thinking maybe you’d like to attend? The money could go to a cause that benefits Rwanda and the situation there—you know, to help out your family and others that weren’t as lucky to escape the genocide as you were?”
The demon made a sharp choking noise. “Rwan-what? What the fuck?”
Asta quickly shifted her weight, bringing a sharp, tall heel down firmly into Dar’s instep. He yelped. “I would love to go, but I’m leaving after this week for home... uh, returning to Rwanda to stay. I won’t be back here for a very long time, if ever.”
“Oh.” The human looked devastated, and Asta felt a twinge of guilt. Better to end this fantasy of his now than have him pining over her for however long it took humans to get over crushes. “I’ll still... maybe you can recommend a charity, and I can let you know how much money we raised? Oh, and I’m continuing to keep an eye out for the security concerns we discussed.”
Even more guilt. She needed him, needed the knowledge and insight of a bigwig at the conference to clue her in on what possible motive could be driving a demon plot, but she didn’t want to lead him on. What a mess.
“Thank you. I’m actually a bit tired and heading out now, but I’ll touch base with you in the morning?”
He practically glowed. “That would be great. Can I walk you to your hotel? Where are you staying?”
“Not a chance, dude.” Dar grabbed Asta’s elbow and practically knocked the human aside. “I’m walking her out, so you just keep your grubby charity funds away from her.”
Carter rolled his eyes and gave Asta what she supposed was a smile of sympathy. “I’ll have an espresso waiting for you. No sugar, no cream, a twist of lemon—just as you like it.”
Dar yanked her arm, almost throwing her to the floor. For some reason unknown to her, she allowed him to haul her through the convention. The whole way, he muttered something under his breath about how macarons were better than espresso.
Once clear of the main conference hall, she pulled free and planted her feet. “Seriously? What is your problem? He’s one of the movers and shakers here. We need him for insight into what the demon’s motive could be, and an early warning of possible issues. Don’t drive him away.”
“That’s hardly likely,” Dar snarled. “It would take an atomic bomb to get him away from you. He knows how you drink your espresso? You went back to the party last night and picked him up. I’d expect the seduction method of information gathering from a demon, but not an angel.”
“I didn’t seduce him,” Asta declared hotly. “We went for coffee next door and talked. That’s it. He has a bit of a thing for me, but I’ve done nothing to encourage it.” Nothing to discourage it either, she thought with another helping of guilt. And why did she care what Dar believed?
Dar’s eyes narrowed, and her anger kicked in.
“Take a hike. I don’t need you, and I don’t need your Jacuzzi tub either.” She spun around to leave, but he grabbed her arm. She allowed him to halt her, even though she was strong enough to break free.
“I’m sorry.”
It was insane how those two words deflated her anger like a balloon on a nail.
“I’m sorry. I’ve never worked with an angel before, and I judged you by demon standards of behavior. Please forgive me? And please use my Jacuzzi tub?”
Asta sighed, suddenly realizing she was still toting around his heavy bags of stuff. What was it about this demon? He could be such an irritating jerk, and then he’d worm his way into her heart with a sincere apology. What demon apologizes?
Wait, heart? Oh no. That was so not happening. But she was exhausted, and the hot, steamy tub just a few blocks away called to her.
“Apology accepted. I’ll drop off your stuff and take a bath at your place, even keep my vow on our night out tonight, but you need to promise not to harass Carter. Don’t prank him, don’t speak to him, and especially don’t engage in a fistfight with him. Deal?”
Once again, the demon raised his right hand—the one not gripping her elbow. “Deal.”
***
Carter. She’d called that stupid human prick by his first name. And the way her voice caressed the syllables made him itch to plant his fist in the man’s face. Still, it was him she was going out with tonight, not Carter. He just needed to play his cards right. Rwanda his ass—the angel had lied like a demon in addition to her other sins. Yes, he just needed to be the right combination of ballsy and patient, and she’d be his. The thought stirred not just the one-eyed trouser snake but something deeper inside him. Love was a shameful emotion for demons, one they denied with great vehemence, but Dar had felt that emotion before and wasn’t embarrassed to admit it—at least to himself. As amazing as youthful infatuation had been, it was nothing like what this could be if he just allowed it to happen—if the angel allowed it to happen.
His mind whirred with thoughts of how he could stealthily seduce her. Plotting out the evening in his mind, Dar strolled back into the convention center—always scanning for demon energy. Tonight would be amazing, but he sensed that the way to Asta’s heart was through her work. Helping her catch this demon would do more to further his suit than an exquisite dinner. Sorry, guy, when it’s a choice between betraying a fellow demon and scoring an amazing angel, you lose.
There was one more hour before the conference closed for the night and everyone went to their respective parties. Dar thought for a second about Asta opening the door to his hotel room, discarding her clothes in a line as she strode down the hallway to the bathroom, climbing naked into a steaming tub of water. There was that other motive behind his offer to her—well, beyond the idea of Asta naked in his tub. The angel was trying her best, but she still leaked power. Any demon in a one-block radius could pick up her energy signature if they were suspicious and wary. Dar suspected the demon they were chasing might be more willing to make an appearance if the angel wasn’t in the same room.
Sure enough, as the conference was winding down for the evening, Dar picked up the energy signature, stronger than it had ever been. Holding his own energy tight, he weaved up and down the aisles, tracking the moving target until it halted right where his morning had begun—at the Genus Micro booth.
No circle, no runes. The convention was closing soon, but there were over twenty people meandering around the booth. Dar walked through, making a habit of shaking hands with whomever he met. That’s when he found himself face to face with Carter Phelps. The man had his hands full of USB sticks—blue this time instead of red.
“Dar, right?” The human was clearly fighting between the urge to pummel him into the ground and remain professional. Professional won. “Did you get one of the Cobra Mini samples earlier today? We’re out, but I might have one or two I can scrounge up somewhere.”
Professional, but if looks could eviscerate, then Dar would be in bleeding bits on the floor. The man clearly had a big-time hard-on for Asta. Too bad. Dar had gotten here first, and he was the superior species in this fight. Still, from what he’d heard, angels did have a soft spot for humans and often took that affection down a sexual path. He just needed to make sure Asta didn’t make that choice.
“I managed to grab one this morning. They’re far too basic for our needs, though. I was hoping to speak to you about some of your other, more robust, product offerings.”
Phelps clenched his teeth, and again professional won. “Absolutely. We’ve got three other products for larger companies with complex security needs. I’d be happy to put together a more detailed proposal after an appropriate needs analysis.”
Keep your friends in a bear hug, and your enemies close enough to fuck them in the ass. This guy had designs on Asta—that alone was worth some personal time. He also was a mover and shaker at the conference. If Dar wanted to win his angel, he’d need every bit of intel he could gather to catch the other demon. This man could help.
“What are those?” Dar nodded at the blue sticks. “More of your Cobra Mini giveaways for tomorrow?”
Carter’s smile seemed a shade devious. “No. We’re bringing out the big guns for tomorrow. Ouroboros is our newest product. It’s a learning program designed to keep you one step ahead of the hackers. A lucky hundred will get one of these—six months’ free protection.”
Dar’s eyes zeroed in on the items. If the red ones would bring a few hundred on the black market, how much could he make on these? The demon’s thoughts immediately focused on how to steal as many of them as possible. Perhaps he could watch where Carter stored them and sneak in later to steal the lot. Hmm, another reason to make nice with this guy.
“Want one? I’m going to save one for Asta, but I can spare another for you.” It was a grudging offer, business interests warring against fierce sexual competition. “Here. This is our top-of-the-line product. Take one.”
Why yes, he would take one. Dar reached out an eager hand to grab the stick and brushed his fingers against Carter’s.
The residual demon energy snaked faintly through him—sulfur and grapefruit with a raspy, pebbled feel to it. It was a signature of power—one from a demon that wouldn’t easily make it through a gate undetected. What. The. Fuck.
In spite of the energy, Carter was not the demon. He was human, but definitely a human who had been in close contact with a demon. But where had the demon been? One of his employees? One of the many attendees who’d strolled into the booth today? Or was Carter the sorcerer?
If he was, where the fuck was the demon? It hadn’t been summoned into the hall. Had Carter left and done his magic elsewhere? Dar pocketed the USB stick and glanced at his watch. Two hours until he met Asta. Time enough for a little snooping.
“Phelps, do you have time to chat about your products? I know we’re both chasing after the same woman here, but I’m willing to put that aside for business. I’ve been contracted by a German holding company that had a rather embarrassing breach in a major division this year. I’m sure you understand that I can’t reveal their name, but I’m very interested in what your company has to offer.”
The man’s eyes lit up, although there was still a wary narrowing around the edges. He quickly shoved the remaining blue sticks into a cabinet and locked it. “Absolutely. It’s difficult enough to regain customer trust after a breach, but a second one would spell the end for a business. Your company is right to look to the best.”
And here comes the kicker. Dar only hoped what Wyatt had inferred earlier was true. “I’ve got to be straight forward with you—we’re also looking at a competitor of yours. Wyatt Lowry came highly recommended. He’s a one-man shop, without the vast customer base that you have, but he’s really brilliant.”
Bingo. Carter Phelps stiffened, his lips thinning to a grim line. “I’m brilliant too. And no other company has a reputation on par with Genus Micro.”
It was a petulant statement, as if he’d spent his life around those who doubted his brilliance, as though he had to defend his intellect every second of every day. Still, the man’s tone wasn’t defiant or bold; it was weak and full of doubt. The man had defended his mental abilities for so long, he’d begun to doubt them himself.
Not exactly the MO for a sorcerer. How the fuck had this guy managed to summon a demon, let alone control one? He should have been a blood splatter on a hotel wall. Maybe Dar had it all wrong, and the residual energy was from a customer or employee. There was only one way to find out.
“Well, of course you’re brilliant! Cobra, and now this. I’ve got to say, Phelps, this Ouroboros you’re releasing might just be the product we’re looking for. Let’s get a quiet drink somewhere and see what we can do about my client’s problem.”
The man nodded eagerly, his business interests temporarily pushing aside any romantic rivalry. “Sure. I’m staying at the Four Quarters over on Wacker. Let’s pop over there and continue our conversation.”
“In order to get your opinion on what solution Genus Micro would offer, I’d need to reveal some rather confidential details,” Dar cautioned.
“I understand.” Phelps seemed to struggle then made a frustrated noise. “I have the top-floor suite. We could speak there without worry of anyone listening in.”
Dar tried for a friendly, relieved smile. It was probably the same as his predatory smile, given the human’s wary expression. “Perfect. I’ve got a hard stop at five-thirty—a rather lively evening planned with a certain lady, if you know what I mean.”
Carter looked furious. “You’re not going to get anywhere with her. She’s better than some two-bit consultant. Still, I’ll make sure you’re on board with Genus Micro by the time you meet your date.”
‘Date’ sounded like he’d spat something foul onto the floor. Dar smothered a grin. He really needed to cozy up to Phelps and get information on who he’d been in contact with that might be the demon, but he couldn’t resist the urge to stick it to him. Yeah, buddy, I’ve got a date with the beautiful angel and you don’t.
There was an awkward silence as they left the closed convention and walked several blocks to the hotel. The streetlights echoed the radiant gold and red of the sunset over the city edge. The river reflected the glow in the small wake that followed the tour boats. On the opposite side of the bridge, joggers danced down the riverside promenade, muscles straining in the evening light. The Four Quarters had a dock on the river for those who wanted to enter from the promenade or via small craft. Dar followed the human around the front of the building, past the valet service, and through the massive glass doors. The concierge greeted Phelps by name as they made their way past the open-layout dining area and lounge to the huge bank of elevators.
Carter Phelps’s penthouse suite at the Four Quarters was as plush as the one Dar was staying in. Outside the panoramic windows, cars snaked by. Dots of light moved along in the distance framed by the sunset-lit waters of Lake Michigan. Sweet, but it probably didn’t have the amazing tub that Dar’s had.
The human was stiff and formal as he ushered Dar onto the plush sofa and offered him a drink. The demon watched him chip ice then looked around for anything that might clue him in to what supernatural force Phelps had been in contact with. Nothing beyond the smallest trace of demon energy. The room was as sterile as any other hotel suite. Carefully coordinated design elements, entertaining area, and small dining area bisected by a miniscule kitchen. The dining table was covered with a variety of brochures, pamphlets, and stacks of paper. A laptop blinked beside it. Dar began to feel there was nothing here to give him a clue, but he might as well play the game ‘til the end.
“My client was vulnerable to four significant attacks last year.” Dar announced, still scanning the room. “Of that, three we were able to do damage control before the public found out, but this last one... financials and critical customer information is probably now in the hands of the highest bidder.”
Phelps glanced up from the mini bar and winced, looking both sympathetic and antagonistic at the same time. It was a disturbing combination of expressions. “We’ve had several clients turn to us after similar scenarios. Data shows after implementing a Genus Micro solution, their vulnerability is less than one percent. During the last three years, none of the clients who implemented our suite of products had any compromised data.”
Dar nodded as the man rambled stiffly on, citing all sorts of statistics. Where was the demon? Employee who’d visited here? Valued client that had close contact with him? Phelps had a residual energy signature, but nothing more. Although there was no sign of a summoning circle or any kind of magical device, the energy signature was faint but steady—as if the demon were watching from behind some kind of gauzy curtain.
Taking the offered crystal tumbler with murmured thanks, Dar continued scanning the room as he sipped his drink. It was a typical upscale hotel suite. Sofas loaded with pillows, color-coordinated abstract paintings, geometric lamps with pleated shades—nothing suggested a summoning had occurred here, let alone any other kind of demon meeting. Still, there was that annoyingly elusive trace of energy. Had the demon left an item behind? Was he hiding in the bedroom closet? What the fuck was emitting that energy?
“What kind of presence do you have in Europe?” Dar asked, standing and walking casually to the window, as if he wanted to admire the view. “My client is a bit suspicious of U.S. companies, and having references from an EU country would help to close the deal.”
He had no idea what the fuck he was talking about, but he’d heard enough boring elven crap over the last thousand years to fake it.
Phelps rambled off some names while Dar thought through likely scenarios. Wherever the demon was, it wasn’t here. The energy just wasn’t strong enough for him to be hiding under the sofa or in the bedroom. That left either an imprinted item, or this pesky human as a sorcerer. There wasn’t a summoning circle, but he’d hardly expected one burned into the carpet. If Dar were to do something dangerous and rather unlawful, he’d hardly do it in his hotel living room.
“Damn! Sorry, the glass slipped.” Dar held his hands to the side, dripping whisky on the carpet as he looked mournfully down at his stained, white shirt. “Can you grab those testimonials for me while I try and salvage this shirt?”
“Of course.”
Dar blotted at the shirt a few times with a napkin, waiting for Phelps to start going through the stack of brochures before heading down the hallway. Bathroom first door on the left, so the bedroom would be the second door. If the guy was a sorcerer, this was probably where he’d be doing his summoning.
The room was luxurious. A California King bed with a padded headboard was flanked with ebony bedside tables. A few items of clothing were folded neatly on the mussed bed, and an open suitcase sat on the wing-backed chair. Looked like Carter Phelps was refusing room service. Other than general disarray, nothing screamed demon. Nothing seemed particularly out of place in a hotel bedroom except for the items displayed on top of the dresser in a careful manner. It was almost as though the man had set up a sort of shrine, although why an old pack of playing cards and a chipped mason jar belonged in a shrine was beyond Dar’s comprehension. The picture he could understand; humans had great reverence for visual reminders of those they loved, but the other objects were just bizarre.
Still, the demon energy was strongest in this room, so Dar made his way to the display and carefully looked through the mismatched array of items. Behind the brass-framed picture was something that took the demon’s breath away—an antique stoppered bottle.
Dar didn’t dare touch it. Purple and shades of smoky gray swirled in a fussy pattern around the base. Gilded handles curved from either side. It was old, and he would have recognized its purpose even if he hadn’t felt the stamp of demon energy on the bottle.
Oh shit. Spinning on his heel, he exited, slipping into the bathroom to hurriedly sponge the spilled whisky from his shirt. By the time he returned, Phelps had put together a neat packet of information, his card paper-clipped to the top.
“I wrote my cell phone number down.” He pointed to the card, his tone frosty. “I’m happy to fly over to Germany if they’d like to meet me or have me demonstrate the product. Otherwise, I think our references will speak for themselves.”
“Thank you.” Dar glanced at the top sheet and tucked the packet under his arm. “I hate to run like this, but it’s never wise to leave a lady waiting.”
“Of course.” Phelps sneered. “You might want your clients to install that copy of Ourobouros by the end of the day even if they’re still undecided on your proposal. I’ve heard rumblings that there’s something big coming out of Southeast Asia.”
“I’m not surprised.” There was a poignant moment of tension between the two as Dar headed toward the door. Cameras, sensors—the room was loaded with security devices. He’d expected no less. “I’m grateful for your assistance. I’ll be in touch on behalf of my client.”
“Right.” Phelps’s voice radiated disdain. “Have your client load the software—or not. It’s your choice. And it’s your cross to bear if they fall to a cyber attack next week.”
The warning was clear, but Dar didn’t give a shit. He nodded deferentially and strode out of the penthouse suite, taking the elevator to the lobby.
Pocketing the business card, Dar tossed the rest of the paperwork in the trash bin. Interesting. Asta would be very pleased at what he’d found out, although he had no plans to tell her until after their date night. Angels were workaholics, and there’s no way he was going to let some other demon interfere with what he was hoping would be the first of many entertaining evenings with her.
 
 



Chapter 8
 
Asta smoothed her hair, checking that all the wild curls were neatly tucked into the barrette at the nape of her neck. Walking in these pointy-heeled shoes had taken months of practice. Running, jumping, and climbing in them was even trickier. But they were so beautiful with their shiny cream tops and red soles—worth every agonizing effort. And they made her legs look insanely long.
So did the dress. Soft chiffon folds came to mid-thigh, while the snug white underskirt barely covered her rear. The whole outfit narrowed, hugging from her hips and waist on up. Strapless, the top portion had a vee neck that revealed a significant amount of cleavage. Asta had spent several minutes trying to yank the top up only to realize that covering her chest meant her rump would be exposed.
Human women showed a lot of leg and breast tissue, so the dress was hardly indecent by their standards. It’s not that she had any issues about nudity—or near nudity—it just seemed wrong that her appearance was causing such havoc with the human males. The angel bit back a smile. It definitely was wrong that she was enjoying their attention, and probably just as wrong that she’d been wondering all evening what Dar would say when he saw her.
Lolita’s was lit up with yellow neon, humans lingering outside with black plastic boxes in hand. Of course there would be a wait. This was the new hot spot downtown. Asta wondered if Dar had thought to make reservations. Demons probably didn’t think about such things—not that angels did either. Wondering at their odds of getting a table without her having to work her angel-mojo, Asta halted. An available table was the least of her worries. She couldn’t even get inside.
Stupid revolving doors. What idiot thought these things were a good method of entering a building? She stood watching as the door made its circuitous route. Could she time it so she actually managed to get in between the sections? The last time, she’d been knocked backwards onto the pavement. That wouldn’t be a graceful entrance given her current dress and sky-high stilettos.
“Need help?”
She recognized his voice even before the faint energy trickled across her skin with its siren song. How did he do that? Thank Aaru all demons weren’t as stealthy as Dar, or her job would be nearly impossible. As she turned, she realized that with her heels, she towered over him. In flats, she was the same height as the demon, but the shoes she loved so much put Dar’s chin right at her bosom—a fact he’d quickly realized and had taken advantage of.
“Want me to get the door for you?” he asked her breasts.
“Did you make reservations? Otherwise we can skip the revolving door and just head over to Taco Bell.”
The demon chuckled and brushed a curl from her bare shoulder, his fingers lingering against her neck while his eyes explored the skin north of her cleavage. “Of course I made reservations. I didn’t want you to give me any excuse to not eat tonight.”
“I swore I’d play your game tonight as long as you help me catch the other demon. I’ll eat anything you put in front of me.”
Why did that cause the demon to nearly fall over laughing? Did he have something in particular he wanted her to eat, the thought of which was giving him such amusement?
Oh. Yeah, that probably wasn’t the best thing for her to say given his proclivity toward the sin of lust.
Wiping his eyes, still chuckling, Dar strode forward, stopping the revolving door to the angry protests of those trapped inside. “Then let us dine, my angel.”
Asta took a deep breath and walked past him, putting her palms on the front of the glass as she’d seen the humans do. Hopefully he wouldn’t bump her out as he had the other evening. With these shoes on, she’d probably land face-first on the plush carpet.
“Ready?”
She should have known he’d squeeze into the tiny space behind her, pressing the full length of his form against her back and rear. Asta tried to scoot forward, only to find herself sandwiched between the demon and the glass. The humans yelled at them to move, but Dar held still, his body warm and powerful.
“Maybe we should just stay here a while.” His hips shifted and Asta felt something stir to life, hard and firm against her buttocks.
She’d told him no sex, but rubbing against her in the doorway wasn’t off limits. And it was most definitely brought with it welcome sensations. “We need to move,” Asta said with regret. She tried to push the door forward, but Dar had it wedged in place. The trapped humans began to pound on the glass.
“I love pissing them off,” he whispered against her hair. “So much anger over such a minor inconvenience. The gifts of Aaru seem to have turned them into a bunch of minor demons, don’t you agree?”
It did seem a fair comparison at the moment, but Asta hadn’t squandered her century here. She’d seen sparks of divinity in the human race, and no demon was going to convince her otherwise.
She shifted to look at him over her shoulder, rubbing herself along his body in the process. Oh stars, this felt good. If only those darned humans weren’t causing such a racket. “You’re being inconsiderate.” Her voice was breathless. “They have a right to be angry. And they’re still very early in their evolution. Give them another ten-thousand years or so, and I think you’ll find they’re more angelic.”
“Fuck, I hope not.” He pressed her harder against the glass, moving the door forward a few inches. “Besides, I won’t be around for ten-thousand years. Demons don’t usually live that long. Lives as exciting as ours tend to terminate fairly early.”
On that depressing thought, the demon moved the door forward, holding her waist to steady her upon exit. There was no reason demons shouldn’t live for billions of years as their angel counterparts did. Live fast and die young seemed a poor bargain, but Dar didn’t appear to be bothered that his lifestyle resulted in a significant reduction in life expectancy.
Dar confirmed his reservation with the hostess, taking the black box she handed to him. “Shall we sit at the bar and have a drink before dinner?”
She shrugged. “It’s your night.”
Why was she being so rude? She’d made this bargain; there was no reason for her to lose her manners over it. And so far the evening had been very stimulating—especially their moment in the doorway. “Yes, I’d love a drink before dinner,” she amended with a smile. The evening would be far more pleasant if she put two-million years of dislike and distrust aside and just went with it. Besides, she actually liked this demon. He was clever and funny, and his pursuit of her was very flattering. Screw all she’d been taught in Aaru. Screw a hundred years of dedicated service and proper vibration levels. This was her last week, and this was a date with a demon. She was going to throw caution to the winds and enjoy every moment of it.
One glare from Dar and a couple of businessmen grabbed their drinks and vacated two adjacent seats at the bar. The demon waited until she’d sat then leaned over the edge to flag down the bartender.
“I’ll have a coffee,” Asta told the smiling blond woman.
“Oh, no she won’t.” Dar raised an eyebrow, his gaze traveling down the angel’s body. “The lady will have a Moscow Mule, and I’d like a gin and tonic with a twist.”
“What’s a Moscow Mule?” Asta had a sneaking suspicion the bartender wouldn’t be bringing her an equine imported from Russia.
“You’ll see.”
The mule didn’t come with four legs and long ears; it came in an icy-cold copper mug. Asta sniffed it suspiciously then took a tentative sip.
“Ooh! Ginger, lime, and some kind of fermented grain. Very refreshing.”
Dar’s expression was smug. “See? You should trust me. Only the best for my angel.”
Trust him? The odd thing was, she did. In spite of all the warning bells that had been going off in her head since the day she’d met him, she did trust him. Especially when it came to food and drink. She took another sip.
The mule was amazing. Asta had begun experimenting with a handful of beverages once she’d found out how addicting espresso could be. It would take her years in Aaru to break herself of a newfound soda craving, and she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to get over her love of coffee. This mule drink could prove to be a new vice, although it would be a short-lived one. One week. Less than one more week.
“Did you enjoy my hotel room? The tub? Is there anything left in the mini bar?”
How embarrassing would it be to admit she’d spent nearly an hour in the enormous tub, wings submerged in the scorching-hot water? “It was okay. Nothing in the mini bar appealed to me.”
The demon’s eyes seemed to dissect through her indifferent statement. It was almost as though he’d seen her naked and half dozing, the water steaming around her.
“I think something appealed to you. You clean up real nice, angel.”
Asta shook her head at his contrived drawl. “I took a bath. That was it.”
A bath was all she’d had time for. Asta had made a detour to her special spot, the place she kept all the forbidden things an angel shouldn’t be hording. Once there, it had taken her nearly an hour to decide which clothing to wear. And for what? She pouted a bit that he hadn’t even commented on her dress. “So, what do you think of my outfit?”
He smirked, his facial expression that of a lion about to pounce on a gazelle. “Where’d you steal this one from?”
Asta’s face heated, and she stuttered as she collected her thoughts. “I don’t steal! Sometimes I borrow, and when I do, I always find a way to compensate the store. This is an Evelyn Macon original. I made sure she won a scratch-off lottery ticket that was more than the retail price on the dress.”
The demon’s grin threatened to encompasses the lower half of his face. “Whatever helps you sleep at night, shoplifter.”
Jerk. She realized her fascination with human fashion and their interesting, short lives wasn’t in keeping with what an angel should be spending her time doing. One more week, then all would be cleansed away by the purity of Aaru.
“It’s a beautiful dress.” He leaned in close. “In spite of my pickiness over which suits I steal from the drycleaners, I’m not much of a clothes horse. Honestly, you’d be far more attractive naked and sprawled across my bed.”
“That’s not part of our deal tonight,” Asta interjected. “So just wipe that thought right out of your mind.” Not that she could wipe that thought out of her mind. It was there forever now, branded into her brain.
He leaned even closer, so near, his breath caressed her cheek. “I can’t. Not with all this warm-brown skin on display. How do you manage such a convincing human form? Other angels I’ve met look like bleached statues.”
“I’m very young, not even three-million years old.” Why was her voice so breathless? “Umm, so I don’t have the ability to enthrall the humans as other angels do. Blending in with them is essential if I’m going to do my job.”
Dar laughed. “Three million is ancient to us. Most demons that make it through infancy don’t survive more than a few millennia. The big dogs are maybe ten-to-twenty-thousand years old max, and there are only a handful of ancients left that were alive during the war.”
Asta tilted her head, regarding him in surprise. “Wow. I’m the baby up in Aaru—the youngest of all the angels. I was created just as the war started.”
The demon choked on his drink. “You’re fucking joking me. Three-million years and no angels have been getting it on? That’s one hell of a dry spell. You all must be ready to gnaw your wings off.”
“We’re getting it on.” Asta felt herself flush with indignation. “We just can’t breed. Trust me, we are still capable of intimacy.”
Dar raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Right. You all hate being in physical form and don’t manifest genitals when you do—what are you doing to get off?”
I can’t believe I’m having this conversation at all, let alone with a demon. Asta took a huge swig of her drink, trying to figure out how to explain this properly.
“I’ll have you know that some of us do manifest genitalia—even though we don’t use them. An accurate representation of the human form is important to some of us. And we manage to get off just fine. We merge our spirit-beings. It’s very... satisfying.”
The demon snorted. “Satisfying? A steak is satisfying; sex is mind-blowing. You must not be doing it right.”
Now it was Asta’s turn to choke on her drink. “I am too doing it right! It’s good. It’s nice. I like it.”
Sheesh, she sounded like she was trying to convince him she liked broccoli. It had been satisfying, although she believed a good cup of coffee was more enjoyable.
“Who? And when? Name the last angel you were intimate with, and tell me when you all did the nasty.”
She opened her mouth to tell him it was none of his business. One week. One week of fun then it was back to Aaru. This whole thing was daring, but now it was starting to feel like a spring-break video. Angels Gone Wild. Ah well, here goes nothing.
“Kfial. Three-hundred-and-twenty-nine years, thirty-six days ago.”
Dar’s eyes widened. “Three... never mind. Okay, who was he, and what made him a suitable partner. Because there had to be something suitable about the whole arrangement. I can’t see you having a sweaty fuck in the equivalent of a dark alley in Aaru.”
An image of sex in a dark alley flashed through Asta’s mind, but it wasn’t Kfial pressed against her. What was that about? Was there something in this drink that was making her have very improper thoughts about the demon sitting across from her?
“He’s a virtuous angel, one of Uriel’s choir. He expressed flattering interest, and so... things led to things.” It had been flattering, and their encounter... nice. She’d been relieved when he hadn’t seemed interested in continuing the relationship, though.
Dar’s eyes grew dark. “Are you planning on resuming things once you return to Aaru?”
Aaru. Full of nothingness, devoid of sensation, and definitely devoid of crazy demons. “No.”
“Good. Does your no-sex rule apply to angel sex as well? I just don’t see the appeal, but I pride myself on being open-minded when it comes to new experiences. You could show me what’s so ‘satisfying’ about it.”
Oh no, that was definitely forbidden. She could explain away her groping the other night under the excuse of trying to determine his level and status, but joining with a demon—the treaty was very clear on that.
“No sex—human, angel, or otherwise.”
Dar sighed, moving his knee to brush against hers and rest slightly between her legs. “So, your beautiful human form comes at what cost? There has to be a reason other angels stick to the blurry-statue look.”
Asta leaned back, wrinkling her nose at his perceptive question and grateful for the change in topic. “It’s not ideal to imbed ourselves this far into the flesh. It increases our susceptibility to sin, and the sensations can be overwhelming. I’ve slowly worked my way to this level over the last century. Of course, as you’ve noticed, I am not as pure as other angels.”
“Well, I find your skill at blending in admirable. Many demons would envy your ability to manifest such a convincing form.”
Compliments? From a demon? Still, his appreciation of her ability trumped any praise he could have made about her taste in clothing, or footwear. Being the youngest of all the angels meant she was always lowest in ability, constantly finding herself lacking in comparison with every other angel in Aaru. Dar’s sincere comments struck a chord, filled an empty spot she’d been ignoring for millennia.
“Your human form is very nice, too.” It was. Dark, shiny hair with steaks of silver drew her gaze. His gray eyes were intense and oddly honest as they stared at her.
“I’m way too muscular. It’s downright shameful that I’ve let my figure get to this state. I used to have a nice paunch to go with my idle lifestyle, but I’ve been working too hard the past few years. Doesn’t matter which form I take, these stupid muscles won’t go away.”
“I can’t see you as idle.” Asta scrutinized the detested muscles as best as she could through the neatly pressed shirt. “You’re too in-the-know. Idle demons wouldn’t be able to keep track of all the goings-on here or in Hel. I’m afraid you’ll have to learn to love the muscles, because I don’t see you being idle any time in the near future.”
“Oh, Asta, you sure know how to smash a demon’s hopes and dreams, don’t you?” His voice sounded mournful, but there was laughter in his eyes. By the Creator, was she actually flirting with him? Clearly a century in this human form had warped her sense of right and wrong.
The plastic box buzzed loudly, and Asta jumped.
“Our table is ready.”
Dar hopped off the bar stool, downing his drink in a gulp. Asta scooted to slide off her chair and felt the demon’s hands on her waist. With a smooth motion, he lifted her from the stool and plopped her down on her feet, steadying her for a moment before letting go and leading the way toward the hostess station.
What was that? Compliments, and now chivalry?
Demons lie. And they do anything within their power to lead others to sin. All this might be part of Dar’s efforts to get her to succumb to lust, but there wasn’t anything in Aaru that said she couldn’t enjoy the ride. Angels were strong, and she had withstood a lot of temptation in the last century. No two-bit demon was going to cause her to fall from grace. Still, it would be fun to let him lead her down the path, thinking he had her in the palm of his hand only to deny him at the last moment. And in spite of her nervousness and initial reluctance, she was having a great time with him this evening. Last week, if someone had told her she’d be having an enjoyable evening in the company of a demon, she would have scoffed.
The hostess led them to a small table with a flickering red candle and a view of the street. Asta had barely sat down before a waiter offered her a choice of waters, while Dar looked over the wine list. Her eyes nearly left her head as he ordered.
“Please tell me you have currency. I really don’t want to have to crawl out the bathroom window at the end of our meal.”
The demon waved a dismissive hand. “Why are you worried? You can just arrange a big lottery win for the owners, and maybe another smaller one for the wait staff in lieu of a tip. We’re in an age of equality. I figured you’d be offering to pick up the tab as a show of your independence.”
Asta caught her breath, frantically thinking of how she could make this right for the humans while plotting how best to torture the horrible demon.
Dar burst into laughter. “You should see your face! By all that’s unholy, you looked shocked and ready to murder me at the same time. Don’t worry, honest Asta, I scored a sizable bribe this week and have more than enough cash to pay for our evening out.”
Bribery. Well, she should have realized a demon wouldn’t be paying for anything with the sweat of his brow—if he paid for it at all.
That bribe must have been substantial, because Dar ordered the best of everything. Asta had sampled more food in the last hour than she thought possible. Cheeses, heirloom tomatoes, a variety of meats, and a dessert sampler crossed their table. She and Dar had three different wines, finishing with a glass of port and one of the best coffees the angel had ever enjoyed. Now she understood the overheard conversations between women who’d found themselves succumbing to the advances of a man after an evening of good food and drink. Asta felt oddly content with her stomach full and her mind floating with the effects of the alcohol. Right now all she wanted was to curl up on a soft bed wrapped in her wings as she dozed in the moonlight.
“Thank you,” she told Dar as he assisted her out the revolving door. “I know tonight was supposed to be my payment to you for your helping me, but somehow I think I benefited at both ends of our agreement.”
The demon tilted his head as he regarded her. “Are you drunk?”
“No, I am not drunk! I’m just being honest with you. It’s a virtue, so you probably haven’t encountered honesty before.”
“And there’s the angel I know and love,” he teased. “Don’t be so quick with the thanks, because our evening isn’t over yet. I’ve got something else planned.”
“I’m not having sex with you.” It was a knee-jerk response, because at that moment she really did want to have sex with him. Or at least have him kiss her again.
Dar looked pained. “Yes, you’ve said that repeatedly. I’m starting to have self-esteem problems with the regularity you insist you won’t have sex with me. I haven’t even tried to feel you up... yet. No, we’re going to a little Karaoke bar a few blocks away.”
Asta halted in the middle of the sidewalk. “Karaoke?” She’d lingered outside and listened but hadn’t actually ventured into any establishment that had karaoke. It always sounded like the singers were having such fun, even the ones who weren’t particularly gifted.
The demon folded her arm in his. “You’re an angel. You must sing. It’s a sort of birthright with you guys, isn’t it? After eating and drinking alcoholic beverages, I’d assumed this would be the easiest part of the evening for you to get through.”
“I sing.” Sound was a vital part of every angel’s existence, although it wasn’t quite the same as how the human sensory organs perceived. Still, angelic song seemed to have a strong link to human music. She’d always found herself spellbound by the street musicians, the sounds spilling from bars hosting local bands, and even the radios blaring from passing automobiles. But to replicate that sound? That was something just as new as the lobster bisque.
Dar led her a few streets over and down a set of stairs to a garden-level club—which was a generous term for basement. Once across the threshold, Asta was entranced. The room was long, with a bar to the left and narrow tables to the right. A skinny aisle led between the two toward the back, where speakers and electronic equipment was set up. Patrons leafed through songbooks, chatting cheerfully and drinking beer from the bottle. She and Dar were distinctly overdressed, but no one seemed to mind. The demon thrust a beer bottle into her hand and snatched a songbook from the bar.
“I’m going to suggest Like a Virgin or perhaps Closer.”
Asta grabbed the book from the demon. “I’m not going to sing about my lack of sexual experience or croon that I want to have carnal intercourse like an animal. Perhaps Amazing Grace or that song about the little boy purchasing his dying mother footwear for Christmas.”
Dar tried to grab the book back, and they struggled in a brief tug of war. “What is it with you and footwear? How about I pick a song for you, and you pick one for me?”
The angel paused. It would be deliciously satisfying to make the demon sing something pure and sweet, but the trade-off would be her having to sing a horribly vulgar melody in front of all these people.
“No deal.”
Dar let go of the songbook, and Asta nearly toppled backwards. “Spoilsport. Okay, but you go first.”
Sipping her beer, the angel picked out a song and waited her turn, applauding and cheering for the humans as they belted out various tunes with great enthusiasm, if not with particular skill. When her turn came, Asta skipped to the monitor, eager to sing Unchained Melody.
The opening chorus of notes was definitely not Unchained Melody. No, she recognized this song. Asta looked up from the monitor to scowl at the demon, who lifted his bottle of beer in salute. There wasn’t much she could do—either sing and throw herself into it, or storm off like a petulant child. Asta knew when she’d been bested and had the grace to appreciate a sneaky move when she saw one. Taking a breath, she looked down at the monitor and poured her heart and soul into Runnin’ With The Devil.
“That was very unfair of you,” she scolded teasingly after the applause had died down. What a great time she was having, and, honestly, she wasn’t ashamed to admit it was because of Dar. Doing all these things by herself wasn’t nearly as exciting as enjoying them in the company of a demon—a demon she was coming to like far too much.
“You stuck with it admirably. Eddie Van Halen would be proud.” Dar handed her another beer. “Since you were such a good sport, I’ll let you pick the song I sing.”
Now, this was going to be fun. “This one.” Asta pointed to a song in the book as Dar looked over her shoulder.
“Touché. Quite the payback, my beautiful angel. Fair is fair, though.”
Dar downed his beer then strode to the back of the bar, singing Over the Rainbow with great feeling.
They laughed and sang a few more songs. Then the demon gave her a strange look, as if he’d come to a decision. “I’d planned to end the evening here, but there’s a place I want to show you. Are you up for a taxi ride?”
“I’ve never ridden in a taxi,” Asta confessed. “Actually, I’ve never ridden in a car.”
Dar looked astounded. “What? You’ve been here a hundred years and never ridden in a car?”
Asta gave a sheepish smile then pinned her thumbs together, fluttering her fingers like wings. “I’ve got my own built-in transportation.”
“Ah yes, you naughty angel. Well, prepare to be significantly underwhelmed. Taxis are a far cry from flying above rooftops.”
The vehicle smelled of garlic, and the torn vinyl cushions threatened to snag the edges of her dress, but Asta was still enchanted by the taxi ride. Fast music blared from the speakers as the driver rocketed them around corners, sending the angel flying back and forth across the bench seat. It was like one of the children’s rides she’d watched at the end of Navy Pier, and she laughed along with Dar as they bounced around the back of the vehicle.
With a screech of sub-par breaks, the taxi swerved to the curb. Asta peered out the window as Dar passed the driver a handful of money through the slot in the clear plastic divider. She recognized this section of town as the one where she’d first followed Dar, where he’d shoplifted and visited the amazing bakery.
“We’re here,” the demon announced, helping her out of the taxi.
‘Here’ was a sidewalk with a broken piece jutting a good three inches above the rest, just waiting for a woman with expensive heels to trip over. Beyond the hazardous walkway was a brick building, stained from decades of automotive exhaust and ground-out cigarettes. Iron gates were folded to either side of a glossy, green wooden door, which had ‘Stanley’s’ stenciled in chipped gold across it. With a flourish, Dar ushered her forward, and she walked into the small bar, its neon signage proclaiming they proudly served Old Style.
Asta wasn’t sure about style, but the place was definitely old by human standards. It looked as though nothing had changed since 1950. The mirrored wall behind the worn oak bar was cloudy with a film of tobacco smoke, reflecting the liquor bottles lined in front of it in a hazy blur. The bar seats held an assortment of elderly men wearing Sansabelt trousers with waistbands practically under their armpits. Asta suspected they hadn’t budged from their seats all day. Shelves full of six-packs and cheap wine lined the wall opposite the bar. There were no tables, and Asta stood awkwardly, wondering where she was supposed to sit.
“Dar!” The elderly men all raised their draft beers and shouted the demon’s name in unison.
“Hey, guys. Got room for me and my girl?”
The men shuffled stools, all the while winking and intoning ‘hubba-hubba’ at Asta. It took inordinately long for them to swap seats, but eventually there were two empty chairs waiting for them between the crowd of ancient men.
“The usual, Dar? And what can I get you, dear?” The bartender would have been no more than a shadowy figure in the dim lighting had it not been for the reflective quality of the platinum-blond hair piled into an impressive cone at the top of her head.
There were two taps behind the bar—one labeled Pabst Blue Ribbon, and the other the Old Style. Hmm, that must be what the sign in the window was about.
She wasn’t sure about anything that included the word ‘old’ in combination with the word ‘style’, and that blue ribbon had probably been awarded fifty years ago. Maybe they had other choices. “Wine?”
Asta expected to be handed a list, but the woman ticked the selections off impeccably manicured fingers. “Red, white, or purple?”
“Purple?” It was a question meant to result in further clarification, but the woman took it to be her order and got to work pouring Dar a mug of PBR. She then blew the dust out of a wine glass and heaved a giant bottle to the bar. With a twist of her wrist, she’d unscrewed the cap, and thick purple liquid filled the glass.
Oh my stars, what had she ordered? And in a dusty wineglass that probably hadn’t been used in the last decade. Who knew how old the wine was, but she doubted that its aging in a gallon screw-top jug did much for the quality.
With everyone watching her, she took a tentative sip. “Thank you. Very nice,” she choked, taking another quick drink to cover her dismay. This was a far cry from what Dar had been plying her with earlier.
Manischewitz, probably purchased when the bar originally opened. She was drinking decades-old kosher wine in a Polish bar in downtown Chicago—a bar full of elderly men that greeted Dar like he was a long-lost brother, men who were now regaling the demon with tales of their younger years.
“See that scar? No, that other scar. Got that climbing out a window when my girl’s father came home early. Ripped the skin on a nail and had to go get a tetanus shot.”
“Dotty know about that girl?” One of the others teased.
“That girl is Dotty. Married fifty years this April, and worth every scar and tetanus shot.”
The men erupted in laughter, Dar along with them.
“They’re a good bunch,” the bartender said to Asta, glancing fondly at the humans. “They love it when Dar comes in and they can dredge up all the old stories for him. He’s heard that one about Dotty at least a dozen times, but he still laughs.”
Asta looked at the demon in confusion. What was he doing, hanging out with a bunch of elderly men? Shouldn’t he be killing, plundering, or at least corrupting more politicians?
“He’s a nice man, your boyfriend,” the bartender continued. “Cute, too. If I were twenty years younger, I’d give you a run for your money.”
Boyfriend? And a demon described as a ‘nice man’? Asta shook her head in disbelief. What could he possibly have to gain by spending time with these humans?
Unless he actually like them. How very undemonic. And how very unangelic of her to envy him this closeness with the men. For a century, she’d watched over these humans, struggling to keep her distance, and here this demon had done the very thing she’d always longed to do—he’d connected with them. He’d become part of their lives. They called his name when he came in. No human knew her name beyond Carter. None. For one-hundred years she’d forced herself to keep her distance, and all she had was this empty feeling inside. And envy. Horrible envy eating her away because Dar had been brave enough to break the rules and have something she’d never dared. He’d made human friends. He’d become important in their lives. They cared about him.
There was sin, and there was this. Her heart nearly burst realizing she’d missed out on so much more than espresso and macarons during her time here—she’d missed connecting with the people she’d been sent to protect.
“So, introduce us to your date, Dar.”
The demon placed a hand on Asta’s back. “This is my angel, Asta.”
“Oh, she’s an angel all right.”
“Whatcha doing with this loser, honey? Need to find yourself a nice Polish man; that’s what you need to do.”
“Like you, Henry? You’re out of your league if you think an angel is going to look your way.”
And just like that, Dar had brought her into his circle. The men made a terrible fuss over her, recounting their own conquests with the fair sex in their youth, and telling her how lucky Dar was to have such a beautiful girlfriend. Some were widowed, some had wives off at bingo, and a few had never married.
The bartender topped off her ‘purple’ wine, as the man next to her, Dawid, recounted his family’s experiences in World War II.
“I was seventeen and got in just as things were wrapping up. All my cousins went in earlier and so many didn’t return . It was expected that I’d go too. We had family still in Poland, so this was a war that cut close to our hearts.” His pale-blue eyes misted. “But I’ll be honest; I was always glad I was too young to go when the war first started. Call me a coward, but I’d seen my aunts cry over those yellow slips delivered to their doorway, and I never wanted my mother to go through the same thing.”
She reached out and squeezed his hand, feeling the fragile bones and crepe-textured skin under her fingers. “I lost both my parents in a war—a war I was too young to serve in. I know it’s treasonous to think this, but I’m glad I was too young to fight. So many died—beings who were not necessarily evil, but were fighting because they thought they had to. The cause may have been just, but I’m still relieved I didn’t have to look across at another and end his life.”
Suddenly it hit her—that’s what she did. She executed demons. They’d done the equivalent of climbing the Berlin Wall, and somehow that warranted death? What if they were like Dar and just here for vacation? There had to be some way to judge evil intent, to eradicate those who wished to harm the humans without resorting to this kill-them-all-and-let-God-sort-them-out philosophy.
Dawid gave her hand a surprisingly firm squeeze in return. “I’m sorry about your parents. War is the hardest on children, it seems. I hope you’ve been able to find a family here. Family is more than blood, you know. Keep those you love close, and they’re your family.”
She couldn’t help but look over at Dar, arguing good-naturedly with Gerard and Lew about the benefits of unionization in the textile industry. Who did she love? She was very grateful to Gabriel for taking her under his wing and admired many of the angels in Aaru, but... .
“I’ve worked too hard to really think about family,” she admitted. “But you’re right. I need to find someone who I care about, who cares about me, and keep them close.”
“There you go, Asta.” Dawid let her hand go to pat her gently on the shoulder.
She spent the rest of the night listening to stories and good-natured ribbing between men who had clearly been friends for a long time. When the bartender finally ushered her and Dar out the door, pulling the heavy metal gate closed behind them, it was early in the morning.
“Okay, I’ll admit that was fun.” Asta’s head was floating, and she couldn’t seem to keep the smile from her face as they walked the brightly lit, still lively city streets. It was more than fun. There was something fulfilled, deep in her soul, from getting to know these humans. “How do you know them, the men in the bar?”
“I found Stanley’s a few decades ago and try to pop in a couple times per year. About half the original patrons I knew have died. I’m not sure what’s going to happen when the rest of them go. It’s not like that place appeals to the younger, more hip crowd that’s taking over the neighborhood. I keep thinking one year I’m going to come back to find Marsha has sold it and it’s become a gourmet pizzeria or something.” He paused, looking down the street behind him. “That place has been in her family for three generations. It loses a ton of money, but she keeps it open because all those guys remind her of her father.”
Asta felt a prick of tears behind her eyes. Time was so unforgiving to humans. But it wasn’t just the thought of the little bar closing that upset Asta it was the stinging fact that the demon had a closer, more intimate feel for the city’s residents than she did. This had always been her city, and she’d prided herself on how much she’d cared for the fate of the humans here. Now she faced a cold truth—viewing the humans from a thousand feet up and caring about their general welfare wasn’t the same as really knowing their lives, really immersing herself into their hopes and dreams, their pain and sorrow. How was it that this demon seemed nobler than all the angels in Aaru?
Maybe contemplation and grace were nothing without the experience of deep emotional connection.
“Short cut.” Dar pulled her down a side street, holding her arm as she picked her way carefully over the broken bits of sidewalk.
“I don’t want to break a heel.” Asta clung to his shoulder and hopped as she removed her shoes. Stupid shallow angel, worrying about her shoes, the cost of which were probably more than Marsha brought home in a week. Asta eyed the red soles and cream patent leather tops with sudden shame. She would only be here for a few more days. How could she change in such a short time? How could she make a difference in just a few days before she flew back to Aaru?
Aaru. Her homeland had always seemed a refuge, but now the thought of returning sat like something foul in her stomach. How could she go back and sit for centuries in meditation while Marsha struggled to keep her business afloat, Otto mourned the death of his grandson, and Eugene went home and struggled to climb the three flights of stairs to his little apartment.
Tucking the shoe under her arm, she took off the other and stretched her toes, marveling at the feel of rough cement under her feet. There were times when shoes were overrated, and this was one of them.
“There.” She smiled at Dar, realizing she was now the same height as the demon she’d towered over all evening.
“Penny for your thoughts?” He took the shoes from her and stuck them in his jacket pockets. She couldn’t help but notice how they ruined the smooth lines of the suit, heels jutting like weapons from his hips.
“I was thinking maybe Marsha could have a very lucky day with a scratch-off lottery ticket.”
Her brown eyes met his silver-colored ones. Then suddenly her back was pressed to brick and his mouth was on hers.
His body was firm against hers, his lips gentle and soft. They pulled at hers, as his tongue teased and teeth nibbled. Her heart lurched and her hands gathered the fabric of his shirt. For a moment, she was unable to move, unable to do anything as he traced the lines of her mouth, tasting the warmth between her lips.
Then, as quickly as he’d made a move, his mouth left hers. She felt the loss, her insides a mess of hot liquid as she dragged in a breath.
I’m not going to have sex with you. Asta opened her mouth to voice the words running through her head like a worn-out mantra.
“I know, I know.” Dar’s breath was soft against her face. “You’re not going to have sex with me. I get it. Doesn’t mean I can’t steal a quick kiss before you fly off into the night.”
There was no way to adequately reply to that. Asta moved her hands from his chest, running them up the demon’s arms to push him away. He was excessively muscled for a demon. She frowned, wondering what he’d been doing. Physical combat? Did demons do that in Hel? Or had Dar taken to more human methods of defense since his immunity restricted his ability to use lethal force.
Drat. Her thoughts had halted her hands against the demon, and with an involuntary action, her fingers curled around his shoulders, pulling him close. A thousand reasons why she shouldn’t do this chased across her mind, followed by a thousand reasons why she should. Millions of years of distrust fell by the wayside, overcome by burning need, by the glorious feel of his warmth against hers.
Once more he was kissing her, but this time she mirrored his actions, opening her mouth, and so much more, to let him in. His spirit-being swirled against hers, as intoxicating as the mouth that now trailed a series of feathery kisses down her neck. Molding herself to his hard length, she skated her hands around his waist and down his back, diving up under the jacket to frantically pull his shirt from the waistband. Skin. She needed to feel his skin against her hands as intimate as his spirit was against her own.
His arms tightened around her, pulling her from the brick wall. One hand drifted to cup her rear end, gathering her skirt up to give him access to her naked flesh. Leaving her neck, his mouth moved upward, kissing her with fierce passion that curled her bare toes against the pavement.
Fire shot through her as he explored her mouth with greedy hunger. Asta felt herself swept away, everything vanishing except for a lightning whirlwind of passion. His hands, his mouth, his tongue—she loved the taste of him, the feel of his body against hers. When he pulled his mouth from hers, she shook with need, a rhythmic ache deep inside her body.
“No.” It was all she could manage.
She meant that she didn’t want him to stop kissing her, to stop his hands from exploring her body, but he misunderstood and stepped back. The evening was warm, but the sudden loss of his body against hers made her shiver.
“Are you sure? I know you said no sex, but maybe you’d reconsider?” His eyes blazed down into hers, his voice a sexy rasp. “You can easily kick my ass, so you don’t have to worry about me doing anything non-consensual. We can see where this goes. You set all the limits; you make all the rules.” Then he dipped his head so his mouth found the hollow where her neck and shoulder joined. Asta arched her back.
“Tub.” It was hard to get that one word out, let alone the rest. “It’s big enough that I can reveal my wings. And... yes, I might reconsider.”
Who was she fooling? She was ready to rip off her dress and do him right here in a dark alley.
Dar shuddered against her, his breath catching. “Will there be room for me in that tub, with you and your wings?”
Oh, this was glorious. All the surface nerve endings of her skin were firing like Independence Day pyrotechnics, and the whole time, his spirit-being was pressed to hers with almost unbearable intimacy. That time she’d joined with Kfial had never felt quite so right as this did.
“I’ll make room.”
His hands tightened, one gripping her waist and the other curling against her ass with almost painful strength. Once again, his mouth dropped to hers, leaving all to soon to taste a line down her neck. He bent his head further, and she raised on her toes, feeling his mouth slide down her chest and across the tops of her breasts. This was better than meditation, better than espresso, or double chocolate cake, or those red Prada sandals she’d scored last week. This was better than flying.
This was insanity. One week. Less than one week and she could wash all this sin clean. The thought was depressing.
Then Dar pulled away, running a hand through his hair. “I... before we... I need to tell you something.”
Huh? No, he didn’t. She reached for him, but he grabbed her hands in his. “Our date is technically over, so I need to tell you something before we get carried away.”
 
 



Chapter 9
 
Even though his voice still held that husky, desperate sound, it seemed oddly businesslike. What could he possibly need to tell her right now when she was on fire for him?
“Our deal was a night of dinner and fun in exchange for information. Naked tub action isn’t part of that. Before we... well, I need to give you the information. Then if things continue, it’s just us. I want whatever happens to be just us, not mistaken as part of our contract.”
Asta looked into the silvery gray of his eyes and nodded. Whatever this information was, she had a feeling the magic of the moment wouldn’t be recaptured.
“We’re not chasing a sorcerer summoning a demon. We’re after a genie in a bottle.”
What in all of creation was he talking about? “Like that old sitcom with Barbara Eden?”
“Not really. I don’t know who the trapped demon is, but I doubt he’s that attractive. What I do know is that he’s going to be pissed as all fuck. Getting summoned is bad enough, but being stuck in a bottle for hundreds of years wouldn’t do much for anyone’s temper, let alone a demon.”
Asta stepped back, pressing herself against the wall, all thoughts of soaking her wings in a tub vanishing. “Why would someone put a demon in a bottle? I thought the idea was to summon one, get him or her to do something for you, then banish them back to Hel. What’s with the bottle?”
“Think of it as a savings account. Summon a demon, put a series of parameters around his release as usual, and then put him somewhere safe for later, when you’re ready for him to do his thing.”
“Why not just banish him with a contract for future service?”
Dar nodded approvingly, stepping forward to put his hands on her waist. “You’re thinking like an angel. I like that, but humans aren’t angels. Most don’t have the skills to protect themselves from us. They want us to do things for them but are pretty scared of us. Keeping us safe in a bottle no doubt sounded like a good idea. Of course, it just pisses us off even more.”
“So why is this guy still in the bottle? Humans don’t live for hundreds of years. Why didn’t the original sorcerer collect his service and send him back?”
Dar shrugged. “Humans die unexpectedly. A bottle would be passed down for generations, or most likely sold off by a frightened relative. Genies become a sort of hot-potato, handed off to different owners, all of whom are too frightened to activate the contract.”
This was beyond stupid. “Okay, so the fading in and out of demon energy we’ve been sensing is this genie. Let’s get the bottle, smash it, and send him back to Hel through the closest gate.”
“Not gonna work.” Dar shook his head. “The bottle won’t break, and the genie can’t be released until he performs his service.”
“Any idea what this service might be?”
Dar grinned, his teeth looking dangerously sharp in the moonlight. “I don’t know in this particular instance, but traditionally it’s always three wishes.”
What a scenario. They could find a human with a minimal amount of self-preservation instincts and convince him to wish the genie out of the bottle while they stood at the ready. Or they could just let the thing stay where he was, hoping if some human was foolish enough to set him free, an angel could get there in time. Hundreds of years in a bottle. The genie could spend hundreds more in there before being released. Asta would be long gone, back in Aaru, and this genie would be someone else’s responsibility.
Temptation gnawed at her. This genie was powerless right now. She could continue her days of fun and just let the next enforcer deal with it. The idea had appeal, but she thought about Gabriel’s disapproval, of the hundreds of humans who might be killed before the genie was stopped. No, she had to do something now, before she left.
“Can you tell if he’s in the process of being released or not?”
“Nope.”
Asta frowned, tapping her lip with a fingernail as she thought. “The bottle can’t have been in Chicago for long or I would have sensed it before now. Who has it? And are they aware of what’s in it?”
Dar gave her an odd look. “It’s in Carter Phelps’s hotel room. You know, the human who gets all doe-eyed whenever you’re near? The one who seems oddly convinced you’re a survivor of a conflict in Rwanda? He’s got a little display on top of the dresser in his bedroom—a bunch of different objects. It’s a fucking shrine, although why playing cards and other crap are worth lugging to a convention, I’ll never know.”
Carter. Her heart lurched as she remembered the man discussing his childhood. The shrine of objects must have something to do with his grandmother. If so, he might not even know what the bottle held. She couldn’t just leave the genie with him and risk that he might inadvertently free it. People wished for things all the time. The wording of the original contract may leave room for an accidental release of the genie.
“I’ll talk to him. I’ll see if he’ll give it to me.”
Dar snorted. “Did you not hear me say it was part of a shrine? Unless your compulsion or entrancement abilities have magically increased a hundred-fold overnight, you’re not going to sweet-talk him into giving it to you. He might want to get in your pants, but there are limits to what horny humans will do.
“Besides, what the fuck are you going to do with it? You can’t break the bottle or release the genie. Are you going to just hide it away and guard it until the end of time?”
Asta winced. A demon summoned into this realm through no fault of his own, trapped in a bottle for all eternity... yes, she needed to protect mankind, but what about this demon’s rights?
And when did she start thinking that demons had rights?
“Asta, just let it go,” Dar said softly, his hands still warm against her sides. “This will all play out eventually as fate decrees. Some idiot human will release the genie or not. In the meantime, it’s just a pretty bottle.”
Having her earlier thoughts voiced made her realize again how much they had in common, even with almost three-million years of conflict.
“I can’t. What if Carter releases it by accident and it kills him? What if it’s an ancient or massively powerful demon, and he manages to destabilize half the planet before we catch him. The world could be wracked in plague, famine, or war, and it would be my fault for turning my back on my duty.”
Dar sighed and ran a hand through his hair, causing strands to stick out at odd spots on his head. The effect was strangely endearing. “The only thing we can do then is try and find a human who can safely release the genie while we stand by to kill him before he goes on a rampage.”
Why did he care? He’d helped her find the demon as agreed, and she’d had a date with him. Why was he acting like this was their problem instead of just her problem.
“I don’t want to ask a human to take that risk.” And part of her felt guilty about executing a demon who hadn’t voluntarily violated the terms of the treaty. Maybe they could give him an ultimatum—immediately return to Hel or die. The thought of proposing such a choice to an enraged genie released after centuries of captivity was ludicrous.
Dar threw his hands outward. “Asta, humans have been taking that risk since they first walked upright. One of them took a huge risk in summoning this guy and trapping him. The only way this is going to be resolved is if a human releases the genie and banishes him back to Hel. We need a sorcerer.”
She was just as frustrated. “Oh, wow, why didn’t I think of that? Let me just run down a few blocks and ask the neighborhood sorcerer to come give us a hand. It’s a lost art, Dar. Magic in today’s world is for children’s parties and charlatans.”
Dar crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Got a better idea?”
No, she didn’t. Asta blew a loose strand of hair away from her face. “So the genie completes his service by granting three carefully worded wishes; the sorcerer, assuming we can even find one, immediately banishes him back to Hel, and all is right in the world.”
It was a good solution—the genie would be released and sent to his infernal home before any damage could be done. The only issue was the appalling lack of skilled sorcerers or mages. Demons were masters at debate and loopholes. Any issue with the wishes or a mispronunciation or badly drawn rune at the banishment and it could all go horribly wrong.
What a moral dilemma. She didn’t like the thought of executing a demon for being unwillingly summoned and commanded to serve a human, but she could hardly let one blow up half of Chicago. “It’s going to take us a while to find a magic user that we can trust not to botch this. I’m going to ask Carter for the bottle for safekeeping until we locate an appropriate mage.”
Dar rolled his eyes “That’s not going to work. If you’re insistent on getting the bottle, then nab Carter Phelps, drag him into a back alley, and punch him until he gives it to you. Or break into his hotel room, blow past all the security and steal it. What’s he going to do, call the police? You’ve gotten away with shoplifting dresses for this long; a bottle shouldn’t be beyond your skills.”
His dig about her less savory sins stung, and Asta began to wonder where the Dar she’d seen in Stanley’s pub had gone. Had she really kissed him? Been ready to have intimate relations with him in a tub?
“I’m not going to beat him up or steal one of his most valued possessions. I’ll talk to him, explain the situation. He’s a good man; he’ll give me the bottle.”
“Riiiiight. You’re an angel, and I’m a demon, and his grandmother’s knick-knack that he worships at twice a day contains an angry and violent genie. He’s going to think you’ve snapped from the trauma of your childhood in Rwanda and call in the guys in white jackets to take you away.”
“I’ll convince him.” That tremor in her voice didn’t sound very confidence inspiring. “He’ll hand over the bottle, and then we just have to find someone skilled enough to safely release the genie. It might take a few decades, but I think eventually we’ll find someone.” What was this ‘we’? She was going to be gone in a few days, handing this over to some other angel.
She didn’t want to hand this over to another angel. She didn’t want another angel in her town, and she certainly didn’t want another angel working with Dar—or doing other things with Dar.
The demon raised his eyebrows. “Okay. You’re the boss.”
Asta sighed and smoothed back her hair, thankful he finally seemed to be going along with her plan. Now she just had to try and convince Carter to give her the bottle and find a decent mage somewhere on this planet. Work. Once more, work was ruining what had turned into one of the best evenings of her life.
“I had a wonderful time tonight, and I really appreciate your efforts to get me this information. But... umm, I won’t be able to join you in the tub, or... you know.”
For the sake of Creation, she sounded like a blushing teenager.
The demon nodded, his expression inscrutable. “Figured. Maybe next time.”
“Yeah.” Asta felt her heart sink. They both knew that next time would never come. “Yeah. Next time.”
 
 



Chapter 10
 
The croissant broke into a buttery shower as she bit into it, the center a sweet mixture of chocolate and almond paste.
“Tell me more about your village leader—the one who raised you. I’m assuming he’s still alive, and you’ll get to see him when you go back to Rwanda.”
The pastry turned to dust in her mouth. More lies she’d need to concoct, and the whole time she was struggling with how to get this man to give up an item so precious that he’d carried it to a convention and displayed it in his bedroom.
“Gabriel is... strict about rules and the letter of the law. Everyone sees him as this unbending, authoritarian, but he can be amazingly kind and patient. I don’t ever thing I’ve seen him laugh, though.” Asta shook her head, comparing the angel with Dar. “He’s more blunt than the other ang—village leaders. You always know how he feels about you or your actions.”
It was easy to know when Gabriel was proud or disappointed in her, unlike the head of the Grigori—her current boss. That angel was scary, inscrutable. Sometimes she thought she was doing right, only to find herself facing his considerable anger. Other times, she was sure she’d screwed up and been amazed to receive his praise. At least with Gabriel, she knew where she stood.
“What was your grandmother like?”
Carter looked down into his coffee cup. When he raised his eyes, they were dark with sadness. “Encouraging. I couldn’t... I don’t articulate my ideas well, unlike my father and mother. Everyone thought I was slow, or maybe handicapped in some way. Gran never thought that. She’d wait until I managed to get the words out, or help me find a way to express myself. She’s the only one who believed in me.”
“And look at you now.” Asta gestured to the man. “Owner of a successful company, a renowned expert in data security. She’d be proud to see what you’ve become.”
A shadow crossed the man’s face, and he looked back into his coffee cup. “I don’t know. I’ve done things she wouldn’t be proud of, taken some shortcuts.”
Haven’t we all. “The business world is often ruthless. Understandably, we sometimes lose our way. It’s what we do when we find we’ve strayed from the path that matters most.”
Sheesh, she sounded just like Gabriel. When had that happened?
“It’s for the greater good. I mean, yes, I’ve certainly benefitted, but the world will benefit, too. I’m trying to make it a safer place for all businesses—big and small. No one should find their company bankrupt because of these thieves.”
How had this conversation turned into a confessional? It wasn’t her place to judge this man or hand out forgiveness, and even if it was, she had more pressing matters on her plate right now.
“I remember you said she left you some of her things, and that you always have them with you.” Ugh. Worst transition ever. Could she be any more obvious? “What were they? Your grandfather’s pocket watch or lucky coin? Something like that?”
He shrugged. “She left me our old pack of playing cards, a picture, and a couple of other things. They’re a reminder of her when I’m far from home.”
What now? “I’d really like to see them if that offer is still open.” Carter gave her a quizzical look, and Asta realized just how terrible that had sounded. She’d made it clear she wasn’t interested in him, and now she wanted to go to his hotel room to see an old pack of playing cards. It sounded like a really stupid excuse to get—.
Oh. The angel struggled a bit with the ethics of what she was about to suggest. I’m so going to Hel.
“I mean... .” she laughed, peeking up at Carter from under her eyelashes like she’d seen a million human women do to various men. “I’ve enjoyed talking with you these last few days, and I know you have work to do, but maybe we could have dinner tonight? Up in your hotel room, where we could be alone and... talk?”
Yes, definitely going to Hel.
“But I thought you and Dar...?”
Her and Dar. Dinner, Karaoke, the little Polish bar, kissing him in the alley. “No, that was strictly business. He’s interested in more, but I’m not.”
Liar. She was very, very interested in more. Would the demon be angry at her for this date with Carter? Would he be jealous? A shiver of anticipation ran through her. She’d tasted his anger yesterday. What would he be like if he were really furious?
Probably very sexy.
“Eight o’clock then?” She took a napkin with a scribbled address on it from the human, realizing with a guilty start that he’d been speaking while she’d been lost in sinful fantasy.
She flashed him her most brilliant smile, feeling like a horrible deceiver. “I’m looking forward to it.”
***
“What are these?” Wyatt picked up one of the blue USB sticks, turning it over in his hand.
“Carter Phelps’s latest security software. Full-blown version, hasn’t even hit the market yet.” Dar let that sink in for a moment. “I broke into the convention center early this morning, fried all the security cameras, and stole the entire lot. I don’t know if he has more stashed away elsewhere, but this should bring a fortune on the black market. Take one.”
“Thanks. What will this cost me?” Wyatt tossed the blue stick from hand to hand, eyeing Dar with suspicion. Smart human. Demons never do anything without an ulterior motive, and they never give something away for free.
“I need your help. Phelps has a genie in a bottle in his hotel room, and I’m not sure if he’s unaware of it, or cleverly using the demon to his advantage. Call me cynical, but I’m wondering if his success in the IT security world is due to supernatural help.”
“That might explain it.” Wyatt pocketed the USB stick. “He kind of came out of nowhere five years ago and hit it out of the park with his first product. I’m sure the guy is bright, but I’m suspicious that his software is consistently in the right place at the right time.”
“So the innocent-and-honest routine is a ruse?” Dar frowned. “I can usually spot a con artist, but this guy just strikes me as dim. He might know his way around a computer, but he hardly seems ruthless enough to pull off that kind of success. Maybe there’s a silent partner doing the dirty work for the business?”
Wyatt pulled the USB stick out and looked closely at it. “Like a demon silent partner? I don’t really like the guy, but he doesn’t seem the type to be working hand-in-hand with a demon.”
“So let’s say the genie has nothing to do with his success. Do you think Phelps is somehow orchestrating the cyber attacks?”
“Either that or he’s the luckiest guy in the world. Or he’s got some way of telling the future.” Wyatt shrugged.
“Nobody is that lucky. I’m betting that Phelps is either the unwitting dupe of this genie, or his idiot routine fooled me and he’s cashing in his wishes for business success.”
“What kind of demon would have the expertise to rocket a cyber-security firm from nothing to top-of-the-line? Most I’ve met can barely work their smart phones.”
Dar nodded. “That’s got me stumped too. From the look of the bottle, the genie has been in there at least six-hundred years. That’s making me lean more towards the partners-in-cybercrime angle.”
Wyatt winced. “Six-hundred years? That’s a long time. If Phelps is cashing in his wishes, I hope he knows what he’s doing or that genie is going to shred him like a pulled-pork sandwich when he gets out.”
“That’s another problem. I don’t know if Phelps has the means or the know-how to banish the demon once the contract is complete.”
“Well, doesn’t this sort of thing always involve three wishes? Maybe he’s purposely holding back on one wish so the genie stays in the bottle.”
Humans, they always underestimated the cunning of a demon. “Then he really is a fool. If he lets one wish slip—say, on a falling star or something—then the genie is out of the bottle, and everyone in the blast radius is going to be pretty much fucked.”
Wyatt gave Dar a narrow-eyed glance. “You’re a rat. Steal the thing and bury it somewhere. I’m assuming Phelps has to have it in hand to cash in his wishes?”
Dar raised a shoulder. “Fucked if I know. Personally, I think we’re better off killing Phelps so the contract rebounds to the full three wishes then finding a human we can bribe or threaten to get the genie safely out of the bottle.”
“Let me guess: the angel you’re sniffing after has a problem with that approach?”
Yeah, she did. “So here’s the deal: in exchange for the software on the stick, I want you to dissect it and get an idea of what Phelps is planning.”
Wyatt nodded. “But you figured I was going to do that anyway. So, what’s the other part of the deal?”
“Dig hard into Carter Phelps’s background. If he’s got three wishes, I need to know what number he’s on.”
Wyatt pursed his lips, pocketing the stick. “Deal.”
***
“What do you mean he’s planning something?” Asta demanded. “Planning what? It’s a remembrance item from his grandmother. He’s got no idea what it is.”
“Don’t you find it a little convenient that a guy with no business background builds an internationally known company from scratch that’s worth tens of billions of dollars in less than five years?”
What was he talking about? “Humans have auspicious moments, and there have been companies in the past with similar stories. Yes, it’s rare, but it happens. Sometimes people win the luck lottery.”
Dar raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Yeah, if an angel is rigging the lottery. Or in this case, a genie.”
“Not always. He’s a smart man, and he has a quality product. People recognize that.”
“Maybe in a Lifetime movie, or a sappy chick-lit romance, but not in real life. I’ve got Wyatt looking into his background.”
“Wyatt? The ‘idiot’ you introduced me to yesterday?” Asta made little quotation marks with her fingers.
Dar looked sheepish. “Well, he’s not always an idiot, and he does have his uses. In the meantime, I say we steal the bottle and kill Phelps. Just to be on the safe side.”
“I can’t kill a human. And neither can you. No one is killing a human.” Asta took a deep breath, squirmed, and looked elsewhere—anywhere but at Dar. Now was the time to come clean with her very questionable approach to getting the bottle. “I asked to have a dinner date with him tonight in his hotel room. He’ll show me the bottle, and I’ll convince him to give it to me.”
There was a long silence. She sneaked a glance at the demon, but he didn’t appear angry—at least not blustering, sexy angry. Dar stared at her, silver eyes sparking little lights of red. This was bad—very, very bad—and the uncomfortable guilt she’d had the moment she’d proposed the idea to Carter solidified into a hard knot in her chest.
“You basically propositioned him, you know.” Dar’s voice was cold, his face like chiseled stone. “He’s going to show you a whole lot more than the bottle in his bedroom. Do you plan to take this all the way? You gonna fuck him then run off in the night with his wallet and the bottle like a two-bit prostitute while he sleeps?”
Asta gasped. Now she was angry on top of feeling guilty. She’d been an idiot, but Dar’s words were like a slap in the face. “No! He’s not like that. This dinner is just for me to look at the bottle, and then I’ll talk him into giving it up.”
“Oh, he’ll give it up all right.” Dar made a growling noise. “If he so much as unbuttons his fly, I’m going to rip his cock off at the base and shove it down his throat.”
What was that about? Jealousy was understandable given what happened between them last night, but Dar’s violence seemed a bit over the top.
“There will be no cause for ripping cocks off, I promise you. I don’t have sex with humans. That would be a terrible violation of their trust. Plus the gross imbalance of power and skills between us... yuck, just yuck.”
That seemed to calm the demon down a bit. He was still a nine out of ten on the anger scale, but at least he wasn’t on the verge of emasculating any human males.
“Okay.” Dar’s voice was sharp, the red lights still in his gray eyes. “But if you don’t get him to give you the bottle, I’m stealing it. And I’m killing him. I may just kill him anyway, out of general principle.”
“No killing. Do you hear me? No killing.”
“Fine.”
Asta glared at the demon. ‘Fine’ sounded less like he agreed with her mandate and more like he was just pushing the conversation aside for later discussion.
“And if we can’t find a sorcerer or a human we trust to make the wishes? Then what? We can’t exactly babysit this bottle until the end of time.”
She drummed her fingers against her leg in thought. “Maybe we can just pitch the whole thing through the gate to Hel and be done with it.”
The genie was a demon, after all. Maybe the other demons in Hel had some way of getting him out of the bottle that wouldn’t result in worldwide death and destruction. And if it did... well, they were demons; they were better able to handle an enraged genie than the humans were.
Dar nodded. “You sure you’re not a demon? Fuck, everything I heard about the brutality of angels is true if you’d consider such a thing. Only a human can release the genie. You’d be condemning him to all eternity trapped in a bottle. There are humans in Hel, but they’re slaves, and an elven master would never allow one of his sorcerers to release a genie trapped for centuries. There’d be too much backlash.”
She hadn’t even considered that. Asta bit her lip, wondering the best action out of a whole list of horrible choices. “We’ll find a magic user. Somehow we’ll find one. I’ll get the bottle from Carter, we’ll find a magic user, and there will be no killing.”
Dar gave her a cool smile. “Okay, if you say so. But if your date tonight doesn’t go as planned, then it’s time to consider my ideas.”
***
Things were very tense at the Genus Micro booth.
“I haven’t sensed the genie at all,” Asta whispered. She’d been staking out Phelps’s hotel, figuring if the human activated his final wish, she’d be there to take out the newly released demon. “How are things here?”
“Well, Carter is ready to tear everyone a new asshole. They can’t find the software giveaways, and your boyfriend is pretty pissed. Makes me wonder what he had planned with those things. Do they have a virus hidden in them? Is he plotting world domination?”
“He’s not my boyfriend.” Asta ignored the rest of his statements regarding Carter’s plots. Dar was still, what was the word, pissed? Dar was still pissed about her dinner date tonight. She needed to excuse some snark or he’d wind up even angrier. His earlier threats regarding Carter’s genitals still lurked in the back of her mind. There was no sense giving him any excuse to act on them.
Dar made a ‘humpf’ sound. “Anyway, I haven’t sensed any demon energy. I think we’re safe. For now. Although I still vote we kill Phelps and steal the bottle—in that order.”
Her arm brushed against his, and she felt a brief touch of his spirit. “You don’t get a vote. But I’m curious; if you interfered with the term of service by stealing the software giveaways, what would that do to the contract?”
“It depends on the wording, but I’m confident that my theft wouldn’t matter. Usually once the demon performs the service, the results are out of his control and not part of the contract. If Phelps has made a wish, and I fuck it up, the demon won’t give a shit. Three wishes, and he’s free, regardless of how things work out.”
The angel shook her head in disbelief. “Why wouldn’t the sorcerer ask for guaranteed results as part of the contract? Seems foolish not to.”
Dar rested his arm lightly against hers. Was he doing this on purpose? It was driving her crazy. Darn it all, this demon was so distracting. “Demands for guarantees on results aren’t binding,” he explained. “There are too many outside factors that can interfere. The summoning is only for service.”
“Well that is a significant flaw in the magical system. Binding is much more effective. When we bind a demon, we can demand results. Humans have a long way to go in their evolution.”
“Yeah. Because positive evolution involves enslaving someone and forcing them to do your bidding.”
Well since he put it like that... . “We don’t do that anymore,” Asta hastily assured him. “And few angels have the power to bind. I certainly don’t. I’m not sure even all the archangels do.”
“How reassuring,” Dar drawled. “Well, if Phelps used one of his wishes for world domination through this Ouroborous giveaway, then no wonder he’s so angry this afternoon.”
“Maybe he didn’t get enough coffee.” Asta suggested.
‘I didn’t get enough coffee,” the demon grumbled. “And there’s a lot of things I’d rather be doing than hanging out here, watching a fucking human yell at his staff.”
Asta patted the demon on the back. She could sympathize. There were things she’d rather be doing, too. Ferris wheel. Steaming tub with a naked Dar. “Well, keep watching. And if you start having a pity party, remember I’m standing outside a hotel all day in the rain.”
Dar scowled. “Yeah, but at least you’re getting a decent dinner tonight and have a halfway decent chance of getting laid.”
Yep, still jealous. And still pissy. How funny that it really turned her on. “I promise you, I will not be ‘getting laid’ tonight. And if you really want, I’ll bring you a doggie bag of leftovers.”
 
 



Chapter 11
 
Asta placed a hand against the cool glass. “The view is breathtaking.”
It was, and staring out the window gave her a chance to avoid Carter’s obvious romantic intentions. The lights were dim, and artfully placed candles were scattered throughout the main room of the suite. The room-service staff had wheeled in several linen-draped carts full of silver-domed platters. Soft music came from the speakers, and the glass full of ruby wine in her hand was etched crystal.
“Yes, it is.” The man’s voice was smooth.
Ugh, he was referring to her. Dar was right; this was a bad idea—a very bad idea.
“I’m starving. Shall we eat?” Asta spun around, pinning a smile on her face. By all that was holy, he looked like a worshipful puppy. How the heck was she supposed to ask him to show him the bottle in his bedroom? She should have just let Dar steal the darned thing.
Cut to the chase and tell him why she was there, and he’d be liable to throw her out. She’d look like she’d manipulated him into this with false interest—which she actually had. Or she could go through the whole dinner song and dance and lead him on enough to get into the bedroom, which would make her pretty close to being the prostitute Dar had accused her of. She’d gotten herself into one Hel of a corner with no good way out.
Dinner stretched on for an eternity. Asta grew increasingly tense watching the candles burn low and the plates empty as they made small talk. The only consolation was that Carter seemed just as anxious as she was.
“Please excuse me.” She rose and motioned toward the restroom.
Carter nearly knocked his chair backwards jumping to his feet. “Yes, of course. I’ll get some brandy for us.”
Asta strode down the hallway, determined to be gone before the brandy glass was empty. Bypassing the bathroom, she walked right into the bedroom. Hopefully he’d think she’d just gotten the wrong room, and not that she was trying to jump right to sexual activities. The very thought of it made her break into a cold sweat.
She felt the pulsating beacon of demon energy even before she turned the light on. Dar was right—it was a shrine. Everything on top of the dresser held precious memories; what a shame that one of those items also held death.
“Wrong room.”
Asta jumped, her heart pounding. Thankfully Carter only sounded amused as he pushed a brandy into her hand. “Look, you don’t seem like the femme fatal type, and I’m not... well, I’m not exactly the suave playboy. Let’s forget about the bedroom stuff, just enjoy the evening, and hopefully you’ll want to see me again before you leave. If things happen, then they happen.”
Thank the almighty Creator. Now that she didn’t have to worry about fighting off Carter’s advances, she might be able to salvage the situation. “Sounds perfect to me. Can I ask you something?”
He sipped his brandy. “Sure. I’ve got no secrets—well, beyond R&D ones, that is.”
“Do you know what’s in the bottle?”
Brandy came out Carter’s nose. It seems he had secrets after all. After a violent bout of coughing, he cleared his throat. “Nothing. It’s just an old bottle my grandparents found on a dig. It must not have been museum quality, because they were allowed to keep it. I always thought it was pretty when I’d visit her as a child.”
No, Carter Phelps was most definitely not stupid, but he most definitely was lying. How could she call him on it without alienating the man or having him send her off to a mental institution? She looked at the odd collection of items, some mundane and some exotic, and got an idea.
“You’re going to think I’m crazy, but I felt it. Ever since I entered your hotel room, all through dinner, I felt something. I was heading to the bathroom and realized it was coming from here—from the bottle. Are you sure there’s nothing in it?”
The man turned an alarming shade of white, all the rosy pink draining from his face until the freckles on his nose seemed pinpoints of brown against snow. “It’s empty. I opened it years ago, and there’s nothing in it.”
Shit—oops, shoot. There were three wishes involved, but she had no idea what the effect of opening the bottle would have. Perhaps that was step one. She filed it away to ask Dar later and kept on with her charade.
“In my family, we have the ability to sense these things. I don’t want to alarm you, but I feel like there is something evil associated with that bottle.”
Was she laying it on too thick? The angel kicked herself for not researching human civilization, beliefs, and magical systems more. She was supposed to be from Rwanda, but she knew nothing about that culture to leverage. Dar would know. He’d spent his visits here actually getting to know the humans, immersing himself in their lives. It’s how he was so effective at tempting them to sin. She, on the other hand, had spent a hundred years watching them from on high. And now she was forced to do what the football fans called a Hail Mary.
“Evil?” Carter smiled weakly. “It’s an empty bottle. What’s evil about that?”
Time to lay everything on the table and hope he didn’t have a straitjacket handy. “Three wishes and you’d find out. It can’t be seen, heard, or smelled, but if you request three wishes of it, then what’s inside will come out and lay waste to the world.”
“Like a genie?” His eyebrows nearly met his hairline. “Like Barbara Eden in that old sitcom?”
It was nice to know she wasn’t the only one who enjoyed late-night re-runs. “No, a genie like a demon. I don’t know what kind of demon. It could be plague, famine, or war. Regardless, it won’t be a chipper, good-natured, blond woman in a belly-dancing outfit.”
“How do you...?” He frowned. “I thought the ‘genie in the bottle’ was a Middle East legend, not eastern Africa.”
Ugh, here’s where she needed to lie like a demon. “Since the dawn of time, my family has served to protect the world from demons wherever they may appear. It doesn’t matter which legend they are from; I sense them and rid the world of them.”
She’d gone too far, and he was looking at her like she was insane. Or drunk. Or insane and drunk. Reaching out, Carter took the brandy snifter from her hand and placed it on the bedside table. Yep, drunk.
“So, what do I do?” he asked, watching her carefully. “I’m not going to destroy a piece of my childhood because a woman I just met tells me she’s a demon hunter.”
There was no way she’d get him to give it up now. The best she could do was damage control and to get him to agree to a sorcerer freeing the genie.
“I can find someone who can cleanse the bottle—release the genie so I can banish it. Then you’d be free to keep the bottle. You’d just need to be very careful not to wish anything in the meantime.” Asta felt a fissure of fear. He’d admitted to opening the bottle, but would he admit to prior wishes? “Have you made any wishes since you came into possession of it?”
It was as if shutters came down over the man’s face. Carter met her gaze carefully then glanced at his brandy before taking a careful sip. “No. None at all.”
Shit—shoot. No, shit was probably the better word for this nightmare, regardless of her innate dislike of foul language. Carter had wished—consciously made a wish. But how many had he unconsciously made over the years? How many were left?
***
“Do you want the good news first or the bad news?” Wyatt asked.
“Bad news,” Dar said.
“I think Phelps has already had at least one of his wishes granted.”
Dar scowled. “So I’m assuming his corporate success is a result of demonic intervention.”
“That I’m not positive about. It could be he just got lucky with the right product at the right time. His family is old money, and he’s got a trust fund, so backing wouldn’t have been a problem. With a solid product and enough money to throw at it, it’s possible his success is genuine.”
“So the first wish is?”
“I’m pretty sure it involved academics. Phelps had poor high school grades, but got into Berkeley on the strength of his parent’s alumni status and some sizable family donations. He was close to failing every year when mysteriously at the end of his senior year, he rocketed to the top third of his class.”
“Maybe he just laid off the pot and actually started studying?”
“Maybe. I read his thesis, and it’s brilliant, but when I really got to digging around, I found that grades had been changed. Nothing ever really vanishes when it comes to data. There was an archive file on a back-up server in Houston that still had the original grades. He was failing, and then suddenly, he wasn’t.”
Dar shrugged. “Bribes? You said his family is old money and his parents are alumni. Colleges are underfunded, and the right board is very susceptible to some cash in their face. I know this personally.”
Wyatt rubbed a hand across his forehead. “I guess. Still, it’s all too convenient. His grandmother dies, and he gets the bottle. Then within two months, he’s acing his thesis and classes, grades are changed from ‘D’ to ‘A’, and he starts a company that five years later is worth billions.”
“One wish for academics or one for corporate success, or both, or neither.” Dar resisted the urge to rub his own forehead. “The bad news is, we’ve got nothing but suspicions.”
“Yeah. He could be on wish number three or have made none at all.”
“Or something in between. I could use the good news right now.”
Wyatt grinned. “I broke through that Ouroboros software. In addition to the usual protections, it was designed to guard against a very specific brute-force attack—one that just started taking down servers in China and India twenty minutes ago and is now working its way across the globe.”
“Convenient. And I stole all the freebie copies that Phelps was going to give away.”
“Yeah. There went his big chance. His current clients are protected, but all those freebies would have resulted in sales by next week. He’ll still get some good press out of this attack, but nowhere near the hero-worship and run on his products I’m sure he expected.”
“Do you still think he’s somehow orchestrating the attacks?”
“Is water wet? Yeah, I do. No one is this good unless he’s psychic, and I doubt Phelps can tell the future. If he keeps it up, he’ll have a total monopoly on the market.”
“Yeah, but he’s not the only one in the game. Let’s say some hacker in Azerbaijan finds a way around his software.” Dar gave Wyatt his best meaningful look. “Or possibly a hacker from Maryland who just happens to be attending a conference in Chicago. All it takes is someone to get around his software, and he’ll fall from grace faster than a necrophiliac angel.”
Wyatt winced. “Ugh, Dar, the image. Trust me, I’d love to take Phelps down, but wouldn’t that just force him to burn through his wishes? I thought the idea was to keep the genie in the bottle?”
“Yeah, that,” the demon drawled. “I strongly doubt Asta is going to leave her date-night with the bottle in hand, and even if she does, the chances of finding a skilled magic user this side of the gates are slim. I figure let’s just rip the Band-Aid off, get the fucker out of the bottle, and deal with him.”
“I’m not sure I want to be in the same town as an angry genie who was trapped in a bottle for hundreds of years. Are you sure you both can handle this guy before he levels the town?”
“Of course we can,” Dar lied. “That fucker will be dead the moment he gets out of the bottle. Guaranteed.”
 
 



Chapter 12
 
First the Red Tape virus shut down businesses across the globe this spring, and now millions of companies have found their data stolen via the Olive Branch virus last night. How many companies will be ruined, how many governments de-stabilized by hackers before these criminals are tracked down and held accountable for their terrorism?”
Asta shifted from foot to foot, uncomfortably aware Carter’s speech was heading straight toward a self-serving finale. The main conference room was packed, attendees spilling into the hallway while press flashed their cameras and extended their microphones up by the podium.
Her entrancement abilities might be subpar, but she was a decent judge of character. Carter had good intentions, but what was that saying humans had about the pavement on the road to hell? Maybe Dar was right. Maybe her ability to evaluate human morals sucked as bad as her entrancement ones, and Carter was planning something nefarious. She watched him at the podium, his hands shaking and lip twitching in spite of his confident words. No. She just couldn’t believe that of him.
“These viruses don’t just affect large companies. Mom and Pop companies are having to close their doors. Small businesses are the backbone of our country’s economy, and they are at risk.”
Carter was sounding more and more like a politician. The thought sent Asta to scanning the room for Dar. What was his take on this whole thing? He knew humans and their hopes and fears better than she did. He’d know what Carter was maneuvering toward with his software and press conference.
“I, for one, can’t sit by and watch while hardworking business folk are bankrupted by these criminals.” Carter paused, his gaze meeting as many eyes as he could while the crowd stood silent. “So I’m taking a stand. Our newest security software, Ouroboros, is now free to any company or government institution that requests it.”
The room erupted with sound, everyone talking at once. Carter waited for the noise to die down and everyone’s attention to return to him before continuing.
“As you leave, you’ll receive a copy of our press release, which includes a special URL and coupon code for your copy of Ouroboros. We’ve got over three-hundred server locations and the extra bandwidth allocated to ensure everyone will be safely under our wings by close of business today. Thank you.”
Carter strode from the stage, seemingly confident and self-assured. Asta frowned, wondering where the awkward, endearing man she’d come to consider a friend had gone. Perhaps humans could separate their business-selves from their personal lives. It seemed entirely possible, given what she’d seen and read in the last hundred years. Still, it bothered her to see this other side of Carter.
“Hey, babe, how’d your date go last night?”
Asta felt Dar’s energy before his hand rested on her shoulder. Both touches felt good—warm and intimate.
“Terrible. Get ready with the ‘I told you sos’. I didn’t get the bottle, but at least Carter knows what’s in it and that he needs to not cash in any wishes.”
Dar snorted. “What makes you think he gives a shit about what’s in the bottle? Forget ‘I told you so’; I think he’s happy to profit from his wishes without any regard for what happens when the genie gets out.”
No. She just couldn’t believe that. Maybe, before, Carter hadn’t known how dangerous his path was, but now he did, and she trusted him. Although humans, like demons, seemed to be rather shortsighted with low resistance to temptation. Not that she had room to talk, given her actions over the last few days.
“He admits to opening the bottle when he received it from his grandmother’s estate, and I get the feeling he may have wished for something not understanding what he was doing. He’s aware of the consequences now, though. He’ll be careful.”
“I don’t think so. I had Wyatt check, and there’s a chance he may have made one or two of his wishes already. Once he’s sampled the forbidden fruit, I doubt he’ll hold back.”
Asta remembered the human’s face last night when she’d asked if he’d made a wish. Dar was probably right about that, but she still had faith that Carter wouldn’t go further down this path. “No. He won’t make any more wishes. I let him know the consequences, and I’m confident he’ll be careful.”
“So where does that put us?” Dar pressed. “Watching him and this fucking bottle until he croaks? Following the damned thing around for a few millennia until someone is stupid enough to make three wishes?”
“We’ll find a mage or sorcerer, cleanse the bottle of the genie, then Carter can keep it as a memento.”
Dar stared at her until she squirmed under his gaze. “And if that takes decades? What if we find a mage and your boyfriend changes his mind? How’s he going to feel about runes and circles and banishment—all the stuff humans feel is black magic?”
She ignored the boyfriend comment. It was best not to get sidetracked, and ignoring Dar’s jealousy seemed a better route than addressing it.
“If he changes his mind, then we’ll wait. When Carter dies, we’ll buy the bottle from his heir.” Asta couldn’t meet Dar’s eyes. That was the stupidest plan ever. She was leaving in less than a week, and Aaru wouldn’t assign an enforcer to follow a bottle around the country for the next fifty years or so. Dar was right; she had to come up with another idea—one that wouldn’t destroy whatever was left of her grace but would allow her to resolve this situation before she left for home.
The demon’s knowing eyes found hers. “Fuck that. And you know it, too. Steal the fucking bottle, kill the human, and find a way to get this mother-fucking genie out of there before we all die of boredom.”
Asta opened her mouth to protest then saw a human edging up to them—a blond human male whose appearance stirred a faint memory. Wyatt—that human who wasn’t always an idiot and was sometimes useful.
“Did you see this?” Wyatt thrust a press release at Dar. They both already had copies, but neither had bothered to even look at them.
“Yeah.” Hmm, maybe Dar had looked at his. “Why give away a million free copies of his expensive software? He’s not making any money doing that, and the more companies that fall to these attacks, the more clients he’s likely to have in the future. I just don’t see the gain here.”
“Yeah indeed. What a generous guy, huh?”
Dar smiled. It wasn’t a particularly nice smile. “And once everyone has installed Ouroboros, it will save everyone’s bacon, then cost them an exorbitant fee to continue licensing. Extortion at its finest. This guy should have been a demon.”
Wyatt nodded. “That would bring him a ton of money. Everyone would be terrified to let their license lapse, knowing they’d be vulnerable. He’d be the richest man in the world—and the most powerful.”
The demon stared at the press release, and Asta watched emotions flit across his expressive face. “But last night we talked about how this was a flash-in-the-pan. Even if Phelps orchestrated the viruses that led to his success, eventually he’ll fall to a hacker. It’s going to happen. What then? He’ll take the money he’s made and run? Somehow I see him as being in this beyond the financial incentives. He doesn’t want to be the richest man in the world. He wants respect.”
Asta caught her breath, remembering her conversations with Carter. “He does. His grandparents were notable individuals, and his parents respected experts in their field. He always felt like a dim bulb in comparison. He always felt like everyone considered him stupid—everyone except his grandmother.”
“So why pull this?” Dar asked. “He’d get admiration and respect, but it would be short-lived. He’s not stupid enough to think this would last forever. What’s his plan?”
Asta stared down at the press release, her faith in humanity fading away. “Perhaps he intends on making a third wish.”
Dar took a deep breath. “If you’re thinking what I’m thinking, then that wish is going to have loopholes big enough to drive a truck through. I don’t know any human with the mental capacity to wish for continued market dominance without screwing it up somehow. Fuck, I don’t even know many demons would attempt that sort of contract. The wording would have to be so precise... even the best human lawyer couldn’t make that happen.”
“Think he’s already made it?” Trust a human to cut right to the heart of the matter. Asta considered Wyatt’s words then shook her head.
“Don’t know. I’d be willing to stake my soul on it that as of last night he hadn’t, but who knows what happened after I left. Do you think the genie could have any influence over him?”
Dar laughed. “Doesn’t matter. If he’s made that third wish, then he’s in for a rude surprise, and we need to be ready to defend the city from a very pissed off genie.”
Asta cast her awareness out, scanning as far throughout the city as she could. “No. I don’t sense any demon energy beyond Dar. I don’t think Carter made a wish.”
Wyatt waved the press release packet. “So he’s snapped and turned into a delusional megalomaniac. Look, I know you all think I’m a worthless unevolved idiot, but I’m a human, and I know humans. If he hasn’t made all his wishes yet, he soon will. I’m with Dar—we need to steal the bottle and do something to neutralize the situation. I don’t like the idea of killing anyone, so hopefully you both have some idea on how to get the genie out and back to Hel with minimal damage, otherwise I don’t see this ending well.”
Asta met Dar’s eyes. “I have an idea,” she said, her heart sinking.
His gaze never left hers. Wyatt and all the humans streaming around them disappeared, and all she knew was the press of his sprit-self against hers. He waited, saying nothing, and she knew that whatever she proposed, he’d follow her. He might bitch and moan, he might argue strenuously, but he’d follow her. There was more at stake than her grace, and sometimes personal ethics needed to be put aside for the benefit of those who were helpless—those who she’d vowed to protect with her life.
Moral dilemma be damned. There were some times a preemptive strike was the only option. “We need to steal the bottle. I’m going to kill this demon before he has a chance to get out, and before Carter loses his soul.”
Dar’s gaze turned soft, and his hand reached out to caress her shoulder down along her arm. “You can’t kill the genie. He’s magically contained. There’s no way you can get to him when he’s inside the bottle, and no way to break the bottle until a human completes the terms of the contract.”
“I can’t kill him here.” Asta felt a sort of grim determination come over her. “But nothing material can last in Aaru. If you can manage to steal the bottle, I’ll pop off and get permission to gate the bottle to Aaru. Once the bottle disintegrates, we’ll be able to kill the genie.”
Dar winced. “Ruthless, although I approve. But I thought the Iblis, Ha-Satan, was the only demon allowed in Aaru?”
Asta took a deep breath, hoping her superiors would go along with this plan, would see the need for these desperate measures. “Sometimes there needs to be an exception to a rule.”
 
 



Chapter 13
 
Asta hated to leave Chicago unattended, but this was important. Plus she’d left Dar in charge of the city.
Yeah. The idea of leaving a demon in charge while she dashed off to an impromptu meeting was a bit like letting a wolf guard the sheep, but somehow she trusted him. Besides, as territorial as demons were, others would think twice before choosing that location. Dar had promised to hold down the fort for her as well as steal the bottle from Carter’s room. Upon her return, she could quickly gate it to Aaru. Problem would be solved—as long as she could convince her superiors to go along with the plan.
“Asta, correct? From Gabriel’s choir, and the youngest among us.”
The angel walked toward her, effortlessly navigating the huge boulders lining the mountainside. Below them, surf crashed against the cliffs. Asta felt like her heart was doing the same violent motion inside her chest. He knew who she was. He absolutely knew who she was. His question was meant to calm her nerves, but she was confident this angel knew every single one of his staff, down to the lowliest gate guardian. He nearly scared the bodily fluids from her every time they met. Yes, they were all older than her, but this one... he was truly ancient.
“Yes, Ancient Revered One. Thank you for taking the time from your busy schedule to meet with me and hear my request.” It had been incredibly bold of her to jump straight to the top like this, bypassing the other, more senior enforcers, but the head of the Grigori was the only one among them who served on the Ruling Council.
“It was no bother at all. I’m always ready to meet with any of my enforcers or guardians.” In spite of his kind smile, Asta got the feeling she was inconveniencing him terribly.
“Sir, I have a bit of a problem with a demon in my city that leads me to an unusual request.”
The angel sat on a rock, motioning for her to do the same. “A high-level demon? Do you need me to intervene?”
Asta sat, taking a moment to compose herself. Every enforcer needed to call this particular angel at some time in their assignment. High-level demons sometimes required an ancient to take them down—especially if they held too much energy for an angel to absorb. Some demons were like giant batteries—batteries that detonated violently when they died. It had taken only a few angels to meet their end in the ensuing explosions for everyone to realize there was no shame in calling in an elder to assist.
“No, Sir. I mean, this demon might possibly require assistance, but I won’t know until I get him out. He’s in a bottle.”
The Ancient One laughed, and Asta jumped at the unexpected sound. She’d never heard an expression of amusement from him before—seldom heard it from any of the angels in Aaru.
“Ah, a trapped genie. He’s going to be furious when he gets out—they always are.”
His casual attitude was such a relief. “We believe he is bound under contract to grant three wishes and suspect he may have already granted at least one.”
“We?”
Asta squirmed. “I am working with a demon who is under immunity as a member of the Iblis’s household. And a human who, although he is supposedly an idiot, has specialized information and skills.”
The Ancient One’s lips twitched slightly. “Your persuasion abilities have improved significantly over the last few years. Convincing a demon to do your bidding is no small feat.”
Oh shit—shoot. Oh shoot. “It’s not... he’s not doing my bidding. We came to an agreement on an exchange of... information. I’ve told him that I won’t hesitate to kill him if he violates the terms of his immunity, so rest assured that I haven’t given him any leeway in that regard.”
The elder angel’s lips twitched again, although his eyes remained stern. “I see. So you and your companions will watch carefully to ensure this genie is banished after his service?”
“Dar, the demon I’m working with, believes he’s been trapped for over six-hundred years. We have doubts that the human in possession of the bottle has the ability or knowledge to banish him properly after the service is rendered. I’ve warned him against completing the contract by wishing, but... you know how humans are.”
“Yes, I do. It’s not exactly unusual in these cases for the human in possession to have no knowledge in banishment. Once he completes his wishes, then you can kill the genie as he is released from the bottle.”
Here came the difficult part. “Sir, I’m concerned about the length of time before he is released and the resources needed to keep appropriate scrutiny on the trapped genie. In addition, what the human may be requesting from the genie could result in great difficulties. The human who has possession is involved in global cyber security. The effects on positive evolution for the human species could be devastating if a wish were to go wrong. I’d like to find a way to neutralize the genie before he completes his contracted service—whether through banishment, some other return to Hel, or, as a last resort, killing him.”
The smile was clear this time. “Then you’re a better angel than I. Or perhaps you have a sorcerer friend that can release the demon? Otherwise, he’s going to be alive in that bottle until he renders the contracted service.”
Deep breath. Deep breath. “I’d like to request we transport the demon to Aaru. There, the bottle will eventually degrade and we’d be able to dispatch the demon without any undue damage to the progress of humanity.”
The Ancient One leaned backward, narrowing his eyes. “Interesting proposal. We’ve never housed a magical item in Aaru to see if its physical nature degrades as other items do. There’s also a good chance the spell would hold, and even without the physical confines of the bottle, the demon would be trapped and shielded.”
“Sir, I beg of you to consider this. The cost to humanity if the human were to have his third wish granted would be most damaging. The human world runs on computer security, and if that were to be compromised in a catastrophic fashion... .
“Asta, by the time the Ruling Council managed to put it on the agenda, the human will be long dead. There is simply no time for this sort of thing, and the odds are, your request would be denied in the end anyway. The angelic host resists allowing the Iblis in Aaru in spite of her lawful right to be there; they’ll never grant passage to another demon, even if the argument in favor is a sound one.”
There had to be a way around this. Angelic law always had loopholes; it was just a matter of finding one in time. “If the bottle was found in Aaru, transported there by unknown means, what would happen?”
The Ancient One sighed. “You would spend the next two millennia in rehabilitation, that’s what would happen. Or worse, find yourself a Fallen without halo or wings. There is little tolerance for unlawful behavior in Aaru at this time. They would trace it back to you, and the penalty would be severe.”
Asta shuddered. Fallen. It wasn’t just that she’d lose her wings and halo, but she’d be under the black wing of the Iblis—a part of Ha-Satan’s household. Was the potential damage to humanity worth the loss of her eternal salvation?
The elder ancient put a hand on her shoulder, his spirit-self a reassuring warmth against hers. “Little One, you have been an exemplary enforcer. You’ve served the Grigori admirably this last century and are due to return to the comforts of Aaru in a few short days. Don’t risk your future over the folly of one human. Return to your post and monitor the situation. I’ll send another enforcer to assist in your transition tomorrow.”
“No!” Asta caught her breath, appalled at her disrespect. Chicago was her city. The thought of another enforcer there, now or ever, filled her with barely contained fury. “Please, sir. Allow me to see this situation out, even if it extends my service.”
The angel’s black eyes bored into hers. “Humans unexpectedly die with appalling regularity, and their possessions pass on to others. It could be centuries before a human dares enforce the genie’s contract. Perhaps you should reconsider your offer.”
To give up Aaru for another century or maybe more—why was that idea so appealing? Why did she immediately think of spending that time with Dar, trying new foods, singing in bars, doing other things? That one week of sin stretched out for an undetermined length of time.
“Sir, this is very important to me.”
He patted her shoulder, smiling gently. “I’m going to wait to either approve or deny your service extension. In the meantime, I’m counting on you to ensure this genie is taken care of in an appropriate manner.”
Asta’s heart sank. How was she going to be able to ‘take care’ of the genie now that her one idea had been shot down? Time to have a little brainstorming session with Dar and that idiot human.
“Thank you for your time, Most Revered Ancient One.”
“You’re welcome. And, Asta?” His black eyes were no longer gentle as they met hers. “Your manifested form is very convincing—and very dangerous. Be careful when you flirt with sin, and remember that demons always lie.”
Her breath lodged in her throat. Did he know? Those dark eyes always seemed to strip her bare, revealing all her secrets. “I will, Sir. I will.”
 
 



Chapter 14
 
What are we going to do with this thing if Asta doesn’t come through? Sam knows a sorcerer. Maybe she can call in a favor.”
Dar peeked around the corner of the sub shop and eyed the front of the hotel. Cameras, cameras everywhere. What a fucking pain in the ass. “She doesn’t have any favors to call in.” It was a little embarrassing for the titular head of Hel to be so in debt to a human. Hopefully his sister could get on a more even footing before word spread and other demons saw her reliance upon human sorcery as a weakness to be exploited.
“How about that Gareth guy? She’s gotten a lot of stuff from him in the past. I’ll bet he’s powerful enough to take care of this situation.”
Gareth was months behind on work, and there was the logistical issue of him being in Hel and very unwilling to cross the gates. “Not going to happen. Aaru is our best bet.”
Wyatt kicked at a loose piece of pavement also frowning at the double revolving doors of the hotel from their hiding spot in the alley. “I’m thinking we made a lousy bet. What’s our backup plan?”
There was none, at least none that an angel would agree to. “Add it to our décor until we find a human to fulfill the contract in a benign manner? I don’t fucking know. Step one is getting in this asshole’s hotel room.”
“Can’t you pick locks? Sam can pick locks. I thought all demons could pick locks.”
Dar resisted the urge to punch Wyatt in the face. A bloody nose and a fat lip. A little facial rearrangement would be so satisfying. Wyatt had no idea how lucky he was. I promised my sister I wouldn’t harm you, but I really want to. “Yes, I can pick locks. Phelps has more than just the hotel locks on the door, though. He’s got some kind of thumbprint device. Who knows what else he’s got going on in there. Demon wishes aside, the guy seems to be pretty bright, and he does own a security company.”
“All that for a hotel room? Sheesh, paranoid much?” Wyatt looked up toward the penthouse suite windows. “I assume it’s linked into his cell phone so he’s alerted to a break in. If you’d have given me more than five minutes’ notice, I could have hacked in and blocked the alarm.”
Dar dug through his suit pocket and tossed a business card at the human. “Here. It’s his personal cell, not the business one. Make it ten minutes and I’m in.”
“That gives us five after I block the alarm to grab the bottle and run for it. Phelps is going to know something is up with his security, and, worst-case scenario, that’s how long it will take him to get here from the convention center. Plus the lobby and elevator cameras will still record you. Phelps and the police will be looking for you, Asta, and me.”
“No, they’ll be looking for a rat.” Dar ducked back safely into the alley, exploded all of his physical being outward in a flash of light and rush of molecules, then condensed back as his rat form. It sucked to destroy the nice suit he’d been wearing, but sometimes sacrifice was necessary to make a dramatic statement.
“Don’t let anyone see you or there will be a whole lot of screaming and running for the exits.”
Dar grinned, flashing pointy teeth. He had no intention of being seen. Scaring humans was good fun, but this was a stealthy mission.
With a twitch of whiskers, the demon was off, vanishing under the sewer grate and through the maze of pipes and tunnels beneath the building. A thousand years of navigating underground had given the demon some unusual skills. Even though this hotel’s layout was unfamiliar, he’d noted various air-return vents when he’d visited Phelps’s room two nights ago. Hopping from the sewers into the boiler-room drain then across the floor and up the garbage chute, Dar looked carefully before making a mad dash across the service-area floor to the laundry room. With a quick twist of screws, he was in the ductwork and heading up.
This hotel seriously needed to clean out their HVAC system. The ducts were coated in dust, with faint lines of rust around the joints, and the occasional spot of mold. Dar wrinkled his long nose and sneezed, his eyes watering as he climbed steadily upward.
Fuck, this was going to take forever. He’d told Wyatt ten minutes in a moment of bravado, but now the demon wondered if he’d make it. The ductwork was a maze, slowly winding up around the building. Dar took as many short cuts as he could, but that didn’t discount the miles he’d need to cover before reaching the penthouse.
Miles. Upward. So much for that rounded figure he longed for. Looked like Asta’s predictions regarding the horrible muscles were going to come true. By the time he reached the top floor, his lungs were heaving for air, his legs burning.
There. The huge air-return duct terminated in a ceiling-high grate that overlooked the hallway in front of the bank of elevators. Pausing to catch his breath, Dar rose on two legs and hooked sharp claws into the vent edges. He could see no one from his admittedly limited vantage point. The elevator indicators held steady at the lower floors. Twitching his nose, he breathed deep, recognizing the smells of room service food, newspaper, cleaning solution, and plug-in air freshener. This was the risky part, where he exposed himself in a mad dash to the penthouse door. Every whisker clamored for him to be patient and make sure no one was about, but there was no time to be cautious.
Fuck it. With a burst of energy, he broke the bolts holding the grate to the wall, propelling it outward. With a quick glance to either side, he sprang to the ground. There were only two rooms on this floor. Phelps was at the convention, and the chances of the other guest or a random maid seeing him were remote.
Galloping across the patterned carpet, Dar reached the door and eyed the levered knob. Snaking his energy up through the door and into the circuit, the demon watched the red light turn green, and then he leapt. Dexterous paws grabbed the handle, and the weight from his body pulled it down. The door opened with a click, and Dar jumped to the floor inside Carter Phelps’s room.
The box on the table flashed. He’d no idea how long until it decided the required fingerprint wasn’t coming and alerted Phelps to the break-in. Even if Wyatt had managed to hack in and block the system, Dar only had a few minutes. Of course, a few minutes were more than enough time to grab a bottle and disappear into the ventilation system.
He raced toward the bedroom, scrambling up the dresser drawer pulls to the top. The bottle stood just as it had the night before. Dar’s tail twitched as he felt the weight of ancient demon energy. Who was this guy?

Something to his left flashed, and Dar realized he had no time left for contemplation. Grabbing the bottle with his front paws, he knocked it on its side and rolled it off the dresser onto the carpet. The ancient glass hit with a disturbing crack.
Ah well. It’s not like the thing was going to break, and the genie was pissed off already. A fall, then a roll along the carpet wasn’t going to put him in a better mood, but the mode of transportation couldn’t be helped. Dar couldn’t take the time to carry the bottle while staggering through the hotel room on two legs. He had to get a move on.
Cylindrical objects rolled well. Bottle-shaped objects didn’t. The stupid thing kept veering to the left, forcing Dar to waste precious time getting it down the penthouse hallway and out the open door. Once there, he didn’t close the door. It wasn’t like he needed to cover his tracks. Phelps would soon know there was a break-in, even if Wyatt had managed to work his magic.
Navigating the hallway wasn’t any easier, and when Dar reached the air duct, he realized he’d been a bit shortsighted in planning this whole caper. The air duct was eight feet up, next to the ceiling. Not an easy jump for a rat, even a demon rat, but an impossible jump for a demon rat holding a bottle.
Fuck. Dar glanced around, noting the three cameras pointed his way. Well, there was nothing else to be done. He could hardly sit here and wait to be caught, or roll the bottle down the elevator and through the lobby as a rat. With a flash, he transformed into his human form—his very naked human form—and tossed the bottle up into the air duct.
That didn’t sound good. The thing made a horrible racket, slamming its way down the metal passageway until it stopped at a turn. Dar winced, then jumped, hooking his hands on the lip of the open grate before changing back into his rat form. The HVAC system had been steep going up, and it was equally steep going down. Dar found himself sliding face-first at an alarming pace, grabbing at the bottle as he rocketed by. The weight of it jerked him around, smashing him into the side of the duct where a poorly placed screw tore a chunk of flesh from his side.
Fuck, that hurt. He was still on his belly, but now sliding backwards, his blood painting a stripe along the dusty edge of the metal duct. Dar gripped the neck of the bottle with his front paws as he scrambled to slow his descent with his back legs. Ass first, he had no idea where he was going or which turn he’d taken. All he knew was, he was heading down. Hopefully to the laundry room. Hopefully not to the furnace, although it shouldn’t be ignited on this warm day.
His rear hit something hard, smashing him between it and the bottle. He’d stopped but was at a backward angle with the weight of the bottle on top of him. He could throw it off and risk it hurtling downward into the furnace. Not a good choice. Heat wouldn’t damage the bottle, but he didn’t like the idea of singeing fur and risking third degree burns retrieving it. He could repair the resultant injuries, but suffering them wasn’t his idea of a good day.
Dar edged sideways and twisted his neck to look down. Fuck. It was nearly a straight drop—not one he’d like to go down with the weight of this damned bottle on top of him. That left only one other choice. He rolled, feeling his stomach rise into his throat as he rode the bottle like a rocket down the vertical descent. The sense of direction that never failed him? Well, it failed him this time. Dar had no idea where in the hotel he was. He knew nothing except he was bound to come to a stop eventually. It’s not the fall that kills, it’s when you stop falling. Neither would kill a demon, but it sure as fuck wouldn’t be pleasant.
It wasn’t. Dar saw the grate rush toward him. He hit with enough impact to rip it from the ceiling. That last eight feet to the cement floor seemed to take forever as he scrambled around on the bottle, trying to ensure it landed first and took the brunt of the impact. At least he didn’t have to worry about glass shards in his ass and belly.
The bottle hit, bouncing and flipping as it slammed Dar back-first onto the floor. He grunted, losing his grip on it. As he struggled to stop the room from spinning, he heard a piercing scream, an accompaniment to the noise of the bottle rolling away.
“Rat!”
The scream became a chorus of screams. Dar blinked, shaking his head to clear his vision. Huge glass circles lined up before him like portholes on a ship, only these were filled with linens spinning round and round. The laundry. He’d smelled this room coming in and realized he must be fairly close to his original route. There was a clear way out through the floor drains to the sewer, but he’d need to drag the bottle past a hoard of women shouting in some foreign language and swatting at him with towels. Fuck it. Dar bared his teeth, snarling at his attackers. The screaming reached a fevered pitch, but they backed up enough for him to grab the bottle and work his way across the floor.
It was an agonizingly long process. Every few feet he needed to turn around and again threaten the women who seemed determined to whip him to death with hotel linen. Finally he made it to the drain, nudging the cover aside before shoving the bottle down the hole and jumping in after it.
Going up through the sewer was more strenuous than his slide down the ventilation system, but the swim through fetid water was far less painful than his hard landing on the cement floor. Dar surfaced to get his bearings and catch a breath, spitting the foul taste from his mouth as he pushed the bobbing bottle along. The genie inside had suffered a rough ride, but it had to have been better than the ride Dar had been through on the outside of the bottle.
Finally Dar dragged himself out through the sewer access, hauling the bottle, which felt like it weighed a million pounds, behind him. Wyatt was waiting, looking nervously at his cell phone.
“About time you got here. For Pete’s sake, Dar, what took you so long? And you stink.”
It’s not like he could respond in his rat form—Dar’s telepathic abilities were restricted to beings of spirit—so the demon transformed into his human form.
“Yeah, well sewers usually stink. And I had a bit of trouble with the bottle. It wasn’t as easy to haul it out as a rat as I thought it would be.”
“I got that.” Wyatt turned his phone to face Dar and played a grainy video of his transformation into a human in the top-floor hallway of the hotel. Fuck, this was going to be a problem. Not that he hadn’t realized it after seeing the video cameras in the hallway, but it still smarted that all his efforts to mask the theft were for naught.
“I know, I know. It’s not like I had any choice. I couldn’t get the bottle up into the HVAC system as a rat. We’re hosed, but at least we’ve got the bottle. If Asta does her part, they’ll be no more wishes for Carter Phelps.”
“We’re not hosed.” Wyatt grinned and pushed a button on his cell phone, slipping the device into his pocket. “That feed is now wiped. Phelps will suspect a cyber-terrorist—one who has superior skills, one who blocked his security alerts and interfered with the hotel surveillance. We’re home free.”
Yeah, except for all those housekeepers and laundry maids who saw a rat scooting a bottle across the floor. That sort of thing wouldn’t go unreported, and Phelps might be savvy enough to connect the dots. Either way, with the theft targeted to the bottle, he’d realize it had to be one of the two individuals who’d been in his hotel the last few days—Asta or Dar. No proof, but that didn’t mean Phelps wouldn’t be a pain in the ass about it. Once again, Dar lamented that he couldn’t just kill the human and be done with it.
“Here.” Wyatt handed him a bag. “Put some clothes on before you get arrested.”
Dar pulled a White Sox t-shirt and a pair of gray sweatpants out. “Thanks, but I think I’ll go naked.”
“Go ahead. Phelps is going to be mighty interested that you got arrested for indecent exposure in a service alley beside his hotel. Especially since his room was just robbed.”
“Okay, okay,” Dar grumbled and held up the shirt. Baseball sucked. Again he wished he hadn’t blown up his nice suit.
***
“Please tell me you didn’t waltz through the hotel and steal the bottle while as naked as a jaybird.”
Asta had traced them into an alleyway as soon as she’d returned to the city. Why were they still here? The plan was for them to steal the bottle then meet her back at Dar’s hotel room, not stand around right next to the crime scene arguing. And not stand around naked either.
Dar shimmied, spreading his arms wide so Asta got the full frontal view. “Through the lobby, up thirty-six floors in the elevator and down past an entire room full of housekeeping staff.”
“He was in his rat form,” Wyatt told her. “And now he’s reluctant to put on the clothing I had the foresight to grab from the tourist shop next door.”
“No self-respecting demon would be caught dead wearing this shit. There’s a drycleaner just a block away. You could have stolen something nice from there; that way I don’t have to walk around looking like a homeless orphan with questionable taste in sports teams.”
“I’m not stealing clothing from a drycleaner. You’re lucky I spent my own money on this stuff. I should have just let you run around as a rat the rest of the day.”
“Stop bickering.” Asta felt ready to explode. They needed to get out of here before the police, or Phelps, showed up. “Dar, put on the clothes. And hand me the bottle.”
The demon raised his eyebrows. “Magic word? Are angels so devoid of polite behavior that they don’t know how to say please?”
That did it. She’d spent all morning a ball of anxiety over the meeting with the head of the Grigori before being turned down. And now she had to deal with two of the Three Stooges in a back alley. Politeness was pretty far down her priority list right now.
“Give me the bottle and put on some clothes.”
Dar dropped the clothes and tucked the bottle behind him. “No and no. You want it? Well, come and get it.”
The angel launched at him, intending to punch the demon in the gut and grab the bottle. Instead, Dar threw his arms around her waist and dropped to the ground. Now the bottle was digging into her back, and she was off balance, heading face-first toward the asphalt. Dar shifted, and they crashed on their sides, the demon taking the brunt of the impact on his shoulder.
“Give me... I want it... .” Asta gasped, the breath partially knocked out of her.
The demon moved the hand with the bottle between them and flipped himself on top of her. “I’ve been waiting to hear those words from the moment I met you. Darling Asta, I want it too. I really, really want it.”
The angel puffed, recognizing the sexual innuendo. It was even harder to speak with his weight on top of her, and that stupid bottle pressing against—. That isn’t the bottle. No, something else, similar in shape and equally hard was pressed against her lower region.
“Get. Off. Me.”
With great dexterity, the demon held her close and rolled. Now she was on top of him, his arms tight around her and the bottle pressed against the small of her back. Other things were still disturbingly pressed against her too. She struggled to sit up, and Dar relented, moving his hands downward to secure her thighs on either side of his hips.
“Angel on top. I like this position.”
This was even worse. Sitting on him, straddling his hips like this, put that part of his anatomy right where it was supposed to be.
“Should I leave and come back in ten minutes? Although, knowing Dar, ten seconds is probably the most he can last.”
Wyatt’s voice behind them was both exasperated and amused. Taking advantage of the momentary distraction, Asta lurched to the right and grabbed the bottle. Unfortunately, distracted didn’t mean inattentive. Dar kept a firm grip and yanked her forward, seizing the bottle with both hands. A brief tug of war ensued that caused the lower parts of their bodies to rub together with interesting friction.
He felt good against her—really, really good. Asta was beginning to think less about the bottle and more about the amazing sensations sending little sparks through her body. Her eyes met Dar’s, and she saw her desire mirrored there—and saw he knew how turned on she was.
“Guys? Any moment now Phelps is going to arrive, and the police with him. I suggest you save the porno for later and we all get out of here.”
How embarrassing.
“Fine. Keep the bottle.” Asta jumped off the demon and smoothed down her pants, trying desperately to return her breathing and heart rate back to normal. Glancing out of the corner of her eyes, she saw Dar, still sprawled on the ground propped up by his elbows. The bottle was firmly in one hand, and he was quite noticeably aroused.
“Dude.” Wyatt shook his head in disgust. “Drop the main mast, and get your clothes on, pronto. I can hear sirens.”
Dar struggled to his feet, making it clear that his raging erection was causing some ambulatory problems. This was ridiculous. They were going to get caught all because she couldn’t control her temper, and Dar couldn’t stop teasing her. Two stooges—she was just as bad. Three Stooges was more like it.
“Come here.” Without waiting, Asta grabbed Wyatt with one hand and dragged him forward so she could touch Dar with her other. In a flash, they left the alley and appeared in Dar’s hotel room. The demon immediately fell to the floor, slamming into an armchair on the way down and dropping the bottle. Wyatt retched and staggered toward the bathroom, banging into the walls along the way.
“What’s wrong with you two? I know demons and humans don’t teleport, but your reactions seem a bit extreme.”
“Damn it all, Asta. Give a demon some warning next time. The room is spinning like a fucking carnival ride.”
Oops. She heard Wyatt vomiting and grimaced. “Sorry guys. We do this pretty much as soon as we’re formed. I guess we’re just used to it.”
“Well, I’m not used to it.” Dar tried to stand and fell sideways into the end table. “Fuck. I might just puke too.”
Asta looked around and helpfully shoved a small garbage can toward the demon. “Here. I don’t know how long Wyatt is going to be in the bathroom.”
Leaving the men to their digestive distress, the angel dropped to her hands and knees and dug under the sofa. There. Nope, that was an empty Heineken. Sheesh, Dar was a total pig.
Ah, the bottle. It was so pretty, all purple and gray with gold swirls and trim. Flicking a finger at the side, she noted how solid it was. Magically unbreakable and stamped with the energy of the demon it had held for so long.
“How fast can you pop that sucker up to Aaru?” Dar had picked himself up off the floor and was rinsing his mouth out with the contents of the mini bar, spitting expensive booze into the trashcan.
“It doesn’t matter.” Asta looked away from him, focusing intently on the bottle. “They turned down my request.”
“So I give the thing to my sister, and she’ll toss it through the wild gate into the fourth circle of Aaru. The bottle dissolves, the demon panics and runs around heaven until the angels take him down. Problem solved.”
“You forget the part where I spend the next two thousand years in rehabilitation as punishment. It doesn’t matter who does it; I’ll end up with the blame.”
“So what do we do with that?” Dar brushed the bottle with his finger.
Asta pursed her lips, turning the bottle over. “Start looking for a mage. We need someone who can get the demon out of here so I can send him back home. That’s pretty much the only option left.”
“If we kill Phelps, we’d have more time to find a magic user. And we wouldn’t have to worry about him stealing the bottle back or making any more wishes in the interim.”
Dar’s voice was hopeful, like a child asking for a treat he knew would be refused. Asta frowned and shook her head. “Nope. We’re not killing Carter.”
“I still think you should ask that Gareth guy or one of his buddies to do it.” Wyatt was a bit more upright as he walked slowly back into the room. “There’s got to be some mage in Hel who would be willing to take a quick trip here.” He turned to Dar. “You can come and go through the gates; just bring one with you, and have him release the genie.”
“I’ve got a better idea.” Dar drained a mini of gin and tossed it onto the carpet. “I grab Carter Phelps and Asta transports us here to my hotel room. I duct tape him and torture him until he agrees to use his last wish on something like a really good pad Thai. Asta kills the demon, or sends it to Hel—I don’t really fucking care. Then we drown Phelps in Lake Michigan and make it look like a boating accident.”
Asta and Wyatt both stared at the demon.
“So how quickly can you get a mage here from Hel?” Asta asked. “I’ll look for one here, and whoever can get a mage first, wins.”
“Wins what?” Dar’s eyes glowed with interest.
“Nothing.” She plopped the bottle on the coffee table in exasperation, wincing as it landed more forcefully than she’d intended. “It was just an expression. I’m going with Wyatt’s idea. The great mage hunt is on.”
“Oh, come on! My idea is so much better than his.”
“No, it isn’t. Killing Phelps would cause you to lose your immunity.”
The demon considered that with what looked suspiciously like a pout. “Okay, so I don’t kill him at the end of it all. It’s still the best idea.”
Asta tried for her most intimidating stare, forcing her traitorous mouth to keep from smiling as Dar gave her a charming naughty-boy grin.
Finally the demon sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Look, Gareth is out of the question. I’m sure he could do it, but our household is shockingly in debt to him right now. And given a certain political instability in Hel with the elves, high-level magic users are a little scarce.”
He was telling the truth. What was she going to do now? Aaru was out. There would be no cooperation from Phelps now that they’d stolen the bottle and violated any trust he might have. It would take her months of determined Internet searches weeding through dozens of fakes before she found an earthly mage able to release and banish the genie safely—if she managed to find one at all. And she was supposed to return home in a few days, leaving the bottle in the care of another enforcer who might not be as diligent about its safety.
“I’ll take it to Aaru.” Asta was proud her voice didn’t tremble one bit at her decision. She was going back in a few days anyway. And with all the sinning she’d done this week, maybe two thousand years of having the disobedience purged from her soul would be a good thing. No, it would be a horrible thing, but this was the only choice that didn’t have a high probability of innocent casualties associated with it.
“I thought you said they’d torture you.” Dar’s gaze was intent.
“Punish, not torture. It’s intended to return my vibration levels to the correct balance and remind me of the need for order and structure. I’ll be fine.”
Her voice wobbled. Wyatt made a little gasp noise from behind her. Dar’s mouth thinned into a line. Obviously they both knew she wouldn’t be fine at all.
“I’ll make the wishes,” Wyatt volunteered. “I trust you to take care of the genie when he gets out.”
“I can’t let you do that, Wyatt.” Asta turned toward him, smiling in gratitude. “If you had the knowledge and magic to do the protective circle, then maybe. Otherwise, it’s too much of a risk.”
“And my sister would kick my ass if I let her boy toy get ripped to bits by a genie,” Dar added. “Besides, we’d need to kill Phelps for that to work. Right now he’s the owner, and if he’s already triggered the contract by making that first wish, then the genie won’t serve another until he’s dead.”
“See?” She deliberately addressed her comments to Wyatt, unable to let Dar see the dread in her eyes. “Aaru it is. I’ll take care of a few quick things and have this bottle up there by nightfall.”
“Fine.” Dar threw his hands into the air. “I guess I’m going to Hel and selling my soul for a sorcerer. Fuck knows what Gareth is going to charge me for this one. We’re so over a barrel with him that I’ll probably need to carve out a pound of flesh in payment.” He turned to face Asta, and she recoiled involuntarily as he thrust a finger toward her. “You owe me. This is above and beyond the call of duty. I’m saving your ass from heavenly torture. I get something in return.”
He seemed angry, but underneath it was warmth and humor she couldn’t resist. “Another date?”
“A date and more.”
Asta caught her breath, thinking of their make-out session last night, and the wrestling they’d done in the alleyway today. Was that his ‘more’? In spite of her constant repetition that she wasn’t going to have sex with him, part of her hoped that was what he meant.
“I want you to show me your home.”
“Aaru?” He couldn’t mean that. Demons weren’t allowed there. There was no way she could ever take him to Aaru.
“Fuck no. I mean where you stay here in Chicago. There’s got to be some place you store all your fancy clothes, where you hang out when you’re off duty.”
She was never off duty, but Asta knew exactly what he meant. Her place. That was just as intimate as having sex. “Deal.”
She could do no less. He was sticking his neck out for her, helping her when he had no obligation to. And if he came through, he’d save her from what really would amount to two millennium of torture.
 
 



Chapter 15
 
Dar spent the entire rest of the day frantically trying to score a sorcerer before his date with Asta. Things would go such much better tonight if he could assure her help was on the way from Hel.
As second to the Iblis, the titular leader of the demons, his word alone should cause others to rush to do his bidding. The problem was that no one in Hel really gave a shit about who held the Iblis title, or what his role was in her household. The one sorcerer who was free from elven service was busy and less than excited about racking up one more favor from their household. None of the elves were interested in cooperating with the demons who had made their lives so miserable.
Dar was ready to throw in the towel when he remembered someone. Someone who had the ability to travel from Hel without using the carefully guarded angel gates. He wasn’t a sorcerer and didn’t have any experience in containment of demons, but he was willing to give it a shot for the right price. Negotiations had been tough, but they’d come to an agreement, and the mage would be in Dar’s hotel room by morning. Which gave him the whole evening to spend with an angel.
Asta had given him an address and time. He’d dressed carefully in his favorite of the stolen suits and picked up sashimi and a nice bottle of unfiltered sake. And now he stood before the locked doors, looking up along an endless expanse of glass and steel. It was late. All the office workers had gone home for the night. The residents who owned the condos on the top five floors must use key cards to gain entrance in the off hours. Not that a demon had any problem with a locked door.
Energy snaked through the electronic locks and he was in, the light illuminating via sensors as he walked through the hallways. Thankfully the elevators didn’t require any special codes, as he wasn’t sure his abilities extended to feats of mechanical engineering. The elevator lurched up, nearly dropping Dar’s stomach into his feet. Eighty-two stories, and the elevator opened on the top floor. There were six doors, spaced for privacy, in a square around the elevator lobby. Asta’s was number four.
He knocked briefly, swung the door open, and was amazed to find himself in a giant closet.
That was the only way to describe it. Rows of clothing hung neatly on racks suspended from the ceiling and bolted to the walls. A few dresses were displayed on mannequins. Shoes, purses, hats, and scarves filled the wooden shelves that lined every free wall. There were no sofas, no chairs—nothing except clothing and accessories. Dar felt fairly certain that if he wandered into the bedroom or bathroom, he’d find the same. It seemed excessive, even compared to demon standards, but given she’d been here for a hundred years, the volume of clothing and accessories was fairly reasonable. It was a long time to compile a wardrobe.
“Where’s the sexy lingerie?”
He heard a laugh and spun about to see Asta peering at him from behind a row of brightly colored pleather pants. “I’m an angel; why would I have need for sexy lingerie?”
“Why would an angel have need for ugly plastic trousers?”
She stepped around the pants, hips swaying as she approached in jeans and a white oxford shirt. This was the most casual she’d ever been attired—and the most relaxed he’d ever seen her. His usually perfectly put-together angel looked just as gorgeous with high-top sneakers and her hair in a mess of loose brown curls as she did in her designer suits and dresses.
“I’ll have you know those pants were all the rage in the early 90s. I haven’t had the heart to get rid of them.” She looked around fondly. “I haven’t had the heart to get rid of anything.”
And that told him exactly what he’d suspected from the moment he’d nearly knocked her over as she had pressed her nose against the bakery window. “You love it here, among the humans. I always thought you angels suffered your service as part of the Grigori, longing for the moment you could return home.”
“Most do. I’m just more susceptible, I guess. I shouldn’t have taken this assignment at my age, but I was so eager to prove myself. You don’t know what it’s like always being considered the baby, having a fraction of the skill and abilities of everyone around you.”
Dar smiled. “All those other angels are too afraid to risk their purity by leaving Aaru. You’re gutsy enough to give it a try.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Trust me; it’s not guts. Down here I’m powerful. And I like the humans. They face such challenges in their short lives, and the majority of them show amazing courage and morality. I’m happy to protect them.”
“And steal their clothing?” Dar swept a hand to encompass the mind-boggling volume of outfits.
Guilt flashed across the angel’s face. “I reimburse them in some fashion—sort of a barter system. And they’re not all human-made. Quite a few are my own efforts at copies—very poor efforts, I’ll admit.”
“Let’s see some of these efforts. Model for me.” Dar looked in vain for a place to sit, finally plopping down on one of the few bare spots of floor.
“I’m not modeling for you.” Asta’s laugh was tinged with embarrassment. “But here. I made this one.”
Holy shit. It was a 1950s fitted wiggle-dress with alternating panels of dark and light leopard print. The top would have hugged her bust like a second skin, pushing her breasts up like a corset, the wide straps accenting the vast amount of skin exposed across her chest and shoulders. The slides were slightly ruched, which would give the tantalizing effect that the dress was working its way up her body. She spun the dress on the hanger, and Dar caught a glimpse of a sizable slit up the back.
“Put it on.” His voice rasped as he imagined her in it, imagined him taking it off her. “Please?”
“No!” She turned from him, obviously flustered. “It’s not right. I couldn’t get the gathering quite even, and I couldn’t wear it without fear of falling out the top.”
And now Dar was wild with the image of Asta having a nip slip as they dined. She’d bend over to snare a piece of sushi just out of reach, and rose-tinted brown would peek above the top of the dress. Good thing he was sitting down, because he was hard as a rock just thinking about it. If he’d been standing, Asta could have hung a few of her outfits from his erection.
“It’s one more thing I’m less than skilled at.” Her voice was sad. Dar’s heart ached as she turned to hang the dress back on the rack.
“Bullshit. You’re skilled; you’re just not perfect. No one is, not even those saintly angels up in Aaru who are older than dirt. Do you like it? Do you like creating these clothes?”
“Yes.” Her expression was puzzled as she walked over and sat beside him. “I love how the humans express themselves through their attire. It’s artistic; it reflects an inner mood. Clothing is the paint on your body’s canvas.”
Her words gave Dar an idea. “This body you’ve created for yourself—it’s your art. It’s perfect. Others may create the paint that adorns it, but you’ve created the canvas, and your skill at that is beyond any angel’s I’ve ever seen.”
She smiled. “Thank you.” Sighing, she reached out to finger a cashmere peacoat. “It’s a shame I’ll have to leave all this behind. Neither my paint or my canvas will come with me to Aaru when I return.”
“Well, that’s a long way off.” Dar laughed. “You’ll need to rent the whole floor before you leave at the rate you’re shoplifting.”
For once his reference to her larceny didn’t get the usual response. Instead, she frowned, her eyes troubled. “I’m leaving in two days. My service was for a century, and it’s up.”
Breathe. Breathe. Dar’s heart seemed to have dropped down around his shoes, and the room narrowed to a pinpoint. She was leaving in two days? Two days? That’s all he had before she’d vanish from his life forever? Gone were the thoughts of tempting her into sex as some kind of conquest. He wanted more than just a conquest, more than just sex. Two days?
Snap out of it and think of something, his rat-brain commanded. “The mage is coming tomorrow morning, but there’s still a chance this genie issue won’t be resolved before you’re due to leave. You wouldn’t fly back to Aaru leaving unfinished business, would you? You wouldn’t expect some poor new enforcer to take over in the middle of this?”
The angel shook her head, dark corkscrew curls bouncing. “It’s not my decision. I’ve asked for an extension, asked for another century of service, but I get the impression it will be denied.”
This couldn’t be happening to him. “Go rogue. Refuse to leave, or sneak back from Aaru. Other angels have done it; you can too.”
The longing on her face twisted him up inside. “I want to. Trust me; I love it here. I love the humans.” A faint smile quirked up a corner of her mouth. “I love macarons and purple wine at Stanley’s. I love flying down Michigan Avenue, and karaoke. I love kissing a certain demon in a dark alley, feeling him up against a smelly dumpster.”
His insides felt like they’d shriveled to dust. “Then why are you leaving?” He meant to ask ‘why are you leaving me?’ but that last word wouldn’t come.
“I want to stay, but I can’t help but second-guess myself. Has my time here warped my sense of judgment? Have I l forgotten the joys I felt back home? The longer I stay here, the farther I stray from Aaru. I fear I’m becoming less of an angel and more of a demon.”
Dar felt a foreign sense of shame. Was it so bad to be a demon? It’s not like he had any choice in the matter of how he’d been born. But Asta’s words seemed to indicate she thought nurture ruled over nature in a being’s moral foundation. “Would any experience change you from the angel you are? Are we demons because of Hel, and you’re an angel because of Aaru? Do you think the fall is what caused us to be as we are? You’re not one of the angels who believe we had these demonic traits before we left Aaru?”
She tilted her head and put a reassuring hand on his arm. “I didn’t know any of you before you left Aaru. Some angels claim that demons have always harbored darkness, but others speak with nostalgia and longing of a time when our differences were a compliment and not a conflict.”
“Romantic,” Dar teased, determined to somehow lift this evening from grief into something they’d both remember all their lives. “So this is where you eat and sleep? Surrounded by eighty tons of clothing and footwear?”
Her eyes were drawn to the box of sashimi he waved temptingly before him. “No. I simply have this condo for storage. I really live on the roof.”
Dar felt his heart rise in his throat. Roof? Oh no. They had to be almost nine-hundred feet in the air. Hopefully the roof had a large, sturdy balustrade around the edges. The demon swallowed a few times. “Well then, let’s go to the roof to see where you actually spend your down time. I brought sashimi and a nice sake. We’ll have a lovely romantic open-air dining experience.”
Yeah. If he didn’t puke his raw fish all over the place, he’d be lucky. Chicago wasn’t nicknamed the ‘windy city’ for nothing, and all the buildings swayed as an engineering precaution against structural failure. Shit. Nine-hundred feet up and rocking like a willow in the wind. He should have brought a bottle of Xanax to go with his sake.
The rooftop was as he’d feared. Thankfully it was flat, but the edge was a scant six inches higher than the black pvc membrane he stood on. Winds buffeted the building, and Dar felt it sway. There were taller buildings a few blocks away, but this one towered above its neighbors and took the full force of the tunnel effect as gusts roared through the spaces between skyscrapers.
“How do you stand this?” Dar sat on what seemed to be an electrical box and opened the container. With careful attention, he placed the dishes of hotate, otoro, and tako next to a small container of fugu.
“Stand what?” Asta’s curls blew away from her face, a blinking antenna light sending her features into sharp relief.
“Spending your nights up here. I feel like I’m going to be blown over the edge any second.”
The angel shrugged as she snagged a piece of pickled ginger from one of the trays and deftly popped it into her mouth. “I regain a sense of perspective up here. It’s like being perched on the edge of a cliff, where you can survey the world below. Besides, if I get blown off, I’ll just fly back up.”
“Here. Tako. You’ll either love it or hate it.”
“It’s beautiful.” She examined the sashimi intently. “The little round holes and bumps in the grayish brown are so pretty against the white inside.”
“Octopus,” Dar told her. “It’s rather chewy and has a very subtle taste. Some prefer to put wasabi on it, but I feel that completely masks the flavor of the tako.”
She smiled, and he caught his breath at the trust in her dark eyes. Gripping a piece with awkwardly held chopsticks, she popped it in her mouth and chewed. And chewed and chewed. Finally she swallowed, her nose wrinkling. “Not sure about that one. It feels like parts of it are trying to attach themselves to the inside of my mouth.”
“That’s the suckers.” He let that sink in for a moment and extended another tray toward her. “Basashi. Here, I’ll help you with this one.” Dar placed a bit of ginger and onion on top and deftly plucked it from the tray with his chopsticks. Asta leaned forward, and again he felt the lower regions of his body come to attention as her full lips closed around the meat.
“This is good. It reminds me of the tartare from the other night.”
That had been especially good with the raw egg yolk on top. Dar grinned. “Yes, although this isn’t minced, and it’s horse meat. You have no idea how hard it is to get in the States. The humans here seem to consider it one step away from cannibalism.”
“And this?” Asta grabbed a piece of toro and nodded enthusiastically as she chewed. Dar couldn’t help but laugh at her expression. “It’s like butter. Tuna?”
Dar nodded. “The best cut of Bluefin—anterior belly, up near the head. And now for the fugu, which might kill you.” He smothered a grin as her beautiful eyes widened. “The chef I got it from isn’t exactly licensed, so if you become paralyzed and die of asphyxiation, you’ll know he fucked it up. If not properly prepared, puffer fish is tainted by the animal’s poison. Are you willing to take the risk?”
She looked excited. His angel, living life in the fast lane. Damn, how he wanted her—wanted her forever.
“Mmm. Not chewy like the octopus, but similar in subtle flavor. Almost flaky in texture,” she mumbled, her mouth still full. “My mouth is a little tingly, but I haven’t died yet.”
Dar laughed and continued to present her with the other sashimi he’d brought, urging her to try the unfiltered sake after they’d finished eating. Lying back, watching the stars drift above them as they drank from the little cups he’d bought in Chinatown that evening, Dar felt incredible peace. He’d never felt this way in all of his centuries in Hel, never felt this way on his vacations across the gates. It was her. Life was better when he was sharing it with her.
“So, how do you like my special place?” Her voice was an odd combination of flirty and shy. “This has been my home for the last thirty years. Before that I had a spot over on Rush, but as soon as they built this high-rise, I knew I wanted to be on top.”
On top. He envisioned her on top of other things too, but even as he lay next to her, feeling her warmth and wanting her, Dar couldn’t put the thought of being at the top of a very, very tall building out of his mind. “Have you always been this way? You’ve always liked living so high in the air?”
“Yep.” She rose and wandered to the edge of the roof. “The head of my choir, The Most Ancient Revered Archangel Gabriel, has an affinity for water.” Asta plopped down and swung her legs back and forth over the edge. Dar felt the beginnings of a panic attack just watching her. “I, on the other hand, have an affinity for air. It’s why I cannot keep from flying, even though to do so is an infraction.”
Dar forced himself to stand and walk to her, tearing his eyes from her swinging feet and the ground so far below. “Why aren’t you with a choir whose leader is more air-like? I can’t think a water angel would be an ideal mentor.”
The angel stiffened for a moment before relaxing and shaking her head. “The Most Ancient Revered Archangel Raphael is the highest angel who has an affinity for air. He is... he is nearly an Angel of Chaos. It wouldn’t be a good fit.”
“Why not?” Dar persisted. “I’ve heard he’s a pretty cool guy, way cooler than that asshole Gabriel.”
Asta shot him a narrowed glance. “I won’t sit idly by and listen to slander against the head of my choir.”
Dar raised his hands. “Fine. Fine. But why aren’t you in Raphael’s choir?”
“I’m tempted enough without that particular archangel as a mentor.” Asta’s shoulders slumped. “Gabriel is strict, unbending. He pushes me to be the best I can be. His example keeps me from sin and inspires me to continue on my path to righteousness.”
“And that includes stealing expensive clothing and shoes? A morning shot of caffeine? Sitting on a rooftop with a demon eating raw seafood?”
He meant it to be teasing but felt bad the moment he said it. Asta caught her breath, and Dar swore he saw a glimmer of tears in her eyes. “I do the best I can. With Raphael as a mentor, I’d probably be two steps from Hel. I’m not infallible. I do sin, as much as I try not to. You wouldn’t understand what terrible temptations there are here among the humans.”
Dar held his breath and carefully sat beside the angel. “I do understand. I’m a demon, remember? I love nice clothes and coffee as much as you do.”
She gave him a watery smile. “And flying? I’m sure you fly all the time, since you have immunity and don’t need to fear death at the hand of us angels.”
Don’t look down, don’t look down. 
“Uhhh, I don’t fly.”
The angel’s eyes widened. “You don’t fly? I know you all lost your wings in the Fall, but I thought you could still manifest those leathery bat-type wings. What do you mean; you don’t fly?”
“I... we... .” Dar made the mistake of looking down and felt himself break out in a sweat, his hands white knuckled as he gripped the rim of the roof. “Not all demons can manifest wings. I can’t. I don’t fly.”
Silence fell, and Dar felt her pity. It grated on him like sandpaper. “I don’t want to fly. It’s not my thing. I’m a rat. I like it underground in caves and tunnels. The air isn’t my thing.”
As soon as he’d said the words, a lump settled in his throat. She was an angel with an affinity for air, and he couldn’t fly—wouldn’t fly. The very thought of it sent chills down his spine.
“I’ll fly you. You need to experience it, even if just this once. If you don’t like it, that’s fine—you don’t ever have to do it again.”
Dar tensed, his hands gripping the ledge of the roof so hard he feared it would crumble in his grasp. A hand touched his shoulder, and he jumped with an involuntary reflex.
“Trust me. I won’t let anything happen to you, I swear. Trust me.” Her mouth turned up in the most adorable smile ever. “I’ve trusted you these last few days. It’s your turn.”
The demon drew a shaky breath. It was as good a day to die as any. “Okay. Just a short flight.”
He glanced over and saw the warm approval in her face. Moonlight and some inner glow lit her like a beacon in the night. Golden brown. Everything about her was like a warm loaf of bread right out of the oven. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe she’d drop him from a thousand feet up, or drown him in Lake Michigan. It didn’t matter, because he was lost in the beautiful joy shining from her dark eyes.
“I’ll even fly you in your rat form. How’s that? Both of us conquering our fears at the same time.”
Who says I’m afraid? It’s what Dar wanted to say, but instead something totally different came out. “Right. You’ll be more likely to panic and drop me as a rat than as a demon. I know how you feel about rodents.”
The brown eyes widened then Asta threw back her head and laughed. It was a deep, smoky, musical laugh, and Dar felt his hands loosen on the roof ledge.
“I swear on my eternal soul that I will not drop you.” The angel’s eyes grew soft. Dar could have sworn he saw something in them that was more than affection. “I will never let you go, Dar, no matter how red your beady eyes are, or how your whiskery nose twitches, or how much your sharp claws dig into my skin. I will never let you go.”
Dar took a deep breath and stood. “I can’t promise I won’t puke on you.”
Asta rose, huge wings of brown and gold extending full-width from her back. “Vomit is not included in this excursion. You puke on my shirt and you’re going for a swim.”
 
 



Chapter 16
 
Dar went to change into his rat form and hesitated. He hadn’t brought any additional clothing. If he destroyed these, he’d be heading back to his hotel room dressed in one of Asta’s outfits. With a shudder at the thought of wearing a minidress, he carefully removed his outfit, neatly folding everything and placing the clothes on a reasonably clean spot.
And now he was a rat—a two-foot-long rat with sharp claws and glowing eyes. Asta took a sharp breath and turned her head to look over the edge of the rooftop. This wasn’t going to work. He was on the verge of a heart attack just thinking of being flown far above the skyline, and she couldn’t even look at him. What was he doing thinking there could ever be anything beyond a moment’s attraction between them?
“Dar?” Asta reached out a hand toward him, her eyes still averted. “Can you help me out? I don’t think I can do this, and I really need your help.”
Something in her voice pulled at him. An angel asking for a demon’s help—surely Hel was freezing over right now. Dar moved under her hand, nudging her palm with his nose and rubbing his head along her fingers. They curled around the side of his shoulder, scooping him up carefully.
“You’re heavy.” Her other hand cradled his other side, and Dar was lifted toward her chest. He really wanted to snuggle into that warm space between her breasts, hear her heart beat against his cheek, but the thought that she might freak out and drop him was a huge deterrent. Asta still sat along the edge of the roof—and now Dar was held in her hands, suspended over the pavement so far below.
Don’t look down. Don’t look down. Fuck, he was going to puke if he even thought about how far down the city streets were. Instead, he focused on Asta’s face—or rather, on her chin, since she still refused to look at him.
This is fucking stupid. I’m going to die. And what a humiliating death it would be—horny demon trusts a musophobic angel and ends his life splattered on State Street.
“Ready?”
Dar squeaked his reply and felt her hands tighten painfully around him. Yes. Yes, I’m ready. For fuck sake, don’t crush me. 
“Sorry.”
The angel took a few deep breaths, affording Dar a magnificent view of her cleavage, then revealed her wings.
Dar had seen them from afar, but he’d never been up close to Asta’s wings—and he’d never seen an angel bring them from their safe place into the open. The air shifted aside, as if the night suddenly wrinkled along the edges of the angel’s back. Then, with a sonic boom, blackness gave way to a burst of brown and gold. There was no gentle unfurling, no flash of light, just a deafening crack, and the snap of muscle and feathers extended to full length.
He only had a moment to admire them before the angel fell face-first from the ledge. All the air left Dar’s lungs and his stomach launched upward. They were falling. They were falling. Why the fuck wasn’t she using her wings? His claws extended to their lethal length, and Dar fought to keep from digging them into her chest to hold tight. Was she doing this insane free fall on purpose? If so, he was going to sink his sharp teeth into her hands as soon as they were safely on the ground. Paybacks were hell.
Dar was convinced they were seconds from impact when Asta finally extended her wings, cupping the air and angling her body. His stomach sank toward his heels as they rocketed upward. The buildings were a blur of light as they rushed by. Dar shut his eyes tight and tried to gain control over his breathing. When he opened them, they were far above the city, hovering gently in a thermal.
“You okay?” He saw a flash of gold as Asta glanced briefly down at him.
Oh yeah. No problem at all. Wheee! Total rollercoaster fun. That wasn’t the most convincing lie he’d ever told. It might have come across as amazingly sarcastic, but it was the best he could do. There was no way he would let this angel know how close to stroking out he’d come.
“Yeah, well it’s not all sunshine and roses for me, holding a rat while I’m flying. I needed to do something to take my mind off that particular fact.”
He loved it when she was pissy. All right, Maverick. Let’s see what you’re made of.
Either he had a death wish, or had balls of steel to challenge her like that. All Dar knew was that he wanted her to concentrate on something other than his beady eyes and long tail. If aerial acrobatics helped the angel do that, then fine. He’d survived worse.
Or not. The angel launched upward at an angle that would have stalled aircraft, and then she looped around, her back arched gracefully. If he hadn’t been so close to puking, Dar would have appreciated how beautiful her movements were. She truly loved to fly.
And he hated every moment of it.
They leveled out, sweeping down along the narrow corridors of northern Chicago, then eastward to cut across the moonlit path that painted Lake Michigan shades of silver. It was beautiful, and Dar struggled to put his fear aside and appreciate this different view of the city. Still, he could feel nothing beyond overwhelming relief when they soared back toward the rooftop where they’d begun this crazy experiment.
***
Her feet touched lightly on the roof, and she spread her wings wide, for balance. What an insane folly. She didn’t have enough fingers and toes to count the number of times she’d nearly freaked out and dropped him. Having a rat in her hands was bad enough, but the way he’d squirmed and scraped his claws against her fingers had nearly done her in. This was a lovely flirtation with the enemy, but that’s all it could ever be. They were miles apart. Angel and demon—a creature of air and a creature of darkness. He was so different from all the angels she knew, and that made for a crazy burst of passion. She’d dance with sin, maybe even cross the line, but whatever was between them could never last.
Are we on the ground yet? Please tell me we’re on the ground. Dar held perfectly still.
“Yes. Although I don’t think I’d call my rooftop ‘the ground’.” She’d done it—held a rat and hadn’t succumbed to a panic attack, or pitched him into the lake. Never in a million years had she ever thought she’d be doing this. A rat. She was holding a rat.
Yes, that rat was really Dar, but he still looked and felt like a horrible, nasty rat. Supporting him with one hand, Asta ran her fingers over the smooth gray fur, feeling the curve of muscle and jut of bone beneath his skin. His paws looked just like hands; the long sharp nails gently curved around her fingers. This wasn’t so bad. He actually felt rather nice. If she could just get past the red eyes, sharp teeth, twitching nose, pink tail, and long claws, he was rather cute. Twisting his head, Dar looked back at her with red eyes, his nose twitching. Ugh. Maybe he wasn’t so cute—at least not like this. Still, she was holding a rat. Holding a rat.
Then, in a flash of light, she was no longer holding a rat but a naked man. “Still afraid of heights?” she asked.
“Terrified.” He turned around to face her, holding her hands to keep them against his waist. “How about you? Still afraid of rats?”
“All except for you. Well, I’m kind of afraid of you when you flip your tail around and claw me, but other than that, I’m good.”
She was more than good now. His skin was warm against her palms. Why didn’t he have clothing on? At the very least, some underwear would have been helpful. Oh yeah. He’d stacked it by their dinner remnants and couldn’t exactly put it on when her arms were gripping his sides.
“Maybe we need to work on these things further.” The demon reached out and touched the ridge of her wing.
Asta jumped, twitching away from his hand, wonderful sensations racing through her—sensations she knew were beyond forbidden. “Don’t. They’re sensitive.”
She’d forgotten she’d left them exposed. How odd that she was so comfortable around this demon that she’d allowed such a fragile and vital part of herself within arm’s reach of him. Although, it was probably fair given that he was naked.
“Oh, come now. You just got to pet me. It’s my turn.”
Asta felt her face heat realizing how intimate it must have felt to have her stroke his fur like that. Fair was fair. “All right. Although, if you hurt me, I’ll toss you off the roof.”
He laughed. “I’ll restrain myself.”
The rest was a blur. Asta closed her eyes and leaned against him, feeling his hands caress the feathers and trace the bone structure underneath. Of all her physical attributes, wings were where her spirit-self was most vulnerable. Every touch reached more than nerve endings; it hummed through her very core, to the angel inside the human form. He stroked every barb of every feather, dropping one hand below her wings to bring her hips forward against him.
“Do you trust me, Asta?”
She wanted to say “no”, but it would have been a lie. For millions of years she’d been told how deplorable demons were, how they had lost their way even before the war, how their fall from grace heralded their slide down the evolutionary slope. She’d been told, but she’d never known them as the angels they once were. Dar didn’t seem all that deplorable, outside of some twisted interests, that was.
Did she trust him? Admitting to trusting an enemy was the hardest thing she’d ever done. And the bravest.
“Yes. Yes, I trust you.”
His hand left her wing to cup her jaw and raise her face to his. “Will you be mine? I really want you to be mine.”
Mine. Did that mean the same thing to demons as it did to angels? Two days. Two days and all this wonderful crazy rush of sensation would disappear. Somehow the thought wasn’t as comforting as it had always been.
“Yes, but only if you will be mine.”
“Haven’t you noticed? I’ve been yours all along.”
His mouth met hers, light and teasing. Hands roamed up her waist, skimming along the joints of her wings before coming forward to cup her breasts. She felt a chill along her ribs and realized he’d bared his claws and torn her shirt to ribbons. It was ruined anyway, from her wings ripping through the back, but his pointed nails on the soft underside of her breast and the feel of silk strips across her skin was more than she could bear.
She stepped forward, her leg between his to keep him in step with her until his back met the side of the wall surrounding the staircase. Flesh resonated against metal, but he never broke stride, keeping one hand at her breast, while bringing the other up to grasp the nape of her neck. His fingers fisted in her curls, tugging at her scalp and forcing her head backwards so his mouth could leave hers to travel down the front of her neck.
“You sure?” His voice was husky and full of need, yet somehow vulnerable.
Two days. That’s all she had left. Two days.
“Yes. I want you.”
The demon seemed to lose all control. His hands tore her clothing from her flesh, kneading and clawing in desperation. His need was incredibly liberating, and she found her hands roving his naked flesh, thankful she didn’t have to negotiate buttons and zippers to get to him.
Her lips parted, and her hands made their way up to circle his neck. His mouth was possessive and demanding, hungry as it plundered hers. Thought slid into the background as physical sensation took possession of her body and mind. Asta pressed herself against him, abandoning herself to the moment and kissing him as fiercely as he kissed her. Her body turned liquid; her heart raced; her blood pounded through her veins.
Dar pulled back, and his warm breath feathered against her cheek. She turned, brushing her lips against him as their eyes met. There was a flicker of something as he looked at her. “Can we... I don’t think I can be my best up here, nine-hundred feet above the ground. Could we possibly go inside? To your closet?”
The last word was said with a wicked grin. Her closet. She smiled. “Yes.”
The door had no sooner closed behind them than he was on her, pushing her backwards where she crashed against clothes and shelves of accessories, spilling them to the floor. They toppled down among them, rolling in a tangle of chiffon and silk until they came to rest against the wall that separated the main room from the kitchen.
“Damned mother-fucking pants. Where the hell...?”
She laughed softly against him, reaching her hands down to assist in clothing removal. It was all so intimate, far more intimate than any of her encounters with angels had ever been. Here they were, tangled in a heap of fabric, hot and desperate to find ecstasy in each other’s arms.
Her shirt was in tatters; she’d shimmied her pants down to her ankles and kicked them off. Nothing was between them except bare flesh, but Dar held back. His hands practically tickled her skin as they traced up the underneath of her arms and down her torso. His mouth roamed along her neck and shoulder, working slowly down. His erection was insistent against her inner thigh. She shifted, arching her lower back to urge him on.
“Damn. You angels have no patience whatsoever.” He chuckled against the top of her breast. Then his mouth moved lower, teasing around her breast then down to her waist. She made a small noise, bereft that she could no longer reach him with her mouth, and dug her hands into his hair.
It was soft, silky as feathers. Her fingers stroked through the strands as he worked his way down her waist and across her abdomen. Oh stars, the feel of him against her skin was glorious. His mouth was light and teasing, strands of his hair tickling along her waist. Her hands twisted his hair as his tongue glided along the crease of her thigh, skirting the part of her that throbbed and ached for him.
Asta couldn’t help the frustrated noise that escaped her, or her hands that yanked on his hair in an effort to bring his mouth where she desperately wanted it to be. His laugh against the crease of her pelvis was nearly enough to send her over the edge.
“Demanding, aren’t you? Well, I must obey when my angel commands.”
He bent his head, and the skillful flicks of his tongue drove every thought from her mind. When she came, it was like a nor’easter off Lake Michigan, driving and hard, blinding in its fury. She pulled his hair, her hips twisting as tremors rolled through her body.
Before they’d faded, he was a hard length against her, his mouth claiming hers.
“Your turn,” he murmured as he pulled her lip with gentle teeth. “Angel sex. Remember?”
Joining. But how could that ‘satisfying’ activity ever match what he’d just made her feel? Opening her eyes, Asta stared into the gray of his irises, memorizing the sharp lines of his cheekbones and jaw. Then she reached out with her spirit-self and dove into him, feeling their essence merge into a line of translucent white.
Holy shit—shoot. Holy shoot. This was... oh, my stars, this was amazing. Every muscle in Dar’s body tensed against her then he relaxed with a moan of pleasure. Flesh. Skin. She tasted his shoulder, working her way up along his neck to the corner of his mouth, digging her teeth hard into the flesh of his lip and all the while plowing her spirit-self into his. He shuddered, his eyes flaring with sparks of red among the silver.
“You are mine,” she told him, tasting him, roving her hands down to grip his ass, feeling him become one with her beyond the flesh.
“Damn straight I am.”
The whole hot length of him pressed her against the scattered clothing, digging her shoulder painfully into a stray hanger. Her breasts were crushed against the strength of his chest, his thighs demanding as they nudged hers apart to settle between them. Dar was all rippling muscle, taut sinew, powerful and sleek as he pressed against her. It drove her to the edge of insanity. She tilted her hips impatiently, feeling his manhood against her thighs.
“Okay, okay, greedy girl,” he teased.
He was up on his elbows, weight partially off her as he began to push himself slowly inside her. Asta’s eyes widened. His thickness stretched her; a tremor rocked like a wave through her body as he paused a few inches in.
“You okay?”
She was more than okay. Shit... shoot he was huge, stretching her to the edge and rocketing sensation through her. She pushed her spirit-self into his in return and felt a thrill as his body trembled against hers. She clenched around him, thrusting her hips up.
“You sure?”
“Yes.” Her voice was pissy, impatient, needy. His laugh was a throaty purr as he plunged into her. She reciprocated with her spirit-being, and they moved in rhythm, in and out, in both the physical and spiritual plane.
Everything was sensitive to the utmost degree. Her lips felt full and swollen, her face flushed, her breasts taught against his chest, her sex hot as molten lava. She spread her hands down across his back, digging her fingernails in and dragging them in furrows that surely must have broken the skin. Dar jolted as if he’d been hit by lightning, driving into her with increasing depth and speed, hard and deep, his movements savage.
When she gasped her climax, trembling against him as the waves of her orgasm crashed upon her, she felt him thicken and shudder out his release in time with hers. Their worlds came together. Two million years of meditation and rightful balance were nothing compared to this. Looking into his silver eyes as they both came, feeling the swirl of their spirit-selves joining, it was like two halves forming a whole. Never had she felt so alive. Never had she felt so... in love.
Asta awoke on a bed of vintage clothing, a demon by her side. Her breath caught as she remembered her transgressions from the night before. The last few days had been a delicious descent into sin, but last night... wow. Physical intercourse with a human was a shameful transgression, but would the sin be worse with a demon? Yes, they were the enemy, but they’d once been angels, and any kind of intimacy among their own kind was permissible. If she worked this around in her mind, it wasn’t the worst thing she’d ever done.
And it had rocked her world. That had to have been the best experience of her life. Nothing in over two-million years had come close.
Dar stirred, and she reached out a hand to smooth his black hair, tracing the intermittent silver strands with her finger. He was so different than the angels who had wooed her in Aaru. All the convoluted posturing and verbal debate vanished in his presence. He cut right to the chase, spoke what he felt, and when he prevaricated, it was somehow a lovely twist to their communication. Her opposite—although maybe there was some overlap between them. Either way, she craved the feel of his arms around her, pinning her to his chest as he drove himself into her warmth.
With a blink, silver-gray eyes met hers. Dar’s muscles contracted. It felt like an undulation along her breasts and torso.
“We have a mage to meet at nine.” His full lips curved up, and his eyes begged her to sin.
“He can wait.”
 
 



Chapter 17
 
At least one reporter in this town has a sense of humor.” Wyatt thrust the paper at Dar and Asta.
Rat Defeats High-Tech Security and Steals CEO Blind. More interesting was the picture below the bold caption—a large rat gripping a bottle in two front paws.
“Hey, I’m famous! I made the paper.” Dar shoved the picture toward Asta’s face, as if she couldn’t see it clearly before.
“Lovely. I’m just glad no one got a picture of you naked in the hallway, or naked in the alleyway arguing with Wyatt, or naked wrestling with me over the bottle.”
“Oh, baby, that wrestling was about so much more than a paltry bottle.”
Dar leered, his eyes making a slow perusal of Asta’s human form. She hid a smile and pretended to concentrate on the article, secretly wondering whether he approved of the pencil skirt and fitted sleeveless shirt she wore. They went perfectly with the navy patent sandals whose four-inch heels made her tower over the demon.
Today was... different. She thought, come the cold light of day, she’d be embarrassed or regret last night’s actions. Instead, she felt like every cell in her body was alive and vibrating, like there were invisible threads that connected her to the demon. Every move he made, each expression that crossed his face registered. She couldn’t be any more aware of him if they were still naked and entwined in each other’s limbs.
Asta shot Dar a surreptitious glance. Was he feeling the same? Better to shove all this into the depths of her mind and concentrate on the issue at hand. Trying to ignore the uncomfortable emotions, she grabbed the paper and read the article.
Crap. Dar had evidently made quite an impression on the housekeeping staff. A giant rat had terrorized them, pushing around an antique bottle and threatening to bite them all before both he and the bottle vanished into the floor drains. Phelps had filed a police report, vowing to catch the thief at any cost. He’d even offered a reward for the capture of the burglar and recovery of his property. The article was written very tongue-in-cheek; the reporter clearly making fun of Phelps. The caption under a crude drawing of Dar asked Has anyone seen this rat? According to him, the police were taking a similar casual attitude toward the crime. It seemed there was more concern about the hotel’s questionable sanitation that allowed rats to roam freely in guest rooms than the stolen item.
“Great.” The angel tossed the paper aside. “How is Carter today? Do you think he knows we were the thieves?”
He had to know. She’d expressed such interest in the bottle, had told him of the genie inside and the danger. Carter might not suspect Dar or Wyatt, but he surely knew she was somehow involved.
“It’s not easy sneaking around his booth. He knows me, and he probably suspects I’m somehow involved.” Wyatt glanced around furtively. “It seems like business as usual. He’s joking with clients and staff, handing out copies of Ouroboros. I get the feeling he’s nervous, like he’s watching for something to happen.”
Dar shrugged. “What’s he going to do? He’s a human. He doesn’t know where the bottle is, or have any proof as to who took it. He filed a police report; he could try to break into Wyatt’s or my hotel room. Other than that, he’s pretty close to checkmate.”
Asta glanced toward the booth, several rows away, and felt a pang of guilt for betraying the man who’d trusted her enough to tell her about his childhood. “I can’t imagine he’d be planning a little robbery of his own. I’m sure he’s upset over the loss of his grandmother’s antique.” And he probably hates me. The thought made her feel almost sick.
“He can rob my place all he wants,” Wyatt said. “All he’ll get is some dirty laundry and a six-pack of Budweiser.”
“Budweiser?” Dar punched Wyatt’s shoulder good-naturedly. “I thought you techie guys all drank some kind of emo craft beer.”
Asta ignored them. The mage should arrive soon, but she was feeling really uneasy about the whole thing, and horribly guilty about Carter. Wyatt could hardly get close to the man, and Carter and Dar weren’t likely to exchange much information without fists involved. That left her.
She snagged a tote bag from a nearby booth and wandered, adding various brochures before making her way to Genus Micro.
“Hey.” She smiled at Carter, trying to gauge his mood.
“Hey to you, too.” His return smile was stiff, anger and betrayal in his eyes.
He blamed her. This whole thing was a nightmare. “Look, I didn’t mean for this to happen. Remember when you were talking about the greater good? I’ll return it as soon as it’s safe. I just couldn’t risk that thing getting out.”
It was really awkward trying to have this conversation in a booth full of convention attendees who were listening. Carter must have realized too. He put a stack of brochures on a nearby table and looked down at her, his blue eyes flinty. “It’s a busy day, and there are tons of distractions. Let’s take this conversation somewhere more private.”
There wasn’t a suggestive hint in his comment, and the Carter she knew would never threaten violence, but Asta felt the hair rise on the back of her neck. He was angry, and he had every right to be, but there was a hardness about him that hadn’t been there before. “Where should we go?”
“The café next door? It should be quiet this time of day.”
A human would be no threat to her, but something about him today was making her skin crawl.
“Sure.”
He took her arm, and she winced at his firm grip. Maybe she had been wrong about him. She admitted to being naïve and having a trusting nature. There was a chance she’d only seen the best in Carter and had overlooked this angry man whose fingers were digging into her flesh as he led her through the convention center. Had Dar been right about this human? And if she was blind to Carter’s nature and motivations, perhaps she’d been blind to Dar’s too.
No. Not Dar. He might be as sly as any other rat, but he’d never hurt her. He cared about her.
Carter let go of her arm as they entered the empty café. After serving them chai lattes, the barista vanished to the far corner with a book. Phelps did seem different. His pleasantries lacked the warmth and energy they’d had previously.
“I know you’re the thief, no doubt assisted by your boyfriend.”
He’d cut right to the heart of the matter. Asta winced. Wait, boyfriend? Oh sheesh, he meant Dar.
“I’ll return it; I promise. We’ll have the genie out of the bottle by tonight, and I’ll bring it back to you.”
Phelps snorted. “Don’t give me that bullshit. I checked out this Dar character. He’s not who he says he is, and I’m willing to bet you’re not either. Rwandan voodoo-exorcist, my ass. Who are you really?”
I’m an angel didn’t seem like a response that would go over particularly well. “I swear on my eternal salvation that I’ll give you the bottle back. This genie is dangerous, and I can’t take the risk that you’ll accidentally let it out. I’ve no idea what type of demon it is, but it’s old and powerful, and it’s going to be angry when it gets out. I didn’t want to do this to you, honestly, but thousands of lives, maybe even more, are at stake.”
“You stole from me, Asta. Stole. I trusted you. I let you into my hotel room, let you into my heart, and you stole something that’s precious to me. It’s one of the only things I have to remember my grandmother by.”
She felt nearly sick with guilt. Maybe they’d been mistaken. Maybe Carter hadn’t made any wishes, wasn’t completing the contract with the demon at all. What if they’d just stolen something sentimental from a man who’d gotten his act together the latter part of his senior year and put together a wildly successful company? Humans had done that so many times before.
And she would have believed him, except for that little nagging part of her mind that screamed otherwise. It was time to dig a little and find out who Carter Phelps really was.
“Carter, you know what’s in that bottle as well as I do. That first wish involved your schooling and grades, and the second wish involved the success of your company. You’re entitled to make your own ethical decision, and I have no problem with you profiting, but that leaves only one more wish. One little slip, one moment of desperation, and the genie is out of the bottle. I can’t allow that abomination to walk the earth, destroying countless lives.”
The tables were turned, and now it was Phelps’s turn to plead ignorance. “There is nothing in that bottle. My grandparents got it on an expedition in Turkey. Six hundred years ago it held cooking oil, but there’s nothing in it now.”
He was speaking the truth. Asta squirmed, realizing he believed the bottle was just a pretty artifact. Darn it all. His success was either honest, or he’d made the wishes accidently, unaware of the repercussions. She’d hurt him; she’d betrayed his trust and it ate at her soul
“It’s not oil, and it’s not empty. Maybe you weren’t aware of what you were doing when you made those wishes, or maybe you didn’t make any at all. Either way, I can’t take the chance you’ll release the genie.”
Phelps stared at her with disturbing intentness. “It’s mine, Asta. My Grandmother gave it to me. I promised you I wouldn’t make any wishes, but you stole it anyway.”
“I had to, Carter. Can’t you see that?” Asta pounded a fist on the table in frustration then lowered her voice as she saw the barista look up at her. “The original sorcerer who put him in there had the ability to banish him back to Hel. You don’t, and if that genie gets out, he’ll kill you first then move on to others. I know you want your memento back, but I have to make sure it’s safe first.”
“Then teach me how to banish the genie if he gets out. Return the bottle to me, and I’ll assure you the demon will be banished if he accidently gets out.”
“No. One misdrawn rune, one slip in your pronunciation and it’s all over. I can’t take that risk.”
“This isn’t your business,” Carter snarled. “Who do you think you are to go stealing my possessions, claiming to be saving the world from demons? You’re crazy, and you’re a thief. And if you had the slightest bit of kindness in you, if you were half the woman I thought you were, you’ll return the bottle.”
“I’m sorry.”
Phelps’ hands clutched the tablecloth. “Right. Let me tell you exactly what’s going to happen, because I’m onto your little game. This expert you’ve called in somehow won’t be able to get the genie out, so you’ll need to confiscate it for all of eternity—which will be as long as it takes you to sell it on the black market. You’re a thief, a lying thief, and I can’t believe I ever trusted you.”
The man got up and stormed out of the café. Asta pushed the latte away, buried her head in her hands, and fought back her tears. How could she have screwed this up so badly? The only thing to do now was soldier on and do everything in her power to make this right. Carter may never forgive her, but she’d make darned sure he and all the other humans in her city were safe.
***
“Holy Goddess on high, how did someone do this?”
Kirby’s exclamation wasn’t causing them to have any degree of confidence in his ability to perform this task. Dar had his doubts when the mage had first arrived and spent nearly thirty minutes gawking at Asta. True, Kirby had probably never seen an angel before, but his open awe didn’t do much to solidify his reputation.
Dar felt a bit guilty—that he’d brought the mage over on this fool’s errand, and that he’d failed Asta. So much for impressing her with his connections in Hel. If only Gareth, an actual sorcerer-level magic user, could have been convinced to make the journey. Although, there was no guarantee he’d know what to do with this bottle either.
“There’s really a demon in there?” The mage held a long crystal near the bottle, squinting as it glowed. “How does he fit? Is he in the form of an insect, or a single-cell life form, or something?”
“He’s without corporeal form. The bottle is magically charged to hold him in that state until he performs the service he was summoned to do. Then he’s free to assume a physical form.”
For fuck sake, he shouldn’t have to explain this to Kirby. His sister had told her this man was good, that he could deliver. Dar was beginning to doubt her judgment—at least when it came to magic users.
“I thought you guys died when you didn’t have a physical form. That’s what the elves always taught us.”
Dar gritted his teeth in exasperation. “Not always. Can you break the spell? We need to release him from the bottle and send him back to Hel.”
Kirby shrugged. “I can try. This isn’t a spell I’ve ever seen before. Trust me; if the elves knew how to strip a demon of his physical form and stuff him into a container, they would have done it. I’ll do my best, but we’ll need to set up serious protection. I can tell by the energy signature on the bottle that this guy is bad news, although the bottle is sealed.”
“What do you mean sealed?” Asta ran a finger along the side of the bottle. “Carter—the owner—said he’d opened it.”
“Not sealed like that. It’s like a prison wall—I can’t reach him, can’t communicate with him. All I can do is try to smash through and give him an opening to get out. And given he’s been trapped for hundreds of years, I’d really want him to come out into a warded banishing circle, if you know what I mean.”
Dar did. He’d be pissed as all fuck if he’d been stuck in there for that long, waiting for someone with enough balls to complete the contract. Didn’t matter whether this guy was an ancient or a Low, he was going to come out fighting. “So what do you need?”
Wyatt had remained at the convention to keep an eye of Phelps, but Dar could run out and gather supplies while Asta stood guard.
“Got it all here.” Kirby dumped a huge bag on the floor with a thump. Inside was a huge book, various bottles, several pieces of chalk, a box of salt, and a wand.
“Can we help?” Asta picked up one of the pieces of chalk.
“Probably not. I’ll need to charge the runes and the circle as I draw them, in order to ensure optimal containment. Best to do that myself. There is one thing you can do for me, though.”
“Name it,” Asta replied. She’d been tense and sad since this morning, and Dar wondered what was going on in that beautiful head of hers. Last night had been amazing, and this morning he’d felt the connection with her, like electricity every time she was near. Now... now she was distant and brittle.
“Deep-dish pizza. Lou Malnati’s on South State Street, with sausage and mushrooms.”
“Oh, I’ve been dying to try that. Deep dish, it is.” Asta gave a forced smile and headed out.
Dar watched while the mage drew intricate patterns around the bottle. It was a long and boring ordeal. Even after Asta had returned with pizza and beer, Kirby continued his task. Finally satisfied, he sat and consumed three room-temperature slices and two bottles of beer before placing his hands, palms down, on the table. “We ready to do this?”
“We?” Dar raised his eyebrows, wondering what part he and Asta could possibly play in this.
Kirby’s face turned serious. “We. This thing gets out of the circle, I’m going to need all the help I can get. I got a reading on the energy signature, and I’m gonna say that I’m nervous. I want to identify the demon before I release him if we have time. It’s your call.”
Dar turned to Asta, his eyes drawn to her mouth as she gnawed her lower lip. “Identify him. Or her. I want to know what I’m up against if I need to go all ninja on one of my brethren.”
“Him. At least he was in a male form when he got stuck in the bottle.” Kirby chugged down the rest of his beer then went for his book. “I’m going to do a quick spell to reveal his names then see if I have any records on him.”
The next half hour was as exciting as watching the Hallmark channel. Dar paced, then stared with glazed eyes before he gave up and retreated to the newly stocked mini bar. The angel seemed to have more endurance, watching the mage intently and flipping through his spell book with interest.
“Did you know they could control time within certain parameters? They haven’t quite realized it yet, but it’s right here. How precocious of them!”
Dar handed her a mini of gin and watched her sip it. “Juniper. Very nice. Look at this fertility ritual. Can you imagine the garden? True, it only works on Rosa genus, Rosaceae family, but what an amazing spell.”
“I’m more of a nightshade guy myself.”
Kirby was frantically writing pages of sigils. Dar’s heart sank. Young demons only had a handful of names—usually less than ten. Ancients could have hundreds of names and titles. The longer the mage wrote, the more shit they were in.
“I need more booze.” Dar abandoned the mini fridge for his personal stash, mixing juice, vodka, lime, and Grand Marnier in the ice bucket then straining it into two glasses.
“Here,” he handed one to Asta. “We could probably use this. He could probably use it too, but I don’t want his concentration compromised.”
The angel took the drink and sipped it, handing over the book as Kirby left his position by the circle. The mage looked drained, pale, and exhausted as he took the grimoire with shaking hands.
“This isn’t going to be good.” Kirby took the book and flipped it toward an end section. “Not good. Not good at all.”
“Here he is. His common name is Rubeus. He’s a warmonger, and he’s old. Not an ancient, but I’m still not happy about releasing a demon of this age.”
Dar let out a breath that seemed to drain every bit of air from his lungs. “Fuck, that’s more than not good.”
Asta shook her head, frowning. “Warmonger doesn’t sound particularly appealing, but what do you mean by old? How many billions of years old is this guy?”
Kirby looked up in astonishment. “Billions? What demon is billions of years old? This guy is maybe thirty or forty thousand, but not a billion.”
The angel smiled, slumping in relief. “That, I can handle. I’m two-and-a-half million. Anything over fifty thousand is a bit much, but under that, I’m good to go.”
Kirby shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Well, I’m not especially accurate on anything over ten thousand.”
Asta set her jaw and tilted her chin at the mage. “I’m ready.”
Kirby walked toward the circle, and they all tensed as he began chanting. The runes lit up with golden light, and Dar felt the spark of magic in the air. The colors in the bottle swirled around, the stopper rattling. Time seemed to halt then rush forward as the room tilted. Blur, the scream of metal on glass, a vacuum pulling all the air from the room. With a sonic boom, the stopper flew free from the bottle, and the glass became clear. A billow of blue and gold poured from the container, racing around the confines of the circle before exploding into a flare of heat and light.
Asta frowned, and Dar felt a bit out of the loop. “What the fuck happened to him? Did he go back to Hel? Was he unable to form a physical body and disbursed into the universe?”
“He’s... he’s not here.”
Dar resisted the urge to slug the mage in the face. “Yes, I can see he’s not here. Where the fuck is he?”
“I don’t know. He isn’t here. He wasn’t there. The only thing in the bottle was residual energy—about six centuries of residual energy. I released it and it dissipated. But I don’t know where the demon is. The bottle’s empty.”
Fuck. His eyes met Asta’s. “If the demon’s not in there, that means his contract’s been served.”
The angel averted her eyes and looked at the empty bottle. “I spoke with Carter today. He desperately wanted the bottle back. If he’d cashed in his third wish and completed the contract, then why would he want the bottle back? Why bother?”
Kirby lifted one shoulder. “Memories? Nostalgia? Old family antique?”
No, it wasn’t that at all. Dar’s mind raced as he looked at the glass, oddly clear after being a swirl of purple and gray for hundreds of years. “Asta, have you sensed a demon in the City within the last twenty-four hours?”
“No. None besides you.”
Dar felt relief wash through him. “So Phelps made his wish, banished the demon, and now only wants his grandmother’s bottle back. We’re good. Case closed, problem solved.”
Her eyes met his, brown lit with sparks of gold. “Or he was hoping to guilt me into giving it back so we wouldn’t find out the bottle was empty.” The angel’s eyes narrowed. “But he doesn’t know how to banish. I’m sure of that. Where’s the genie if it’s not here? Why haven’t I sensed it, and why hasn’t it started a killing rampage?”
“See? Those questions mean we no longer have a problem. Either Phelps managed to find a real banishing ritual online, or he had someone lined up to do it for him.”
While they argued, Kirby gathered his supplies, putting them into his backpack. “Do you need anything further from me? I’ve got a family thing I need to go to. Nothing like good Carolina que.”
Dar stared down at the bottle, then at the runes across his hotel room floor. “No, I can’t think we’ll be needing you for anything else, Kirby.”
The mage shouldered his backpack. “I’ll wait for you to fulfill your end of the bargain as agreed upon, then. Catch you all later.”
Dar didn’t bother to watch Kirby leave. Instead, he turned his back and dug through the fridge, pulling out a variety of take-out containers and an assortment of beers.
“Let’s eat. Beer or wine? Or hard shit? I’ve got a fully stocked mini fridge waiting for you to dig in.”
Asta plopped down on the sofa, frowning at him. “What do you mean ‘let’s eat’?”
“Consume food? I’m the only demon in town, and you’re out of here in one more day. I intend to ensure you make the most of it. We’re going to get a snack, have amazing sex in my giant Jacuzzi tub, then head for Navy Pier and the ferris wheel.”
She shook her head. “Something’s not right.”
“Yeah, we’re not naked in my tub. We need to rectify that immediately. I’ll move the contents of the mini fridge in there.”
***
“I don’t sense the genie.” Asta jumped up to stand in front of Dar, blocking the demon. “I know you said some demons are stealthy and virtually undetectable. What if that’s the case and he’s still here, waiting to make his move?”
Dar moved left, and she blocked him again. A hoop of cheese fell out of his arms to bounce along the carpeted floor. “Come on, Asta. He’s gone. Let’s have some fun, and if you sense any kind of demon besides me, I’ll help you track him down. Deal?”
“No, no deal.” It was so frustrating how Dar wouldn’t listen to her. Darn it all; there was something wrong here. “Why is Carter not dead? What was his third wish? And what is this genie planning to do? I’m willing to bet my wings he’s not in Hel, and he’s certainly not likely to be benignly sunning himself by the pool, sipping a margarita after being imprisoned for hundreds of years.”
The bottle is empty. Carter’s words had rung true this morning, and she’d just assumed he was innocently unaware of the genie. But now... . He knew. He knew the genie was out, knew he’d been granted his third wish, knew the bottle was empty.
What was that third wish?
Dar sighed and turned around, dumping his armload of food and drink onto the dining table. “Fine. There is one possibility, but it’s pretty far out there. Do you know anything about possession?”
Asta shook her head. “Other than most of the time it’s simply a human with a mental-health problem? I know Hayyoth has had reports of it in his territory. He says it registers more as a channeling than an actual demon presence.”
‘I wouldn’t know how they register with you, but I can fill you in on the juicy details. Most possessions are by a Low who doesn’t have enough power or skills to maintain a convincing human form. Sharing a ride with a human is the best way to stay safe from angels.”
“But this guy is old and powerful, not a Low. What benefit would he gain besides hiding from me? Honestly, if he’s as powerful as you say, he probably doesn’t give a flying leap if I sense him.
“I don’t know of any benefit. Angels might not sense a possessing demon, but humans are damned good at it. All it takes is a halfway-decent priest and you’re out of there. Plus, a demon’s powers are blunted when he’s hitchhiking. Subjugating the human is easy enough, but it’s difficult to do things like blow shit up without destroying your host. The tradeoff sucks.”
Long shot indeed. This idea hardly sounded probable. “Why would he bother? Help me here, Dar. Brainstorm some crazy ideas, and let’s see what fits.”
The demon smiled. “You sure you’re an angel? Batting around crazy ideas sounds rather demonic to me.”
After last night, she wasn’t sure how much of an angel she was either. “I’ll go first. Maybe he needs to do something here in Chicago and needs to stay hidden from me while he does it, so he’s possessing a human. He needs time to do his bad stuff and doesn’t want me calling in the head of the Grigori. He wants me to think he’s still in the bottle, or that he’s been banished back to Hel.”
Dar nodded, leaning back against the table. “Good idea. Or maybe the human he’s possessing has something he needs.”
“What? As a demon, he’d be able to take just about anything he wants. Or he could just Own the human he needs—steal his soul and manifest his likeness.”
The demon shook his head. “You’d sense an Own; that’s pretty dramatic. No, I’m thinking stealth is the likeliest motive. He’d have to work quick, though, before the humans caught onto the possession. Whatever’s going down is probably happening in the next few days.”
And she was leaving tomorrow. “What would he be planning? I thought he’d be angry and rampaging around without a plan, especially since he’s a warmonger. This kind of thing takes restraint, and patience.”
Dar tilted his head as he regarded her. “We’re not completely without virtues; we just use them to suit our needs. Yeah, there are some ancients who have no control over themselves at all, but some of us can plan and plot. It’s what makes for a good demon.”
Great. She had a genie on the loose, an old and powerful one who was most likely hidden away in a human body, plotting world domination and/or destruction. And she was leaving in one day. “You’ve spent your life with demons; what do you think this guy could be planning?”
“I don’t know. Ask him—ask Rubeus.”
Like she even knew where the genie was. Even if she did, Asta could hardly imagine walking up to a powerful demon and asking him to kindly reveal his evil plot.
“Right. And how would Rubeus react if I ‘asked him’?” She couldn’t help the sarcastic tone creeping into her voice.
“He’d most likely tell you to fuck off.”
“This is ridiculous.” She felt ready to explode, and Dar with his casual indifference wasn’t helping. “I don’t know who he’s possessing—if he’s even truly possessing anyone. This genie has escaped me. I’ve failed. My last week on assignment and I failed big-time.”
“You haven’t failed. You’ve got one more day, and you know exactly who he’s possessing. It’s Phelps. That’s the only reason that makes sense as to why Rubeus didn’t kill him the moment he was released.”
Carter. Oh no. She wracked her brain trying to remember how he’d seemed at the café. He’d been angry and cold, but he hadn’t appeared to be a man possessed by a demon. Could she even tell if he was? Crust on toast, she’d had a latte with a demon riding a human and hadn’t even known it?
Asta rubbed her forehead. There was plenty of time to meditate about her ineptitude once she returned to Aaru. Right now there was a genie to catch and banish. “How do I get Rubeus out? Find a priest, I assume?”
“Or kill Phelps,” Dar suggested cheerfully. “That’s probably quicker than finding a priest. In spite of what everyone claims on the Internet, not many are willing or able to perform exorcisms anymore.”
“I’m not killing a human.”
“Why not? Other angels do, and I think this might qualify as a special circumstance.”
“I don’t kill humans.” Although, right now, she was seriously considering killing the pesky demon in front of her. “We’re here to preserve the human’s ability to evolve without demonic interference.”
“Well, killing Phelps would best achieve that goal. Either Rubeus will die with him, or he’ll have to form his own body, and then you can take him out. Dead demon, and it would only cost you one human. Or you can wait for Phelps to die a natural death, and then kill Rubeus. Dead demon and a few-million dead humans.”
“I’m not killing him. I won’t do it.”
“That’s stupid.”
“I’m not stupid.”
“You may not be stupid, but this decision of yours clearly is.” Dar turned his back on her and opened a block of cheese.
“Killing him would make me no better than a demon myself.” How could she get this through his thick head? Dar’s solution to everything seemed to be either sex or murder. There had to be another way.
“You’d be better off as a demon.” Dar turned around again, nibbling on the cheddar. “No wonder you all are rotting away up in Aaru—no one can make a decision without a million years of deliberation and everything filled out in triplicate, and no one can take action when it’s clearly the best alternative.”
“I’ll talk to him. Maybe Phelps can oust Rubeus if I help him. Otherwise, I’m going to hit up the yellow pages for a priest.”
“Yeah. Good luck with that. I’ll be scarfing down some curry if you need me.”
 
 



Chapter 18
 
We’ve got an issue.” Wyatt burst into Dar’s hotel room. “Phelps wasn’t doing anything but working the convention, so I set up shop in the concession area and dug deeper into the code behind Ouroboros. It’s a Trojan.”
Dar popped the last bit of cheese into his mouth. “As in condom? The entire business world is now having safe sex thanks to Genus Micro?”
“Trojan horse.” Wyatt paced in agitation. “The largest corporations, governments, millions of individuals have installed software that with the right trigger will lock them out and give complete control to the hacker.”
Well, that made a lot more sense than condoms.
“Guess that was his third wish.” At the human’s blank look, he realized no one had clued Wyatt into what they had found—or rather, didn’t find earlier. “The genie wasn’t in the bottle when the mage opened it. Phelps must have made his last wish before we stole it.”
The human’s eyes grew huge. “So there’s an angry genie running around the city? I’m glad my plane leaves in a few hours. I’m assuming that’s why Asta isn’t here?”
“No, Asta isn’t here because she got pissed at me and went off to find a priest. We can’t sense the genie anywhere, and she’s convinced the demon is possessing Phelps.”
If Wyatt’s eyes got any bigger, his eyeballs were going to roll right out of his head. “Why would a demon want to possess a human? He’d only have a fraction of his powers.”
Dar made an approving noise. “My thoughts exactly. Asta thinks he’s doing it to hide from her and buy himself time for whatever evil he’s planning.”
Yep, those baby-blue eyes were in danger of hitting the floor. “The software. If the genie is possessing Phelps, then he’ll just need to let loose a virus, and he’ll have control of every major corporation and government in the world.”
“Yeah, for all of ten seconds until some other computer genius cuts him off or goes to backup or something.”
“No, ten seconds is all it takes. He can crash the ones he doesn’t want, burrowing worms deep inside their systems that will take months to eradicate. Did your mage find out what kind of demon was in the bottle?”
“Warmonger.” Dar snorted. “Some dude named Rubeus. I don’t know him, but I was pretty young when he got summoned. He’s old and evidently powerful enough to make Kirby nearly wet his pants.”
“Warmonger.” Wyatt began pacing again. “I give him less than twenty-four hours and he’ll act. Crash that many systems and he’ll destabilize the global market. This demon will have a perfect playing field to sow the seeds of war—currency devaluation, scarcity of resources, possibly even missile launches.”
Either Phelps was a bad, bad man, far more devious then any of them had thought, or Asta was right. With a demon riding him, Phelps would have no choice but to go along with whatever Rubeus wanted. Dar thought of the angel off looking for a priest willing to perform an exorcism and cursed. This would be so simple if she’d just kill Phelps.
***
“You want me to what?”
Asta clenched her fists in exasperation. This was beyond frustrating. She’d exhausted the entire Archdiocese of Chicago without success. It was hard to believe that with nearly four-hundred parishes, none of the priests knew how or were willing to exorcise a demon. This guy was her last resort before branching into Milwaukee and south to Indiana. The next step after that was the Internet, and who knows what kind of quacks she’d have to wade through before finding a legitimate exorcist there.
And who knows how much damage Rubeus would do while she raced around looking for one.
“There’s a demon who is possessing someone. I need him yanked out without hurting the human.”
Father Donell nodded sympathetically. “Have you taken this person to a psychiatrist for evaluation? I’d be happy to administer spiritual counseling, but in these cases, I’d highly recommend seeking the aid of a medical professional first.”
This priest would be sending her for a psychiatric evaluation after this conversation, but Asta had no time to tiptoe around the situation. “It’s a real demon. He was summoned from Hel hundreds of years ago and trapped in a bottle—so he’s really grumpy right now. A human with extremely poor judgment activated the contract, and after granting three wishes, the demon was freed and possessed him.”
The man’s left eyebrow twitched, and he looked longingly at the exit. “How unfortunate for the poor man. I still believe an evaluation and possibly some anti-psychotic medication would be helpful.”
“It’s a possession, not a mental health problem. I thought you all did this sort of thing? Do priests no longer believe in angels or demons?”
Father Donell huffed indignantly. “Of course we do, but today we need to take a careful approach. We work with medical professionals to narrow down a diagnosis before we go racing in with a crucifix and a bible. I’d be negligent in my duty to my parishioners if I didn’t consider all possible causes to a problem.”
“I appreciate that, but we don’t have time. Plus we’d never get him to submit to a psychiatric evaluation. Can I just schedule an exorcism? Preferably within the next few hours?”
“No, you cannot ‘just schedule an exorcism’. We have guidelines to follow. It would be irresponsible of me, not to mention terribly unprofessional, to proceed without a doctor’s evaluation.”
Asta opened her mouth, only to snap it shut. Angels had rigid guidelines too, but a century among the humans had made her impatient with all this red tape. Sometimes you just need to act. But wasn’t that a slippery slope?
“Even then,” the priest continued, “we need to ensure the person isn’t cursed. A curse can often appear as a possession. An exorcism on a cursed individual at best won’t work, and, at worst, will cause irreparable damage to their mental stability.”
Enough of this wasting time. Asta stood back to allow herself adequate space to reveal her wings. Which she did, spreading them as far as she safely could in the office. Just in case that wasn’t enough, she dropped her hold on her physical form and shimmered, becoming an indistinct humanoid blur.
It was too much. Father Donell turned an alarming pasty color and clutched his chest. Asta dove for him, but the priest clearly misunderstood her intentions. With a garbled noise, he hit her in the face with a stapler and fell to the floor.
This wouldn’t do at all. She’d never live it down if the other angels found out she’d killed a priest. Hiding her wings and returning to her more familiar shape, she dropped down beside the man. She might not be all that good at enthralling, but at least she could heal. Slapping her hands onto his chest, she poured the dark gold energy into him, soothing his heart into a normal rhythm.
The door opened. Asta saw a pair of black loafers and heard a gasp.
“Call an ambulance. He’s had a heart attack.”
The loafers rushed off, and she went ahead and searched through his body, rebuilding damaged blood vessels, removing a few gallstones, and taking care of that ominous shadow around his prostate. She’d nearly killed the guy; this was the least she could do.
By the time the medics wheeled Father Donell from the office, Asta was getting desperate.
“Do any of you know an exorcist?”
Both the paramedics and the man with the loafers looked at her as if she’d gone insane.
“Have you tried the Internet?” The two ambulance guys laughed at their own joke.
“I’m sorry,” Loafers said. “I don’t know of an exorcist, but I can recommend another priest to hear your confession.”
Confession? Oh that would go over well. Forgive me Father; in the last century I have stolen shoes and clothing, rigged the lottery, consumed forbidden food and beverage, and risked human detection by flying in the city. Oh, and last night I enjoyed carnal relations with a demon. She’d already sent one priest to the hospital. This wasn’t something she wanted to become a habit.
Still, she took the scrap of paper Loafers held out to her and watched as they loaded Father Donell into the ambulance. Maybe this parish should win some money. Did Catholic priests play scratch-offs?
The ambulance drove off. Loafers went back inside. Asta looked down at the paper. Father Athmor. She could visit him or start Googling. Asta looked up at the sun, calculating the time to sunset. If she was quick, she might be able to catch this priest before the convention closed for the evening. And if that didn’t work out, she’d have a long evening in front of a computer.
Father Athmor looked like a particularly stern Bloodhound with a crucifix permanently attached to his right hand. His baldhead reflected the light as he bent over the worn book before him.
“So, what makes you think your friend is possessed?”
Asta sighed. Here comes the diagnosis stuff. “I... I just know. Carter released a demon named Rubeus from an artifact. If the demon isn’t stopped, the results will be devastating.”
“So your friend—no speaking previously unknown languages, inhuman strength, knowing things Carter would have no way of knowing?”
Where was he going with this? “Well, I’m sure the demon knows many languages, but I haven’t spoken to him. Nor have I tested his knowledge. And he wouldn’t have his demonic strength while possessing a human body.”
“That’s typical. Sometimes those traits don’t appear until during the exorcism. I’ll be able to tell right away if there’s a demon.”
“Good.” It was about time someone expressed confidence in their ability to handle this. She had been beginning to lose faith in the human race. “It sounds as if you’ve done this before?”
“I’ve ousted hundreds of them over the years. It’s never an easy process, but if it’s a demon, I can get him out of there.”
“How long will it take?”
The priest rubbed his thumb rhythmically over the raised pattern on the crucifix. “Time is in the hands of God. Sometimes the demon is uprooted at once, but not always. Occasionally they come back. Even if we oust the demon, you’ll need to continue to monitor Carter to ensure he doesn’t become possessed again.”
This was turning into a long-term project—one that would continue after she went back to Aaru. She’d need to make sure she killed Rubeus, otherwise he was going to be the bad penny that kept showing up again and again.
“I’ve got most of the supplies—holy water, oil, and salt—but there are a few things I’m going to need your help with,” the priest continued.
“Will you need a pig?” Asta wasn’t sure where she was going to get a pig in downtown Chicago, but if this priest needed one, she’d find a way.
“A pig?” The watery blue eyes met hers. “What would I need a pig for?”
“To put the demon in? I don’t know. Someone told me you needed a pig.” Dratted Dar and his stories. Now she looked like a total fool.
“No, I don’t need a pig.”
Asta shifted in her chair. This guy reminded her of the Revered Ancient One. How odd to feel insignificant when facing a man barely eighty years old. “He’s pretty old—Rebeus. I’ll give you a hand killing the demon once you get him out of the human.”
Father Athmor sat back, fingering the crucifix clenched in his hand. “My dear, even I cannot kill a demon. It would take a host of angels to do that.”
Probably not a whole host of angels, but Asta was a bit unsure of her ability to kill this particular demon. She might need to call in the boss. “Or the Ancient Revered One, Archangel Michael. He’s got a sword that takes care of the really powerful ones.”
The priest nodded approvingly. “Yes, but I don’t exactly have the archangels on speed-dial. I can exorcise this demon and banish him. Killing him will have to wait until the Parousia, when Christ comes again.”
Or until I get my hands on him. Not that Father Athmor needed to know that. It was fine if this man thought she was a human. After what happened at the last parish, she wasn’t about to go revealing her wings, or her true nature, to any other priest. Instead, she sat with her hands clasped in her lap, smiling as the man told her of rebellious angels, and the war that resulted in a third of the heavens being cast out. He got a few things wrong, but the tale was surprisingly accurate given that it had occurred before the humans had anything beyond the most basic of communication skills.
“The Ritual will cast out the demon in the case of possession but won’t address other types of demonic influence. I’m just letting you know that if the demon has infested the man’s dwelling, or is causing him ill health, as in a case of demonic oppression, then I won’t be able to help you.”
“Oh, it’s a possession. I’m completely sure it’s a possession.”
Darned if the man didn’t give her a patronizing look. Asta was tempted to unfurl her wings. Maybe after he was done with the exorcism, just to teach him a lesson in the folly of pride.
“Will you be able to bring the man to me, or is he confined to his home?”
The conference was ending today, but Asta was fairly certain where Rubeus could be found. “He continues to work, but he has a hotel room. We can perform the exorcism there.”
The priest’s grip on the crucifix tightened. “He’s out and about? Working? Isn’t he a danger to others and himself?”
“Yes. I can’t exactly lock him away without a court order, or without hurting the possessed human. Besides, we only just found out about it this morning. I figured finding a priest was the most important item on my to-do list.”
The man nodded and pulled a large spiral bound book from the desk, all while gripping his crucifix. “So when would you like to schedule this?”
“Now.”
His hand paused on the calendar, and those stern eyes pinned her to her chair. “Young lady, I understand your need to help your friend as soon as possible, but I have other commitments.”
She saw his ‘other commitments’ and nearly ground her teeth. Bowling, and all-you-can-eat shrimp night at MacGrubeys. Taking a calming breath, she centered herself and pulled every ounce of persuasive skill to the surface. “A young man’s life is at stake, Father. Many, many lives are at stake here. Can you possibly clear your schedule and come with me now?”
No compulsion, just a big dose of persuasion and the sweet innocence of an angel’s smile.
***
This convention was boring as fuck, but he needed to maintain appearances, keep up the mask of human CEO for just a while longer. Time was running out. Eventually that bitch of an angel would figure out he was no longer in the bottle and connect the dots. Hopefully by the time that happened, the world would be in chaos, and he’d have the power to set the humans at each other like starving dogs.
She’d almost caved this morning at the café. He could see her wavering, feel her affection for this human he was using as a vehicle. He needed that bottle—without it, she’d have no way of knowing.
“Thank you, Mr. Phelps.”
Some other human pumped his hand, beaming like he was gazing upon the next recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize. How ironic.
“Make sure you load the software tonight,” he replied. “Don’t spend another moment unprotected from those thieves.”
Except for one thief. He grinned, thrilled his plan was coming together. All those centuries had taught him much—patience, the benefit of using other’s skills, that there was no shame in hiding under a human’s skin if it furthered one’s goals. All for the greater good.
The booth model slipped a note into his hand, eyeing him seductively as she turned away. Yeah, he’d like to hit that, but it would have to wait. First things first. Glancing down, he unfolded the note.
Carter—I’m so sorry I betrayed you like that. I do trust you, and to prove it, I want to return the bottle. Your room at six?—Asta
Perfect. He’d get the bottle back, and if there was any trouble, he’d just kill the bitch.
 
 



Chapter 19
 
Hi.” Asta smiled at the blond man and ran a hand down the non-existent wrinkles of her skin-tight lycra mini dress.
His eyes followed the motion, sparking with desire. If she hadn’t spent so much time with Carter in the last week, she wouldn’t have noticed the odd fire in his gaze, or that instead of making her feel guilty, his lust sent a shudder up her back.
He opened the door wide. She walked in, placing the steps of her stiletto-clad feet in a line to ensure her rear swayed as she passed by. He was completely silent as she sat her oversized bag carefully down on the table and turned to him.
“Bottle?”
He was obviously trying for a cool, imposing tone of voice, but the guttural rasp that came out betrayed him. Carter was already enamored of her, and after being with Dar, she knew what worked for a demon.
“Of course.” She smiled enigmatically, and saw the result it had on the lower portion of his torso. “And afterward, I’d like to apologize. Profusely.”
Yep. Demon or not, he was going to bust out of those pants in a moment.
A cruel smiled curled his lips, and a flash of green lit the blue of his eyes. “On your knees. That’s the only way I’ll accept such an apology.”
Sheesh, what was it with demons and blow jobs. Dar had whined and begged for one all last night. A pang hit her chest as she realized she’d probably never get the chance to give him one.
She tried for a sultry look to hide the grimace of revulsion. “Then knees it is.”
He still held the door open, his pants tenting outward and his eyes stormy as he watched her reach into the bag and toss him the bottle. It was magically unbreakable, but instinct died hard, and he snatched it from the air with both hands, his expression shifting as he saw the clear glass in his hand.
“Somnus, daemon.”
She’d expected Father Athmor to subdue him in some religious-supernatural fashion, not whack him over the head with his huge brass crucifix. It certainly worked, though. Carter/Rubeus crashed to the ground, blood seeping from the wound at the back of his head.
She helped the elderly man drag Carter’s limp form to the bedroom. Asta tied him to the mattress as the priest blessed the room, the clothes, the carpet. When the possessed man came to, he hissed. Struggling against the sheets Asta had used to tie him to the bed, he glared at the array of candles and incense surrounding him.
“What the fuck is this?”
He knew. And he knew that she knew. The moment he’d seen the clear glass of the bottle, she’d seen the realization on his face.
“Exorcism. You’ve got one chance to get out of Carter’s body. I’ll escort you to the nearest gate to Hel and ensure you go home unharmed, but you need to leave him, and leave him without a scratch right now.”
Father Athmor gave her an odd look but continued to chant and wave the incense censers without pause. Rubeus, on the other hand, practically foamed at the mouth. “Seriously? You think some fucking priest is going to get me out of here? How did angels get so stupid? Give it up, bitch. The only way I’m leaving is if you kill my host, and I know you’re not going to do that. I saw the way you looked at Carter, the way your little heart went pitter-pat at his sob story about his childhood and his grandmother. I’m home free as long as I’m in here.”
She winced. He was right. She wouldn’t kill Carter and wouldn’t call in another angel who might decide that one human life was worth it compared to taking out this demon. Carter Phelps was a good man—not without sin, but then again, who was? She wasn’t about to have his death on her soul.
Everything was banking on this priest—the one who’d felt whacking their victim over the head with a brass religious artifact was proper procedure. If Dar was here, he would have said she was so fucked.
 
“I know how this works. I’ll get you out of there if I have to bring in a pig from Indiana to do so.”
At the mention of swine, the genie’s eyes widened. Then he gathered his resolve and spat at her, hitting her lovely royal-blue silk shirt with a disgusting ball of phlegm.
“You wanna know what his third wish was?” The genie’s eyes narrowed, and his mouth thinned. “You. Not world domination. Not untold riches. Not the respect and fear of his peers. He wanted you to love him.”
Asta’s heart stuttered. Oh Aaru, had she led Carter on to do the very thing she’d urged him not to? If she hadn’t... . This was all her fault.
“I convinced him the way to your heart was this whole saving-the-world-with-his-software plan. Idiot. He rushed it, figuring no one would be smart enough to catch the weakness in the code. With all his skills at my fingertips, it was easy to program that hack and send it off.”
This would all be traced back to Carter and Genus Micro. It would all be blamed on him. Rubeus wouldn’t care, but Carter Phelps must be in agony thinking of how his good intentions were twisted into cyber terrorism.
“I’m going to kill him. Once I’m done with him, I’ll kill and Own his soul. He knew the risks when he opened that bottle, when he made his first wish. He accepted those risks, and now he’s mine.”
Not while she had wings to fly with. “Hope you’ve enjoyed your last day of freedom, Rubeus. Once this priest forces you out of that human body, I’m going to kill you. All your plans will be for nothing. You’ll be dead, taken down by an elderly human and a young angel.”
Rubeus eyed the waving censor, his hand gripping the sheets. “That human can’t do shit.”
“Ecce crucem Domini.” Father Athmor chanted as he sat down the censor and picked up one of his small glass bottles.
Rubeus howled. “You bitch! I’ll kill you for this. I’ll pin you to a wall and rip your wings off, one feather at a time.” The demon strained against his bonds, and Asta saw the edges of the sheets begin to fray.
“You won’t leave? Well, we’re going to make you leave.” She threw a handful of liquid on the restrained man. Father Athmor had said it was holy water, but it felt like normal liquid to her. Whatever it was, Rubeus didn’t like it one bit. He screamed, shaking his head from side to side.
“You can’t. I’m here to stay.”
“No! You will leave,” Father Athmor announced. The priest lay a hand on the man’s head. “Ecce crucem Domini.”
Rubeus went rigid, twisting his lips up into a sneer. The priest’s fingers moved feather-light downward before coming to rest on the genie’s closed eyelids.
“Manifestaturus es te ipsum.” The words forced Rubeus’s eyes open, and Asta saw fear as well as hate in the glowing green of the genie’s gaze.
“Sit nominis ti signo famulus tuus munitus.” Father Athmor continued to chant as he dabbed the oil on Carter’s forehead. “The demon known as Rubeus, I cast you out. I command you to leave this man’s body and not return.”
Asta waited expectantly, but the demon didn’t do as commanded. Instead, he retreated further into Carter Phelps’s body. As Rubeus faded into the background, the green vanished, and Asta found herself staring into Carter’s dark blue eyes.
They were pleading. His arms jerked against the restraints, as if he wanted to touch her. “I’m sorry. I never meant this to happen. I only wanted to help people.” A shadow flitted across his face. “And for them to realize I wasn’t dumb, that I was just as smart as my parents, as smart as Gran always told me.”
“Fight him, Carter,” she urged. “Fight the genie. We’re trying to get him out.”
“It was for the greater good, not this. I didn’t want this. Please believe me. I never wanted this.”
She did. He might not be dumb, but he was foolish enough to believe a demon’s lies. “I know. But you can make this all right. Just fight him. Once he’s out, you can fix this mess.”
“I got the respect, the riches. I helped people. But in the end, I was still alone. My last wish was to not be alone. I wanted you by my side, Asta, and this is how he said I could have you.”
Now wasn’t the time to discuss how supernatural intervention wasn’t the best way to secure a girlfriend. “It’s okay, Carter. I believe you. I understand. Please help us. The genie is hiding inside you. Help us get him out.”
“I can’t. He’s too strong.” The man’s lips trembled as he spoke. “You should just kill me. Kill me and that will right all the stupid wrongs I’ve done.”
“No, it won’t. You’ll live if it’s the last thing I do. I told you I’d take care of this demon, and I will, without you dying.”
Asta’s temper surged. She had contributed to this whole mess, but Carter Phelps was a weak fool. She needed him to be strong, to fight, and all he could do was whine about his intentions. She owed him, and that meant she wouldn’t let him take the easy way out. He needed to live, to clean up the storm of feces he’d created with his shortcuts and insecurities. If he died, the man he was deep down inside would never have a chance to show himself.
Father Athmor pushed her aside, flinging bits of water and waving incense so strong it made Asta’s eyes burn. “The demon known as Rubeus, I cast you out!” he shouted. “I command you to leave this human’s body and not return.”
With an inhuman scream, Phelps’s eyes glowed green again. Bedsheets tore, and before Asta could act, Rubeus had grabbed the censer from the priest and hit him in the head with it. She dove forward, trying to restrain the genie without causing Carter’s body too much damage. Father Athmor’s chant faltered, his blood splattering across the bed as he elbowed Asta aside and put a hand on the genie’s forehead.
Idiot. It’s not like she was a helpless female in need of protection by an eighty-year-old human. Now the priest was in between her and the thrashing demon. “I’ve got him,” she shouted. “Back up, before... .”
Too late. Rubeus had freed himself and spun the priest around, looping an arm around his neck. Father Athmor turned an alarming shade of red, his eyes bulging.
“It’s him or me, darling Asta.” Rubeus sneered. “Who will you choose?”
With a quick motion, his arms twisted, and the priest’s head snapped to the side. The elderly man slid to the floor in a heap of robes while the genie raced for the door. Other angels would have left the man to die. He was nearing the end of his life, and sometimes humans perished for the greater good. Catching Rubeus should have been her first priority.
It wasn’t. Kneeling beside the priest, she gently straightened him and poured the gold of her healing light forth. Bones knitted, neural pathways connected, blood vessels were made whole. The man’s eyes fluttered open.
“Worst demon I’ve ever encountered,” Father Athmor croaked. “Where is he?”
The priest looked frightened, as if he really didn’t want to know where Rubeus was. Asta realized that even if she managed to find the genie, she couldn’t ask this man to go through that again. There had to be some other way, some other option.
“He got away,” she said softly as she helped the priest to sit. “I’ll find him. I’ll get the demon to leave somehow. It’s okay.”
Liar. It wasn’t okay. It wasn’t okay at all.
 
 



Chapter 20
 
Dar ducked under the overhang, brushing the rain from his coat. The shopkeeper had a nice display of umbrellas right inside the door. Once this meeting was over, he’d have to steal one.
“This city has the most dreadful weather imaginable.” Rubeus stepped in beside him, rubbing his wet hair then staring at his hand in distaste. “It doesn’t rain like this in Hel outside of the elven areas. I don’t understand why the humans don’t do something about this.”
“They’re not good at weather. In fact, they’re not good at much of anything.”
Rubeus shot him a wicked smile. “They’re good at this computer stuff, and computers seem to run just about everything here.”
True. “We figured you were dead. You can’t imagine how surprised I was when that mage said it was you in that bottle.”
The other demon snarled. “Some fucking bastard summoned me, trapped me in there, then promptly got executed for banging one of the Caliph’s wives. Six-hundred years I rotted in that damned thing, waiting for someone with the greed and balls to cash in the wishes.”
Dar grimaced. “I can’t imagine. I was a juvenile when you vanished. I hate to tell you, but your household is disbursed and all your belongings divvied up. You’ll need to knock some serious heads together when you get back to Hel.”
Rubeus watched the cars drive by. “Maybe I’ll stay. The weather sucks, but there’s plenty of opportunity for fun. No sense in rushing back to claw my way back to the top in Hel. That can wait.”
“I’ll agree things are fun here, but how long do you intend to hitch a ride inside that human? I’d figured a demon of your stature would be above such things.”
“Pride gets you killed.” The demon shook the water from his jacket. “I’d love to take over the world as a six-armed, horned monster. The screaming, the terror—trust me; I’m sorely tempted. Six-hundred years in a bottle teaches a demon many things.”
“Like hiding from the angels in a human’s body?”
Rubeus’s eyes glowed green as he turned to face Dar. Right. Like he was going to do much. Normally Dar would never bait a demon this old, but anyone possessing a human deserved some ribbing.
“That bitch of an angel knows I’m here but is too much of a pussy to do anything about it. No, the real advantage is Phelps’s reputation and connections—and his brain. I have no idea what the fuck is going on with this security stuff, but with his knowledge, I can bring down every government on the globe. Imagine the wars, the famine, the genocide—it’s going to be a hell of a decade.”
“So Own him. You can assume his form and have access to his memories without sharing a stupid, limiting body.”
“Idiot.” Rubeus shook his head. “His memories won’t do shit for me. I don’t know anything about these computers. When I got stuck in that bottle, people were still communicating by scrolls hand-carried over the miles. I want this now—not after months of trying to figure out how to buy something off eBay.”
“Makes sense. Of course, not all the angels are as reluctant to kill humans as this one. All she needs to do is call in the boss, and that bottle would start to look pretty damned nice.”
The demon scowled. “Would she? I got the feeling she prides herself on being able to handle these things herself. And how the fuck are you prancing around with her, anyway? She should have killed you, but instead she’s all over you.”
Dar shrugged, trying to keep the pride from his voice. “I’ve got immunity. I’m with the household of the Iblis.”
That clearly shocked the other demon. “There’s an Iblis? After two-and-a-half-million years, there’s an Iblis? Is it Ahriman? I always suspected that bastard would make a play for power, but I couldn’t see him sitting through Ruling Council meetings and filling out all that paperwork.”
“Nah. Ahriman’s dead. The Iblis killed him.”
And suddenly the other demon was looking at Dar with great respect. Although that respect would be short-lived if he found out the Iblis was an imp, not even a thousand years old. Ah well, let the guy wonder.
“Dragon’s balls! Ahriman’s dead? Well that explains a lot, although I still don’t see why you’re wasting time with that angel.”
“I thought she’d be fun to seduce. Mission accomplished, and now I’m looking for some other fun.”
Rubeus narrowed his eyes. “How about you and I kill her? That would be fun.”
Dar choked back a laugh. “Yeah, fun until I lose my immunity and get hunted. I’d never be able to leave Hel again if I killed an angel.”
“The angels are going to have their hands full in another week. You could easily hide from them, or blame it on someone else.”
“Like who?” Dar chuckled. “Outside of a nuclear blast, a demon is the only thing that can kill an angel.”
“There will be plenty of nuclear blasts. Tell you what, give me a hand taking her out, and I’ll ensure you have a convenient detonation here in Chicago to cover your tracks along with other compensation.”
“There are limits to what I can promise,” Dar warned. “This Iblis may be my sister, and the head of my household, but she’s very unpredictable. I could be called back to her side at any minute.”
Rubeus waved a dismissive hand. “No problem. If things go as I’ve planned, we can resolve all this by end of day tomorrow.”
“I’m intrigued. Go ahead.”
“This angel of yours has become a pain in my ass. Help me lure her somewhere and I’ll kill her. Then I’ll blow up the city and cover our tracks. In return, I’ll ensure both you and the Iblis get a cut of all profits I make—including your choice of humans to Own and play with.”
“What percentage of profits?”
“Ten.”
Dar snorted. “Sixty.”
Rubeus turned bright red. “Fifteen.”
The other demon narrowed his eyes. “Forty or I call the Iblis and have her negotiate with you one-on-one.”
The genie paled, no doubt thinking that any demon who took out Ahriman wasn’t one he wanted to be “negotiating” with. “Deal.” Reaching in his pocket, he passed a scrap of paper to the demon. “Have her here tomorrow morning before nine. Think you can manage that?”
Dar pocketed the paper then thought for a moment, watching as a taxi splashed a sheet of water from the road onto a passerby. “Yeah. I can manage that.”
 
 



Chapter 21
 
Asian and European markets are in free fall after Genus Micro’s Ouroboros security software proved vulnerable to hackers. Prominent cyber-security expert, Donald Marshall states that the software contained a major flaw that left corporations and governments wide open to this attack, leading him to conjecture that the Ouroboros software was rushed to market before being adequately tested. Others suspect Genus Micro’s CEO, Carter Phelps, of orchestrating the attack as a means to profit from the siphoned funds. Is Carter Phelps just inept, or a high-tech embezzler?”
Asta turned from the TV, sipping her espresso with a twist—her last espresso with a twist. The enforcer taking over protection of Chicago was due here any minute for her to transition. She was going home.
She’d searched all night, but Phelps, or rather Rubeus, was nowhere to be found. Had he left the city? There was really no reason for him to stay now that his plan was in action.
Not that it mattered. This was about to become someone else’s problem. The thought nearly turned her stomach inside out. It wasn’t just that she’d failed to resolve this, failed to eliminate the threat before he acted, it was leaving her beloved city that hurt the most, all the humans she’d grown to care about—and Dar.
She hadn’t seen him since yesterday. He hadn’t even said goodbye. Maybe he was done with her after getting what he wanted. He’d tempted an angel to sin, and when she wasn’t ready to abandon work for fun, he ditched her.
Or maybe he just wasn’t good at goodbyes. She wasn’t sure she was either. What would she say to him? “Thanks for the macarons and the amazing sex. Have a good life. Try not to get dusted by an angel.” Or make love to one. The thought of him moving on to seduce another twisted her up with doubt and jealousy. Not that she would blame him. He was a demon, had a life to live while she’d be spending hers up in Aaru restoring her purity.
“Some guy left this for you with the hostess.” The waitress slid a note to her, a sly smile on her face. Asta felt the energy signature before she’d even noted the sigil. Dar.
I found Phelps. He’s at Richland Tech’s offices. 231 S LaSalle, suite 1904. And get a fucking cell phone.

She had to smile. By all of creation, she was going to miss that demon. He’d come through for her. He’d been hunting down the genie when she’d assumed he’d given up on her and moved on. Would he be there? Would she get to see him one last time before she left?
It was Saturday, six in the morning. There would be few people, if any, in the office in Chicago’s Loop business district. If she acted fast, she could catch Rubeus before the workaholic humans showed up, and then be back here before noon to transition the city to the new enforcer. And if she was very lucky, maybe have a chance to give Dar a proper goodbye.
***
Fluted Ionic columns topped with scrolled volutes lined the entrance to the office building. Casually dressed humans jogged in and out of the bank ATM vestibule on the lower floor, but Asta was the only one heading into the main lobby. At least, she planned to enter it if she could just manage to navigate the stupid revolving doors.
She knocked in vain on the locked side door, trying to get the attention of the dozing security guard whose feet were propped on the lobby desk. Standing helplessly outside didn’t seem to spur any chivalrous instincts in the passersby, so Asta stepped tentatively into the door space, alternating small pushes with a few steps forward.
It took forever. The back glass kept catching her heels, and she couldn’t quite get the door to turn properly. Finally there was enough of an opening for her to squeeze through.
Now the security guard notices me. Sure enough, the man looked up, yawned, and straightened his cap while pointing toward the logbook.
“Forgot my badge.” She smiled and scrawled a name and number in the book.
The man didn’t even ask for ID before he shoved an access card across to her. “Sucks to be you, working this early on a Saturday.”
“Gotta take care of a few things before I fly out.”
“Well, have a good one. Pete takes over at nine. Just leave the key card with him before you head out.”
She nodded her thanks and with a swipe of the card was on her way to the nineteenth floor. Richland Tech’s suite was dimly lit, with nothing at the receptionist desk but wilted flowers and the requisite guest book. Asta stared through the bank of glass doors, doubting the access card she held would get her into this office. Rubeus would probably be tipped off if she broke in, but there wasn’t any other option. The angel glanced around, wishing that Dar was here with his lock-picking skills. Where was the demon? She’d expected he’d meet her here.
Time was in short supply, so she reached forward and gently tugged on the door handle. And nearly fell backwards as it swung open.
Unlocked. She might be a naïve angel, but she wasn’t stupid enough to think a tech firm would leave their doors unlocked on a Saturday. It was a trap. Rubeus knew she was coming and was making things easy for her.
And if he knew she was coming, what had happened to Dar? Her breath caught as she thought of all the horrible things the genie could have done to her demon. Was he dead? Injured somewhere inside this office? Or dumped in the middle of Lake Michigan?
Rushing into a trap wouldn’t do either of them any good, so Asta entered slowly, her senses on high alert as she hid her energy signature as best she could. The office seemed strangely devoid of any presence and silent as the grave. Wouldn’t a tech company have computers humming away even in the off hours? Even the HVAC system was soundless.
As were her heels on the marble floor. Magically soundless. Some spell had muted every noise past the doorway and had equally muted her ability to sense any life-forms. Well, this worked both ways. Rubeus couldn’t hear or sense her either, although... . Asta glanced up at the round half-globes strategically positioned on walls and ceilings throughout the office. Rubeus could probably see her. Curse him. The element of surprise would be completely on his side.
A light flickered on in a rear office. Asta smiled, realizing that was where she was supposed to go—and no doubt where Rubeus lay in wait to jump her. Instead she went the opposite way, down the hallway to the left, past row upon row of cubicles. Looping around a hall at the back edge of the building, she made her way to the lit room from the opposite side. She snuck into the office across from it and knelt in the doorway and waited.
The light went off, and sound came roaring back into the office. Everything seemed five times louder than it should—the humming computers, air from the vents, her beating heart. Something creaked in the conference room. Asta hugged the wall and slowly edged towards the door.
Rubeus was there. She could see him, still in Phelp’s body, crouched behind a conference table, something long and pointy in his hand. If she walked in the door, he’d be on her. Asta didn’t recognize the pointy thing but was pretty sure it was deadly. Slipping off her shoes, she snuck around to the other side of the conference room. The door opened to a small cafeteria area. The tables had been pushed to the side and chairs stacked up. A floor buffer stood in a corner next to the vending machines. Best of all, the wall across from her separated the cafeteria from the conference room. One wall to blast through, and she’d be the one to surprise Rubeus.
The tile was cold under her bare feet as she tiptoed across the room, slamming into an invisible barrier two feet from the wall.
What the? Asta reached out her hands and traced the barricade, realizing as she worked her way around that it encircled her. Hoping no one was working in the office below, she sent a blast toward her feet and yelped as it bounced off, ricocheting around the invisible walls and ceiling before dissipating. A laugh rang out behind her. She turned. Rubeus stood in the doorway, his arms folded across his chest.
“Phelps might be a clever boy when it comes to computer stuff, but I’m the fucking brilliant one here.” He flicked off the lights, and the floor glowed with an intricate array of runes and glyphs. “I’ve got the know-how, and human-boy’s got the body to execute, and voila! One trapped angel. How does it feel? A lot more spacious than that fucking bottle, let me tell you.”
Shit—shoot. Shoot, she was stuck in this infernal circle. Rubeus would safely escape, and by the time the new enforcer found her... well, this whole thing was humiliating.
It was more than humiliating. Rubeus reached around the doorway and brought forward the pointy thing. It looked like a lance; three feet long and white, it spiraled to a sharp tip. Her enclosure was only four feet in diameter. He could safely stand on the outside and stab her with the thing. She’d be forced to run around like an idiot while he tried to stick her, healing each time he met his mark. What a degrading experience—a captive being prodded and chased by a demon. Even though pride wasn’t her sin, this was going to sting.
Rubeus swung the pointy thing like a flag. “Amazing the things you can buy off the internet.” With a lightning-fast lunge that would have done an Olympic fencer proud, he jabbed into the circle, piercing her arm before yanking the odd-looking lance safely back.
Ow. More than ow. Pain spiked through Asta’s arm, down beneath the flesh to her spirit-self. What in all of creation was that thing? Suddenly she realized that humiliation wasn’t Rubeus’s intent. He meant to kill her and somehow had a weapon that could do so. Where was Dar? Had Rubeus killed him with the lethal pointy thing? Her heart raced, torn between the hope he was somehow alive to rescue her and the fear he was dead and bleeding in a cubicle somewhere.
The genie laughed. “Hey, get in here and help me kill her. I’ll let you take a few stabs for luring her in.”
Dar stepped through the doorway, his gray eyes impersonal and cold. Asta felt something shrivel inside her. All she could do was stare at the demon she’d trusted, the one she loved, the one who had betrayed her and led her to her death.
“Nah. Not my thing.” Dar waved the lance away. “I like poking angels with other things, if you get my drift.”
Rubeus’s laughter roared out. It seemed so strange coming from Carter Phelps’s body. “Tempting an angel into physical intercourse, and you barely over a thousand years old? I’m all in admiration, my friend, although this angel seems pretty stupid and gullible.”
Dar shrugged, making his way around the perimeter of her barrier while Rubeus followed. “Next time I’ll pick a brighter angel as my victim, one a bit older and more skilled.”
Fury ripped through the pain in Asta’s heart. The genie feinted then lunged again, but she was quicker, knocking the lance aside before it pierced her side. Her arm burned where it touched the skin, leaving a smoldering line of red she couldn’t take the time to heal. Better to keep her attention on staying clear of that lance, and trying to find a way out of this circle.
“With you dead, no one will know how to find me until it’s too late. I’ll hitchhike a ride inside Phelps until the coast is clear. By that time, your angel friends will be too busy doing damage control to track me down.”
He was like a two-bit-dime-store-novel villain, revealing his plans in a boring, pompous soliloquy while she avoided his attempts to run her through. “The archangels will get you. No matter where you go, what you do, they’ll eventually find you and rip your ugly fucking head from your body.”
“Tsk, tsk. Such language for an angel. You really brought this one down, Dar. Nice job.” This time he hit, slicing along her thigh, cutting through pants, skin, and muscle down to her spirit-being. She hopped backward, tensing herself against the pain.
“How did it feel to fuck her? Did she moan? Did she beg you for more?”
Asta jumped to the side, narrowly avoiding the lance.
“Did she get down on her knees and suck you off? Did you come on her face, make her lick you clean?”
She caught her breath, trying to block out his taunts and avoid the stabbing lance. Focusing on the weapon, she almost missed Dar pick up a pair of scissors from beside the coffee machine, flipping them open in his hand like a butterfly knife.
“No, but maybe next time.” He reversed his grip and swung, the movement blindingly fast as he slashed the scissor blade across the genie’s thigh. Rubeus bellowed, clutching his leg with one hand as he dropped to one knee. Dar pivoted, and, with a downward strike, plunged the blade deep into the genie’s chest.
Crimson blood fountained as the pressure from the human’s heart launched its contents across the floor. Rubeus’s scream changed pitch, becoming higher and more faint. His eyes met Asta’s, and she saw the genie recede, leaving Carter behind. Fear bloomed for a second before his eyes lost focus and he slumped into a sea of blood.
He was dead. Carter was dead, and the demon’s song screamed in her ears. Rubeus had seconds to form a replacement body or he would die.
“All yours, babe. You can thank me later.”
Dar winked at her and raced out the door. Time seemed to stand still as his meaning sunk in. Phelps was dead—the caster of the circle. She was free. And beside the human’s body, another was rising, shaking off the shock of his sudden transformation.
Rubeus. The blood spread like a red tide across his scaled legs and clawed feet. His legs trembled, and down he went, flailing as he tried to gain control over his new body.
Asta started toward him then saw Carter’s blue eyes, pupils dilated as they stared unseeing toward the ceiling. Of all her fledgling skills, healing had always been her strongest. But this—this would be more like a resurrection. And would she have time before Rubeus found the muscle coordination to attack?
There was no time for thought, so she acted blindly, dropping to her knees in the sticky carpet and placing her hands over Carter’s chest. Gold light filled the air, and she poured every ounce of healing she had into his body. Arterial puncture, create new blood to fill his veins, start the silent heart. But would it be enough? It had only been seconds, but sometimes that’s all it took for the soul to flee.
The breath left her lungs as white-hot agony pierced them. Looking down, she saw the twisted end of the lance jutting momentarily from between her ribs before it was pulled from her back.
Everything went dark, and all Asta could think about was the pain. Luckily her physical form seemed to have a mind of its own, because she launched herself sideways. Her vision cleared. She jumped to her feet to see Rubeus in his demon form, struggling to yank the lance from where it had embedded in the floor.
If I’m going to die, I’m not going out alone. Steeling herself against the agony shooting down her entire left side, Asta dove at the genie, knocking him to the floor. His claws dug into her shoulders, sharp spurs scraping along her legs as she wrapped her fingers around his neck and squeezed. The demon twisted, bucking until her hands slipped against the scales of his neck. Then, with a powerful kick, he launched her across the room.
Asta hit the vending machine, feeling the glass crack and give against her back. She’d expected Rubeus to come after her and spun to the side in anticipation of his attack. Instead of claws against her flesh, she felt the now-familiar burn of the lance. He’d managed to dislodge it from the floor and was swinging it back and forth in front of himself, driving her backwards toward the corner of the room where she’d be trapped.
The lance came at her in a sweep. Gritting her teeth against the pain she knew was coming, Asta grabbed it with both hands. She staggered with the momentum of the weapon, her hands sizzling against it. There was a moment of confusion in the genie’s eyes right before she kicked out, knocking him back.
His grip on the lance slipped, but he kept hold. Asta was yanked forward, her hands blistered. A tug of war ensured that she was sure she was going to lose. She had to get this thing away from him. It would be hard enough fighting him without it, but this weapon reduced her odds to near zero.
There was an odd whoosh noise, and Asta found herself staring at the point of a sword, inches from her nose. The blade was buried in the genie’s neck, lodged in one of his vertebrae. Her eyes met the demon’s, and she saw her surprise mirrored in them.
“Damn mother-fucking piece of shit. Why are there no decent weapons in a twenty-five story office building?”
The sword jerked back and forth in Rubeus’s neck, making his head bob like a marionette. Asta had to pull her own neck backward to avoid the sharp tip.
“Would have had better luck trying to take his head off with a fucking copier, stupid fucking waste of metal.”
Dar.
Rubeus let go of the lance and grabbed the sword with one hand, elbowing backwards with the other arm. Dar made an ooof sound then a crunch noise as Rubeus drove the pommel into the other demon’s face.
Kicking the lance aside, Asta wrapped her burned hands around one of the demon’s horns, pulling and twisting as she tried to remove his head. Dar scrambled to his feet and threw the coffee pot at the genie’s head.
Pull. Pull. Dar’s aim wasn’t particularly good, and Asta felt herself pummeled with mini bags of chips and candy bars as she yanked. Rubeus ignored the demon and grabbed Asta’s arms, trying to loosen her grip as he worked his way across the room. He was heading for the lance. She was exhausted, burned, horribly injured, and this demon was right at the edge of her abilities. Still, she couldn’t let him get the lance, and getting his darned head off was a priority.
Something huge flew towards her, and Asta ducked, feeling the splash of water as the five-gallon jug from the cooler plowed into her shoulder. Ready to yell at Dar to cut it out, she was amazed to see it bounce off her and smack into the sword lodged in the genie’s neck, dislodging the weapon and sending it clattering to the floor.
Cheap piece-of-feces sword versus an angel’s waning strength. The sword won, and Asta dropped her grip on Rubeus’s horns, reaching out to grasp the pommel as she hit the floor. Rubeus sprang toward the lance, only to be knocked sideways by a flying microwave.
Bless Dar and his little rat heart. Asta rose and swung the sword with all her might. It slowed a bit on the bone, but this time it went through. The genie’s head toppled to the side in a spray of blood.
A headless demon wasn’t always a dead demon. Throwing the sword to the side, Asta grabbed the body before it hit the floor and put forth her final blow, feeling the flesh turn to sand beneath her fingers. The room spun, and Rubeus’s head seemed to roll in slow-motion as she collapsed on her hands and knees.
“Damn, girl. Watch your aim. You almost skewered me with that five-dollar museum-quality reproduction.”
Asta looked up. Dar stood next to the oak-veneer cabinet, the bent sword quivering inches from his head. She started to laugh, the sound edging into hysteria. “Need to rest,” she finally gasped out, sliding down to blessed nothingness on the blood-soaked carpet.
***
She was oh-so-warm, floating in steamy heat while her wings soaked in water. Something behind her stirred, and she realized there were arms around her—and a naked human pressed tight against her back. It shouldn’t feel this good to have all this skin touching hers, but it did, and she didn’t want to move. The water, the warmth, it all helped ease the horrible aches that went deeper than her physical-self. She felt a kiss pressed against the side of her head, a hand lightly rubbing her waist, and a very familiar demon’s spirit-being gently exploring hers, anxious and worried over her injuries.
Dar. Asta was vaulted into full consciousness by the thought of him so close, the memory of what had happened. She hid her wings with a snap and struggled to pull herself from his lap. In the worst moment of her life, she’d thought he’d betrayed her, but then he had stayed behind and risked his life to help her fight Rubeus.
“Easy, easy.” His voice rumbled against her back, his breath stirring the loose hair at the top of her head. “Are you recovered enough to finish healing?”
“I can’t heal this.” She touched his spirit-being with the injured part of herself and winced.
“I know, but it will get better in time. Trust me, I’ve got lots of experience with these things, although I’ve never personally been stabbed repeatedly with a bespelled unicorn horn.”
So that’s what the lance had been. Now she knew to stay away from unicorns. It hurt, but she concentrated and managed to finish healing her physical form. Then she resumed trying to get out of the tub—and most especially off Dar’s naked lap. His physical body was beginning to express some very non-saintly desires, and as vulnerable as she felt, Asta wasn’t likely to say no.
“Take it easy. Just relax. I’m not going to do anything. I vow on all the souls I Own that I’m just going to hold you until I’m sure you can stand on your own without collapsing and spilling your brains all over the bathroom tiles.”
Darn. It would be kind of nice to have him do something, although, as bad as she hurt, it probably wouldn’t be a good idea.
“Why are we here?” Thank the Creator her voice sounded less weak and pathetic.
“You were shaking with cold, and I figured a hot bath would help. After scraping you up off the floor and carrying you through the business district, I didn’t exactly want to let you drown in a tub, so I got in with you.”
“Naked?”
“Did you want me to ruin my suit?”
Of course not. It was a very nice suit. Wait—. “You carried me? You carried me all the way here from the Loop?”
“It’s not like I could take a taxi or anything. You revealed your wings when you passed out. I had no idea how to get you in the backseat of a vehicle with those things. Maybe if I stuck them out the windows, but I didn’t want to risk breaking them in half. You’ve got some big-ass wings, girl. I like it.” The demon began to sing a song about how he liked big wings and he could not lie.
Oh, by all that was holy—her wings. Demons had no ability to entrance humans. Everyone they passed had to have seen her wings. Everyone on the street, in the hotel lobby….
Dar chuckled. “You should have seen the look on the humans’ faces. I told them we were at a costume party and you’d passed out drunk from doing tequila body shots. Everyone was very helpful, opening doors and holding the elevator.”
“But we were all bloody. My clothes were ripped to shreds. What kind of costume party were we at that we’d be covered in blood?”
“A really good one?” Dar laughed. “Nah, you were dressed as a zombie angel, and I was your snack for the evening.”
“It’s what, ten o’clock in the morning? I’m passed out drunk and we’re coming home from a costume party late Saturday morning?”
“It’s Chicago. No one batted an eye.” The demon nuzzled her hair. “Wanna eat my brains?”
She couldn’t help but smile. “What brains?” This felt so good, sitting in the hot water enclosed in his arms, laughing together. He did have brains. He was clever and funny, strong and sexy. He’d saved her life with that stupid sword and various kitchenette projectiles.
And he’d killed a human. It didn’t matter that she’d managed to bring Carter back to life; Dar had violated the terms of his immunity.
“Carter... .” She wasn’t sure how to say it.
“Oh, for fuck sake. He’s fine. Probably in the hospital by now. I was more worried about getting you out of there and making sure you were okay to bother with your little human pet.”
That was the Dar she knew and loved. Asta leaned against him and buried her face in his chest, trying to commit every bit of him to memory. “You knifed him with scissors.”
This time he sighed, his arms tightening around her.
“I know, I know. I’m toast. You’ll fill out fifty forms in triplicate, and within half an hour, every angel in and out of Aaru will be gunning for me. I’m a dead demon.”
How could she explain it otherwise? She was terrible at lying, and if her report was subpar, the Ruling Council could entrance Carter and get the truth from him. There was no way she could keep Dar out of this.
“You want to kill me instead?” His voice had a rough edge under the teasing tone. “I’d rather meet my end at your hands than by some pompous asshole who will take enormous pleasure in lopping my head off.”
She wouldn’t take pleasure in it. She’d hate every moment of it. There was no way she could kill him, never in a billion years. And there’s no way she could implicate him in the report. She would buy him time enough to get safely back to Hel at least. Stirring, Asta pulled away to pivot on his lap and look into his silver-gray eyes. They were serious—sad and full of regret. Suddenly she wanted nothing more than to sink back against him and let the warm water wash the rest of the world away.
But she was returning to Aaru. In a few hours, there would be no more tubs, no more flying in the city, drinking espresso, delighting in the slide of silk against her skin. There would be no more Dar.
“You need to get out of here. Go back to Hel. I’ll delay the report for a few days, and I’ll lie. They’ll eventually find out, but you’ll be safely home by then.”
His hands stroked her hair, tugging gently at the wet curls. “You’d lie for me?”
She closed her eyes, relishing the feel of him against her. “Yes.”
One word carried so much meaning. She’d more than lie for him; she’d fall for him. He was so much more than a fling, than a bit of sin before leaving this earthly plane. Dar was her heart.
For a moment they sat motionless until Dar gently moved her from his lap and rose, water cascading off his skin. “Are you okay?”
She watched him climb out of the tub, dry himself off, and dress. “Yes. I’m fine,” she lied.
Too quickly he was fully clothed. The tub suddenly seemed far too big for one being.
“Goodbye, Asta.” He struggled, as if there was something else he wanted to say. Then he snapped his mouth shut and gestured toward her. “Take care, okay? Don’t let those asshole angels beat you down.”
She nodded. “Stay safe, Dar.”
With that, he was gone. And a city full of two-point-seven-million people never felt so empty.
 
 



Chapter 22
 
The weather was circling down from the north, bringing a sharp bite of cold into the autumn morning. Typical. The colorful leaves and crisp scent were Chicago’s brief nod to fall before winter came roaring in with all its might. No matter the season, this was her city, and it was beautiful—especially when she was nine hundred feet above ground, watching the sunrise with a cup of steaming espresso in hand.
Cars made their way along Lake Shore Drive, hinting at the rush hour to come. Sweepers and garbage trucks banged their way through the side streets and alleyways. Once things started moving and shaking, she’d drop downtown for breakfast and some window-shopping. Maybe grab a book and head for Millennial Park. Cobb salad for lunch. Catch an early comedy show at Second City or Zanies, then over to Stanley’s to see the guys. Unless a demon popped onto her radar—then all other plans were on hold. Of course, she hadn’t sensed a demon in months, and wasn’t likely to anytime soon.
It was better than meditation in Aaru, this daily routine of hers. She thanked the stars every time she remembered her return home, how she’d begged to be given another century of assignment. Gabriel had needed her there; her report of Rubeus had raised all sorts of red flags. She was too young; she could have died, blah, blah, blah. Why they’d finally allowed her to return, she had no idea. Best not to question these things in case the opportunity vanished under scrutiny.
Three months and no sign of him. Had he come back while she was in Aaru and assumed she was gone forever? Had he been killed? Was he afraid to leave Hel? Afraid wasn’t a word Asta would think to associate with Dar, but just as she was unwilling to question the Ruling Council’s decision about her, she was equally unwilling to ask about the demon’s whereabouts.
No, she was just afraid. He was too clever to be killed, to brave to cower in Hel for the rest of his life, but he probably had moved onto the next fun adventure. Without her. That’s what she feared. That’s the truth she didn’t want to know.
Asta rose, drinking the last of her espresso and stretching her wings. Time to get a move on if she wanted a quick flight along the lake before the traffic hit. She stepped to the edge of the roof, inhaling to catch the scent of cold air off the water. The building trembled in a gust of wind that roared in her ears and carried with it the faint note of demon-song.
Dar.
She froze, her heart jumping into her throat. She’d recognize his energy anywhere. He was here—in her city. He was heading this way.
Wings snapped into hiding. Asta raced for the rooftop stairs, taking them two at a time and bursting into her little condo. What to wear, what to wear? Oh shit—shoot, he was coming. Hangers and clothes flew as she tore through the racks, selecting then discarding various dresses and pants suits. In the end, she chose jeans and the simple white button-down oxford shirt with the high-top sneakers she’d worn during their rooftop sashimi dinner.
Tearing back up the steps, Asta raced around the roof, trying to find a good place to sit. Or stand. Or recline. One where she looked sexy and casual, but not like she was posed, or waiting for him. Shit, shit, he was in the building. Wings out or not? He liked her wings, but they’d mess up the lines of her shirt, and she’d have to repair the tears.
The door opened, and Asta threw herself to the ground, trying to look serene and contemplative while her heart tore around her chest like an Indy Car.
“Hi.” After three months, after all they’d been through together, all they’d shared, and that was what came out of her mouth? Sheesh.
Dar grinned and walked over, gingerly sitting down beside her and casting a nervous glance over the roof edge. “Promise me you’ll scoop me up if I fall off?”
“Before or after you hit the ground?” Witty comeback. That was more like it.
“Fuck, I hope before. Otherwise you’ll need one of those street sweepers.” He tilted his head, eyes warm as they examined her face. “Sorry I’m late. I had a few things to do in Hel that took longer than expected.”
Her whole body heated up like one big flame. “You knew I was here? I mean, not in Aaru?”
His smile turned suggestive. “One should always know where one’s angel is.”
Asta scooted closer, resting her hand on his thigh and her spirit-self against his. “I was afraid I wouldn’t be back at all. Your angel came pretty close to being in Aaru for the rest of her life.”
“Yes, I know.” He scowled at her, but his eyes danced with laughter. “Could that report of yours be any shittier? That thing had holes big enough to drive a truck through. Rubeus accidentally stabs his possessed human with scissors, killing Carter Phelps. Then after being impaled repeatedly with a unicorn horn, you manage to decapitate him with a microwave and a cheap Excalibur knock-off then crawl halfway across the city to a hotel penthouse suite.”
She slid her hand up his leg. “The Iblis thought it was a riveting tale, and Rafael said I showed great resourcefulness.”
Dar snorted. “Yeah. If you didn’t have that tight-ass Gabriel wound around your wing, you would have been fucked.”
Her mentor had come through, although he’d made it quite clear how disappointed he was both with her report and her insistence on returning. But with Rubeus dead, and Carter Phelps rather confused about the events in question, Gabriel had ruled in her favor.
“Carter is having a tough time of it.” He was. The human was being indicted on various cyber-crime charges and being sued by at least six corporations. But he was alive, and the last time she’d seen him, he had introduced her to a lady friend. Hopefully things would work out for him.
“I don’t give a flying fuck about Carter Phelps.” Dar grabbed her hand and moved it from his thigh to between his legs. “I’ve missed you, Asta. You’ve no idea how much I’ve missed you, and I don’t just mean sex. But I have missed sex with you, too. How about we go roll around the clothes in your gigantic closet, and I’ll show you how much I’ve missed you.”
By all of Creation, she loved this demon. And even though he hadn’t said the words, she could see by the gleam in his eyes that he loved her right back. No matter. She’d get the words out of him.
With a gentle squeeze of her hand, she had him.
“Damn.” Dar groaned, standing and pulling her to her feet. “Let’s go now before I shoot a load in my pants.”
“Lovely.” She laughed. “Your pillow talk could use some work there, big boy.”
He pulled her against him, kissing her deep while his hands dug through her curls. Breaking the kiss, his silver-gray eyes met hers. “I love you, Asta. I love you, and you’re mine. How’s that for pillow talk?”
She stared at him, drinking him in. Her very soul sang at the thought of her future with him. “Better. Although you’ll need to repeat it several times per day.”
His hand caressed her cheek as his lips reached for hers. “Deal.”
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