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Kingdom of Lies
Samantha Martin may be the leader of Hel, but she is also an imp in debt to a sorcerer. Luckily he’s vowed to wipe away all the favors she owes for one job – retrieve a stolen gem.
But Gregory also needs her help. Interdimensional rifts are opening, spilling supernatural creatures into the world of the humans. Locating and closing the gateways takes a team of two – an angel and a demon.
It’s the opportunity Sam has been waiting for, the very thing that might allow demons and angels to put aside nearly three million years of hate. But the gem has a dark power - one that could shatter any hope of peace between heaven and hell. Which task takes priority? Sam is at a crossroads, where either choice leads to a dark future.
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Chapter 1
 
Gotcha.”
The man screamed. It was more high-pitched than I’d expected a three-hundred-pound dude packing two .45s and covered in gang tattoos to make. He probably wouldn’t have normally reacted this way to an unarmed brunette woman, but lots of his buddies had gone missing lately, and the word was out on the street that bad shit had happened to them. The few that reappeared had stories—stories that were making grown men wet their pants.
I consulted my pocket-sized notebook, licking my index finger as I flipped through the pages. “Let’s see... ah, here we go. Damien Morez: five counts of armed robbery, two first-degree assaults, and an animal cruelty. Tsk, tsk.”
The man backed away from me until his ass hit the crumbling brick of the condemned South Street building. “No convictions. I ain’t got no convictions.”
I stuffed the notepad back into the rear pocket of my jeans. “Do I look like the fucking police to you? I don’t give a shit about convictions. All I care about is you’re in my territory, and your credit sucks giant donkey balls. Dude. The repo man is after you, Citibank is after you, the motor vehicle administration is after you, your ex-wife is after you, so now I’m after you. Pay your fucking bills and I might be willing to overlook the armed robbery and assault. But not the animal cruelty. That just pisses me off even more.”
“I’ll pay. I’ll pay,” he screamed. “Just don’t kill me.”
And now his pants were wet. Great. I hated having to transport guys who’d peed themselves. It was damned near impossible to get that stench out of my clothing.
“I’m not going to kill you. There’s too much fucking paperwork involved in that.” I huffed in exasperation. “Trust me, I’d like nothing more than to fly you up and drop you. I’ve gotten pretty good at hitting targets if I keep it under five-hundred feet in the air. Bet I could get you to splat on top of the carillon in Baker Park if I tried.”
Ugh. I shouldn’t have mentioned that. Now there was a hideous odor combined with the urine smell. Better get this over with before he added vomit into the mix. I revealed my wings—my enormous matte-black wings—and shook them slightly to rearrange the feathers. I didn’t need my wings out to teleport, but it added interest to the stories they told if, and or when, they made it back.
The guy slid down the brick wall and prayed in another language. “Come on, dude. Let’s get a move on.” I walked over and picked him up by one arm. Damn. Motherfucker was heavy. I mean, I’m a demon, and I still had to put some back into it to get him to his feet.
His panicked eyes were doing a rapid back and forth between me and my wings.
“Borel, Khnar, or Prentiss Mississippi?” I asked.
As if he had a choice. As if I had a choice. Teleportation was a new skill that came with my wings and my pseudo-angel status. I had no idea where the fuck I’d end up. And getting back wasn’t exactly a cakewalk either. Still, the man managed to pull it together enough to reply.
“P... Prentiss?”
Yep, because getting back from there would be a whole lot easier than Haiti or Cambodia.
“Bayou and crawfish it is, buddy.” I tugged the guy’s arm again and jerked back as two darts flew past my face and lodged into the brick wall beside him.
Not darts, barbs. The red brick turned blue in an expanding circle around them. Morez’s reflexes kicked in, and he ducked, using my outspread wings as cover. I heard a rush of air, and another dart hit the wall, but not before tearing through one of my wings.
Holy fuck, that hurt. Not just physically either. That sharp missile punched right through my spirit-being with pain that would take a day or more to recede and leave a scar that would never go away.
Numbness followed the pain, spreading like the blue on the brick throughout my wing. So much for flying. Until this wore off, I was one-winged.
Another dart hit the wall, missing me. I tried to conceal my wings, but the combination of pain and numbness meant all I could do was tuck them behind me to keep them from being such a gigantic target.
Morez was probably long gone. I headed in the direction I’d seen him run, jumping behind a dumpster just in time to hear the ping of something sharp hitting the metal side. Stupid fucking wings. I barely fit between the building wall and the dumpster, especially since there was someone else crouched there—Damien Morez.
“Get out,” I hissed, elbowing him.
“Get out yourself, you freak.”
I should have just grabbed him and gated him away to outer Mongolia, or whatever random place we ended up, but I’ll admit I was curious—curious as to what sort of creature launched barbs at an angel with big black wings and a big scary human packing two pistols.
There was a noise, one beyond the heavy breathing of the man huddled next to me. I heard the scrape of nails on pavement. One, two, three, four. Four legs. Shoots poisonous darts. Was this a demon sent to kill me? Someone who took particular exception to my new sort-of-angel status? If so, I was going to need to get serious.
“Look around the edge of the dumpster and see what’s out there,” I hissed at Morez.
“No way.” The human curled himself tighter, jostling me in the process.
I slid sideways, my numb wing crushed against the asphalt as I peered under the dumpster. I saw four golden furry feet and the swish of a matching tail with a dark brown barb at the end. Clever. How did he manage to shoot them from his tail with any degree of accuracy? And how many barbs did the tail hold? Was his tail the equivalent of a semi-automatic, or did he need to create and launch each barb individually?
I summoned my Iblis sword in the shotgun form that I could use with moderate skill. Unfortunately, one angel/demon with big wings, one oversized, never-convicted criminal, and a shotgun were too much for the tiny space behind the dumpster. My shotgun appeared with an echoing clang as it dented the side of the container.
The creature sprang. Luck was on my side, because instead of rounding the dumpster at my end, it chose the side closer to the human. My vision was mostly blocked by the wall of muscle that made up Damien Morez, but I saw the tan, furry body and a mass of red fur—a ruff—framing a face I couldn’t see.
The human screamed, punching and kicking me as he was dragged from behind the dumpster. I scrambled around the other side to get a clear shot. What I saw was a lion—a giant fucking lion with a tail like a scorpion. Morez screamed again. I aimed my shotgun. Gold ass. Gold midsection. Big red furry ruff. I sighted the spot just behind the front leg and pulled the trigger.
Even with the gun firmly planted against my shoulder, it knocked me backward nearly a foot. My shot went high but still hit, blasting little black holes all along the side and back of the lion.
When I’d first started using the Iblis weapon, it caused debilitating damage to demons and angels. The last few times I’d been unable to calibrate the effectiveness, and those hit had been killed, dissolving into a pile of sand. It seemed that during the past year, my phaser was never set on stun.
This time, the shot did nothing. No pile of sand, no lion demon writhing on the ground in agony. The only thing it did was discolor the lion’s fur and piss it off. Oh, and make it drop the human and come after me. That’s when I got a good look at its face, and it was not lion-like. The creature’s face was like that of a human with light-blue eyes pigmented barely enough to contrast with the white. It opened its mouth wide to snap at me, and I saw three rows of pointy teeth, like a shark.
Weirdest fucking demon form I’d ever seen. Although my magical shotgun seemed to be malfunctioning, I went ahead and unloaded it on the beast anyway.
Again, nothing. Well, nothing except some giant lion-man with a scorpion tail jumping on top of me and knocking me flat on my back. The Iblis shotgun went flying, and I used both hands to grab the thing around its furry ruff and pour a stream of energy into it. Its fur turned a lovely shade of crimson, but the only reaction I got from the monster was the snap of those teeth inches from my face. Oh, and the tail with those nasty-ass darts waving around above me. This thing, because it was now clear to me I wasn’t battling another demon, was getting irritated at my thrashing around and was trying to numb me into an easily digestible state.
I’d been around a lot of snakes in my life, both real ones and demon ones, and had seen the poison-your-prey-and-eat-it-at-your-leisure method many times. It gave me an idea. I let go of the lion’s ruff and reached up, grabbing the flicking tail just as the beast sunk his pointy, multi-rowed teeth into my shoulder. Flesh ripped and tore. My vision went white from pain, but I held on, twisting the tail around and plunging the barbed end into the lion’s back.
The teeth yanked out of my shoulder and I was nearly deafened from the scream right next to my ear. It seemed to be working, so I kept jabbing the thing with its own tail, hanging on tight as it spun away from me. I held on as it ran, dragging me across the blacktop and slamming me into the dumpster. My wings were still revealed, which meant the worst of the road rash was happening on the sensitive appendages. I couldn’t reach any of the lion to jab the tail into, but I gripped it tight, swinging wildly across the pavement and over the top of my dropped Iblis shotgun as the monster tried to jerk me free.
The shotgun. The shotgun that had turned itself back into a sword. A knife, actually. Fuck it. I freed one hand, nearly separating my shoulder as the lion played crack-the-whip in the alley. After a few tries, I managed to grab the now-Iblis-knife on a go around.
Something had to give. Either this lion was going to get worn out and take a nap or I was going to lose my hold on his tail and wind up dinner. The second option was looking more likely, so I reversed my grip on the knife and tried to see if I could cut the tail off this thing. That way I’d have a reasonably effective weapon against being eaten.
Sawing at a tail while being spun around in circles wasn’t easy. And the magical weapon that used to cut through anything like it was wet tissue paper didn’t seem to be making more than a dent in this fucker’s tail. Just as I felt I’d managed to accomplish the equivalent of a paper cut, I slammed into the dumpster, sliding under it. The lion-thing tried to keep going. I slid against the metal support underneath the dumpster and braced against it with my feet, wrapping the lion’s tail around a vertical support.
The monster pulled, and the container screeched as it dug grooves into the asphalt. I held my wings as close as I could to my sides, trying not to have them pinned under the moving dumpster. And I sawed at the tail like I was trying to win a lumberjack contest.
The lion shrieked, pulling the dumpster with its tail. The Ibis knife finally broke through the tough skin, flying through muscle and bone as if it were air. One strip of skin and fur was all that held the lethal tail on the creature—one nearly impenetrable strip of skin and fur.
The dumpster rocked side to side, and I hacked away at the tail. From the racket above my head, it seemed the lion-creature was determined to get to me through the metal of the dumpster. Not the brightest monster, even if he was amazingly resistant to my magical weapon.
With a snap, the tail broke in two, leaving me holding six inches of fur tipped with a brown pointy end that dripped blue liquid. The rest of the tail vanished out the front of the dumpster. I heard a crash and yelp followed by silence.
Silence usually didn’t signify good things. With the tail in one hand and my knife in the other, I rolled from under the dumpster and sprang to my feet. The garbage container was now in the middle of the alley, about fifty feet from where it started. The lion-thing was nowhere to be seen. And Damien Morez was facedown in a pool of blood. I walked over and rolled him over. His sightless eyes stared upward.
I swore. This dead guy was not my fault, but the way things had been going lately, I’d probably wind up having to do a four-nine-five report on him anyway. What the hell was I supposed to do with this body? Or the fact that some cropped-tail lion monster was running around the city?
I had no time for this shit. Ever since the last Ruling Council meeting, I was either racing around playing the demonic equivalent of a skip tracer, or I was dealing with the werewolves and Nephilim, or I was over in Hel smashing elven heads together. And now I was late—late to meet a sorcerer and a mage. I owed a considerable debt to Gareth and a few favors to Kirby. They’d been patient, but even humans had a limit to their willingness to wait. Not that I blamed them. If I only had a life span of eighty years, I’d be in a bit of a hurry too.
 
 



Chapter 2
 
The human world seemed to change right before my eyes, but Hel was a constant. Heat scorched me as I stepped through the gate. Red-orange sand danced before my eyes, reflecting the brutal beams of the sun in bright waves. Dis stood in the far distance, black towers rising far above the occasional boulder. To my right, the elven forest glimmered green. I turned away from the verdant foliage, knowing I’d need to deal with those fucking elves eventually. Right now, it was a human summons I was answering. Gareth had sent two more notes, each increasingly stern in tone. I owed him, and he was calling in his favors. There was no way I could further delay my obligations to him.
Still, dread settled like a lump of bad crabmeat in my stomach as I walked toward the city, one wing partially numb and dragging in the sand. Gareth could pretty much ask anything, and I’d need to do it. Hopefully whatever he asked wouldn’t wind up killing me. I was really starting to dig my life, Ruling Council meetings aside. Dying wasn’t on my agenda for a few thousand more years, at the very least.
Gareth’s shop was right in the heart of Dis, convenient to his demon clients. It was also heavily warded, unlike the last time I’d visited. The sorcerer had always exhibited the ultimate in professional behavior, so I was sure it wasn’t unhappy clients he was guarding against.
“Theft an issue?” I asked once he unlocked the five layers of wards to let me into the shop. I’d had to ring the magical equivalent of a doorbell then take two steps forward each time he dismissed a ward. They reactivated behind me, sizzling the skin on my back like the shock from an electric fence. Good thing I wasn’t in a larger form or I wouldn’t have been able to squeeze safely between the layers.
“Theft isn’t my only issue.” He gestured toward a blackened wall, the outline of a six-legged lizard a clear spot in the middle. “It’s when they decide to try out the merchandise inside the store that’s the real problem.”
Thankfully it wasn’t my problem. Well, unless Gareth decided to make it my problem. “So, I’m here. What’s the scoop?”
Gareth went to adjust a display of wands, putting the large granite counter between us. Runes lit up along the edge as I approached it. “I need to call in a favor. Kirby also asked me to convey his request.”
It would save me a trip to visit Kirby. Oh yeah, I was all about multitasking and efficiency of time lately. I took a deep breath and nodded, ready to get this over with. “Of course. What can I do for the pair of you?”
“Kirby wants you to fix Libertytown.”
I raised my eyebrows, waiting for the rest of his request. Kirby wasn’t stupid enough to use a favor on something as vague as “fixing” a village full of freed human slaves. “Fixing” to a demon could involve razing the town, encasing it in a block of ice, submerging it twenty feet under water. It’s the way we rolled.
“The humans there will soon be forced to go back into slavery with the elves or die of starvation. Crops are failing now that the elven weather modifications have stopped. Kirby wants you to ensure they have viable food crops and the necessary soil and weather conditions to support agriculture.”
Shit. I’d been joking when I’d told Gregory the sorcerer probably wanted me to end world hunger. He did want me to end world hunger—this world’s hunger.
“Gareth, I might be the Iblis, but I’m still an imp. The best I can do is arrange for regular Peapod deliveries.” Actually, I probably couldn’t even do that. Getting a box truck full of groceries through a gate and across a few hundred miles of unflinching desert would be a miracle. Doing it weekly would be impossible.
“Food deliveries would be acceptable while you’re working on the actual solution, but they’re not a replacement for the service Kirby is asking. He wants them to have sustainable agriculture—crops they can eat as well as trade or sell for other commodities.”
“I can’t do that.”
“Then find someone who can. You owe me over a dozen favors, and you owe Kirby more than just this one. We both have your vow.”
Damn it all. I squirmed, knowing full well that I was completely fucked. “Imp, Gareth. I’m an imp. You need an elf, and I’ve managed to alienate every one of them by freeing these humans. It’s not a matter of calling in a favor from one of them; it’s that they won’t deal with me at all.”
“That’s your problem, not mine. I told you Kirby’s favor. He said if you do this; he’ll consider your entire debt to him satisfied.”
I bit my lip. I owed Kirby at least two favors. Maybe more. I wasn’t sure anymore. It was so hard keeping track of all this shit that I’d started putting together a spreadsheet. But whether I owed Kirby two or four favors, having a clean slate with at least one of these two magic users would be a weight off my back.
But crops and weather? I needed an elf. Leethu was the only demon I knew who still counted elves as friends. I didn’t know how good the Kllee elves were at weather and crop manipulation—that tended to be more of a Cyelle and Wythyn thing. Shit, I just didn’t know any elves who didn’t want to kill me on sight.
But I did know a half-elf. And she’d brought my sorry boxwoods back to life after Boomer fried them to a crisp with his hellhound piss.
“This is a significant favor Kirby is requesting,” I told him, playing the game we all played. “Clearly such a service is worth six favors. Perhaps you can throw a couple of yours into the mix. It’s got to be in your interest to ensure the survival of Libertytown.”
Gareth shot me a sour look. “No, Az. All of Kirby’s favors for this one. Although, there is a service I would like to ask of you that would help reduce your debt to me. Nothing too time-consuming. Just a small task.”
Uh-oh. Anything worded so innocuously had to be simply horrible. “I’m always grateful for any opportunity to reduce my debt to you. What did you have in mind?”
He gestured to the rings of wards visible outside his front door. “An item has been stolen from me. I would like it returned.”
Maybe this was an easy one, a bone Gareth was throwing me because of our long, mutually beneficial association. I’d retrieved a ton of stolen items for elves and high-level demons over the centuries. Magical items were tricky, but not nearly as tricky as hauling in runaway sorcerers or tracking down half-elf hybrids. Besides, I was an imp. I was reckless and crazy and I never learned from my past mistakes. Ever.
“Sounds good to me.”
Gareth smiled, his shoulders relaxing as tension left his face. “Excellent. Meet me at your home tomorrow noon, and I’ll give you all the details.”
Home? Oh yeah, Ahriman’s home, which was now my home. I couldn’t get used to the thought of that house of horrors actually being mine. Ahriman owned a small dwelling in Dis with a nifty portal that transported residents lickety-split to the monstrous house in Patchine—the one with bone and dried-flesh furniture and blood-spatter wall coverings.
It was now my house. And tomorrow would actually work for me. I had a few prior commitments for later today, and I’d need to find time to convince Amber to work her elven magic on Libertytown. According to Gregory, I should be able to accomplish ten times that many things in less than a twenty-four-hour period. I wasn’t an angel, but I could manage this.
“Deal. I’ll see you tomorrow noon,” I told the sorcerer. Then I waited forever while he slowly let me out of his shop so I could start my teleportation to twenty random places before I finally reached my intended destination. All I needed to do was take care of a few things, get Amber on board, then come back to find some stolen item. Easy peasy, and I’d owe a whole lot less favors.
****
My house was full of demons and angels, but this time no one was trying to kill each other—yet.
Raphael smiled encouragingly at the angel beside him, Pasta or Porkchop or something. Her face was the picture of serenity, but the hands knotting the hem of her T-shirt gave her away. Girlfriend was nervous, unlike the three demons behind the decorative screen. They were insanely excited, already betting on who she’d choose this first round.
“No more than six questions. You need to ask each demon at least one question, but the rest are up to you.”
Prosciutto took a deep breath, releasing her clothing to run a hand over her golden curls. “Demon Number One, what is the most important characteristic to you in the formation of offspring?”
“Damn, girl, thought we were going to fuck first, or at least throw down a bottle of whisky and set a few buildings on fire. Baby making isn’t on my agenda for a few centuries at least.”
“Projectile vomiting!”
“Six eyes! No, seven! Seven eyes!”
The screen looked about to topple over with the scuffle apparently going on behind it. Peanut’s eyes widened, her hands balling up the hem of her shirt once again. Great. Just great.
“Shut the fuck up!” I yelled. “You’re not supposed to answer until it’s your turn.”
The three fell quickly silent, no doubt remembering my threats from earlier.
“Demon Number Three, if you were to take me to your favorite place in Hel, where would that be?”
“Hey, she skipped me! I’m number two; I’m supposed to go next.”
The screen swayed. I gritted my teeth in frustration. “Stop! She’ll get to you. Just be patient.”
Number Two mumbled something about how he wasn’t going to practice a virtue just to get into the sack with an angel.
Three thought carefully then answered. “Probably the lava pits outside Dis. Right after the sun goes down, when the moons are still on the horizon, everything is tinted orange and pink. Dis is like a row of black sentries standing watch in the distance, and the lava swirls in lazy flows of red and black.”
The angel made an “o” with her mouth, her hands fluttering against her chest. Huh. This might work after all.
“We always bring anything we’ve managed to catch—Low demons, runaway humans, animals—and immerse them in the lava a tiny bit at a time. Their screams fill the air like the bestest music ever. If we’re careful and pull them out after a quick dip, we can manage to make them last for hours. After we’re done, we dare each other to jump across the pits. Winner gets to rip the toenails off the losers.”
Or not.
Peanut cleared her throat. “Demon Number Two.”
“Finally! Yes. Whatever you want, sweetheart.”
“She hasn’t asked the question yet, asshole! Listen up.”
“Demon Number Two, what do you do to increase your vibration pattern?”
“Run really fast. Oh, and shake. I’m really good at shaking, although I tend to fall over afterward.”
“I’ve made my decision.” Pistachio turned her big blue eyes to Raphael.
“You’ve got three more questions,” he urged.
“No need.” There was a hint of despair in the resolute set of her jaw. “I’m going with Demon Number Two.”
The shaker? The one that kept interrupting and thought projectile vomiting was a trait worthy of passing to his offspring? Damn, these angels were more desperate than I’d thought.
Her words set off a duo of grumbles and one excited shriek. “Okay, come out Fang and meet Pepperoni.”
“Petunia,” she corrected, her stiff smile wavering as the demon leapt from behind the screen. Right. As if that were her real name. Angels were just as paranoid as demons when it came to letting their names and titles be known. Of course, the three candidates behind the curtain were so low in the hierarchy of Hel that they only had one name—and didn’t care who knew it. It wasn’t like anyone was going to be summoning them anytime in the next few millennia.
Petunia’s date, Fang, was dressed for the occasion in a slightly bloodstained tuxedo complete with top hat. He’d managed a fairly respectable human form aside from the size-twenty feet and hands. And yes, his trouser snake was in direct proportion to his feet. I know, I’d checked. Lucky angel.
“So... what are we doing for our date?” Petunia shimmered a bit, probably not realizing her anxiety was turning Fang on and ruining the clean lines of his neatly pressed black pants.
“Dinner and a movie.”
Sounded innocent, but nothing ever was as it seemed when it came to demons. The angel smiled in relief. “Where?”
“Food is always better if we catch it ourselves. We’ll hunt then find a nice spot to enjoy our meal.”
Her smile faded. “Hunt? You’re going to kill something?”
Fang laughed, revealing a mouth full of jagged, pointy teeth. “Fuck, no. Everything we’re going to eat is already dead. We’re doing our hunting in dumpsters. The ones at the truck stop always have the best food, and we can sit on the overpass and watch the traffic on I-70. The exhaust fumes truly set the perfect ambiance.”
It was better than his original idea. And watching their movie through the Pattersons’ picture window was a better alternative than slaughtering the family and using their corpses as chairs while viewing pay-per-view.
“All right, you two love birds. Get out there and have your date. Remember, we want to hear all about it tomorrow morning.”
The other two demons raided my fridge as Rafi and I ushered our lucky winners to the door.
“Gah.” Rafi stuck a finger in his mouth as if he were trying to induce some projectile vomiting of his own. “That demon was seriously the best you could do?”
I shrugged. “Like ‘Petunia’ is any better? Hey, at least she didn’t pick number three. He was going to take her on a joyride then infect a group of preschoolers with Ebola.”
“Good times, good times.” Rafi followed me to the kitchen. “So, what’s up with your wing?”
I still couldn’t hide the damned thing, and the numbness had vanished, replaced with a throbbing ache. “Long story.” I pushed the two demons out of the way and grabbed a couple of beers, handing Rafi one. He eyed the label then flicked the cap off with his index finger.
“So, who’s next on our list?” I asked after draining half the beer. I wanted our angel-demon dating project, Infernal Mates, to be successful, but I was hedging my bets. If I matched up demons I trusted first and built some credibility, I’d be able to better sell the service to higher-level demons. I had goals—big goals. After two-and-a-half-million years of separation, it was time for angels and demons to get busy with each other. And hopefully, if things went as planned, I might not be the only Angel of Chaos for long. New creation ... it was a heady thought even for me, a devout non-breeder. Someday maybe we’d be back to where we had been—Angels of Order and Angels of Chaos coexisting, producing offspring when the stars aligned and finding a match in those who were our opposites. Plenty of demons and angels would continue to prefer their own, but for those of us who were different, who craved our reverse, there would be an alternative.
Rafi grinned, taking a swig of beer. There were times I wondered how in the universe he’d ever been classified an Angel of Order. “I’ve got a good one, but you need to produce something better than vomit boy, lava dipper, and the player. What cha got for me, my black-winged hottie?”
I loved when Rafi flirted with me. “Depends. Got a couple of winners in my household, but if you’ve got something real special, I can shop it around.”
He raised an eyebrow, reminding me of his eldest brother. Warmth soared through me, rocketing to pulse between my thighs. Damn. It had been too long, way too long.
“One of my choir. He served as a Grigori in the eleventh century and has gone on to specialize in penance and rehabilitation.”
Damn. Maybe I wanted to meet this angel. I wracked my brains to think of a suitable match. Dar was already enthralled by some angel up in Chicago. That left me with Leethu and a household full of Lows. There were a few of my classmates I might be able to interest in an angel skilled in dominance activities. And possibly a few acquaintances who were higher in the hierarchy than me. Hmm.
“No problem. Two weeks? I’ll have three suitable candidates ready to go. Does your angel prefer male or female forms, or a demonic mishmash of animal mineral and vegetable?”
Raphael slouched back against my kitchen counter, one elbow braced against the doorway. “Male or female; he’s neutral in his energy balance and happy to accommodate either. He’s not a fan of mixed form, though.”
Good to know. “I’ll have three candidates ready to go.”
We drank our beers. Rafi eyed me with an intensity I found rather flattering. “When are you going to be the demon behind the curtain, my naughty Iblis? Or perhaps I should find three angels for you to question and pick your choice.”
I’d already picked my choice, but I loved flirting with the bad-boy Raphael. One of these days, his eldest brother was going to fuck him up for this, or maybe fuck me up for flirting back, but either way, it was worth any future repercussions.
“I need at least an archangel to satisfy me.” I looked up from under my lashes as I sipped my beer. “Maybe more than one. Two or three would be ideal.”
“You already have one worshiping your wings, and I’d be thrilled to play second fiddle. Who would be your third, though?”
Gabriel would die before he’d get within two centimeters of my spirit-self, and Uriel had vanished on some kind of spirit-quest nearly a year ago. That didn’t leave any other archangels, unless my beloved Gregory did his split-personality thing and appeared in another aspect. Three. Holy shit, what I could do with three angels making sweet love to me. What I could do with two angels making sweet love to me.
“I’ll wait to make my choice on that one. And you do realize that you’re pretty much signing your death warrant, or, at the very least, a long painful beating, by offering to be my back-up paramour?”
Rafi’s grin held, but I saw something deep in his eyes, something lonely and empty. “Wish I’d found you first, Sam. Even with all these pairings we’re doing, none of the demons I’ve seen are your equal. None have enough chaos to make me come to life.”
I watched Raphael finish his beer and vanish with a salute. What demon could I find that would touch his heart? I hated that sorrowful look in his eyes, hated the way he remained cheerful as other angels tried to find their mates. I went through every demon I knew, and none of them were worthy of being paired with this angel that I’d grown to love much as my own brother. My heart ached thinking of how long Raphael had waited for a match that could make him whole. How much longer would he have to wait?
 
 



Chapter 3
 
Rafi was barely gone from my kitchen when Gregory popped in. I was thrilled to see him, my lover, my other half. I was less thrilled with his companion.
“Gabe, baby. Can I offer you some pizza? A cold beer?” The angel gave me a frosty look, refusing to answer. “A hair shirt? The rack? I can scourge away your sins, or brillo-pad your backside. I hear it does wonders for your vibration levels.”
“If you only paid as much attention to your own vibration patterns as you do to mine, you’d be a better angel.”
A better angel. Right. “Well, I appreciate your visit. Enjoyed our little chat so much. I know you have a million pressing, oh-so-important things to do. Bye-bye. See you probably a lot sooner than I’d like.”
“What happened to your wing?” Gregory reached out to touch the black feathers.
“I was attempting to raise the credit score of a human when I was attacked. He killed the human I was with. And I’m not doing any damned report for someone I didn’t kill.” The last sentence was directed at Gabriel, who didn’t seem to care that I was one-winged today. “Did you hear me? No. Report.”
Gabe ignored me and turned to Gregory. “Two months, brother. Just two months, that’s all I’m asking of you.”
“Two months what?” I asked, snagging a piece of hand tossed with pineapple out of the fridge and eating it cold.
Gregory turned from examining my wing and scowled at his brother. “No. I’m busy down here. After handling both jobs for over ten-thousand years, I can’t imagine what would be so difficult that you’d need me to take over for two months.”
Gabriel flinched then hid it all away behind a sneer. Guess it was hard having an older brother busting your balls for four-billion years. I kinda felt sorry for the angel. Dar had been harassing me for less than two-thousand years and that seemed like a hellish eternity. Older brothers were the worst.
“Two months doing what?” I asked. And yes, I was talking with my mouth full.
Gabriel continued to ignore me. “Something has come up, and I can’t be two places at once.”
“Why not? I can.” That was completely unfair of Gregory. Yes, he could do the whole aspect thing, but his different manifestations were only a fraction of who he was. Splintering oneself seemed like the ultimate multi-tasking solution, but the aspect you sent to do floral arrangements was usually the one who fucked it all up. Still, I’d love to be able to have that skill.
Gabriel ground his teeth. I didn’t think this conversation was doing much for his purity and vibration levels. Actually, I think pretty much any conversation that involved either me or his brother fucked up his vibration levels. Two of us in one room had to be torture.
“Two months doing what? Punishing angels? Because I’d totally like to help you with that one, Gaby-baby.”
“I’ve been single-handedly diffusing a revolution, trying to bring Aaru under some semblance of control. I already asked Raphael to go deal with the issue in Alaska. I just need you to make sure Aaru is stable while I go off and do this one thing. Two months. That’s all I’m asking.”
“Alaska?” Bits of pizza sprayed out of my mouth, so I quickly swallowed. “What’s going on in Alaska? I need Rafi here. He and I have important projects we’re in the middle of. You can’t just go sending him off to Alaska without consulting me.”
Well, that got everyone’s attention.
“An archangel, a member of the Ruling Council, is not yours to order about.” Gabriel jabbed a finger into my chest. “And what exactly are you doing with my little brother? It’s bad enough that this one is two steps from falling to Hel. Don’t go ruining Raphael, too.”
“Hey.” Gregory drew himself up to full height and stared down his brother. The air crackled with tension, and I scooted back, bettering my vantage point for what was probably going to be the fight of the century.
Disappointingly, Gregory only crossed his arms over his chest and turned to me. “There are some energy anomalies occurring. I’m looking into one of them, and I’ve got a few of my enforcers examining others. The Gate Guardian in Alaska is concerned and has asked us to check it out, so we thought it best to send Raphael.”
Energy anomalies. I tilted my head and thought through all the possibilities. “I wasn’t lying when I said I was attacked earlier. It was some kind of lion-scorpion thing. I’ve never seen anything like it, either here or in Hel. Do you think it’s related to these energy anomalies?” Maybe this energy was causing mutant lion monsters. Ugh. One more thing to add to the to-do list.
“A lion-scorpion?” Gabriel looked at me as if I were a lunatic.
“Yeah. The front end was like a sphinx, only without all the riddles, and the tail shot poisoned darts.” I wiggled my wing. “One hit me.”
Gregory and Gabriel exchanged some kind of angel’s-club glance that went totally over my head.
“What happened to it?”
I blinked at Gregory, thinking how best to answer this one. “I cut the scorpion tail off, but it ran away before I could kill it. Hey, I had a meeting that I was already late for. It’s not like I could spend the rest of the day running around the city looking for a lion with an amputated tail.”
Gregory shook his head and turned to his brother. “Rafi to Alaska. I’ll try to cover the energy anomalies on the lower part of the continent. Can you take South America, Europe, Asia, and Australia?”
Wow, that seemed pretty sucky in terms of an even delegation of job duties. I wasn’t a fan of Gabriel’s, but even I made a grumpy face at Gregory’s division of labor.
“No. I need you to handle this as the head of the Grigori. And watch Aaru for two months while I take care of this personal matter.”
He had to be fucking insane to make that sort of demand. I’d always thought Gabriel was a little off his rocker, but not this far.
“Brother. There is a revolution in Aaru. Hel is undergoing its own disruptions. We have energy anomalies, and apparently a renegade non-riddling sphinx running around among the humans. This is not the time to take two months off to handle personal matters.”
Gabe scowled. “We agreed the energy anomalies were a priority. What you’re calling ‘my personal matter’ is also a priority.”
“When was any of this voted on?” I asked, suspiciously. I didn’t pay much attention during our Ruling Council meetings, and last month I’d slept through most of one. Still, I had a feeling this hadn’t been on any of my agendas. Energy anomalies? And what the fuck was this personal mission of Gabriel’s?
“It wasn’t,” Gregory soothed me, a wave of calming blue energy accompanying his words. “The energy anomalies occurring here among the humans might be nothing, and we don’t want to cause any kind of rumor mill to start with Aaru still boiling over with revolution.”
Angels gossiped worse than demons. I swear they probably gave their blessing to every tabloid and paparazzi on the planet. Still, I had a bad feeling about this whole Alaska thing, as well as the lion monster loose in the city. Energy anomaly. The last time that sort of thing had happened, the angels had needed to shut down a major inter-realm gate and relocate it to a remote location—in Alaska.
“The humans haven’t set off a nuclear warhead over the gate at Devil’s Paw, have they?” Angel gates were amazingly powerful constructs, but they didn’t do well when atoms started splitting nearby.
“No, no,” Gregory hastily assured me. I remembered too late that the destruction of the gate in Russia was still a sore spot with Gabriel. Everything was a sore spot with Gabriel.
“Good.” Now back to our original topic. “So, what’s this two-month thing you’ve got to do?”
I really didn’t care. Knowing Gabriel, it was probably something mind-crushingly boring, like meditating on Mars. Poking my nose into his business annoyed him, though, so I did it every chance I could.
“Nothing you need to know about,” he snapped.
“Well, it’s something I need to know about,” Gregory drawled. “Especially if you’re asking me to handle both Aaru as well as the significant issues here for two whole months.”
I snorted. Two months were nothing to an angel. It was like Gabe asking him to watch the teakettle while he ran down the end of the driveway to grab the mail. I remembered my conversation with Gareth, the negotiations that always occurred whenever demons did business. Angels weren’t so different.
“This is a significant favor you’re asking,” I told Gabe. “You’re going to owe me big time for this one.”
The younger angel stared at me, mouth open. It wasn’t an attractive look for him. “I’m not asking you to do anything. There’s been no discussion of you doing me a favor at all in this conversation.”
I pointed at Gregory. “Having him gone is going to seriously cramp my style. I need him. He’s integral to my business operations. You can’t just pop down here and poach my angel without offering anything in return.”
“In spite of what my Cockroach wants or doesn’t want, I won’t even consider your request until you tell me what is so important that it takes you away from your divine responsibilities.”
I almost snorted again. Gregory had happily handed off those divine responsibilities hot-potato style to spend more time with me. He was such a controlling, hypocritical jerk—which were all qualities I loved in him.
Gabe turned an interesting shade of red. “Forget I asked. Stay here. Sin with your infernal lover. Eat crustacean chips and drink brown water while I clean up the mess you made up in Aaru.”
Unfortunately, Gabriel vanished with a pop right after delivering his insult. I’d hoped for yet another episode of angelic sibling WrestleMania.
“Wanna hit me instead?” I offered. Being a participant in a fight was often more fun than watching one, especially with Gregory. Fights with him quickly turned into sex—which I liked even more than brawling.
“Nope.” Gregory didn’t seem very angry. In fact, the expression on his face was downright smug. “I know what he’s doing; I just want to make sure he’s too busy to continue doing it.”
“What’s he doing?” All right, angels weren’t the only ones who loved gossip.
“Hunting down a traitor. Gabe takes these things rather personally.”
“He’s going to kill this traitor?” That didn’t seem like the Gabriel I knew.
“Oh no. Just take his wings. We’ll catch up with him eventually. There’s no need for my brother to ditch his job and go tearing around in search of revenge. He’s got work to do.”
I smiled and reached out to caress Gregory’s arm. Ah, my beautiful hypocrite. “I’ll say he’s got work to do. If he’s stealing Rafi from me, he’s gonna have to pick up the slack and do a few things for me too.”
My angel smiled, capturing my hand in his. “You must be hard up if you’re recruiting angels. You’ve got a huge household, plus Nils and your human and werewolf pals. Give Gabe a break.”
“Damn straight I’m hard up. Nils is useless unless I’m asking him to throw himself on a bomb. I’ve got hardly any demons left in my household after the elf wars, and Dar is on some kind of permanent vacation, ensnared by one of your angels.” I glared, as if it were all his fault that my brother was mooning over one of his enforcers.
“You don’t approve of Asta?”
“It’s not that. I need him right now. Besides, I was going to hook him up with Gabriel.”
“You must really hate your brother.”
Yeah, he was much better off with that one in Chicago. Who would I get to pair up with Gregory’s pompous brother, though? Rafi would be easy to match. He was fun. Uri was on pilgrimage for fuck knows how long. Gabriel was my new pet project. But which demon could do the job?
“Fine. I’ll just have to set him up with Leethu.”
Gregory made a choking noise. “Cockroach, she’s a succubus. A succubus and Gabe?”
“It would do him good. That guy seriously needs to get laid, and if anyone can make that happen, it’s Leethu.”
“Not that I’m doubting your sister’s prowess, but it’s not going to happen. The only way Gabe would have sex is if the woman hit him over the head and tied him to a bed.”
I pursed my lips. “I can arrange that.”
“Well your matchmaking efforts are going to need to be put on hold. Rafi really is needed in Alaska, and Gabriel has got his hands full.”
I sighed, disappointed, although I had my hands full too. I needed to get a move on and talk to Amber if I wanted to be on time for my appointment in Hel.
“Hey. You mind giving me a lift to Philly?”
He mirrored my sigh and grabbed me, yanking me into his arms. “Later. First we need to go look at something.”
‘Something’ was a dead angel. Not a recently dead one either. This guy had been rotting away for at least a week by the look of him. I hadn’t seen a dead angel up close since Alaska and was mighty intrigued, especially because there were still little shredded bits of his spirit-self inside the maggot-ridden corporeal form.
“Wow, things are bad in Aaru if you all are leaving dead bodies in an Indiana cornfield. Does Gabe know about this guy? He’s gonna shit a brick.”
“This has nothing to do with the rebellion in Aaru, and no, Gabriel does not know about it.”
“Okay, so spill it. Who is he, what happened, and why the fuck is it my business?” I had enough on my plate and didn’t need to add a dead angel to it.
“Because a demon killed him, and he did a very messy job of it, too.” Gregory gestured toward the corpse. “This angel was a courier, delivering an artifact to another. That artifact is now missing.”
Artifact? As in my sword, artifact? “Let me get this straight. FedEx angel here was making a delivery, and a demon shredded him and made off with the package?”
Gregory nodded.
“Is the thief a member of my household?”
“No.”
“Then I hereby delegate this issue to the Grigori to handle. I wash my hands of the matter, decline to claim jurisdiction, abscond and abjure and all those other things. I’m busy. Go get ‘em, big boy.”
His lips twitched into a smile. “Why, thank you for your cooperation in this matter. We would be happy to enact justice. Now, aren’t you curious what he stole?”
Damn straight I was curious. “Another sword? You’ve got one. I’ve got one. I’m assuming there’s an angelic equivalent to a gun safe somewhere, some arsenal full of the things.”
“Not a sword, but a very important item.”
Very, very curious. That was me. “Go on.”
“It’s the Traveler’s Veil.”
He looked at me as if I was supposed to know what that was. “What the fuck is a Traveler’s Veil? Some kind of disguise?”
“It’s used to create gateways between the realms—any realm. Very useful to quickly evacuate a large number of people.”
Like when the elves left their homeland. I scowled at Gregory, thinking I could have really used that item last year when we were trying to figure out a way to get the werewolves and Nephilim to a safe place.
“So why is that a problem? Unless you’re worried this demon is going to open non-guarded passageways from Hel and flood the world with demons.”
“It’s a problem because that sphinx thing you encountered today is a manticore, and you are correct—they are not indigenous to either this world or Hel.”
I shrugged. “So the dude stole this thing, killed an angel, went traveling, and brought back some exotic man-killing souvenir. Go get him. Oh, and can you give me a lift to Philly first?”
“The Veil opens a passageway. It remains open until the user closes it. I’m worried this thief didn’t just bring back a souvenir, but left the gateway open. If so, this manticore isn’t the only one that will probably come through. And there are worse things that I really don’t want to see here gobbling humans up like popcorn.”
Oh. Yeah, that was a problem. “Well, the gateway has to be somewhere near where I was attacked. That manticore didn’t have wings and didn’t strike me as a creature motivated to travel long distances just for the fuck of it. It’s probably close to the angel gate in Columbia. Demons like to try new stuff out before they go back to Hel, and it’s a good idea to do that close to a gate. You know, just in case stuff goes boom.”
“Probably.” There was an odd look in Gregory’s eyes I didn’t quite trust. “I’ll need you to help me locate it, though.”
I had so much shit to do, but any activity that put me side-by-side with my angel was top of my list. “Only if we can get naked and sweaty afterward.” My smile faltered. “I miss you. We hardly see each other anymore.”
He gathered me close, resting his chin on the top of my head. “It’s a date. And I believe you needed a lift to Philadelphia?”
 
 



Chapter 4
 
Amber answered the door, her brow creased. “Sam? Are Wyatt and Nyalla all right? What are you doing here?””
She stood by to let me in, and I entered her little apartment, admiring the warm colors and tasteful designs. “Everything’s okay. I just need a favor.”
“Sure. Ask away. Make it quick, though. I’ve got a date in thirty.”
Shit. If Irix was here, I was screwed. He’d have my head for what I was about to ask. Looking around for the incubus, I followed Amber into her bedroom. She stripped off her shirt, tossing a heavily accessorized dress onto the bedspread.
“Are you and Irix going to a Renaissance fair?”
She laughed. “Nope. This is for my ‘date’. His fantasy is to have sex with Galadriel. Pretty funny, huh? I get to be his elven queen.”
Given she was half-elf, she was well suited to fulfill this fantasy. “So your date is a forty-year-old virgin, plays a lot of video games, and lives in his parents’ basement?”
“Forty-five. He actually has a penthouse apartment and is a bank vice-president. And since he just wrapped up his third divorce, I’m thinking he’s probably not a virgin.”
Huh. Kinky dude behind the suit. I wondered if Amber was supposed to ride a white horse bareback and speak to him in Elvish. If so, he’d be shit out of luck. Other than a few insults and basic greetings, the half-elf didn’t know much of her mother’s language.
Not that it would probably matter. Amber was also half succubus. She could have spoken to the guy in pig Latin and he would have been starry-eyed at her feet. The energy she got through sexual encounters sustained her, and those she tied to her would supply her with a steady stream of energy their entire lives. I couldn’t imagine the amount of energy a middle-aged, three-time divorced, bank VP would have pent up inside him. Amber would probably be humming for days from this one night.
But it wasn’t her succubus skills I needed; it was her elf ones.
“I need you to help a group of humans who are struggling with agriculture in their territory.”
She shimmied into the crushed-velvet dress, smoothing it over her hips, and adjusted her breasts for maximum cleavage. “What crops are they growing? And is it a problem with drought, soil, insects, or fungus?”
“All of the above. They really don’t care what they grow; they just need to find something that’s going to work with their challenging environment.”
“Sounds like an interesting project. I’m not an expert on grains, but I can analyze conditions and at least point them in the right direction. Do you have soil and fungal samples?”
“Uhhh, no. I was hoping you could go there. I don’t think it would take you long, maybe a week or two.”
Amber pursed her lips. “I’m wrapping up finals, and then I’ve got graduation, but I don’t start my internship in Napa Valley until August. Would June work?”
“Perfect. The location might be a bit of a problem though. It’s in Hel.”
She paled, her breath hitching. “Sam, are you insane? I can’t go to Hel.”
Yeah, that was an issue. Elves considered her a blight on their beautiful genetic purity and would kill her if her presence was discovered. Demons probably wouldn’t be as murderous, but their fascination with her odd parentage could result in an enthusiastic welcome. Death by hate or death by lust—either one was still death. And then there was the fact that anyone could take her out to collect the bounty on her head.
“Yeah, but it’s just a little tiny sliver of Hel. No elves. No demons. Just a group of formerly enslaved humans who are slowly starving to death because they can’t get crops to grow.”
It was a low blow, but Amber had a soft spot for humans. She’d been raised as one, and the plight of her changeling stepsister haunted her. Nearly two decades of her sister’s enslavement had bought Amber’s safety. I knew it was a debt she felt she could never repay.
The blond woman chewed her lower lip. “How can you guarantee my safety for the week I’m there?”
Shit if I knew.
“I can have one of my household guard you.” Of course, it would have to be one of my Lows. Leethu had her hands full. Dar was joined at the pelvis with this Asta angel. I’d have to assign her someone I wasn’t planning on using for Infernal Mates. Someone unsuitable to pair with an angel of any level, yet able to protect her from any demons or elves that got wind of her presence. Maybe that color-changing guy.
Amber sighed. “Please tell me this demon of yours speaks English, otherwise I’m going to spend a week repeating the ten Elvish words I know.”
Damn. I totally forgot about that. My mind raced, trying to think of who knew Demon, Elvish, and English. Nyalla, although I could never ask that poor girl to return to Hel after what she’d been through.
“Kirby!” Amber jumped at my shout. “He’s a mage, and he lives in the human area. He’ll be the perfect translator for you while you’re there.”
She gave me a sidelong glance before turning to secure a gaudy headpiece to her blond hair. “You know Irix is going to kill both of us if he finds out.”
Where was she going with this? “Uh, then let’s make sure he doesn’t find out?”
“I have something to request in return for this service you’re asking of me.”
I caught my breath. Amber had clearly been learning more than sexual technique from her incubus boyfriend. “I will gladly offer you a favor in return for this. Any favor, as long as it doesn’t break any vow I’ve previously made.”
Standard language, but Amber shook her head. “No. I want immunity for Irix. Permanent immunity.”
“He won’t join my household.” Not that I blamed him. Membership in my household tended to dramatically shorten a demon’s life expectancy. “Only demons who are members of my household are granted immunity.”
Amber arched an eyebrow. “You’re on the Ruling Council. You’re the Queen of Hel in their eyes. And more importantly, you’re banging the Archangel Michael. Get busy with the pillow-talk and get it done, girl.”
I don’t know if I was more astonished that she knew Gregory’s real name or that she thought I could sway him on something like this—even in the throes of passion. Love only went so far with a six-billion-year-old angel, and Gregory always managed to see through my attempts to sweet talk him into doing something for me. That angel got such perverse pleasure out of telling me ‘no’.
“He’s not heading up Aaru right now, Gabriel is. And we don’t exactly see eye to eye.”
“ Please .” And now she was rolling her eyes. “We both know who is really in charge up there. Like he’d ever completely hand the reins over to his little brother.”
She knew my angel very well for a woman who’d never actually met him. “Okay. Irix will have permanent immunity. But he needs to follow the rules, or the angels will revoke it.”
Amber smiled, and I caught my breath at her beauty. “Then we have a deal. Let me know the exact date and time, and I’ll be there. Irix’s immunity begins immediately.”
“Deal.” It’s not like I had much choice. Gareth had me over a barrel with my bare ass in the air. I needed to get this done. I needed to owe him and Kirby less favors. This would satisfy my debt to Kirby. One down. A dozen or so more to go.
I left soon after Amber. Eighteen inadvertent side trips later and I finally managed to make it home. Well, in the general vicinity of home. Luckily I was able to carjack some poor sap and get him to drive me the remaining forty miles to my house. My less-than-stellar ability to teleport meant I’d wasted the whole night trying to get where I wanted to go, arriving at my door sleepy and irritable right as Nyalla was pouring cereal and making coffee. She smiled as I came in the door, but her cheerful greeting seemed forced.
Oh no. I was leaving for Hel in a few hours. Although Gareth could wait if my Nyalla needed me.
“So, how are things with you and Nils?” I took the cup of coffee she handed me, trying to keep my voice casual and upbeat. Inside I was fuming, my fuse especially short after my teleportation disasters earlier. I swear, if that Fallen Angel had hurt her, I’d hang the bastard from my rafters.
Nyalla wrinkled her nose. “Some things are really, really good. You know.” She wiggled her eyebrows. Yeah, I got it. “But he’s got a lot of baggage.” She laughed. “Not that I don’t have my own baggage, but Nils has four-million years of it.”
Shit, that was a lot of luggage. I nodded sympathetically. “Trust me, I know. I’m partial to angels myself, but maybe you should stick with humans.”
Nyalla shrugged. “Like the guys on that dating site? I don’t know, Sam.”
I set my cup down. “Okay, spill it. Something is bothering you, and I don’t have time to waste weaseling it out. Do I need to smack Nils around a bit? Do you need me to buy you a puppy?”
I had no idea what made young human women happy, so I held my breath and waited for her reply.
“Maybe I should swear off sex for a while, give Nils his marching orders, and concentrate on other things.”
Shit. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like Nyalla’s definition of ‘other things.’ “Like hanging by the pool and going to the beach?” I asked hopefully
She winced. “You’ve been wonderful to me, Sam, but I need to work. I can’t sit by the pool and play in the surf the rest of my life. Well, I can, but I have to do something meaningful too. I need a job.”
Well, that wasn’t too bad. “Candy hired your friend. I’ll bet Michelle can find something for you. Or you could waitress down at the Eastside Tavern.”
“I don’t want to waitress or file or take rental applications. I want to do what you do.”
Every bit of air left my lungs at the thought of Nyalla doing what I do. As Amber had said, I was sort of the unofficial queen of Hel. Nyalla was a young woman with her whole life ahead of her. “How about college? Or...?” I didn’t know what else to suggest. The only human jobs that came to mind were ones she’d already rejected.
“I can help you with stuff,” she pleaded. Damn, I hated it when Nyalla got that hopeful look in her eyes. Once she started down that path, I ended up agreeing to anything she wanted. “I understand demons and how things work in Hel. I know werewolves. I’ve got my gift. I took out a ghoul, restrained an angel.”
What the fuck did she think she was going to do for me? She was a human, soft and squishy. I couldn’t put her in harm’s way. “Nyalla, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Why don’t you become a nurse, or an accountant?”
Sheesh. Why didn’t I tell her to marry a nice Jewish doctor while I was at it?
“I can do it. I’ll be like those brothers on that television show, the one where they hunt all the paranormal creatures.”
It took me a few seconds to remember which show she was referring to. “Tell me you don’t mean the whiny blond one.”
“No, the other one. I like burgers and beer, and pie. I’ve been enslaved in Hel. I hang with a Fallen Angel.”
“Doesn’t he have some kind of magic knife or gun or something he uses to kill demons and vampires and stuff?”
“I’ve got my gift.” She bounced enthusiastically. “And I’ve got a collar and a wand. And Harper showed me how to stab someone.”
Mad skills. Great. I looked at the kitchen clock. “I’ve got to pop over to Hel and then help Gareth run down a stolen magical item. I’ll be back in a few days and we’ll talk. Until then, don’t go summoning any demons. Or angels. Or banishing anyone. Okay?”
Nyalla scoffed. “I have no magical ability. I might be able to draw the runes, but they’d be no more than decoration unless I had someone to help me.”
That’s what worried me. “Promise.”
She pouted, but I saw a hint of a smile on the edge of her mouth. Little shit knew she’d won. “I promise, Sam.”
I had to figure out a way to keep Amber safe in Hel, retrieve a stolen item for Gareth, and help my angel retrieve another stolen item. Eventually I’d need to deal with the elven problem I’d been procrastinating about, as well as decide which demons I wanted to set up with Gregory’s brothers. I also needed to locate and punish enough non-creditworthy humans to keep the Ruling Council off my back, and now come up with an exciting job for Nyalla—one that wouldn’t get her killed.
I had a headache. And if I didn’t get a move on, I was going to be late.
 
 



Chapter 5
 
My demons had provided excellent hospitality for Gareth while he awaited my arrival. Unfortunately, hospitality meant something very different to humans than what my Lows had enthusiastically offered. I found the sorcerer perched uncomfortably in a chair that was covered with a mosaic of teeth and toenails. Rats squealed and ran around the room, chasing two of my household who had smeared a mixture of pfeu and rancid butter over their fur and scales. Pfeu was better known as rat crack. The game was to avoid getting anything important nipped off as the rodents tried to get a bite of pfeu. The more they ate, the more they wanted, and this game usually ended with the participants a bloody mess on the floor.
Good fun, but Gareth didn’t seem inclined to join in. He’d moved the sealed jar of pfeu as far from him as possible, just in case the rats decided to go for the main stash. I shooed the nonhumans out of the room and shook Gareth’s hand, glancing down to see what food and drink my household had offered him. Roasted beaks and serpent’s blood. Wow, they’d really gone all out for this guy.
“Sorry I’m late.” I grabbed a few beaks from the bowl and tossed them into my mouth. I could never resist beaks. “And I’m sorry about the décor.” I hadn’t gotten around to redecorating after I’d killed Ahriman and scored his possessions, including this ghastly house. It wasn’t high on my priority list with everything else I had going on, and my Lows seemed to like it the way it was.
“I’ve sat on worse.” He looked at the seat with resignation. It was then I remembered he’d done work for Ahriman. No doubt the demon had taken perverse pleasure at making Gareth endure the worst of his freaky psychopathic interior design skills.
“So... .” I clapped my hands together. “What am I retrieving for you? Wand? Staff? Amulet? Scroll?”
“A gem.”
I liked bling as much as the next girl. Normally that would have sounded exciting, but I got a shivery sensation up my spine at Gareth’s words. This gem might be pretty, but I had a feeling it was going to be spelled with something truly nasty.
“And...?” Sometimes the best way to find something out is to ask, and then just shut up and wait. I’m not very good at shutting up or waiting, but evidently Gareth was worse.
“It enhances the power of a spell. It’s a five-carat alexandrite. The last time I saw it, the gem was set in a ring, but it may have been removed from the setting.”
Five carats was one fucking big ring. I whistled softly, thinking of the stone. Alexandrite was a cloudy mess of pink, purple, olive, and emerald. It was one of my favorites. Normally I’d be tempted to keep such a thing for myself, but I had no use for spell power enhancement.
“So, in spite of whoever originally stole it, it’s probably now in the hands of a mage or sorcerer,” I conjectured. “What kind of spell does it enhance? Is it purpose-built to only certain specialties, and does it have a limit?”
I’d tracked down enough rogue sorcerers in my life that I knew what to ask about magical items. When high-level magic users ran away from their elven masters, they usually didn’t do it empty-handed. And it was often the shit they carried with them that a demon needed to be wary of.
“It’s general in application.” Gareth avoided my eyes, looking down at the bowl of beaks and fingering them as if he were considering actually eating one.
General purpose wasn’t good news for me, but it was the questions he hadn’t answered that had my skin crawling again. “How many charges? And to what level does it enhance a spell?” I repeated my questions with more specific language.
His eyes met mine, and I didn’t like the deception I saw in them. “I’m not exactly sure. I had a partner in creating this magical item, and I’m not certain what he’s done to it since he stole it.”
“Wait.” The headache was coming back, and it wasn’t just the fact that Gareth had lied to me that was causing it. “You know who took it? And you’ve been waiting around for me to go get him?”
So much for easy peasy. How long had this fucking thing been gone? And how badass was Gareth’s ‘partner’ that he would rather throw me at him and spend a favor than take care of the situation himself?
The sorcerer took a deep breath. “My partner in this project is an elf named Swiftethian. I have no concrete proof he took it, but I was secretive about my involvement, and I know he was too. I can’t imagine anyone else would have known about it.”
I didn’t know Swiftethian, but elves generally didn’t work as ‘partners’ with humans. They taught them magical skills then reaped the fruit of their slave’s labors. “So what did the elf get out of this partnership? From how you’ve described this gem, it hardly seems like anything an elf could use. Why would he partner with you?”
“I paid him. Without human slaves, some elves are in need of money, and I needed his expertise.”
More lies. I was on the verge of a migraine. Whatever. It was clear I wasn’t going to get any more out of Gareth. I was used to haring off on missions for elves who lied and sent me out to my probable death. Why should this human be any different? Fine. I was disappointed as all hell about such treatment from someone I’d kinda considered a friend, but we demons were used to looking out for ourselves. So that’s what I was going to do.
“I’m afraid this service you’re requesting is of greater value than one favor.”
“Do this and I’ll clear your debt. This plus the agricultural project to Libertytown for Kirby and you won’t owe either of us anything.”
Holy shit. It was worse than I’d thought. What the fuck was this gem, and who was this Swifty elf that he was worth a dozen demon favors? I’d need to let Gregory and Nyalla know I might be unavailable for more than a few days.
“Deal.”
I munched beaks as I escorted Gareth out, feeling the weight of debt lift from my shoulders. Nasty-ass gem and a thieving elf shouldn’t take me all that long to deal with. I’d killed Feille, faced down a mob of angels, killed Ahriman, and survived blowing myself to bits. I could certainly handle this. And then I would have one less pile of shit on my to-do list.
After popping over to Dis for some preliminary investigative work, I headed to see Kirby. The flight was less than enjoyable. This was the first time I’d used my wings since the fight with the manticore, and although my right wing didn’t pulse with pain, it still wasn’t fully healed. As I flew, the scar tissue around the injury began to break, and my motions became more fluid. Hopefully by tomorrow, I’d be fully functional again.
Tomorrow. Which actually was today. I hadn’t slept, hadn’t eaten more than a handful of roasted beaks. I was going to settle things up with Kirby then take a long nap before I set out to try and find this gem of Gareth’s.
From the air, Libertytown was impossible to miss. The area had formerly been part of the elven kingdom of Cyelle, but it was clear where the elven lands ended and the human ones began. The trees were yellowed and stunted, patches of lush meadow pockmarked with thorny scrub and red sand. I circled around the huddled buildings of the city and landed in front of Kirby’s magic shop.
It was still pretty early in the morning, but the door wasn’t locked. The mage was bent over a staff, carefully carving the wood.
“Hey, Sam,” the mage said without lifting his head from his work. “Gareth said you were on your way.”
Mages. It was like they had the equivalent of text messaging. “Do you know an elf named Swiftethian? He did some work with Gareth, and I’m trying to track him down.” It was a long shot, but if the mage knew this elf, it would make my gem hunt a lot easier.
Kirby shook his head. “I certainly don’t know every elf in Cyelle, but if the guy was involved with the mage apprentice program, or a sponsor, I’m sure I would have heard of him.”
Damn. Gareth had told me his partner wasn’t from Wythyn and had been really cagy about his kingdom affiliation. You’d think an elf with a big-ass gem would have drawn some attention, but no one in Dis had seen him coming or going. I had my demons checking for any affiliations on our side while I tried every avenue I could to avoid actually going into the elven territories. That wasn’t a can of worms I was ready to open at this moment.
“Fair-skinned dude with sharp features. Light, golden-blond hair, brown eyes. About 5’ 8”. Slim. Dresses like minor nobility. He’s got a long scar on the outside of his left thumb.”
“Sorry. If he’s blond, he’s a Southern elf. Probably not Klee, since they’re darker in complexion.”
Great. That narrowed it down to three kingdoms, assuming Gareth and Kirby were right and I could rule out Wythyn and Cyelle.
“Thanks. Oh, and I have someone I’ll be sending over to help with your crops. She’s got to finish up at college, so it’s gonna be early summer. I’ll need you to escort her around Libertytown and translate for her, since she only speaks English.”
Kirby’s shoulders slumped. “I guess a human agriculture major is better than nobody, although I’m not sure what they’re going to be able to do that we haven’t tried already.”
“She’s not a human. She’s a half-elf, and she’s really good with plants.”
The mage stared in shock. “Not the baby? You’re not seriously bringing the demon-elf-hybrid baby over here. Sam, she’ll be killed.”
“She’s not a baby; she’s graduating college, for fuck sake.” I spread my wings and stretched the achy right one in preparation for another long flight. “And I’m hoping you’ll keep her from getting killed.”
Kirby set the staff aside. I noted he kept the carving knife in hand. “Right. You’re supposed to be the one repaying the favor here, Sam. I’ve got a backlog of orders to fill. I’ll show your half-elf girl around, but I don’t have the time or the magical firepower handy to guard her against all the demons and elves that are going to want her head on a stake. Get one of your household to be her bodyguard.”
“Do you want crops this year, or a decade from now? She won’t be here until summer. That’s plenty of time to throw some defensive shit together. I’ll send one of my demons over to help, but I need you to ensure her safety. Otherwise you’ll have to wait until I build up some goodwill with the elves and convince one of them to do it, which could be outside the limits of your life expectancy.”
Kirby rubbed his forehead, nearly slicing himself with the knife. “Okay. But send a decent demon. Hopefully by the time the word gets out that she’s here, she’ll be long gone.”
I hoped so too. But I still needed to figure out something to keep Amber safe beyond one Low and a mage, even if it involved dragging Dar back to Hel by his balls. Shit, if he couldn’t be away from that angel for a paltry few weeks, what good was he?
I flew back toward the house at Patchine, craving my nap as I complained to myself about brothers, but it wasn’t really Dar I was mad at, it was me and my shitty situation. And Gregory’s. How come my brother got to take an extended vacation and snuggle with his angel while I didn’t? The most Gregory and I ever seemed to have was a few days here and there. Even our Christmas vacation didn’t exactly pan out as planned. No fair. Life was just not fair at all.
I was too busy having my little pity party to notice the incoming arrows until they hit their mark. And let me tell you, having an arrow tear through your already injured wing was the most painful thing I’ve experienced since Ahriman’s ‘affections’. My immediate reaction was to hide the things, protecting them from the missiles. Which left me two-hundred feet up without wings.
Two-hundred feet doesn’t allow for a lot of decision-making time when you’re in free fall. I quickly weighed the pain of sensitive wings punched full of holes versus a bone-crushing landing. It says a lot for the sensitivity of wings that I chose the latter.
I hit the forest canopy at maximum velocity, crashing through branches and bouncing painfully off the thicker limbs. The trees broke my fall somewhat, so I didn’t splat onto the ground like I would have in the demon areas of Hel. Still, I landed hard on my back, knocking the air completely out of my lungs.
I’d broken three ribs along with several other bones in my arms and legs on the way down. The arrows that had pierced my body had snapped, twisting the points and tearing even further through my flesh. Before I had a chance to heal myself, several elves raced over to throw a net over me and bash me with blunt objects.
And there went even more bones. Plus, I could also now add a concussion to the mix. A vision of Gregory’s dead angel flashed before me, broken and bloodied with half his spirit-self ripped away. I could live in a dead body indefinitely, but the idea of spending centuries rotting in an elven net wasn’t appealing. Nor did my particular situation do much for my street cred. It was time to show these elves who the big dog in Hel really was.
I summoned my Iblis sword, this time as an actual sword, and sliced through the net like it was water. Without taking time to heal myself, I swung the sword in an arc, blindly slashing in the hopes that something would connect.
It did. I heard a scream, then eerie silence.
The elves had shouted the second the net had fallen away. They were fast little fuckers, but evidently one hadn’t been fast enough. I kicked the rest of the net aside and healed myself, keeping the sword handy, just in case.
He was young—like barely two-centuries young. Green eyes stared at nothing, and his mouth hung open. He lay on his side, in a fetal position as he clutched what was left of his stomach. I felt sick as I stared down at him. I’d played with elves his age when I’d been just a little imp in the care of my foster family. He was just a kid. I’d killed a kid.
What was an adolescent elf doing shooting an angel-demon thingie out of the sky and beating the crap out of her? I’ll admit I didn’t exactly have the loving goodwill of any of the Southern elves, but this seemed a bit extreme. Most of them, outside of the lords and ladies, regarded me with a sort of wary awe. From my last trip, I’d had no indication there were youth lynch mobs patrolling the forests.
“Petch! Petch!”
I turned as another young elf crashed through the brush into the small clearing. The side of his head was covered with blood, and a red-tinged diagonal tear across his tunic showed how close he’d come to the same fate as the one on the ground.
He stared in horror at me then at the dead elf. And then he tried to run. Luckily, he’d suffered quite a bit of blood loss, and I was newly healed. The guy barely made it ten yards before I tackled him.
The elf was crying. It was no wonder he’d been so easy to catch. The tears mingled with the blood on his face, dripping pink drops onto his shredded shirt. His expression was a mixture of terror and resignation as he set his jaw and met my eyes.
“Why did you attack me?” I asked.
He lifted his chin. “Just go ahead and kill me. Do it.”
The depth of pain in his voice hit me like a punch in the gut. Why was he so eager to die? As bad as I felt for this young elf, I needed to get answers and get out of here before the rest of his group, and possibly an army, came back for me.
“I have no intention of killing you.” I placed a finger against the gash in his face. Elves were good at healing—second only to angels. The fact he still dripped blood was a testimony to the power of my sword. Worked on angels and demons. Worked on humans and elves. Evidently didn’t work so well on manticores.
I leaned in close to the elf as he whimpered, hating to scare him further but knowing I had a short window of time before I had to get out of here. “Answer me and I’ll let you go. Otherwise, I’ll take you home to entertain my household. Keep you as my own personal pet. Maybe I’ll introduce you to the residents in the dungeon.”
There were no residents in the dungeon. Ahriman’s captives never had lived long, and I hadn’t ever put anyone down there. Honestly, I would have been thrilled to fill the entire place with stone and dirt, to bury my nightmares along with the damp stone walls.
“You killed my brother,” he whispered.
“You shot an angel out of the sky, netted her, and attempted to beat her to death.”
I still didn’t quite think of myself as an angel, but I knew in the elves’ eyes, attacking one of them would be a far worse crime than attacking a demon. Or an angel-demon thingie.
His jaw set, teeth clenched as he shut his eyes. “Kill me.”
There was no alternative. I had to get out of here right now. I changed into my three-headed dragon form with a flash, picking up the live elf with one arm then bounding over to pick up the dead elf with the other. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with the latter when I arrived at my house, but I figured it was better to take him than leave him for the other elves to find.
I’d killed one of their young. Yes, it was in self-defense, but right now that didn’t seem an excuse. And then there was that gnawing feeling deep down that this incident was going to have repercussions that extended far beyond my own personal guilt.
 
 



Chapter 6
 
Bringing two elves—one alive and one dead—to Ahriman’s-former-but-now-my house wasn’t a good idea. The live one fought like a bag of rats on pfew the moment we landed. Elves were a slippery bunch, and this one scratched and bit and attempted to strangle me with a nearby tetrup vine. I didn’t want to drop the dead one and use both hands to deal with crazy live elf. There was a more than good chance the dead guy would be gone in the ten seconds it took me to get live guy into the house.
So I improvised. I stuck dead guy in my mouth—well, one of my mouths since I currently had three. Then I used both hands to deal with the mobile one.
Seeing his brother dangling from the sharp teeth of a dragon didn’t do much to subdue live guy. Thankfully, scales made for more than adequate armor, but I was still flustered and annoyed by the time I managed to get through the gates and into the house proper.
My Lows were ecstatic. I was immediately accosted by screaming dancing demons who wanted to know if they could eat the dead one and torture the live one. I sent most of them off on various errands, asking Snip and Pustule to remain for the intimidation factor. Not that two Lows were all that much of an intimidation, but I figured if live elf got too feisty, they could give me a hand. Then I transformed into my human form, dumping live elf on the ground and carefully placing his dead brother on a nearby sofa. A kid. I’d killed a kid. Yeah, they’d attacked me, and I’d swung blindly in self-defense. I hadn’t meant to kill him, but I knew that would make no difference to his brother or the other elves. They’d add it to the long list of grievances against me.
“What’s your name?” I tried to speak as gently as I could, now that we were safely in my home.
The elf stared at his brother, his lips trembling.
“Come on.” I didn’t feel physically comforting him would be a welcome move, but I did try for an even softer, more sympathetic tone. “I’m not going to let my demons hurt you or stick you in my dungeon, yet. I’ll patch you up and return you home if you answer my questions.”
He reached up to touch the gash in his face. “I can’t heal this. Why can’t I heal this?”
“Because you got slashed with my magical sword. That’s why.” I stepped closer to him and slowly reached out a hand. “Do you want me to try?”
The elf backed up, shaking his head. “My name is Tollan.”
It was a step in the right direction. “Okay, Tollan. I’m assuming you and your brother are from Wythyn?”
“No. We’re from Li. Two of the guys are from Cyelle and one from Tonlielle.”
That was a surprise. The three kingdoms were fairly friendly now the war was over, but not enough that their youth would be palling around together. Plus Cyelle was pretty far from Li—too far for a playdate.
“Why did you attack me?”
He shuffled his feet, his gaze roaming once again to the body of his brother. “There’s a bounty on you.”
“A dead or alive bounty?”
“Dead. You have to be dead.”
Well, that was pretty extreme. “And which kingdom has signed my death warrant?”
Wythyn. It had to be Wythyn. After helping Taullian take out a good section of their army and killing their High Lord, they didn’t exactly put the welcome mat out for me anymore.
“All of them.”

All of them ? “Except the North, right?”
“All of them. North and South.”
Well, hell’s bells. I hadn’t done anything to the Northern Elven Kingdoms, except for that incident three centuries ago. It was just a misunderstanding, and elves weren’t exactly the sort to wait hundreds of years to enact vengeance.
“Why?”
His eyebrows shot up. “I don’t know. I don’t really care. I just wanted the bounty.”
“How much is the bounty?” It was always good to know what my life was worth. It can’t have been too sizable, or demons would have been trying to shoot me out of the sky too. The thought that I had a crappy-size price on my head annoyed me.
“Nirvana.”
And now my eyebrows shot up. Weird. I had no idea that elves were into nineties grunge rock. “Who would you go to in order to collect this bounty?”
He swallowed hard a few times, his eyes sliding over to the two Lows in the corner. Snip and Pustule were watching him eagerly. Hungrily. “An elf named Reallsh. He’s in Cyelle.”
Figures. “And what does the High Lord Taullian think of this?”
He blinked and tilted his head. “He’s dead. Didn’t you know? He’s been dead for almost two months.”
And this is what happens when my brother, my number one helper, falls in love and abandons his post to frolic with some angel in Chicago. Damn it all, an assassination, kids from three kingdoms forming a gang to hunt me down, and all the elven kingdoms banding together to put a price on my head. At least I assumed it was an assassination. Taullian had looked pretty healthy the last time I’d seen him.
“So Realsh is in charge of Cyelle now?”
“Noooo.” The elf regarded me as if I were a half-wit with poor language comprehension skills. “Lliam Thi is in charge of Cyelle. Realish is just the guy who collects your head and sends us to nirvana.”
I didn’t have the heart to break it to him that the band was no longer touring.
Now I was faced with yet another difficult decision—go after Swifty and Gareth’s gem, or track down this Realsh guy and figure out why the fuck I had a price on my head. And why the price was only concert tickets for a rock group disbanded decades ago.
Swiftethian was an elf. Finding him would put me smack dab in the middle of an entire race of people that wanted me dead, but by delaying Gareth’s project, I could miss my opportunity to catch the thief. Then I’d be back at square one, owing him a ton of favors.
I’d just have to be extra careful, because the Swifty caper was top priority. But what to do with Tollan and his dead brother? I’d promised to return him home, but he knew the direction I’d been heading, and the promise of concert tickets was evidently a very seductive offer. He’d sell out my location in a heartbeat, and the next elves that attacked me would probably not be so young.
“Do you know of an elf named Swiftethian? Fair-skinned dude with sharp features. Light-golden-blond hair, brown eyes. About 5’ 8”. Slim. Dresses like minor nobility. He’s got a long scar on the outside of his left thumb.” Reciting this over and over was getting to be very tedious. I really needed to make up a wanted poster or something.
He shook his head, gaze drifting back to his brother. “That could be anyone.”
I sensed the lie itching its way along my skin. Weird. I couldn’t often detect when elves lied.
“You sure? He might work with the mages? Make frequent trips into the demon lands to visit a sorcerer in Dis?”
“No.”
“No, you’re not sure?” I kept my voice soft, almost kind. “Because I said I’d release you back to the elven kingdoms, but I made no such promise about your brother’s remains.”
He shivered, staring at Petch’s corpse. I knew what he was imagining. An elven body would be a marvelous plaything for demons, and when they grew tired of their games, he’d serve as a yummy snack. Every demon longed to say he’d dined on elven flesh.
“Swiftethian was from Li, but he’s no longer there. There were rumors he was kicked out because of his collaboration with the freed humans.”
I could believe that. The elves hated that the humans were no longer theirs. Every struggle, each failure the group faced in trying to survive outside of servitude made it more likely they’d voluntarily return to slavery.
“Any idea where he might have gone?”
Tollan’s gaze once more slid to his brother’s body. “Yes. Release my brother’s remains to me, and give me safe transport to the Cyelle border, and I will tell you.”
‘Bout time. I was beginning to think that elves had lost all their negotiation skills. “Deal.”
“Eresh.”
Fuck. I’d need to go through one of the Southern Elven Kingdoms to get there or waste days traveling around them and through the mountains. Even going through one of the kingdoms at top aerial speed would take me all day to get there.
Which meant I didn’t have time to escort an elf and his dead brother to the border. “Snip? Pustule?”
They darted forward to stand before me, quivering in anticipation.
“You are to carry this elven body with care and reverence and escort Tollan to the Cyelle border. Ensure that no one hurts him, and keep the corpse from desecration. Got it?”
Pustule raised his hand. I wasn’t sure who had taught him that.
“Yes?”
“What’s revenant?”
“Reverence. It means ‘don’t eat, play with, or damage the body in any way’. Respect the body.” Sheesh. There were days when I wished I had more than Lows in my household. Or that I hadn’t sent Leethu to Kllee and that Dar wasn’t love-struck in Illinois.
“Got it.” Pustule squeaked. Snip saluted and went over to pick up the elven body with great care.
“But not today. Give me forty-eight hours. In the meantime, no harm is to come to either of these elves. Got it? And make sure this guy has elf stuff to eat. No beaks and blood.”
“What?” Tollan shrieked. “I’m not staying here. That wasn’t the deal.”
It wasn’t the deal I’d intended to make, but I could hardly release this elf when he knew exactly where I was heading, who I was looking for, and probably which elven kingdom I’d be flying over. Not with a bounty on my head.
“You’ve got a choice. You walk out of here carrying your brother’s body and hike through demon territory the whole way to the border. Or you wait forty-eight hours and get an escort.”
I could see his mind working. He’d make it on his own, but carrying a body? His brother’s remains would slow him down and bring even more attention from all the demons in Patchine. “Okay, I’ll stay and take the escort.”
And he’d do everything in his power to see me dead the moment he got back to elven territory. I winced and turned my back on him, hating that I’d killed a young elf and made an enemy out of another. The bounty on my head and the disturbing situation in the elven lands were things that needed to be higher on my priority list. Everything needed to be higher on my priority list. Chasing after Gareth’s gem didn’t seem quite as important, but I had a solid lead on Swiftethian’s whereabouts. Who knows how long he’d be there.
I needed to act now, and hopefully put this one to rest, so I walked to the outskirts of the city and revealed my wings. They still hurt, the physical wounds healing with unusual slowness after my manticore-inflicted injury. Ugh. So many scars. Not even a thousand years old, and I looked like the angels who’d been through the war.
I shook off the thought and opened my wings to their fifty-foot length, stretching the muscles and tendons that had stiffened after injury. Then I took to the air, stirring a small dust devil as I rose. Eresh, here I come .
 
 



Chapter 7
 
I took the shortest distance through the elven kingdoms—the river Styx that ran from the mountains of the north, dividing both the northern demon areas and the southern elven kingdoms of Tonlielle and Wythyn. I rose as high as I could reasonably manage and still navigate the terrain by sight, hoping the magically enhanced elven arrows couldn’t reach this high and that any systems in place to detect aerial attack didn’t extend to a thousand feet. I’d stopped worrying about those magical alarms since the elves had been too intimidated by my odd semi-angelic status to do anything but stare and point. I guess the novelty was over, and I was once again just an unwelcome impish intruder—one with giant, black-feathered wings.
It had been a while since I’d traversed this fast-moving river, but still I noticed the differences. The lush green of Tonlielle had a faded quality, as if the kingdom were on the edge of autumn. Wythyn’s forest showed bare patches of brown. Towns appeared abandoned, and I actually saw small dots of conveyances heading toward the larger cities. Was another war brewing? Were people moving to the more fortified areas for protection? And did this have anything to do with the price on my head?
As the larger cities came into view, I flew higher, rising above the elven-made clouds and into the blistering atmosphere. Better to sweat a bit than be detected by those who might have the magical ability to bring me down.
I flew for hours before the cloud cover broke and I could see the edge of the elven kingdoms—lines of green and gold against the white sands that marked this section of the demon lands. Diving low, I spiraled to scout the borders before committing to a northern course.
There were no landmarks for nearly a hundred miles, just endless white sand. Eventually bits of black dotted the white—lava from a long-dead volcano. Shards of glass joined the black as I drew closer to the city. The eruption had ended with explosive force, heat fusing the sand and melting it to glittering, clear crystal. These grew in size as I traveled north, translucent ponds that weren’t water, monoliths whose facets reflected the setting sun, casting a brilliant rainbow of colors onto the white sands.
Eresh was the largest of all, a cluster of glass and onyx in the distance. Shadows stretched long upon the ground when I landed and concealed my wings. Word had gotten around about them, but it was best to be safe and keep the feathers hidden from prying eyes and grasping claws. I strode into the city, ignored by all but a few Lows, and headed to Zalanes’ house. I was exhausted from my trip, and I had no idea where Swifty would be holed up. It was a big city, just as large as Dis but with unfamiliar alleyways, nooks and crannies. The buildings extended far underground, connected beneath the surface by a network of tunnels and passageways that defied logic and ran completely opposite to the streets on the surface. Looking around at the evening hustle and bustle, I decided it would be better to conduct my search after a few hours of rest.
As the sun set, the scorching temperature dropped dramatically. Eresh had day dwellers who relished the heat intensified by the glass buildings. They were heading for the warmth and shelter of their homes and the radiant heat of lava rocks. Others emerged from underground, stretching in the cool air and blinking their giant, pale eyes. Yes, we could all change forms, but we had preferences, and a city like this allowed us the luxury of indulging them.
I made my way to Zalanes’ house and stood outside the onyx gate, pulling the long furry tail that triggered the demon equivalent of a doorbell. Shadows moved behind the opaque glass, but no one appeared. There were no reputable inns in Eresh, and I wasn’t comfortable taking a nap out in the open. There was a good chance that Zalanes wasn’t home and that his household was reluctant to open the gate to a demon they didn’t recognize, but I didn’t exactly have any alternative. So I did what I do best—made a complete pest of myself until they reached the end of their patience and came out to deal with me.
“Hey!” I screamed. Several passing demons turned to see if I was addressing them, turning away when they realized I was shouting at the building behind the gate. “Zalanes! It’s me, Az. Open the fuck up. Come on, let me in, you troll spawn.”
I shouted until I was nearly hoarse. There was increased movement inside the house but no sign I was going to be allowed entrance. Time to pull out the big guns. I searched around the white sand until I found what I was looking for. Then I threw the baseball-sized chunk of onyx as hard as I could.
The glass splintered with a musical crack. There was a flurry of activity from the shadows inside, and then the door flung open and Zalanes barreled out, steam curling from his nose.
“What the fuck are you doing, Az? You’re paying for that.”
“Your doorbell doesn’t work.” I gave it a few tugs to demonstrate. “And your house is amazingly soundproof. I shouted and shouted, but no one seemed to hear me.”
“Go away.” He’d come right up to the gate and huffed smoke into my face. I smelled the stench of sulfur and tar that Zalanes always exuded and felt a wave of nostalgia at the memories it brought. He’d been a classmate, another imp who occasionally joined Dar and me in our exploits.
“Nope. Let me in or I’ll keep throwing rocks.”
We had a bit of a staring match; then Zalanes finally opened the gate, waving a hand for me to enter. I did, and he punched me in the face.
Zalanes doesn’t have much in the way of claws, but he has fists like giant hammers. His blow lifted me from the ground, launching me sideways where I sprawled to the floor. I guess he didn’t have the same fond memories of our childhood as I did.
“You’ve got some nerve, Az.” The demon put his hands on his hips, jutting his chin forward. “You left me in that sandpit, covered with flesh-eating worms. What happened to coming back with a rope, huh?”
Oh yeah. That. “I forgot. There was a party back at the house, and Poh had shoved a rocket in his ass to see if it would shoot him across the room.”
There was a war of conflicting expressions on Zalanes’ face. Curiosity won. “Did it work?”
“No. Idiot blew his legs off instead. The left one hit Daga in the face.”
“Huh.” Zalanes contemplated that then shook his head. “Still, you left me there. And you just cracked the front of my house.”
“Looks kinda cool if you ask me.” I crossed my arms and tilted my head, staring at the building as if it were a work of art. “And you obviously got out of the sandpit. You’re okay.”
“Yeah.” He scowled. “I still hate you.”
“I hate you too.” I grinned and cuffed his shoulder. “So, where do I sleep?”
Zalanes’ household peered at me from doorways as the demon led me down a long series of stairs to a hallway far below ground. The air was dry and stale, smelling like dust and things long dead. Even the demon’s familiar sulfur and tar scent faded away.
“Here.”
It was a large room with a bed big enough to accommodate the largest of demon forms. A pool of water took up almost half the floor space. It was still and black. My skin crawled as I looked down into the bottomless depths.
“What comes out of the water?”
It was a valid question, given the weirdness that existed in Eresh.
Zalanes shrugged, giving me an enigmatic smile. “Nothing, if you’re lucky.”
Asshole. Still, this was a better choice than sleeping outside. Before he left, I recited my wanted poster information on Swifty. It was a long shot.
The demon raised an eyebrow, releasing a smoke ring from his one nostril. “An elf? In Eresh? They hate it here. If there’s an elf hiding out, he’d probably be in the upper city. Maybe check with the Noodles. They’re the only ones likely to put an elf up and not brag about it.”
I closed the door and sat on the giant bed, facing the dark pool. Noodle was the derogatory name given to information demons. They were reclusive, strong in magic but lacking in physical skills. Their greatest asset was knowledge. They knew the detailed history of every race, every blade of grass, every star in the sky. And they were boring. Unless you got them really drunk, then they were actually quite fun. Zalanes was right; if there was an elf hiding in the city, the Noodles would either know about it or be hiding him away to betray for the right price.
I only hoped I had enough to pay that price.
 
 



Chapter 8
Something woke me.
My eyes flew open, and I stared straight at the black pool. The surface was still, not the slightest hint of a ripple. It was full dark, but the moon and stars shone into the glass building, light reflecting and filtering down a long shaft to produce a small circle of light at the foot of the bed. My ears strained, but I heard nothing.
Absolutely, positively nothing. The silence was unnaturally complete. I sat up, and the rustle of sheets against my skin was deafening. Surely Zalanes would have had at least a few night dwellers in his household. It must have been one of them I’d heard.
Still, I was in the house of a rather hostile friend, in a city I didn’t know, with a creepy pool of water in my room. Feeling the need to be cautious, I eased out of bed and walked around the room, checking corners and under the bed before coming back around to the still, dark liquid. Taking a deep breath, I leaned over and looked in.
And saw a face staring up at me—a drowned white face with blank staring eyes and parted lips. As I watched, the skin stretched and twisted, the mouth opening into a psychotic grin. Then I blinked, and it was gone.
Rather than run screaming from the room, I leaned forward, curious. Demons experienced far more terrifying sights while growing up in Hel than a ghostly, drowned figure in an eerie, black pool. My initial impulse was to stick my hand in, but I wasn’t that reckless. Instead, I looked around for a surrogate, ripping what looked to be a metal curtain rod from the wall.
“Hey! Come back!” Shouting didn’t cause the apparition to reappear, and neither did smacking the surface of the liquid with the curtain rod. Adjusting my grip, I stabbed into the pool then lowered the rod until I was holding just a few inches at the end. I still wasn’t touching bottom, so the pool had to be more than twelve feet deep.
The rod was coated with a slick, oily substance when I pulled it out and sat it on the ground. Nothing smoked or began disintegrating, but I still didn’t think sticking any of my body parts in was a good idea. So next went the bedding.
I sloshed the sheets and blankets around the pool like I was doing a form of primitive laundry. They slowly sank. Putting some muscles to work, I pushed the dresser over and dumped it in. It too sank, although more quickly than the bedding. The water remained a consistent level, making me think that either the pool was far bigger than this six-foot area of my room, or there was something magical about it.
Bedside tables followed the dresser, along with candles, boxes, light fixtures, and decorative artwork. The pool remained dark and still. No ghostly face or figure reappeared. I began to wonder if what I’d seen had been my imagination or some sort of hallucination, but I’m not that creative, and I hadn’t tripped acid in several decades.
The only thing left in the room was the bed—the giant, demon-sized bed. It had been made out of heavy wood and a sturdy metal frame. I broke quite a sweat shoving it to the water. One corner tipped in, the bed slid forward, and stuck. A ten-foot-wide bed didn’t seem to go easily into a six-foot-wide pool of water. Standing back, my curtain rod in hand, I watched to see what happened.
Nothing. Now I felt rather foolish about destroying Zalanes’ guest room and half submerging his bed. And I had nothing to sleep on since I’d tossed all the sheets and blankets into the water. Judging it to be a few more hours until daylight, I propped myself against a wall and tried to get a bit more sleep.
My eyes were about to close when the bed shuddered, collapsing with a hideous crack. The pool sucked it in like a wet spaghetti noodle then instantly returned to its flat, black surface. Not even a burp.
I thought the whole thing was cool as shit, but Zalanes didn’t. His four eyes bulged as he came into the empty bedroom and saw me sitting on the floor holding a curtain rod.
“What the fuck happened?”
I pointed the rod toward the pool of water. “It ate your bedroom.”
He glared. With all four eyes. “I was hoping it would eat you.”
“Imps. They’re what’s for dinner?” I stood and stretched, tossing the curtain rod into the pool with the rest of the fixtures. “What’s in there, anyway?”
“A melusine. I brought her from Aerie thinking I could make a fortune selling hybrids, but she eats every demon that tries to mate with her.”
Aerie? How the fuck had he managed to get to Aerie, let alone get back? The world of the non-elf fae didn’t have the gateways to Hel like the human realm did.
“How did you get to and from Aerie?” I eyed Zalanes with a newfound respect. Maybe I wasn’t the only non-ancient in Hel that could create gateways.
“Orias has some piece of fabric he stole from an angel that opens gateways. Is that not cool as shit?”
What. The. Fuck. “Orias? The Orias from school?” He was a war demon—a really shitty war demon. And he wasn’t much older than me. “How did Orias kill an angel?”
Zalanes shrugged. “You killed an angel. Evidently it isn’t such a big deal.”
Insult aside, it was a big deal. I killed an angel by blowing myself up and damn near died in the process. I doubted Orias used my method, or that he had an ancient archangel willing to swoop in and save his ass at the last moment.
“Orias killed an angel and stole an ancient artifact.” I was repeating myself, because I couldn’t wrap my brain around this whole thing. “He’s here? In Hel? With the Veil?”
“No, you idiot,” Zalanes scoffed. “He’s over with the humans. And Aerie isn’t the only place he’s gone to. That fabric thing rocks. It’s better than a chicken wand.”
No, it wasn’t. I thought about the manticore that most definitely was not from Aerie, and the melusine in the pool. Gregory was going to have a fit that Orias was running around opening passageways left and right. “Can you get word to him? Ask him to contact me?” I searched my brain for a good reason. “That melusine is pretty damned cool. I’ll pay double if he can get one for me.”
“Sure. I get a finder’s fee, though.” Zalanes walked over and peered into the dark surface. I noticed he was careful to keep his distance. “Hope all that furniture doesn’t kill her. Cost me a lot to get her here to Hel, and the thing wasn’t easy to catch. Luckily it had eaten a few sylphs, and their sisters were happy to give me a hand.”
Damn. I had a whole new respect for Zalanes.
“How’d you get to Eresh without getting shot out of the sky?” the demon asked, still eyeing the pool. “There’s a price on your head. I thought about turning you over last night, but I hate those pointy-eared motherfuckers worse than I hate you.”
“Came up along the Styx. And flew really high.” I cuffed the imp on one of his shoulders, nearly knocking him into the pool. “Plus, I knew you wouldn’t sell me out. Not for the lousy bounty they’re paying.”
He snorted, backing up a few steps. “Some nirvana shit. Stupid elves. From what I hear, they won’t be our problem for much longer. They’re on the move.”
“On the move to where?” Not that I would cry a river of tears if the elves left Hel, but they did have their uses.
He shrugged, turning away from the pool and back toward the door. “Aerie? Although they hate those faeries more than they hate demons. I doubt they’d want to live on Jotunheim with those giants constantly trying to smash their heads in. Maybe since they can’t bring humans here anymore, they’re going to the supermarket itself.”
Well, that was a chilling thought, although improbable. “Right. With the angels providing loving guidance every second of their lives?”
Zalanes closed two of his eyes in a weird wink. “Shit if I know. Maybe they just got a travel bug.” He looked around the bare room. “Now get out of here before I decide to toss you in after my furniture.”
He was kidding. Maybe. I scurried out the door and to the steps, just in case.
“And you owe me a favor,” the demon shouted up after me.
 
 



Chapter 9
 
The sunrise had painted stripes of pink and lavender across the clouds, one moon still visible as it drifted low on the horizon. I grabbed some fried bitey fish from a street-side stand for breakfast then ran like hell because I hadn’t paid for them.
The Noodles liked to hang out in the center of the city in establishments similar to human bars. They had great hearing and gathered all sorts of gossip while there. Plus they could earn extra money by telling stories, or singing epic tales. One was doing that very thing as I walked into Spanky’s. Coinage flew across the room, bouncing off the demon’s leathery skin and to the floor as patrons shouted for her to ‘shut the fuck up’. A Low darted about at her feet, scooping the coins into a bag. I stayed out of projectile range and watched. When the bard felt she’d earned enough, she ended the song with a flourish and a bow, retreating to a far table.
I grabbed a couple of full mugs from a waiter, this time actually paying for them, and made my way over to her.
“I’m Az.” I plopped one mug in front of her and sat, nudging the Low aside with my foot.
“Terrelle.”
She took a drink. I did the same, forcing my face to remain bland as I swallowed. Turpentine tasted better than this swill.
“I’m looking for an elf.” I went on to recite my description of Swifty as she sipped her drink. Huge furry ears unfurled from the sides of her head and neck, spreading outward like rippled brown velvet.
“Elves don’t like to stay with demons.” Sip.
“Yeah, but this elf got kicked out of his kingdom because he had business dealings with a free sorcerer. I was told he was in Eresh.”
Sip. “Someone lied.”
Damn it all. “Then who can I speak to who won’t lie?”
She smiled, enigmatic and mysterious as her ears folded back down. “Me.”
Demons lie, but Noodles lied a whole lot less than the rest of us. They had to. Their currency was information, and that currency would be worthless if it couldn’t be relied upon.
“I’d like to discover where the elf has been, any pertinent information about his comings, goings, and associations, and where he is currently located. I’d also be very interested to know if he sold any items while he was here.”
Sip. Blink. “I can do that.”
And now for the big question. “What will this information cost?”
“Something of little value. Something that will be of no consequence for you to give me.”
I fought to keep from grinding my teeth and tried to look fascinated. She took her time, finished her drink, and stroked long fingers along the edge of her folded ears.
“Admittance and membership into your household, along with assurances of physical, mental, and emotional safety from the other household members.”
I tried to wrap my brain around that one. Yeah, I got the ‘safety from other members’ thing. That was standard when you weren’t sure exactly where in the hierarchy of a household you’d fall. It was that she wanted to be in my household at all that was perplexing. I had a reputation for getting a significant percentage of my demons killed. And, Iblis title or not, I was still just an imp.
“Why me?” Sometimes the blunt approach was the best avenue.
“Safe passage through the gates and diplomatic immunity to live among the humans.” She leaned forward, practically vibrating with excitement. “They have libraries . And that Internet thing? Everything you’d ever want to know at the touch of a finger.”
Made sense, she was a Noodle after all. I thought for a second of introducing her to Wyatt, but he’d been rather anti-demon after his return from Chicago. Besides, Noodles may be the geeks of Hel, but they weren’t shy about casually dissecting another being just to see how they were put together. A demon with her nose stuck in a book was still a demon.
“Please tell me you can manifest into a convincing human form.” Otherwise the only library she was going to see was the one in my home.
Terrelle shivered, her shape blurring before settling into that of a human. Nice. The ears became a mass of long brown curls, her skin pale with a rosy tint. The nose was a shade too long for beauty, the mouth a bit too thin, her eyes a clear, bright, dark blue. Slap some glasses on her and throw the hair up into a bun, and she’d be perfect for a naughty librarian fantasy.
“Done.”
She smiled, returning to her demon form. “The elf Swiftethian was in Eresh up until a week ago. He stayed with one of my brethren before finding a demon to assist him in crossing the angel gates into the human realm.”
“Wait.” My brain whirred. “Why didn’t he use one of the elven gates?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Because he was exiled. He no longer has access to those gates, and trying to sneak through would cost him his life.”
Damn. Those elves take their exile seriously. “So why not go through the angel gates solo? Elves can activate them, and the gate guardians won’t harm them. The angels made those gates for the elves to use. There’s no reason he couldn’t walk right on through.”
Her nose joined the eyebrow. I was beginning to think this demon didn’t have proper respect for her new head of household. “Swiftethian did not want the angels to know of his presence on the other side of the gates. The demon was to activate the gate and distract the gate guardian while the elf went through. That way there would be no energy signature showing an elf opened the gate, and he wouldn’t be seen entering.”
An elf running around among the humans. I gave him two days before he got hit by a bus or stabbed in a dark alley.
“Did he sell anything while he was in Hel?”
“Three gems to a demon named Rash and a carnivorous plant to Beeliz.”
Gems. My heart thudded with anticipation. If one of those gems was the gem, my task would soon be complete. “Where is Rash? And do you know where Swifty was going once he crossed the gates?”
“The elf crossed through the Seattle gate. I don’t know where he was headed, but I’m assuming since he chose that gate, it was close to his destination.”
And I was assuming that an elf running around the streets of Seattle would cause enough notice that I could easily track him.
“As for Rash, he lives in the underground. He’s a night dweller.”
Ugh. Underground really wasn’t my thing.
“Do you know anything about the gems he bought from the elf?” I wasn’t sure whether I was hoping one was Gareth’s or not. My desire to check this project off my to-do list warred with my reluctance to prowl around the tunnels beneath the city.
“I was not close enough to hear a full descriptions of the gems. I know they were enchanted with some magical spell. One was red—a ruby or garnet perhaps. One may have been purple.”
I took a deep breath. Enchanted, and purple was similar to what an alexandrite would be. I’d need to check it out. “Can you get me specific information on how and where to contact this Rash demon?”
“Yes.” She stood. “Meet me back here at sunset, and I will have all the knowledge you require.”
I doubted that, but I did have faith this demon would greatly reduce the time I needed to spend underground. “Thank you. As soon as I get this project taken care of, I’ll be returning to the human world. I’ll bring you with me so I can make everyone aware of your status and show you around.”
The demon bowed, oddly formal for our kind. “That would be splendid.”
Then she left, her tail arched up behind her, the Low scurrying at her heels to keep up. I sat back down to finish my turpentine beverage. Buy, steal or beat the gem out of Rash. Return it to Gareth. Be back in time for breakfast.
Or not.
 
 



Chapter 10
 
I met Terrelle at Spanky’s. Again. There was a moment of misunderstanding where I eventually realized I was supposed to feed her. After watching her devour a plate of crunchy stick-like things, we made our way to the back of the pub.
“Here.” She pointed to a metal gate that was half folded and blocking a stone stairway that led downward. Cool, damp air caressed my face.
“Directions? Address? GPS coordinates?” I stared down the stairs, my stomach knotting. It was a good thing I hadn’t joined in on the stick dinner because it would have been threatening to come back up right now.
She sniffed, digging a round item out of a leather bag. “I’m going to take you there. Having you lost in the underground for all eternity isn’t in my best interests, and I’ve got no faith in your navigation skills on the surface, let alone underground.”
I put up with an amazing amount of insubordination from my household, but this Noodle was pushing my limits. The demon strapped the round object onto her head then slung the leather bag across one shoulder, careful to keep her long ears free of the strap. With a flick of a finger, the headlamp turned on, illuminating the stairway. I laughed. We all had a variety of skills, but a demon that was night blind was rare.
Her pinkish skin darkened. “Laugh all you want, at least I know where we’re going.”
Terrelle pushed the gate all the way open and led our descent. The walls were jagged stone with dirt mortar. Dust drifted onto our heads as we navigated the twists and turns of the stairway, making me wonder how stable this whole underground construct really was. The air grew colder the lower we went, pockets of warmth radiating from glowing rocks in the walls. I wondered which demon was in charge of heating these spots, or if random passersby were doing their share to provide some relief from the cold.
Finally we reached the bottom, a surprisingly clean expanse of unbroken granite stretching ahead with similar walkways to the left and right. We hesitated while Terrelle adjusted her headlamp. I took that opportunity to elongate a claw and carve ‘Dar is an angel’s bitch’ into the wall.
The underground portion of Eresh was lively. Demons passed us in the wide corridors, some nodding, others giving us wary distance. Within five minutes, I was grateful for Terrelle’s guidance. The place was a maze with doorways and open areas every few feet. Tunnels looked identical, and there were no directional signs to be seen. Without the Noodle’s help, I would have been down here an eternity.
Light reflected off the wall ahead, and as we turned the corner, I saw an enormous cavern, roots hanging from the packed-dirt ceiling fifty feet above. Demons and other creatures wandered, their noises echoing off the walls. An open-air market—or rather, a below-ground market. The smell of sewage, roasted flesh, and rot filled my nose, sending a wave of nostalgia through me. I loved the human world, but occasionally there was no place like home.
“Rash buys and sells.” Terrelle shouted, to be heard above the din. “Usually magical stuff, but he’s been known to deal in hybrids and slaves, even in souls.”
I scrunched up my nose in distaste. Demons were a bit like hoarders when it came to Owning souls. We’d need to be really desperate to sell them or let them go. Or dying and making a sentimental gesture toward a beloved angel.
We made our way through the throngs of buyers and sellers, my hand itching for my Iblis weapon. This was all just a bit too close for my comfort, and I wasn’t sure if the price the elves had on my head would appeal to any of the demons. Nirvana tickets wouldn’t tempt me to murder, but there was no accounting for musical tastes.
We reached a central area where a large demon recited a list of what he had for sale. His head reminded me of a catfish with horns. The fish part ended with his shoulders, becoming dog-like until the waist where some kind of plucked bird took over. Typical. Most demons could never make up their minds and ended up mashing several favorite forms together. I watched Rash dig into a box, his lack of opposable thumbs obviously hindering his ability to bring forth the requested item. Coinage exchanged hands, or paws, and a tall lizard/spider demon walked away with an elf button clasped to his scaled chest.
“You Rash?” I’d figured he was, but it was polite to ask.
His eyes narrowed. “Who wants to know?”
Damn, it was like I’d walked into a low-budget mafia movie. I bit back the smart retort and recited a few of my names, leaving out the part about my being the Iblis. No need to have him think I was rich enough to warrant a price increase.
“I got human-made incendiary devices from the legendary South of the Border across the gates, three elf buttons ready to be keyed to your location of choice, a parakeet hybrid to insult your household when you’re not around to do so, some gems with unknown enchantments, and a ball of yarn.”
As enticing as the ball of yarn and fireworks were, I forced myself to remain focused on the task at hand. “What’s up with the gems?”
He shrugged one furry shoulder, paw lifting upward. “Fuck if I know. An elf sold them to me. They’re big. A red one and two purplish ones.”
Terrelle was right on the mark. “Can I see them?”
He bent down to dig in the box, claws extending on the other paw to take my arm off if I tried to snatch anything. “Here.”
He’d wedged a gem between each of his ‘fingers’. They certainly looked big enough to be five carats. The purple ones did look like alexandrite.
“How much?”
He quoted a figure that made my ass clench.
“You’re fucking joking. They’re rocks. You’ve got no idea what they do. For all I know, they’ll turn me into a bat or set me on fire.”
“Or give you untold riches and a dozen incubus slaves.”
I snorted. “Right. And you found them in a dragon’s hoard. They’re nice looking rocks. The enchantment probably keeps them shiny. I’ll give you two coins.”
Rash composed his face into an expression of disbelief—which was quite a feat for a catfish. “I got them from an elf who swore they had amazing magical properties. No, my price stands.”
“And the elf didn’t think to tell you what those amazing magical properties were?” I mocked. “Only a moron would pay good money for a bunch of pretty stones on spec.”
His watery round eyes narrowed. “Do you want them or not?”
I pursed my lips and leaned over to look at them. Rash flexed his other hand, pointing the claws toward my face. “Nah. Fuck that shit. How much for the ball of yarn?”
Rash knelt down and scrabbled around the box, coming up with a kitten-sized ball of mohair. It was cream with lavender flecks. Very pretty. It would make a nice scarf, or an attractive hangman’s noose for a smaller demon. We haggled back and forth over the yarn. I finally bought it, paying far more than I should have. Terrelle and I strolled away as I pocketed the yarn.
“I thought you wanted those rocks.” Her voice grated with annoyance.
I did. In fact, I had them in my pocket right now, beside the ball of yarn.
“Exit,” I muttered, knowing she could hear me with her oversized ears. “Now.”
Now wasn’t soon enough. There was a roar, and a shower of bright sparks lit the ceiling. Terrelle’s headlamp nearly blinded me as she turned in my direction.
“Now!” I grabbed her arm and headed back the way we came.
“No. Here.”
The demon jerked free and took off through the crowd. I would have lost her if not for the bobbing glow of her headlamp. Unfortunately that meant that Rash wouldn’t lose us either.
“Shut that damned light off.” I’d managed to catch up to her by knocking several demons aside. Reaching up, I tried to pull the light from her head—which was a difficult maneuver while running.
“I can’t see without it.” She swatted my hand away.
Damn. Blind leading the lost, or a big-ass spotlight telling an angry fish-dog-chicken demon right where to send a lightning bolt. The roar sounded closer. I twisted, running sideways, and saw a giant catfish bellowing toward the roots above our heads. White streaked through the crowd, frying several Lows and blasting a smoking hole in the stone wall. The deafening crack of thunder followed. My ears thumped. Silence. Terrelle’s mouth had opened wide, her hand leaving mine to join the other clasped tight to her fuzzy, long ears. Fuck this shit. I snatched the light from her head and clicked it off, leaving me momentarily night blind.
Someone slammed into me. Grabbing in Terrelle’s general direction, I dove to the ground, taking her with me. The press of demons above us increased, kicking me as they maneuvered toward the exits. I crawled, punching the legs of other demons aside. Lightning blazed a few feet from us, and I felt demons trampling my back as they stampeded in panic. Hearing slowly returned with a buzz of sound, and I heard the faint squeal of pain next to me.
Terrelle. I rolled, covering her body with my own, and struggled to get my pants off. By the time I’d managed to wiggle out of them, I was covered with bruises and cuts. Moving the pants to a safe spot next to the Noodle, I transformed into my demon form. Other demons that had meant to step on me, instead, bounced off the hide of a large, stubby-legged, three-headed dragon, and piled up to my left. I scooped the Noodle up in one arm and the pants in the other and bounded toward an exit.
The best thing about being in my first-form was that my eyesight rocked. Normally, exceptional night vision sacrificed color differentiation, distance sight meant a loss of detail in close objects, a range of view negated ability at determining perspective. I had no such sacrifices in this form. Whatever demons had contributed to my creation had scored a home run when it came to visual acuity.
But that still didn’t mean I knew where the fuck I was going. I headed for the nearest tunnel, dodging streaks of lightning and knocking other demons aside with my big-ass tail. Terrelle squirmed in my arm, shouting something at me. I didn’t pay attention, concentrating on just getting the fuck out of this huge room and away from fish face. A few jumps over squashed demons and I was in the tunnel, scraping my sides along the edges as I ran like Satan himself was after me.
Oh wait; I was Satan.
I took every turn, darted through every doorway that my dragon form would fit through. When the sounds of screaming and explosions had dropped to zero, and I hadn’t seen another demon in the last few corridors, I stopped, gasping for breath as I gently placed Terrelle on the ground.
Transforming back into my human form, I picked up the pants and shimmied into them, checking the pocket to make sure my ball of yarn and the gems were still there.
“Are you fucking nuts?” Terrelle screamed at me. I looked around nervously as the sound echoed off the walls of the corridor. “You stole the gems? And actually paid for a worthless ball of string? I’ve got no idea where the fuck we are in the underground, and I can’t see worth shit. Where is my light?”
Oops. I seemed to have dropped it back in the market, where it was undoubtedly trampled into little bits by now. I refused to be thrown by the situation. I’d gotten the gems. I would deliver them to Gareth and be out of debt. I’d evaded several angry demons that I’d stolen from. I’d be home free if only I managed to get out of the underground and back to Dis.
“Can you do the Helen Keller thing and feel along the walls?” I asked. “Actually, you can hear, and she was blind and deaf, so you’re at a distinct advantage over her.”
Terrelle sent me a scathing look. I could see it because I wasn’t night-blind. “I was upside down when you turned into Smaug and took off. Do you have any idea where we are?”
I squirmed, looking intently at my bare feet. “Well, I took the tunnel right in front of us, then basically took every turn I could manage to squeeze through. I’m not sure how many.”
I could feel the derision emanating from the other demon. With a heavy, dramatic sigh, she touched the walls and felt her way along the corridor.
“It’s damp,” I advised. “About a two degree upward slope. I can smell chicken, and a goblin came through here less than an hour ago.”
Goblins stank. You didn’t have to be a bloodhound to follow their trail.
“I think we’re two miles out of the city on the west end,” she commented with an accusatory glare in my direction. “The underground gets consistently damp here, and goblins live in the access corridors.”
“Great. How do we get to the surface?”
Her blue eyes were hooded, her face pinched in anger as she crossed her arms and stared in the general direction from which my voice came. “We keep going. Straight for about another five miles until the tunnel reaches the surface. If I’m right, that is. If I’m not, then we’re going to be staggering around here for an indeterminate amount of time, hoping we encounter a goblin willing to lead us to the surface in exchange for a ball of string.
I gripped said yarn in my pocket with defensive fingers, not liking the thought of losing my recent purchase.
“Then take my arm and let’s start walking.” And start praying. I wasn’t the religious sort—no demons were—but I often enjoyed incredible luck. I only hoped that particular deity was smiling down upon her favorite imp right now. And that her favorite imp was me.
 
 



Chapter 11
Fate did shine on me that night. Eventually Terrelle and I emerged, exhausted and starving, into a noonday sun behind a monolith of obsidian. Glass shards rose like funhouse mirrors around us, the sand a white powder under our feet. I laughed, relieved that we were out of the underground and had escaped Rash without significant injury. Yes, we were starving and I wasn’t sure exactly where we were, but things were looking up.
Terrelle narrowed her eyes and spread her ears as she looked around. Her reflection was oddly distorted by the glass towers. “I know where we are. We can make it back to Eresh by nightfall.”
“I have no intention of going back to Eresh. I’ve gotten what I came for, and once I’m airborne and high enough, I can manage to find my way back to Dis.”
Another scathing look, this one extremely clear in the harsh light of day. “And get shot down by other demons and elves? Rash isn’t without connections, and I’m well aware of the price on your head.”
That startled me. “You gonna turn me in?”
She wrinkled her nose-snout. “For Nirvana? No fucking way. Mozart, maybe. Nirvana, no.”
“I’ve got to get to Dis,” I looked skyward. “Up is my best chance at navigating, as well as my best chance at avoiding both demon and elven attacks.”
The Noodle snorted. “Have fun with that.” She walked away, weaving between the towers of glass.
I followed her, curious. “You have a better idea?”
“Yeah.” She stopped so suddenly that I ran into her back, getting a whiff of honeysuckle from her furry ears. What a weird smell for a demon to have.
“Let’s hear it.”
“Go back to Eresh. You can stay at my house while I pack. Then we use an elf-button to get to Dis.”
The bitch had an elf-button? Why the fuck hadn’t she said that earlier?
“I’m loving the elf-button transport idea, but not the overnight in Eresh. I didn’t exactly leave my former lodging on the best of terms. I’ve pilfered some food from the locals, and then there’s that whole pissed-off-Rash angle. Maybe you can just grab a bug-out bag and hit the button.”
She did that blinky thing she’d done at Spanky’s. “I’m not leaving without securing certain documents and packing important items I’ll need.”
“Then you can meet me later.” I mimicked her blinking. “I’ll fly to Dis, and then you can meet me at the gate there, or I’ll alert the guardian about your status in my household so she’ll let you through unharmed.”
“You’ll never make it.” She smirked. “Or you’ll make it three months from now after fighting your way through angry demons and a dozen united elven kingdoms. Better to delay a few hours and use the elf-button.”
I weighed the alternatives. As much as I hated to return to Eresh, the elf-button Terrelle had was quite a draw. I’d surely be safe in a Noodle’s home. Nobody bothered them, since they never had anything worth an attempted robbery.
“Okay. Eresh it is.”
The walk back to the city was insane. First there was the maze of glass monoliths, then miles of white sand with sharp, pointy, black rocks. I’d been worried about walking through the main entrances of the city, but Terrelle just waltzed on in with me trailing behind. I tried to look nondescript, naked except for my jeans, and breathed a sigh of relief once we walked through the entrance to her home.
Terrelle’s place was weird. She put me up in a room with a narrow mattress and a bowl of water to wash in. The walls were lined with shelves—every one packed with books. I walked over and pulled one out, surprised to see another row of tomes behind it. Double stacked.
Each book was distinct. Human spell books, elven epic histories, dwarven engineering manuals. Layer upon layer. Biographies, chemistry texts, bound and organized sets of newspapers and magazines. There were neatly stacked boxes with labeled rocks and pressed flowers and leaves, books with sketches and carefully illustrated drawings. And this was just one room in an entire house. In that moment, I realized how precious this all was to Terrelle, how important the facts, the history were to a Noodle.
All too soon it seem I was rolling from the warm blankets, rubbing sleep from my eyes. Terrelle stood before me, a pack that any long-distance hiker would be proud of on her back. Staggering to my feet, I slung a blanket toga-style around my front. It looked surprisingly attractive with my jeans. Reaching in my pocket, I felt the curves of three larges gems and the fluffy softness of a yarn ball.
“I’m ready.” I needed nothing else. Well, some breakfast would be nice, but since we were traveling by elf-button, I could always get that in Dis.
Terrelle walked forward and took my hand, the button in the other. “Glah ham, shoceacan.”
Everything tilted sideways, and I felt a wave of vertigo. Buildings appeared in a twisting landscape of dark red and brown. I gripped the demon’s hand, the buildings solidifying. Unlike Eresh, these dwellings were tall and broad, bright in color and surrounded by thorny vegetation. I got a sense of my location and turned to Terrelle.
I found my balance before I spoke. “Sorcerer first, then some food, then the gate.”
Terrelle followed me as we weaved through the streets of Dis. I came to Gareth’s shop with its layers of wards and slowly worked my way through them. Gareth waited just inside the doorway, sorting through a stack of divination cards.
“Got it,” I announced. He jerked, cards spilling in a shower across the floor.
“The gem?” His voice radiated disbelief.
“Well, yeah. Swifty sold it with some other gems to a demon named Rash. I stole them, and here I am.”
The sorcerer ushered us in, re-engaging the wards behind us. I plopped the three gems onto his counter, pocketing the ball of yarn that rolled out with them.
“Color-change garnet,” he said, pushing the red stone aside.
Yeah. I knew that already. Lots of demons were sloppy, but I was insatiably curious. I scanned the molecular make up of everything I touched. It was a compulsion, a habit. Garnets from Madagascar had a mixture of pyope and spessartite that allowed them to show different colors in artificial and natural light.
“Sapphire.” He said, pushing aside one of the purple stones. Wrong. Actually it was a diaspore—a Turkish diaspore, commonly known as a zultanite. Purple now, green to pinkish brown in some light.
“Alexandrite.” Gareth pulled the other purple stone toward him, eyeing it carefully. “I don’t... he may have altered the enchantment, so I’ll need to check.”
“I’ll wait.”
Terrelle fidgeted beside me, prowling the room and eying the variety of herbs and minerals, wands and staffs. I crossed my fingers and waited. When Gareth came back, I could tell by the look on his face the news wasn’t good.
“Five-carat alexandrite enchanted with a doppelganger spell.”
My shoulders dropped. “Maybe he altered the spell on the gem?”
“No.” Gareth looked much older than his sixty years. “He wouldn’t. The level enhancement spell we’d put into the gem was worth far more than this one.”
I gathered the three gems and put them in my pocket. “Then he still has it.”
“Yes.” Gareth ran a hand over his bald scalp. “Can you trace him?”
Damn it all. “He went through the gate in Seattle. I’ll have to track him on the other side.”
Gareth nodded. “I’m sorry. I was hoping this was it.”
Me too. “What magic do the other gems hold?” Might as well know what they were and use them since I risked my life to steal them.
“Fireball on the garnet. Water blast on the sapphire.”
Cool. “I’ll let you know once I have it.”
Gareth opened the wards, layer by layer, and we left. Terrelle followed me as we made our way to the gate. Depression crashed down on me. I’d chased this elf all over hell. Damn it all; why couldn’t I catch a fucking break?
“We’ll catch him.” Terrelle placed a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll get that gem.”
We. This demon hadn’t been in my household more than twenty-four hours, and already she was doing the ‘we’ thing. Maybe I’d underestimated Noodles. Maybe the coolness we’d always shown this class of demons was because we just didn’t know them, didn’t include them in anything. They weren’t the last picked in games, the Lows were. Noodles weren’t picked at all.
Terrelle had provided a huge amount of information with nothing more than a pass through the gates and membership in my household. She didn’t need to keep contributing, but perhaps the payback was in being included in something for once in her long life.
“I know the gate guardian in Seattle,” I told her. “He should be able to give us a head’s-up on any demon who led him on a chase through the city.” Seattle. Damn it all; I’d planned on going through the nearest gate to Columbia and home after handing over the gem to Gareth. Now I found myself having to go all the way back to Eresh and arrive in Seattle, or deal with a cross-country plane flight.
I could fly, carrying Terrelle and risk getting shot out of the sky, or teleport and take all day getting where I needed to go. Or... .
“You wouldn’t happen to have another elf-button back to Eresh, would you?”
She sighed and reached in her bag. “It’s my last one.”
“I’ll replace them.” Which meant I’d be back in debt to one of the mages. “Well, someday I’ll replace them.”
“Just get me a computer and a cell phone, and we’ll call it even.”
“Deal. So do you know anything at all about the demon Swiftethian hired to act as a distraction?”
“His name is Pouchain. He’s a luck demon who likes to use a female human form. Early twenties. Straight, blond hair that’s shoulder length, dark eyebrows, and dark brown eyes. Crooked nose. The human broke it playing soccer when she was twelve, and the parents didn’t get it set. Slim with a long torso and narrow hips.”
Damn. This demon knew her shit. “Naked, I’m assuming?”
She shook her head. “Pouchain brought over a trunk of human clothing and puts them on before crossing the gate so he blends in better. They aren’t the trendiest outfits. Expect bell-bottom jeans, tube tops, and clogs.”
Which reminded me of something. “I’ve got no shirt at the moment, and you’ll be naked once you change into your human form, so expect a bit of attention from the humans on the other side. We may get arrested.”
Terrelle blinked then reached into her leather bag, pulled out a neatly folded square of fabric and handed it to me. It was a hideous neon-green T-shirt advertising the San Diego zoo. It was extra large. The demon pulled out two folded squares—shirt and pants—and waved them at me in triumph.
“Got anything else in there?” I tried to peer over the edge of the bag. “Volkswagen Jetta? Hand-tossed meat-lovers supreme? The Hope Diamond?”
She smiled that little enigmatic smile then shimmered into her human form. No dramatic explosion, no flashy burst of light, just a blur and silent morphing into shape. Noodles, the weird demons.
Terrelle paused to slip on the pants and shirt sans underwear. I yanked my neon monstrosity over my head, thinking that facing arrest for public nudity would have been a better option. Terrelle’s clothing fit better than mine. The khaki cargo pants sat low on her slim hips and accented the slight curve of her ass. The white shirt clung to her small breasts like a second skin. I eyed them, thinking we might still get arrested, especially if it was raining in Seattle.
“Ready?” Her blue eyes danced with excitement, and I felt a stir of guilt. I’d spent the last day questioning the motives behind her helpfulness, but I was now beginning to realize the reward for her wasn’t just access to the human world, wasn’t just being included in something. This project was exciting. Noodles spent their lives gathering and trading information. Was this the first time she’d ever run blindly through the underground, escaping an angry fish-head demon?
I guess, like all of us, Noodles just wanna have fun.
“Ready.” I linked my arm in hers, noting her blink of surprise.
In a flash, we were in Eresh. A hundred feet or so and we stood before the gate. I loved elf-buttons. I’d probably love teleportation too if I could ever get it to work properly. Motioning Terrelle to stand behind me, I placed my hand on the gate.
Nothing.
“Fuck!” I’d forgotten I was banished. How many times this year had I stood in front of a gate, beating my hand against the air? You’d think I’d finally manage to remember I was banished and couldn’t use the angel gates to leave Hel. Even sprouting giant black-feathered wings hadn’t changed that. I was forever forbidden from using the gates into the human world. Oddly, I could use them to get into Hel. It was a complete pain in the ass having to teleport all over the place to end up reasonably close to my human home when I used to be able to just walk through one of these.
“Do you need me to activate it?” Terrelle’s voice was uncertain. She hadn’t hesitated to treat me with disrespect before, but this was big. Lows were pretty much the only demons that couldn’t activate the gates. I know she was probably questioning her alliance to me at this moment.
“Even if you do, I can’t pass. I’m banished.” Damn it all. We’d wasted an elf-button when I could have done this from Dis. I was such a scatterbrain lately. I blame the wings.
Her pink complexion paled. “Then how...?”
I pulled her close, wrapping an arm around her waist. “I make my own. Teleport. Flash, bang, puke-a-few-times-and-we’re-there mode of transportation.”
She raised her eyebrows, impressed. She was about to be a whole lot less impressed.
“I don’t always go where I want to; so expect a few detours.”
The eyebrows crinkled together. “Detours?”
“Yep. Hopefully none of them involve underwater appearances. Do you Own a fish? Because if we wind up a hundred feet down in the Indian Ocean, you might need gills.”
Her mouth dropped open in a good imitation of said fish. I didn’t give her a chance to respond before I thought of Seattle, crossed my fingers, and went.
We didn’t wind up at the bottom of the Indian Ocean, but it was raining in Brussels. Terrelle’s shirt had become transparent, and both of us had soggy, scraggly hair by the time we arrived in Seattle.
The weather in Seattle was lovely. Warm, sunny, with a nice breeze off the Sound. We two demons looked like we’d been for an unexpected swim, or just come from a ride at a water park. The guardian struck a discordant note on his guitar as he saw us. I waved, and he relaxed, pulling the cardboard container of sweet-and-sour pork from where he’d hurriedly stashed it.
“What do you want now?”
A bit more friendly than his greetings to me had been before I’d obtained my Iblis status, but still rude. We had history, this gate guardian and I. Terrelle eyed him nervously, making sure I was between her and the minor angel at all times.
“Nice to see you too, asshole.” I nudged his Chinese food box with a toe. “Get any for me?”
His eyes narrowed as he moved the container safely out of the way. “New household member?” He nodded at Terrelle.
“Yep. She’s helping me out with something. We’re looking for a demon.” I described Pouchain and saw by the twist of anger on the gate guardian’s face that we’d hit pay dirt.
“Luck demons.” He glared at me, as if the whole thing were my fault. “I had him, actually had my hands around his scrawny neck right before the piano fell on my head.”
I checked my snort of laughter, trying to turn it into a cough. “And then?”
“He got away while I was untangling myself from the ebony and ivory. Nasty piece of work had the nerve to come through the gate in his demon form then change into a human female right in front of me.”
The gate guardian went on about how he didn’t get any respect, and the fact that Seattle was the most difficult gate to guard. I let him ramble for a bit. The guy was lonely, and his success rate was pretty poor when it came to catching demons. It was a wonder Gregory hadn’t replaced him. The angel didn’t usually tolerate such ineptitude.
“So what day did Pouchain cross?” I interrupted when I’d finally had enough of his bitching and moaning.
“Tuesday.”
“What day is it today?” I always lost track of time when I was in Hel. Actually, I would have lost track of time here, too, if it weren’t for my handy-dandy smartphone.
“Thursday.”
Terrelle piped up. “Wait. Two days ago?”
I turned to her. It had to be important if she was risking the gate guardian’s attention by speaking.
“My intel says that Pouchain crossed the gates five days ago with the—” she caught herself. “With someone else.”
The gate guardian popped a piece of sweet-and-sour pork into his mouth, speaking as he chewed. “Tuesday. Could have been another demon with him, though. The high-level ones will sometimes activate the gate then another will slip through behind them. I’m more concerned about catching the ones who can activate than the Lows they let through.”
Two days. The elf had two days’ head start on us, and I had no idea where he’d gone. Motioning to Terrelle, I thanked the gate guardian and left.
“I’m not wrong,” she muttered. “I’m never wrong. Five days, not two. Five.”
Oh for fuck sake. “Two, five, it doesn’t matter. We’ve got to locate Swifty the elf, and I’m thinking there’s two options to pursue. One: was he here to sell the gem? If so, I can dig around and see what high-level demons are here and track him through potential purchasers. Two: is he keeping the gem? If that’s the case, then why is he here? The elves haven’t crossed the gates in over two-million years. Why now?”
“Maybe he’s trying to score those Nirvana tickets?”
The Noodle had a sense of humor. Who would have thought?
Neither of those options seemed an easy way to track an elf, so I opted for another method. The shop clerk pointed at the ‘no shoes, no service’ sign as we walked into the convenience store. I didn’t intend on requesting any service, but I told him we were buying shoes and had Terrelle pick out two pairs from the cheapy flip-flop selection. I grabbed what I’d come for, plus a bag of chips and a six-pack of beer, then ran for the exit. The clerk shouted but didn’t give chase.
I was sitting on a bench, halfway through the bag of chips by the time Terrelle caught up with me.
“That man tried to detain me pending police arrival.” She huffed and plopped herself down beside me. “Next time give a girl a bit of a heads-up.”
“You should have known. I don’t have any money with me, and it’s not like the guy was going to take a fireball gem or a ball of yarn for payment.”
“Here.” She handed me a pair of flip-flops.
Damn. I was totally impressed. She’d gotten away and managed to shoplift footwear. The Noodle was good.
I slipped them on and showed her the paper I’d stolen.
“Man hit by bus Tuesday evening declines treatment after miraculous recovery.” She squinted at the grainy picture someone had taken with their cell phone seconds before the victim dashed off. “That’s our elf.”
“Yep. And there’s this.” I handed her today’s paper.
“Security tightened at SeaTac after a man dressed as an elf jumped the checkpoint barriers and evaded TSA agents in a chase through terminal C.” She shook her head slowly. “Why wouldn’t he just create a gate? Elves do that all the time to move about Hel.”
“Not all elves can,” I explained. “And their magic doesn’t work quite as well here as it does in Hel. Even if he could, the transport would leave an energy signature that might catch an angel’s attention. We’ve already established that Swifty doesn’t want the angels to know he’s here.”
Terrelle chuckled. “Wanna bet he barfed on the plane?”
“Probably wet his pants too.” And argued with the flight attendant about the lack of hot peanuts and complimentary wine.
We knew the date and rough time, but not the location. I grabbed the other item I’d stolen and began to dial Wyatt then hesitated. I hadn’t spoken to him in nearly three weeks, and it was probably best to let that comatose dog lie. So I dialed Nyalla instead.
She was a bit confused as to why I was in Seattle calling from a strange cell phone number but quickly fired up the laptop. For a girl who’d been released from slavery in Hel less than two years ago, she’d caught on fast. And she seemed to have inherited the same amazingly intuitive grasp of technology as her brother.
“There’s a lot of flights out of that terminal,” she warned. “And I think I’ll narrow it down to within one hour of his breach of security. He wouldn’t want to be hanging out in terminal C too long with everyone looking for him.”
Dallas, Chicago, Boston, Denver, Sacramento, Salt Lake City, Los Angeles.
“See if there’s a Judith Melbourne on any of those flights,” Terrelle shouted at the phone, the concept of speakerphone mics totally escaping her.
“Who’s that?” I asked as Nyalla typed in the background.
“Pouchain’s human name. I’m wondering if an elf would know enough about human travel to navigate the airport and evade security. He had to have help.”
And have arranged for a fake ID and tickets. Dude may have jumped the line at security, but there was no way they were going to let him on a plane without a ticket. And I was beginning to think Terrelle was my new best friend. “Do you think he could have caught a connecting flight? Crap, he could be anywhere.”
“No.” She squinted in thought. “Trying to sneak onto two planes and get around security isn’t easy. A demon who knew the human world and didn’t mind getting smacked around by the cops, yes. An elf trying to remain undetected, no. Especially since he has no idea what’s going on in this world. The guy got hit by a bus within hours of crossing the gates, for fuck sake.”
“She’s right,” Nyalla chimed in. “The first week I was here from Hel, I was terrified to leave the house without someone with me. Phones, computers, cars. I couldn’t operate the toaster. Even if the elf knew English and spent some time preparing for life here, the reality of it is going to be disorienting.”
I remembered Nyalla’s fear and confusion, how she relied on all of us to get her around safely. They were right. Swifty needed his demon guide for more than just a stealthy passage through the gates.
“Ugh!” I heard Nyalla slam a fist on the table and winced. “I can’t access the passenger lists. I’ll call Wyatt—”
“No!” Terrelle jumped at my shout. I’d gotten the hint months ago. Continuing to hound Wyatt for his help would only be embarrassing. I’d been pretty lax in my pursuit of some sins, but this was one instance where pride governed my decisions.
“Okay.” Nyalla spoke as though she thought I would explode through the cellular network. “I’ll try calling, claiming I’m Judith Melbourne’s sister checking on her flight. Any idea of which one I should start with? They’re all with two airlines, and I doubt I can keep making inquiries about different flights without sounding like a nut case.”
“You’ll get some customer service center with a hundred reps in Cyberalgeria or something,” I told her. “Hang up and call back. You won’t get the same rep twice.”
“Got it. Do I call you back on this number?”
I stared down at the stolen phone, wondering how long I had before the owner cut off service. “Sure. If I don’t hear from you in an hour, I’ll call back from a pre-paid.”
Terrelle was staring at the phone as I disconnected. “They’re a lot smaller than they were the last time I was here.”
“That’s what she said,” I joked. “So, Dallas, Chicago, Boston, Denver, Sacramento, Salt Lake City, or Los Angeles? Which should we try first?”
“I thought we were going to wait for your friend to get back to us with information.”
“Nope.” An hour shouldn’t be wasted, especially when it meant this elf would have extra time to hide in a world with seven-billion people.
She sighed, placing a hand on my arm. “Sacramento. I hope this time I don’t puke.”
 
 



Chapter 12
 
Dallas, Chicago, Boston, Denver, Sacramento, Salt Lake City, Los Angeles.
Time had gotten away from me, and Terrelle and I had been to Sacramento, Los Angeles, Dallas, and Salt Lake City before I realized the stolen phone was dead and Nyalla was due to have called several hours ago. In addition to our planned destinations, we also journeyed to Tokyo, Manali, and a one-street town called Toad Hop. I kid you not, Toad Hop.
“Boston by way of Dallas.” Nyalla was breathless, like she’d been out jogging.
Time was critical, so I made another decision. “Can you call Gregory on my speed dial and tell him I need a taxi from Salt Lake City airport to Logan International?”
There was a moment of silence then Nyalla giggled. “Because you know he won’t yell at me like he would if you called and asked him directly?”
Yes. Exactly. “Tell him I’ll owe him a favor. Or I’ll give him a blow job. Either one. His choice.”
I knew what his choice would be, but you can’t fault a girl for trying, especially when that girl is a demon.
Terrelle tilted her head and did the blink thing at me. “Who is Gregory? Does he own a private plane?”
“No, he has wings. And he’s much better at the teleportation thing than I am.” He was also much better at getting information out of humans without resorting to violence. One word from him and TSA would be spilling state secrets while kneeling before him. Not that I faulted the humans. One word from him and I was pretty much doing the same.
“Wings?”
Anything else Terrelle was about to say was choked off in a gurgled gasp as my beloved appeared. I threw myself into his arms in spite of his scowl. Damn, I’d missed this guy. A few days in Hel and I felt like we’d been apart a century.
“This is Terrelle.” I pointed at the demon. “She’s my newest household member, and she’s helping me track down an elf.”
He took a deep breath and sent a less hostile expression to Terrelle than the one I’d been subjected to. Didn’t matter. He still had his arms tight around me, no matter how irritated he was at being called to haul me across the country.
“Elf? Shouldn’t you be looking in Hel instead of in a Boston airport?”
I told him the whole story—gem, underground portion of Eresh, and all.
“Come here.” He motioned to Terrelle.
The demon looked like she was about to wet her pants. I could see she was thinking that walking to Boston would be a better alternative.
“Immunity,” I reminded her. “Just don’t kill anyone and you’ll be good to go.”
In a flash, all three of us were at the airport in Boston. Rain pounded against the huge glass windows, and I narrowly avoided a family of five who were intent on mowing down anyone in their path to the baggage claim.
“I guess you want me to help you question the humans?” Gregory’s voice felt warm and seductive.
I leaned against him, reaching my spirit-self out so I could touch more than his physical self. “If you wouldn’t mind.”
I felt the rumble of his laugh against my cheek as his hand stroked my hair. “Normally I would mind, but I’ve missed you, and I have some catching up of my own to do. It’s in my best interests to wrap this up as quickly as possible so I can take you home.”
Terrelle was staring at us with an expression of absolute astonishment. I knew there’d been rumors in Hel of my relationship with an angel, but no one believed them beyond my household. After two-and-a-half-million years, after the bloody war that had fractured the angelic host in half, it did seem improbable that two such opposite beings would find love together.
But impossible things did happen.
“Get a move on, big guy.” I pulled back and slapped Gregory on the ass, more for the shock value to Terrelle than for any sexual stimulation on the angel’s part.
Gregory let my assault upon his person go without comment or retaliation and led me to the security guard. He worked his mojo with a narcotic cloud of blue, and I gave the description of both the elf and the demon accompanying him. After questioning five humans, we finally struck gold. One had been told an amusing story when he’d started his shift of a couple arguing near the exits. Evidently, their fight had reached the level of volume and tone that the guards had thought about intervening. They didn’t, because it was far more entertaining to watch a demon in female human form punch a skinny guy who looked like he’d just come from a Renaissance fair or cosplay at a fantasy convention.
They’d been arguing about whether to take the train or rent a car and drive to their final destination. The elf won, and they got on the shuttle to the Amtrak station. I composed my face into what I hoped was ‘adorable kitten’ and waited.
“I’m assuming the widened eyes and squished up mouth are your way of entreating me to take you to the train station and help you question the humans. Either that or you’re constipated.”
“I’m not constipated.” I resumed The Look. Gregory shook his head and motioned both Terrelle and me over.
Terrelle puked a whole lot less this trip. Either she was getting used to this mode of transportation or there was nothing left in her stomach to throw up. I ignored her dry heaves and focused on the sirens and flashing lights whizzing by.
“What’s going on,” I asked a businessman slogging his way through the parking lot to his car.
“Beats me.” He barely raised his head as he replied. “Probably an accident.”
Or an elf hit by a bus. I decided to check it out. There didn’t seem to be quite the level of security at the train station as there was at the airport. I’m sure other passengers would have noted an elf in costume traveling with an attractive young woman, but they would all be long gone by now. My only hope was that the ticket agents might have noticed them, even if they purchased their fare through one of the machines.
Accident first. Ticket agent second.
“Can you take us there?” I pointed to a cluster of cars near the highway entrance ramp.
“Yes I can . No, I won’t .” Gregory began walking.
“I’ll just steal a car,” I called after him.
“I’ll just render the car incapable of motion,” he called back.
I walked, Terrelle staggering behind me, wiping her mouth.
It was an accident. Three cars sandwiched together, long, black skid marks marring the road. What made this accident special was the torn section of asphalt that sliced across the roadway ending where a burned tree lay smoking on the shoulder. Lightning. And there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.
“Another demon?” I wasn’t sure why the two would have anyone else chasing them. Swifty was exiled, and as far as I knew, Gareth was pinning all his hopes for gem recovery on me. Pouchain may have enemies, but I doubted any were pissed off enough to risk a trip through the angel gates just to take him out. No, I would have heard about any feud that intense.
Gregory examined the pileup of vehicles, while injured drivers and paramedics were oblivious to his presence. “No, they had a fight with an angel.”
Oh yeah. Pouchain was a demon, and the Grigori were tasked with taking them out. Normally I would have gotten a courtesy heads-up, but in cases of imminent threat, the angels were allowed to take immediate and lethal action. Yes, every encounter was classified as an imminent threat, which meant my courtesy heads-up wasn’t worth the angelic paper it was written on.
“Which of your enforcers handles Boston?” As if I didn’t know. Atlantic City wasn’t all that far away by celestial standards.
He didn’t need to answer. A wordless summons and Eloa stood before us, his male form shifting into a sexy Marilyn Monroe the moment the angel saw me. Her toothy smile wasn’t fooling anyone. This angel wanted Gregory more than a junkie wanted a fix. And in her eyes, I was the major roadblock between her and the object of her desire.
“Sir.” The word purred from full, red lips.
My angel made a sweeping gesture. “Lost one, Eloa? That’s not like you.”
I’d expected her to stiffen at the slight. Instead, a tiny frown wrinkled the perfect forehead as the angel looked toward the accident. “Lost one of what, Sir?”
Gregory leaned forward, his shadow encasing the other angel. “I know some of the angels assigned to me have divided loyalties, but I’d expected different from you.”
She cringed, her eyes meeting his then sliding away to focus on the scorched pavement. “It was a luck demon, Ancient Revered One. I had a lock on him, had injured him, and then I saw... something that distracted me.”
“Like an elf?” I asked.
Eloa shot me an icy glare then turned back to Gregory. “It couldn’t have been, Sir. I know there have been rumors of elf sightings this past year, but why would one be sneaking around the train station in the company of a demon?”
Elf sighting. Like a spaceship landed on the highway and aliens started beaming humans aboard. “Because demons know their way around the human world while elves get hit by busses and chased down by airport security?” The angel ignored me. Actually, both angels were ignoring me.
“What happened when you were distracted by the elf, Eloa?” Gregory’s voice was soft and gentle. I shivered, because when he got that particular tone with me, it was usually followed by some very physical actions. My knees grew weak just thinking about how his teeth got all sharp and pointy, how his black irises encompassed the entirety of his eyes, the way his fingers felt digging into my arms as he shook me and smacked me against some hard surface. I could jump him right now just imagining it.
Eloa’s knees got weak too, but I doubted her fall to the pavement was inspired by lust. “I only turned my head for a moment, Ancient One. Just one moment and a recreational vehicle ran me down. By the time I got to my feet, the demon and elf were gone, and all these cars and trucks were on top of each other. I await your punishment for my lapse in duty.”
I snorted. That angel couldn’t possibly try any harder to climb up Gregory’s ass.
My angel shook his head. “I’m putting someone else in charge of this area temporarily while you track the demon. You have his energy signature, know his human form as well as the appearance of his traveling companion. Do not rest until you have found them, and make sure they remain alive until the Iblis and I arrive.”
Eloa stood, bowing deeply before vanishing with a flash of light. Gregory turned to me, folding his arms across his chest. “It’s time we discussed this elf. I’ve just committed significant resources to tracking him down for you—resources I cannot afford to divert at this time. Please explain why this is so important.”
In the big scheme of things, as far as everyone else besides Gareth and I were concerned, it wasn’t important. The theft of a spell enhancement gem wasn’t a life-or-death situation.
“It would clear my debt to a sorcerer in Hel and give me some additional time to deal with matters here and all the elf shit in Hel.”
Gregory regarded me. “What ‘elf shit’? I thought the war was over and the humans were free?”
I squirmed. “Yes, but they’re still harassing the humans, and they’ve merged their kingdoms into some kind of mega-empire. And put a bounty on my head.”
Lame. I’d brought Gregory running to taxi me and Terrelle around, sent his angels off tracking a demon, all to solve my personal problems. I expected the angel to be pissed, to call Eloa back and tell her to forget about it, to dump my ass in a ditch and tell me to get my priorities in order.
Instead, he surprised me. “After two-and-a-half-million years, an elf has crossed the gates. Why?”
I hadn’t really pondered that question. We demons crossed all the time. Messing with the humans, risking our lives for a bit of fun—those were our reasons. But an elf? “I don’t know. I just assumed he was selling the gem to a demon and this was their agreed-upon exchange spot.”
“Why not do that in Hel? Elves and demons have been conducting business there for millions of years. What would happen to change that?”
“I don’t know.” I felt like such an idiot.
“What’s his motive?” I expected Gregory to suddenly be smoking a pipe and addressing me as ‘Watson’. “Why would an elf steal such a gem geared toward human magic and bring it here?”
I frowned. “Maybe his desire to leave Hel isn’t connected. He’s exiled. Elves in exile used to find another kingdom willing to take them in, but now they’ve merged into one giant elven mass. Living with the demons can’t have been ideal. Could be this was a better choice.”
Terrelle snorted. “He’s still living with a demon until he figures his way around. It could take months for him to learn the language, get an identity, some kind of suitable employment and housing. That is, if he doesn’t get run over by a bus again. I doubt he’s planning on applying for permanent residency as the only elf on the planet. They’re snobs. They like the company of other elves, not lowly humans.”
True. And I remembered how difficult Nyalla had found the process when she’d first come here. She’d been a slave. Swifty was an elf used to some degree of comfort and status. I refused to believe things in Hel were so bad for him that a life of poverty—a very short life if he didn’t quickly learn how to avoid vehicles, gang members, and law enforcement—would be any kind of alternative.
“So the trip here is temporary?” I asked. “I’m assuming his goal would be to get back into elvish good graces. Something here involving the gem could be his ticket back into Li.”
“That’s assuming he stole the gem after he was exiled,” Greggory commented. “Swiftethian is seen fraternizing with freed humans, is exiled, and steals the gem, brings it here to achieve reinstatement. Or maybe he has done more to offend the elves than associate with human magic users. If he has a price on his head, then life here would be better than death in Hel.”
“Unlikely,” Terrelle chimed in. “Elves don’t have a problem with death when the alternative is washing dishes for minimum wages and living in a cardboard box under a bridge.”
I wasn’t sure about that. If he could get enough money for the gem, he might not need to make a cardboard box his home. But there was another question nagging me. “Did he steal the gem before or after he was exiled? Maybe he was going to sell it in Hel, but the exile caused him to change plans.”
Terrelle waved her hand. “Either way, what would he be doing with that enchanted gem on this side of the gates that would get him in good with the elves?”
Shit if I knew. The gem enhanced a spell. As far as I knew, the elves didn’t have any spells going on over here. He could sell it to a human magic user, but he lacked the skills to find one, and a wad of cash wouldn’t mean squat in our reinstatement theory. Selling it to a demon would earn him some money, but he could just as easily do that in Hel, and I wasn’t sure what the appeal would be to living here, so far away from other elves.
“Maybe you need to have an informative conversation with your sorcerer friend.” There was an edge of irony in Gregory’s voice that revealed his belief that this conversation would include me becoming the tough guy. I might be doing this job to pay off a debt to Gareth, but that didn’t give him the right to withhold important information. Keeping information that was essential to the completion of my task could be seen as a breach of trust, negating the debt entirely.
And it just pissed me off. I’d been running around like a fool for too long. Yes, a serious chat was at the top of my to-do list.
Gregory wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “Meanwhile, I have my enforcers looking for this demon. Eloa has his energy signature, so it shouldn’t take too long for us to track him down.”
“Make sure they don’t kill him,” I urged. If the demon was smart, he would have ditched Swifty and headed for the nearest gate. Just in case he was stupid, I wanted to be able to question him before they dusted his ass.
“They won’t.” My angel seemed rather smug. “Unlike someone else’s household, my Grigori do as their told.”
I snorted. Yeah, right. “Is that why there’s a rebellion in Aaru? Is that why one of your Grigori is fucking a demon? Oh, wait, that’s two if I’m counting us in that equation.”
“Yes, there have been a few slips, but I’m not the one getting shot out of the air by a bunch of pre-pubescent elves.”
I was regretting telling him about that little incident. Still, I smiled and snuggled against him. There wasn’t much for us to do until Eloa found the demon and/or the elf. I knew Gregory would eventually want to go after the manticore if it was still on the loose and look for the gateway, but I was hoping we could wait. I had other activities I wanted to engage in right now.
“Home?” He murmured into my hair.
“Home,” I confirmed.
 
 



Chapter 13
 
Terrelle was sprawled on my couch, hair tucked behind her ears as she simultaneously read a book and surfed the Internet on my laptop. She seemed engrossed, but I knew she heard every word we said. I shot a quick glance her way and gave Gregory a knowing nod before leading him outside to the flagstone patio beside my pool. There I could carry on a conversation with some assurances of privacy and keep an eye on the newest member of my household.
“An information demon,” Gregory drawled. “Not who I expected to be tagging at your heels, Cockroach.”
“She’s like a fucking encyclopedia on legs. Well worth having tagging at my heels.”
He nodded. “I like her. Maybe you should try and set her up with Gabriel.”
My eyes nearly left my head. Gabe would probably approve of her—serious, studious, dedicated. But the angel had an explosive side to him that needed someone crazy enough to bring it out. “I’ll consider it.” I wouldn’t, but whatever. “But I didn’t bring you out here to discuss Infernal Mates. I found out the name of the demon who has the Traveler’s Veil.”
Gregory stared. I’d shocked an angel. I was so proud. ”You found the Veil? Already? Where is it?”
“I haven’t found it. Yet. A demon named Orias has it, and wherever the fuck the manticore lives isn’t the only gateway he’s opened. An old school friend in Eresh has a melusine he got from Aerie through a passage Orias opened.”
Gregory sucked in a sharp breath. “So that’s one more gateway we have to track down and close, in addition to finding this Orias and retrieving the Veil.”
“He’s... .” I wasn’t sure how to put this. “He’s my age. I went to school with him. He’s not a bad guy.”
“He killed an angel, Cockroach. He may not be a bad guy, but such an action has repercussions.”
“I killed an angel,” I argued.
“You were acting in self-defense, and the angel in question had violated the treaty. It fell under the heading of your Iblis duties. This Orias ambushed an angel, killed him, and stole an item. He doesn’t get a pass on this.”
I winced. He was right. It sucked to know that unless Orias got his ass over to Hel and stayed there, he would soon be dead. Although there were other things the angels needed to concentrate on that might buy the demon a little time. “There’s that manticore that killed the human and shot my wing. Don’t forget him. That’s a priority.”
Gregory shook his head. “Not anymore. He’s dead. A human already has the body at a taxidermist who has sworn he won’t say a word about his client shooting what appeared to be an escaped zoo lion.”
Humans. I loved them. “Awesome! One less thing you’ve got to do. I’ll let you know if I catch wind of Orias.” And hopefully he’d be in Hel before I caught wind of him.
“Oh, you’ll do more than that. Think we can slip away?” The angel glanced through the French doors at Terrelle.
Slip away? Like to a romantic rendezvous? My heart sped up. His duties had allegedly decreased, but mine hadn’t, and in reality, it seemed we were both overwhelmed with crap demanding our immediate attention.
“There’s something odd I’d like your opinion on.”
Okay, not romantic, but still I was interested. Pride, that elusive sin, surged at the thought of a six-billion-year-old angel wanting my opinion on anything. “Sure.” And if I was lucky, this ‘something’ might provide a romantic opportunity. I was a demon. I could find a romantic opportunity in an insect-infested swamp.
With another glance through the doors at Terrelle that had me consumed with curiosity, Gregory gathered me into his arms and transported us.
Once the vertigo faded, I realized I was woefully underdressed for our location. White. White above in the bright clouds of the sky. White across to the horizon in the hard-packed snow and ice underfoot. An icy breeze stole my breath. Wherever we were, it was below freezing—far below freezing.
“Alaska?” I remembered Rafi had been sent there, and I guessed we’d be meeting the other angel.
“No, the south pole.”
No wonder I was quickly turning into an ice cube. “Okay then. Unless you’ve got a Gortex parka and a propane heater hidden under your wings, let’s hurry up and look at this ‘something’.”
He didn’t reveal any hidden polar expedition clothing, so I followed him along the ice toward a black speck in the distance. As we approached, I saw the black speck was a furry animal about three-feet long sprawled on a patch of bloody ice.
I nudged it over with my foot. “A koala? A dead koala in Antarctica. Can’t say I’m not impressed. It is a good joke. Well, unless you’re the koala, I guess.”
Gregory bent down and pried open the frozen jaws, revealing monstrously sharp teeth. Shit. These cute furry things were more badass then I’d ever thought.
“It’s a drop bear. They’re deceptively cute to lure the humans close under their tree so they can jump down and kill them.”
“So, not a koala?” I knelt and rubbed a finger across the bloody ice, reading the genetic signature. Nope, not a koala at all. “Okay, I’ll bite. What the fuck is a drop bear?”
“There are only a handful of them left from when they first arrived nearly three million years ago. They live in Australia and feed on humans.”
I looked down at the frozen one. “This guy is a long way from Australia.”
“So were the others we found all over the globe in the last twenty-four hours. We managed to take down all but one, which is now mounted to the wall of a Norman Spencer of Milton, Georgia.”
Score another hit for humans with firearms. I’d become incredibly fond of them as a species. “So the two or three went on a breeding frenzy and discovered the joys of intercontinental travel?”
“After three-million years? Doubtful.”
I had no idea what he was talking about, where any of this was going. I think sometimes Gregory forgot the vast differences in our ages. “Babe, I’m afraid I wasn’t around three-million years ago. What’s going on? Is this related to that Traveler’s Veil thingie?”
“I’m beginning to wonder if Orias did more than just open one or two passageways. Drop bears are not an indigenous species. Neither are manticores, melusine, lamia, hydra, satyr, fairies, or pixies, or a hundred other beings of legend. Three-million years ago, this planet was a hub with gateways to dozens of other realms. We sealed those gates, closed them permanently to give the humans a proper chance to evolve.”
I stood and wiped my hand on my pants, not that frozen blood left much of a stain. “So either Orias has been amazingly busy in the last few days, traveling the world and opening gateways willy-nilly, or your old, sealed-up gates have reopened.”
“Exactly.”
“I hate to tell you, babe, but I’m thinking it’s the latter. It’s fucking fifty below zero here. I can’t see Orias taking a quick jaunt to the south pole for a prank. He’s a war demon, not an imp.”
The angel looked to the horizon and slowly shook his head. “I’d rather it be your friend Orias. If the old gateways are re-opening, that’s a problem we angels don’t have the skills to handle.”
“You’ve handled it in the past. What’s the big deal? You’ve got a few peeps looking for the Veil. Send the rest out to seal these suckers back up, and get Eloa and one or two others to take out the stragglers that crossed over.”
Gregory folded his arms across his chest and gave me one of those intense looks that usually meant he wanted something. Probably not the same something I did. “There’s a bit of a problem with that solution, Cockroach.”
What problem? “I know, I know. You all are stretched thin, blah, blah, blah. I already told you I’d help look for the Veil. And if I happen to come across any drop bears or manticores, I’ll do my best to kill them. Deal?”
“Thank you, but there’s another problem. Angels can’t find the gateways.”
It all suddenly made sense. Gregory had always insisted there were no wild gates, attributing those I’d found to be of my own creation, and he’d alluded earlier that he’d need my help with the one the manticore came through. Angels could create gates, could disable them, but if the doorways weren’t of their own making, they couldn’t see them.
“Got it. This situation is far too big for one very busy archangel and one overworked Angel of Chaos to rectify, correct?”
“Yes.” His expression was grim. “If these are the old gateways that have split open again, there could be hundreds of gates. Thousands, possibly. If it’s this Orias and the Veil, then we are probably only looking at a dozen or more gateways.”
True. Orias would eventually get bored. Although if he got bored and sold the Veil to another demon, we could be facing even more open passageways. Either way, we needed to find Orias and get the Veil back in the hands of the angels—or in my hands. I’d take good care of it.
Gregory motioned impatiently. “We need to shut down these gates. Now. And we need demons to help us find them. I believe the humans would call this an all-hands-on-deck problem.”
“You need us,” I told him, excited at the chance to have angels and demons working together. “All those angels who sneered at the thought of associating with demons, those who turned up their nose at Infernal Mates, they’re going to have to eat their words.”
“Those who care about the human world will.” He looked down at the dead drop bear and ran a hand through his chestnut curls. “Some will see this as an opportunity to redouble efforts at an overthrow of Aaru.”
That was Gabe’s problem, not mine. Honestly, I didn’t care if drop bears, or even Care Bears, ran amok here. They might be soft and squishy, but humans had risen to the top of the food chain for a reason. “Let’s table that one and think about how this furry guy got here. I’m doubting he walked from Australia.”
“He couldn’t survive more than an hour here. The gate he came through has to be nearby.”
I shivered. This was looking less and less like Orias and his Veil. I couldn’t see the demon coming down here into the freezing cold to open a gateway to Drop Bear Land. Fuck, he could do that anywhere.
But I had a favor I needed from Gregory, beyond his help locating Gareth’s gem.
“Seems like you’ve got a bit of a dilemma here, angel. Drop bear in Antarctica. I agree, there’s gotta be a gate around here somewhere. If only there were someone nearby who could locate it. Hmmm.”
He tilted his head and scowled. “I’m already helping you, Cockroach. And I’ve transported you quite a bit lately. What else do you want?”
“Nothing major. There’s an incubus I need to guarantee safe passage through the gates for and access to this world. Immunity.”
Gregory raised an eyebrow. “Your household already have those privileges.”
“He’s not in my household.”
“Then he is not allowed this side of the gates per the treaty signed over two-million years ago.”
Oh for fuck sake. I, for one, was damned tired of being slapped in the face with this treaty. “Look, probably ninety percent of the fallen angels that signed that treaty are dead. Can’t we renegotiate or something?”
Gregory didn’t look particularly moved by my plea. “We’ll put it on the agenda. In the meantime, let’s go find this gate and shut it down before you freeze to death.”
“No. Putting it on the Ruling Council agenda isn’t going to help me now. The humans in Hel are having an environmental crisis. By the time this gets on the agenda, they’ll all have starved to death.”
“What does an incubus have to do with starving humans in Hel?”
Crap. How to explain this one? “I need an elf to help the humans, but the elves all hate me. So I had to turn to a half-elf instead. Her boyfriend is an incubus, and she wants him to have immunity in return for making sure the humans in Hel can grow soy or something.”
Gregory’s eyebrows did that twisted-up thing. “A half-elf? Half with what? And I hate to break it to this poor girl, but giving an incubus immunity isn’t going to make him monogamous.”
I squirmed. “She doesn’t care if he’s monogamous or not. She’s half succubus and is probably getting it on just as much as he is.”
The angel looked heavenward. “This is sounding like the afternoon television shows. Are you sure there isn’t a secret identical twin or a faked death somewhere in this story.”
“Could be. So, do we have a deal?”
“No, we do not have a deal. He’s not in your household. He doesn’t get immunity. It’s the treaty, and there’s no way around it.”
Bullshit. “There’s always a way around even the most ironclad contract with you angels.” I snuggled up to him, rubbing against his chest. “Come on, baby. Tell me where the loopholes are.”
“No.”
“You need more than me to close these gates. I’m willing to cut a deal where I supply you with demons to help find and close the gates if you’ll grant Irix immunity.”
He sighed. “Okay, you have a deal. Help me locate and close these passageways and I will allow this Irix demon immunity.”
“As well as any other demon that is chosen to assist in gate closure,” I added. This would be a perfect opportunity to expand Infernal Mates. What an awesome dating venue. Accompany your angel to exotic places. Impress him or her with your gate location abilities. Bask in their expressions of gratitude . Hopefully, carnal expressions of gratitude.
Gregory’s eyes narrowed. He might love me, but that love didn’t blind him to my sneaky demon ways. “Those demons still need to abide by the behavior restrictions of their immunity. Those demons in your household, or those who have been specifically chosen by an angel to do this work are eligible. Irix is the only exception.”
“Those angels who choose a demon are responsible for their demon partner’s behavior.” There was no way I was going to be on the hook for all those four-nine-five reports. No stinking way.
That got a brief smile from the angel. “You know, Cockroach, this means their angel partners will be in charge of delivering justice if the demon violates the terms of their immunity.”
Shit. I quickly weighed the appeal of potentially fucking an angel over the significant chance that one would lop off a demon’s head for jaywalking. We liked to live dangerously, and I didn’t have enough fingers and toes to count the demons that would jump at this opportunity, even with the risks. “Done.”
Gregory nodded. “We’ll need demons with the ability to sense these gateways from as far away as possible. This is going to take long enough to resolve without us having to resort to a grid search pattern all over the planet.”
I nodded, thinking. “And demons with aquatic forms as well as those with the ability to manifest wings. I’m doubting these gateways are all on land if it turns out these are the old passages and not ones Orias has opened.”
“True. And if that’s the case, demons who are comfortable with underground work will also be needed.”
It all hit me. I felt like an iceberg flew out of the ocean and crushed me. Elves joining forces and plotting. Starving humans in Hel. Amber’s bargain. Nyalla’s suicidal career choice. This damned gem of Gareth’s. Nephilim and werewolves. Humans with shitty credit. And now I needed to find appropriately skilled demons to help close gateways. I wanted to run away, to blindly transport myself to some podunk town in a backwater country and hide. Fuck this. I wasn’t even a thousand years old. I should be running around without a care in the world, not shouldering the whole damned thing. Fuck this. Fuck the sword, the title, the feathery wings. Fuck it all.
Arms tightened around me, and my nose crushed against a soft polo shirt on a hard chest. “How do you do this?” I mumbled into the shirt. “Billions of years with everybody wanting a piece of you right here, right now. How do you manage?”
Because I needed to manage. I couldn’t run away. The things I’d be leaving behind included those who made my life worth living. Escape was a pleasant fantasy, but I knew it was only a fantasy. This was my life. It wasn’t the sword’s fault. I had these responsibilities because with each choice I’d made, my feet led me down this path. There was no going back now.
“There is a certain satisfaction to facing difficult challenges. Even when I fail, recovering from that failure and correcting my missteps is cause for pride.” I heard the smile in his voice. “You remember pride, little Cockroach? The most important sin of all? The pinnacle of achievement for every demon?”
I laughed and pulled back to see his face. He had such a long view on situations. Failure could always be corrected when one had billions of years to turn the tide.
“Get that angel of yours to sweet talk Dar into this job. He’s good. Then as soon as I can get back to Hel, I’ll scrounge up some more demons.”
“I’ll do that. It’s going to take me a while to get some angel volunteers for this.”
“Yeah, well, Gabe is just going to have to suck it up and deal.” I looked down at the dead drop bear. “This guy doesn’t have an insulating layer of fat below the skin like polar bears. With nowhere to shelter, I’m guessing this thing came through a gate within a mile of here.”
I reached out my awareness, searching for any sign of a wild gate. It had to be large enough for this thing to get through, yet small enough that it couldn’t find its way back. And fairly close. The drop bear looked just like a koala. They did walk on the ground but weren’t known for the ability to make long treks.
There. About three-hundred yards to the west was a rift that seemed to pulse in the air. I headed toward it, ignoring the swirling snow and bitter cold. Gregory followed, stopping beside me as I stared at the wild gate. No wonder the drop bear hadn’t returned. The gate was six feet in the air. With no tree to climb and a crappy vertical jump, he hadn’t been able to reach it.
“How do we do this?” I wasn’t sure how to communicate to Gregory where the gate was for him to close it. And I really didn’t want to touch the thing.
“You touch it.”
Damn it all to hell. Figures. I had no idea where drop bears normally lived and honestly didn’t want to find out. Cuddly beasts that launched on their prey from out of trees then shredded them with fangs sounded like a whole lot of fun as long as I could guarantee I wasn’t the prey.
“Then you activate it, as you would any other gate,” he continued.
Huh. Wild gates didn’t need activation. They were doorways without doors, so easy to walk, or fall, through. I had no idea what sort of gateways the Veil created. Maybe that was one way we could determine what was causing these passageways to appear.
“When you do that, I’ll be able to see your energy in the outline of the gate, and I can close it.”
I shrugged. Sounded easy enough. Walking over, I stretched up and rested my hand against the bottom portion of the gate, hoping to hell nothing tried to bite my fingers off. Energy snaked through my skin and crawled up around the edges of the gate. The whole thing lit up like a Christmas display.
“Well done.” Gregory walked over and put his hands on the sides of the gate. He was about a foot taller than me. The bottom outlines were about the height of his shoulders.
“Can you see in?” I was dying to know what the other side looked like. Well, dying as long as someone else was sticking their nose in there.
“Hush. I need to concentrate.”
That gave me pause. When a six-billion-year-old angel needs to concentrate to do something, it’s not the sort of thing your run-of-the-mill angel can do. These special projects were going to be limited not only by the skills of the demons I could scrounge up, but by the ability and level of the angels in Aaru. If this was more than just Orias running around with his stolen item, then six to ten pairs would probably be responsible for hundreds of gates. Hopefully both partners could manage to not kill each other before their tasks were complete.
Gregory’s red-purple energy shot around the perimeter of the gate, tugging the edges inward as if he were stitching closed a wound. The moment his energy touched, a wind sprang up, blowing my hair against the gate opening.
“Don’t close my hair in it,” I squealed, taking one hand off to pull the strands from where they were crossing into drop-bear land.
“Both hands on the gate,” Gregory shouted with barely masked panic.
I slammed my hand back. The wind picked up speed. I felt the air pressure change around us. Snow swirled in a vortex, sucked in through the gate, along with the ends of my hair.
“Hurry it up.” I was pushing on the gate now, bracing my weight against the edges to keep from being sucked in. Losing the bottom three inches of my hair was preferable to losing my head.
Red-purple energy collided with blue-orange. There was a flash of white right before I tumbled forward and face-planted onto the ice. When it became clear my beloved angel wasn’t going to help me up, I got to my feet and brushed the snow off numb cheeks. Gregory was staring with narrowed eyes at the spot where the gate had been, pushing at it with his hands.
“You’d make a great mime. Can you do the guy in the box one?”
He ignored the joke. “Seems sealed. Can you see any holes? Even one the size of a pinpoint can rupture in an instant.”
I didn’t see anything but extended my awareness out, just to make sure. All I felt was the burn of Gregory’s energy circling around him like a ring of fire. “Gone. Excellent work, doctor. The patient will live.”
“We make a good pair, Cockroach.” His praise warmed me. “I’ll speak to Asta and enlist her aid and then speak to Gabriel about which angels would be best suited to help close any others—”
A flash appeared to our right, and I saw Eloa, paler than usual and not even bothering to change to a female form. “Tsith. We have found the elf, and unfortunately he is dead. Another angel is standing guard. I thought you would want to know immediately.”
 
 



Chapter 14
 
Dead? My heart sank. It was a long shot that he’d still have the gem. Even if a human conveyance had mowed him down, the demon accompanying him would have gone through his pockets before fleeing the scene.
Gregory grabbed my arm. “Take us there,” he commanded.
Eloa raised his hands. The world tilted around me, and I staggered, trying to stay on my feet as we appeared in a forest of evergreens. An angel wrung his hands as he stood over a dead body. Besides Gregory and his siblings, I’d always thought angels looked pretty much the same—androgynous features, hair in shades of blond, skin like white marble. This angel had a hint of tan to his skin. Under a top layer of white-blond, his hair was black. With his head bent forward, the colors fell into alternating strands, like zebra stripes, across his head.
“Oh, eldest one,” zebra angel choked out. “An elf. The first elf I’ve seen in nearly three-million years, and someone has murdered him.”
“Could have been public transportation.” I went to examine the body. “I swear elves are worse than groundhogs when it comes to avoiding moving vehicles. Someone has got to teach them the importance of looking both ways before crossing the street.”
The dead elf was off the country road by quite a bit, but I wasn’t ruling out death by head-on collision. I’d seen humans thrown farther than this when hit by vehicles. He was at the bottom of an embankment, sprawled across damp grass. Arms and legs were twisted at unnatural angles. His head and torso had clearly experienced some impact. Height was right. Coloring was right. I picked up his hand to look for the telltale scar and frowned to see fingers that looked like they’d been put through a chipper shredder.
It had to be Swiftethian. It’s not like there were elves running all over the place. Hoping for the best, I yanked the body over and searched the elf’s pockets.
A handful of coin, an elf-button, and a carved figurine that sent a jolt of electricity through my fingers when I touched it. The second pocket didn’t hold the gem, but what I found had me completely perplexed. Several hundred dollars in neatly folded bills, a credit card, and a driver’s license. An elf stared at me from the license photo, a stiff smile on his face. His eyes in the picture were wary, as if he suspected the person behind the camera at the DMV was a malicious sorcerer.
What the hell did an elf need with a license? Did he drive? There hadn’t been elves in this realm for millions of years. This couldn’t have been Swifty’s first time here if he had identification and credit in the name of Daniel Jones. Had the demon accompanying him provided Swifty with ID? This blew the whole sell-the-gem-and-get-back-to-Hel theory. If the elf went to the bother of acquiring a license and a Visa, then he intended to stay here, or at least return on a regular basis.
I transferred the contents of the elf’s pockets to my own, wishing once again that I could call Wyatt and ask him to help. He’d know if the license was fake or not. Taking the card out again, I held it up to the sunlight and squinted. Didn’t look like it had been altered and re-laminated. The whole thing was flat and smooth, the holographic writing and images intact. I chuckled to think the elf and demon had made a pit stop at the New Jersey DMV after a cross-country flight.
“Where are we?” I interrupted Gregory as he spoke with the other angels.
He looked around. “Intercourse, Pennsylvania.”
I snorted—he said “intercourse”. What a great name for a town. I needed to move to Intercourse, Pennsylvania. I wondered if there was a Climax, Pennsylvania?
Gregory’s lips twitched. “Yes, there’s a Climax, Pennsylvania. It takes about four hours to get there by car from Intercourse.”
I didn’t know what was more funny, the fact that Climax was four hours from Intercourse or that the two angels standing beside Gregory had expressions of horror on their faces. An archangel, the archangel, had just made a sex joke. Damn, I loved him.
“I can get there faster,” I choked out between laughter that nearly brought me to my knees. “Because four hours from intercourse to climax is cause for immediate medical attention.”
He waved a hand. “For paltry humans, maybe. Four hours for an angel is a quickie.”
Those other two angels looked as if they were ready to sink through the ground.
“Oh, please, can we have a quickie? I’ve got four hours to spare, and we are in Intercourse. It’s fate.”
“Ancient Revered One,” zebra angel interrupted. “What shall we do? An elf has been murdered.”
Gregory’s smile vanished along with our light-hearted banter. “Blunt force trauma. Internal injuries. I can’t tell if this was due to impact with an automobile, but whatever killed him was large.”
“No demon energy,” the other angel added.
There wasn’t, but that didn’t mean a demon wasn’t behind this death. We’d learned to keep to the physical while visiting the humans. I’d gone years without using my energy so as to avoid detection by angels. I sometimes forgot that my displays of demon-ness weren’t something other demons would feel comfortable doing. Few enjoyed my immunity, and even with immunity, none of us could kill without repercussions. I might be able to squeak by with a four-nine-five report, but I enjoyed special privileges as the Iblis.
But if Swiftethian’s demon companion had killed him, why leave the money behind? Most demons would have stripped a corpse practically naked.
Zebra angel sighed. I swear I saw a glistening of tears in his eyes. “Perhaps he wandered in front of a fast-moving truck and—”
There was a thud, and the angel flew backwards. It wasn’t a fast moving truck that plowed into him but a log. A huge timber-company tree-sized log, the end of which impacted the angel’s midsection, sending him across the roadway and into the median where he bounced and rolled as traffic swerved.
No demon energy. No angel energy. I’d seen humans toss a caber, but never with that level of strength. Whatever just tried to drive a tree through zebra angel was big. And strong. And might have been what bashed the elf to death.
Eloa stared openmouthed at the happenings. Even Gregory seemed perplexed, and he was semi-omnipotent.
I shrugged. “Frost giant? Sasquatch? Ogre? Cyclops? Really big-ass human on a shit-ton of steroids?”
“Troll.” Gregory stared into the forest, but it wasn’t what he could see that made his guess spot-on, it was what we all could suddenly smell. Trolls stank, and when their adrenaline got going, they smelled even worse. It was as if someone had eaten a dozen spicy bean burritos then taken an entire box of laxatives. Trolls lived everywhere—in Hel as well as in five other realms that I was aware of. There were even a few stragglers here with the humans, but none in Intercourse, Pennsylvania—at least none as of this morning. I held my breath, not just because of the stench but because this was another case of drop bear. Or drop troll. Whatever. That was four gateways by my counting. I had a bad feeling about this whole thing.
There was a deafening crash. I watched as trees swayed and toppled. An agonizing roar practically blistered my skin. Eloa readied a ball of white energy, but Gregory put out a hand to stop him. The troll blundered into the clearing, all ten feet of height and five-hundred pounds of him. He was a young one, tufts of hair still sprouting from cheeks and chin. I saw the reason for Gregory’s stay. The troll was terrified, his rheumy eyes wide as his gaze darted from angel, to angel, to me.
Correction, her gaze. I’d missed the series of moles along her cheeks that differentiated male trolls from female. Yes, she was naked. No, they don’t exhibit external genitals unless they are aroused. Don’t ask how I knew this. It isn’t a pretty story.
“Where is the gate?” Gregory thundered, throwing an arm across my midsection as if to protect me from the troll. I appreciated the archangel machismo, but I was a demon, and trolls had been part of my life for as long as I could remember.
“I don’t fucking know.” I couldn’t sense a gate anywhere. Not that this surprised me. Trolls could travel fast and far, and my sensory abilities when it came to gateways were moderate at best. Any distance beyond a mile or so was beyond me.
“Troll,” he called, like some medieval herald announcing a tournament contestant. “Go back to your home and cease attacking others with large trees.”
Angels. I loved this guy, but I swear that sometimes he had no clue. The troll bellowed, shaking the ground beneath our feet. Then she ran toward us, ripping a section of Jersey wall from the roadside and pitching it with a throw that would have done a major league baseball pitcher proud. The cement plowed into Eloa, clocking over ninety.
I pushed Gregory’s arm aside and launched myself at the troll, tackling her at the weakest point, her knees. The troll lurched to the side, catching her balance on an oak and shaking the right leg that I clung to. I felt the burn of Gregory’s power and shouted for him to hold as I clung to the troll’s knobby knee and rode out her panic.
“I. Know. You. Are. Scared.” My teeth slammed together with each word as the troll tried to shake me off. “We want to get you home.”
“Bwahawana.” It was a moan that struck me straight to the heart. I was a fucking demon, yet this monster’s fear made me feel fiercely protective of her. Home. This poor stinky thing only wanted to go home, and in her panic, she hardly knew her own strength.
“Where is your home? I will return you there.” Gregory’s voice resonated through me, gave me resolve. It didn’t have the same effect on the troll.
“Angelesoran! Aaaaah, projelianjak me.”
I manifested claws sharp and long enough to dig into this troll’s knee. “I am here. Are you from Hel? I promise to safeguard your return.”
She screamed and flung me from her leg. I took a chunk of flesh with me and watched as she rolled down into the murky ditch and bounded over the broken Jersey wall into the roadway. It all happened in slow motion. The troll staggering across four lanes, an eighteen-wheeler locking his breaks as he tried to stop.
I caught my breath. Troll splattered all over the roadway was bad enough. Troll puree plus twisted tractor-trailer and a multi-car pile-up would be horrific. Or epic. I wasn’t sure which.
Beside me I heard something that sounded suspiciously like a curse. There was a flash of light. and everything on the highway froze. Cars and trucks were mid slide, bits of tire and gravel suspended in the air. My heartbeat slowed, each thump drawn out. One by one, the vehicles shimmered, looking almost pixelated as they realigned. With another flash of light, everything sprang into motion. Tires squealed as cars barely avoided collision. The semi missed flattening the troll by inches, obstructing her from view. In the second it took the truck to roar by, she was gone, shaking trees on the opposite side of the roadway the only indication of her passing.
Adrenaline dropped, leaving me with shaky legs. It wasn’t the troll’s near-death experience that had me nearly trembling out of my boots, it was what Gregory had done.
“You stopped time.” I sounded like I was accusing him of some misdeed, but, in reality, I was awestruck. I knew he was powerful, but damn skippy.
“Limited radius and affect.” He gave me a weary smile, and I realized how much that particular trick had taken out of him. “Time freezes in one area, then there is a slowing of time extending outward from there, gradually diminishing. It’s important to phase it out or normal time collides against the section you’ve held.”
Collides. I envisioned oncoming traffic smashing against the cars and trucks locked in still frame. Not only would the ensuing accidents defeat the purpose, but the impact would ripple back to the angel. A momentary loss of concentration brought with it the risk that every atom held in time would jump ahead in time, or even fracture. Bad stuff. Really bad stuff. Like massive-nuclear-explosion bad stuff.
“I can show you how to do this. We’ll start on a molecular level. With a few million years of practice, you should be able to stop time within a ten-foot circle.”
I loved his lectures. I had so much to learn from this angel. The prospect of millions of years of regular practice made me want to run for the hills, but I’d love to understand the mechanics behind the concept.
But I had other things to do. A whole lot of other things to do. I turned to look the dead elf. “Maybe we can work on it after I find this missing gem.”
And closing the gates. And the million other things on my to-do list. A bedraggled angel approached, wearing a sheepish expression as he smoothed his striped hair back into order. Behind him approached Eloa, dust from the concrete Jersey wall making his pale face even more ghostly.
“One troll takes down two angels.” I shook my head and made a tsk noise. “So much for superior vibration patterns.”
Zebra angel scowled. “We weren’t expecting to see a troll in Intercourse.”
Neither was I. And in all fairness, female trolls are larger and quicker to attack than their male counterparts.
“I seem to remember a certain imp who couldn’t manage to hold onto the troll’s leg.”
I snorted. “I’d like to see you try. Should we track her down? Go find the gateway and close it? What’s next, oh mighty angel?”
“I can find and deal with the troll, Ancient Revered One, while you deal with more important matters.” Eloa smiled angelically.
Ass kisser. And Gregory soaked it all up. “Thank you, Eloa. Just locate the troll, and I’ll ensure she’s returned to Hel without harm.”
“She’s probably holed up under a bridge,” I told Eloa. “They blend in really well, so you’ll need to look carefully.”
“Or just follow his nose,” zebra angel commented.
Guess that left us with closing the gateway, then me trying to track down the demon Pouchain and hopefully retrieving Gareth’s gem once and for all.
“Sir, shall we give the remains proper mourning in Aaru?” Eloa motioned to the dead elf.
Gregory shook his head. “No. He should be returned to his family in Hel so they can perform the appropriate burial. Cockroach, can you coordinate this? We’re locating and closing a gate to Hel. You can go through with the remains, and I’ll close it after you.”
I opened my mouth to refuse. Swifty was an exile, and I doubted anyone would be mourning him. But showing up at Gareth’s shop with a dead body and no gem might inspire the sorcerer to reveal additional information about the magical item and the reasons why an elf would steal it and cross the gates.
My hopes of completing this task were rapidly dimming, but there was still a faint chance I could catch up with the demon and retrieve the gem before he sold it—as long as I knew who a potential buyer would be. It was pretty close to impossible to intercept the gem mid transaction if I didn’t know who would be interested in such a thing.
“Yep. No problem.” I hoisted the dead elf on my shoulder and set out in the direction the troll had come from. Hopefully she hadn’t traveled far, because I really wanted to be in Hel before nightfall.
 
 



Chapter 15
 
That’s not Swiftherian.”
Gareth seemed uncomfortable with the dead elf on his shop counter. I’m not sure why. It’s not like the corpse smelled bad or anything. Dead elves always kind of smelled like potting soil and warm mulch.
The sorcerer’s words finally sank into my brain. I blame it on the lack of sleep. And food. And coffee. “It’s not? Damn, how many elves are running around over there? I was pretty sure your boy was the only one.”
“It’s not him.”
I was beginning to think it wasn’t the corpse that was the source of Gareth’s unease. The sorcerer began to pace, rubbing his hands together in an agitated circular motion.
“I’ll go back and keep looking, but it would really help if you were straight with me and gave me all the info.” I waited until Gareth paused, and then I continued. “An elf works with you on creating a spell enhancer that isn’t of any use to elves. His association with you gets him banished, which I take it he knew the risks of beforehand. Then he hides out in Eresh with demons, selling pretty much everything he owns but this spell enhancer, pays a demon to guide him around the other side of the gates. Why? He can’t use a spell enhancer, and the demons and human magic users he’s most likely to sell it to are here. Why risk getting killed by a bus, surrounded by humans and technology he doesn’t understand, with a magical item in his possession that is useless to him?”
Gareth picked up a birch stave and ran a thumb along its length. “I don’t know.”
Liar. “What happens if he finds a buyer for this thing or uses it himself? Or why do you want it back so badly that you’ll clear my considerable debt to retrieve it?”
The sorcerer sighed. “It started out as a spell enhancer, but as I worked on it, I realized there was the possibility it could enhance more than just spells. That’s when I approached Swiftethian.”
I didn’t like the direction this was heading one bit. “Go on.”
“Ancient texts say it’s possible. In theory. Many have tried before to create one, but it’s always been an unsuccessful endeavor. Heck, for all I know, this one doesn’t work either, but I don’t want to take that chance.”
“What does it do? What does it enhance beyond spells?”
“The caster.” Gareth let that sink in before he continued. “I thought this particular spell might be used on the caster with some modification, but I needed a skilled elf to help. Swiftethian is well known in magical circles. He’s trained many mages and has centuries of arcane knowledge. We never tested it, though. I’m not sure it works.”
There was so much truth mixed in with the lies that I didn’t know what to believe, so I clamped my teeth together and remained silent, waiting for the agitated sorcerer to continue.
“It’s a collaboration. Elves have a different kind of magic, which is why they have enslaved us and trained us in the magical arts for so many centuries. We can do things they can’t—dark things beyond their abilities. I thought adding Swifthethian’s magic would give the spell something extra, but our initial efforts were failures. I doubt this one works either.”
I frowned. So this elf gets banished and steals a gem, hoping to pawn it off as something more powerful than it is? For what? None of this made sense. How would stealing a gem, even if it enhanced a spell caster’s ability, benefit the elf? And why was Gareth so desperate to get it back if he doubted it worked at all.
“Nobody knew but the pair of us.” The sorcerer answered my unspoken question. “And it only works on the caster, which means a human magic user. That’s why I can’t figure out why he would steal it, let alone carry it across the gates.”
“So an elf can’t use it, a demon can’t use it, an untrained human can’t use it?”
Gareth squirmed. “The original purpose was to enhance a certain class of spells; modified, it should enhance any type of spell a magic user casts.”
“So it doesn’t enhance the caster, but a broader range of spells?”
“No, it does enhance the caster. It makes them a more powerful mage.”
Seemed like the same thing to me. My head was pounding with the mix of truth and lies, and the cloying smell of mulch coming from the dead elf was beginning to turn my stomach. “Please tell me this gem is a one-use only item.”
Gareth rubbed a hand over his baldpate. “We’re low on the food chain here. Demons are the heavy hitters and a huge threat to any human without alliances. Heck, they’re a threat even with alliances. There’s never any guarantees a capricious protector won’t rip your limbs off. We pay dearly for protection, but it’s not truly protection. Then there are the elves who take every opportunity to make our lives miserable enough that voluntary enslavement seems a good option. This gem was supposed to level the playing field, to give us humans a chance at equality and independence. None of us wants to spend the rest of our lives enslaved to elves or waiting for a demon to decide we’re a fun play-toy.”
So I was taking that as a ‘no’. And I needed to assume the gem had unlimited charges, allowing a mage who could barely cast a circle to fly through the air and shit like that.
And I totally understood why Gareth wanted it back, wanted the humans in Hel to have some sort of ability to control their destiny while surrounded by alpha predators on one side, and manipulative, self-centered elves on the other, but that didn’t make this a priority. I wanted to resolve my debt to the sorcerer, but this was sliding down my list by a mile.
“Gareth.” I waited for him to look up and meet my eyes. “I’m going to continue to look for this elf instead of refusing the task because I see how important the gem is to you, but it may take me a few weeks.” Or months. Or years.
He nodded. “I understand.”
I looked down at the body on the counter. “Then who is this, and what is another elf doing running around on the other side of the gates?”
“No idea.” Gareth gestured toward the body. “I can’t imagine he would have been a buyer. Maybe his presence there was a coincidence?”
“Two elves within two days after millions of years? Some coincidence.” Although it would be the ultimate irony if Swifty’s buyer had been beaten to death by a troll before he could close on his purchase. An unlikely coincidence seemed more plausible than an elf buying a magical item he couldn’t use.
But I didn’t have time to ponder the elves and their weird habits. I needed to get back and help Gregory find the Veil Orias stole and shut down any open gateways. Gareth’s problem would just have to wait.
 
 



Chapter 16
 
I wiggled my toes, admiring the whitish-lavender tint Terrelle had assured me was all the rage this summer. I was in a holding pattern, waiting for some news on Orias and the Veil, or anything to do with Gareth’s stolen gem. As soon as I’d returned from Hel, Gregory and I had shut down the manticore gate, located and shut down the melusine gate, then picked up take-out barbeque on the way back to my house.
And now I was at the spa with my buddies, relaxing for the first time in months. Candy was in the chair next to me, passing around photos of her granddaughter—both in human and in wolf form. I must admit the fuzzy grey-and-white pup with a bold black mask was slightly more attractive than the baby’s red-faced, squalling infant form.
“She’s adorable,” Nyalla gushed as Terrelle looked on in obvious discomfort. “What’s her name?”
“Azreala.” Candy gave me a quick smile. “Seemed fitting to name my daughter’s firstborn after the Iblis, and both parents agreed.”
It was the most beautiful baby I’d ever seen. My heart felt ready to explode out of my chest, and I snatched the little booklet of photos to look at them again. Iblis-Smiblish. I knew what Candy meant, and it wasn’t my title that had inspired the baby’s name; it was our friendship. I’d never had anyone who cared enough about me to have their first grandchild given my name. I stared down at the pictures, trying to divine the infant’s future through the glossy photos of a newborn. Her eyes barely focused, foggy blue both in human’s and wolf-pup’s face. Still, I felt lines unravel like yarn from a ball, stretching out before me in a complex web of interaction.
“Strong, like her grandmother,” I announced. “Smart and determined. She’ll be an alpha, but will most likely need to hold her position by force. She’ll have a difficult choice in love—a werewolf that will solidify her position in her pack, or someone outside her species that will make her path more difficult.”
I handed the book back to Candy and saw her rueful smile. “She’ll pick the hard road. Especially if she’s anything like me.”
“How are things with Jay?” Nyalla asked. I felt like a total shit of a friend for not being the one to inquire. I knew Candy had been keeping her werewolf identity from her boyfriend for over a year, but the deception was wearing on her conscience, and the strain was causing problems between them.
Candy sighed, slipping the photo album in her purse. “I told him. I showed him. And ... we’re taking a bit of a break while he processes the whole thing.”
I yanked my feet free from the pedicurist and reached over to give my friend a one-armed hug. “He’ll come around.”
“He will or he won’t.” Her eyes were haunted as they met mine. “He was hinting at marriage, and I really wanted to get this all on the table before.”
“Would you have said ‘yes’?” I asked.
Candy’s jaw clamped firm. “I would. But not to a man who doesn’t love the entirety of me.”
I knew exactly what she meant. Nearly a thousand years it had taken to find someone who truly loved the weird combination that was me. Dar, as my brother, had come close, but even he struggled to understand the strange human-like emotions and urges I had. Even Wyatt, saint that he’d been, hadn’t fully reconciled himself to my demon half.
Gregory loved me. He loved a little cockroach of an imp with a whole lot of potential, but not a lot of skill. He’d loved a foul-mouthed, sensation-loving demon who held enough raw energy to blow up an entire state, who devoured, who did foolish reckless things and didn’t always put two-and-two together. He loved the only Angel of Chaos in two-and-a-half-million years, the imp who’d seized a part of his angel-essence, who’d defied him and mocked him at every turn. He loved me.
And, damn it all, I loved him too. My own asshole-angel. I only hoped Candy got that chance. She’d loved once, but deserved to have someone who could partner with the person, the wolf, she was today. She needed another alpha to match her, and Jay might be human, but from what I’d seen, he was defiantly an alpha and her equal.
“If you need me to smack some sense into the man, let me know,” I told her, letting the esthetician once again take control of my feet.
“I don’t think this is a situation that calls for duct tape.” Candy lifted one eyebrow at me then turned a critical eye on her newly minted manicure.
“Every situation calls for duct tape,” Nyalla announced. That girl was beginning to scare me. She’d been so innocent and afraid when she’d arrived from Hel, but each month peeled back another layer to reveal a confident, oddly psychotic individual. Still innocent, but with a cheerful pragmatism when it came to the need for violence in certain situations. I liked to blame the ghoul incident, but I had a bad feeling my influence had weighed heavily on the woman she’d become.
Terrelle ignored the duct-tape and baby conversations, soaking in every bit of the spa experience. She’d been particularly fascinated by nail wraps and waxing. I swear there probably wasn’t a scrap of hair left on her body after that tiny dark-haired woman in the back had finished with her. I suspected the demon had a dinner date later with her.
“Harper is bringing baby Dallas by later,” Nyalla told me, her smile radiant.
Shit. I totally needed to find something to do for the rest of the evening. A baby in my house wasn’t my idea of a good time, even a Nephilim baby.
“Good to know.”
I relaxed back into the chair and scrolled through my texts and e-mails, trying to keep my mind off a baby potentially puking up breast milk on my oriental rug. Delete. Delete. Not delete. There was an e-mail from Wyatt, and I sucked in a breath, my hand shaking slightly as I hit the button to open it. I hadn’t heard from him in weeks.

Sam—there are unicorns in Lancaster, and a buddy sent me the attached picture.
 Unicorns. I ground my teeth together, barely hearing the woman who was exfoliating my feet scold me in a blend of Korean and English. Taking a deep breath, I clicked to download the photo and crossed my fingers.
“Damn.” I stared at the photo. Candy leaned over my shoulder to eye my phone. “Brownie,” I told her.
“Oh, I love those,” Nyalla chimed in. “Are they the ones with walnuts? Brownies with walnuts are the best.”
Not those kind of brownies. Wyatt’s picture showed a winged creature in mid-flight, wings a blur of speed, abnormally sharp teeth in a fierce snarl. The brownie’s limbs were like twigs, brown and thin with knobbly joints. His hair was walnut colored, caught in motion in an upright spike of brown. There was either a gateway to Aerie besides the one that Gregory and I had closed, or this nasty little guy had slipped through when Zalanes brought over the Melusine.
Fae generally stayed put, but brownies liked to roam, and they weren’t the most sociable of creatures when it came to other races. I wondered how many fingers and other body parts the amateur photographer had lost to grab this amazing mid-action shot.
I sent a quick text to Wyatt, feeling guilty. I shouldn’t. He e-mailed me, clearly wanting my input. It wasn’t like I was pestering him, using him for his skills and knowledge while running off with Gregory and leaving my ex—damn, it still killed me to even think that preface—ex-boyfriend behind. He’d reached out to me. This was the mature, polite, adult thing to do.
Candy caught her breath. She was the only other one who could see the picture on my screen. Nyalla and Terrelle were debating blondies or brownies and whether chocolate chips or nuts were a better addition to the baked good.
My phone chimed a text response, and I angled the phone so Candy could read it. She was one of the few of my friends I trusted with all the bad shit. Candy had amazing strength and leadership ability. The werewolves and Nephilim were mine to protect, and I was stretched too thin not to accept highly qualified help when it was offered.
“Richmond.” Candy’s eyes met mine. “Can we help?”
I appreciated the offer, but I didn’t want to put my furry friends to chasing tiny, flying, brutally vicious brownies around Richmond Virginia. Because, yes, there were more than one, and they’d appeared out of nowhere, which put the theory that they’d come through with the melusine to rest. No, this was another gateway. Either Orias was still having some fun, or we were facing a global disaster.
“Not now, but I’ll let you know.” I tried to convey nonverbally how much I appreciated Candy’s offer while forwarding the pictures and details to Gregory. Nils was out looking for Swifthethian and the gem. I’d brought over two additional Lows from my household to scour Pennsylvania and the Amtrak stops for signs of the elf or the demon accompanying him. As soon as my polish dried, I was off to tear Dar away from his angelic lover to help with any other gateways that needed closing. I’d put out a call to Leethu, which had gone unanswered. Grimacing, I eyed down the pedicure line at my friends, wondering who could assist in closing gateways and/or rounding up brownies and unicorns. Terrelle was up next, and I could put Nyalla on Internet research duty. As much as I didn’t want to risk them among angels who still might not respect my authority, Candy and her werewolves could track down unicorns. They’d probably never scented one before, so a unicorn should stand out like a beacon if one crossed within nose range of a werewolf.
I clenched my jaw, took a deep breath and texted Wyatt—he’d sent me the pic of the brownie, gave me a heads-up on the unicorns. Although I wouldn’t directly ask for his help, I wanted to let him know about the issue regarding the gateways.
I counted to ten and heard the chime of the incoming text as it shot across my screen. It was the Wyatt equivalent of a ‘what-the-fuck?’. Then my phone rang.
“I’ve got it,” I told him in lieu of a greeting. “If you could keep your ears open for brownies, unicorns, trolls, or drop bears, I’d appreciate it.”
“Sam, you could have given me a head’s-up on all this.” Yep, Wyatt was pissed. “They still haven’t caught that little flying terror in Richmond, and the unicorn—wait, what’s a drop bear?”
“Think murderous koala. And I didn’t have a spare second to tell you. I’ve been balls-to-the-wall since I found out.” Well, except for now. I couldn’t exactly tell Wyatt I’d found time for a mani-pedi with the girls but not time to clue him in about a dead elf, and a troll still hanging out somewhere in Pennsylvania.
“So, what, you don’t need me now? Just a casual text and a request to keep my ears open? That’s it?”
I couldn’t seem to do anything right when it came to Wyatt. I’d distanced myself, tried not to embroil him in all this supernatural shit in an effort to give him space to create a life without me. I wanted to beg him to hold this conversation until later, when we could be alone and not eagerly overheard by my friends and the entire staff of Heavenly Hands Spa. Instinct warned me that if I put him off, things would only get worse between us.
“I do need you.” I glanced over and saw Candy wrinkle her nose in sympathy. “But you’ve been busy these last few months, and I didn’t want you to think I was using you by calling for help all the time.”
“There are unicorns practically in my backyard, Sam!” I winced and held the phone a few inches from my ear. “I think I have a right to know about these kind of things after all we’ve been through together.”
This was starting to piss me off. If he wanted distance between us, fine. He could hardly expect me to do all the heavy lifting in our ‘friendship’ if all I was getting was radio silence on his part.
“A right to know? Like the way I found out about the genie in Chicago? I haven’t heard from you in three weeks, Wyatt, and the first text I get is about unicorns and brownies. The first call I get is you bitching to me because you’re out of the loop. You can’t have it both ways, buddy. You’re either in this mess, or you’re not. Girlfriend or just friends—that’s your call, but if you want to be part of the magical-gem-unicorn-hunting party, then you need to give me a clue. Decide, Wyatt. Get in the pool, or get the fuck out.”
I heard the click of him hanging up and barely restrained myself from throwing the phone across the room. “Fuck him,” I muttered.
The woman painting my toenails said something in Korean indicating agreement with my expletive. There was a moment of silence as I studiously ignored all the sympathetic eyes turned my way.
“Who’s Wyatt?” Terella asked, cheerfully oblivious to the mood in the room.
“A man,” Candy answered, patting my arm. “And I think we could all use a few more glasses of wine right now.”
I was halfway through my third glass of pinot noir when Gregory appeared out of nowhere, frightening the spa staff and causing Terrelle to reflexively kick her esthetician in the face. I was about to suggest a manicure, but one glance at the expression on his face drove that idea right out of my mind.
“You,” he announced, pointing at me. “And you.” The index finger on his other hand stabbed toward Terrelle.
“Me?” she squeaked.
We appeared in a field. When my vision cleared, I saw two angels hopping about and waving their arms as they shooed a giant bird away from something. I assumed that something was dead since the bird looked like a giant vulture with a woman’s head, complete with long, stringy, blond hair. I would have thought her a demon except for the absence of any kind of demon energy.
“A harpy.” Terrelle gasped.
That’s what a harpy looks like? “Damn.” I nudged Gregory with my elbow. “I don’t think this is Orias’s fault anymore. He can’t be three places at once.”
“Cockroach, you have no idea. As we speak, your brother and Asta are attempting to take care of a pod of sea nymphs on the shores of Lake Superior. Twenty campers and fishermen have followed them into the lakes and drowned.”
Shit. “Did they bring a siren with them? They sometimes work together. Oh, and did you get my text? There’s another gateway to Aerie around Richmond, Virginia. At least one brownie sighting there.”
“And unicorns, and harpies.” Gregory gestured.
And trolls, and drop bears—oh my. “She get a human?” I nodded toward the corpse on the ground.
“No. A demon.”

Damn, indeed . Now I knew why Gregory had brought me. Part of my enhanced job duties included a stack of reports for each demon death that I needed to sign-off on. ‘A professional courtesy to give me the details regarding the demise of any of my people’, Gabriel had informed me.
“Let’s go check it out.” I was curious what level of demon could have been killed by a harpy. That thing had to be pretty badass if it had taken out anything higher than a Low. I was also curious why Gregory had insisted Terrelle come along, but I figured we’d get to that eventually.
Checking out the dead demon was easier in theory than in practice. Evidently harpies are very possessive about their kill. I tried to sneak in to see the smear of blood and flesh that had once held a demon, but even with two angels trying to keep it back, the bird-woman prevailed. With the agility of a professional running back, she darted around them and raced toward me, teeth bared and shrieking a noise that set my hair on end. Her wings doubled as hands, and the claws on the end nearly got me twice before I managed to duck away. Terrelle danced around the outside edges, trying to look as if she were helping when it was obvious she was keeping safely out of the way. Gregory didn’t even pretend to help. He stood back with arms crossed, a little smile betraying just how amusing he found the whole situation.
I’d just taken an ostrich-sized foot to the stomach when I conceded defeat and turned to Gregory. “Can I kill her?”
“No.” He wiped the little smirk off his face and regarded me with placid calm. “We need to return her to her home through the gateway as soon as you identify the demon for the report. Then we’ll seal the rift.”
I glared at the shrieking, nasty monster chasing the angels around. How the fuck we were going to get her through a gate was beyond me. I’d rather wrestle a dozen durfts. Still, getting rid of this harpy was the only way I was going to get within five feet of the dead demon.
“Let’s deal with her first,” I told my angel. Terrelle had given up all attempts at looking useful and had come to stand beside us. “You grab the harpy. I’ll find the gate, and then you can toss her to the other side. I don’t think it’s going to be easy to get her away from her dinner, so you’re probably going to need to exert force, or whatever angel mojo you’ve got going on.”
“I’d hurt her.” The pained look on Gregory’s face wasn’t fooling me. He was up to something. “We need to lead her to the gate with the dead demon. If we toss the body in, she’ll follow.”
I opened my mouth to complain about how a dead elf deserved to be returned to his kin for proper mourning and burial, but a dead demon was bait. Then I realized no one would mourn a dead demon, and this human body wasn’t his true form anyway, it was just a created vessel to house his spirit-self. Not the same thing at all.
And none of that helped the fact that I needed to get close enough to the corpse to identify it without being clawed to death.
“I’ve got an idea.” Terrelle handed me something that looked like a collapsible pointer for presentations—the old fashioned kind, before laser pointers ruled the world. “It’s a selfie stick.”
Great. I could take a wide-angle shot of myself being mauled by a harpy then post it on all my favorite social media sites.
“Here.” She expanded it. I was amazed to see it extended nearly five feet. “It’s the super-selfie version. You can snap a pic of the dead guy without getting close enough to freak out the harpy. Between the pair of us, we might be able to identify him visually.”
I pursed my lips, considering the idea. Demons were notorious for having hundreds of physical forms. It was a long shot, pun intended, but one I’d prefer before death-by-harpy.
Strapping my phone to the end of the stick, I turned it to camera mode then realized the fatal flaw. “How the fuck am I supposed to push the button to take the picture? I don’t have five-foot long arms.”
Well, I could probably make my arms five feet long, but then I wouldn’t need the selfie-stick. And I’d probably trip over them trying to run away from the harpy.
Terrelle took the phone from me. “Set it to auto. I’ve set it to go off every second until you stop it. It’s going to eat up your memory like a motherfucker, so you better hurry.”
She’d learned all this in one day. I was more than impressed. I clicked the photo button, extended the stick, and watched the angels herd the harpy until she was as far away as I figured she’d ever be from the body. Then I ran.
Click, click, click. I kept a wary eye on the harpy as I circled the body, trying to get the best shot I could. Wondering where the dude’s head was among all the gore, I tore my gaze from bird-woman and looked down.
“Damn it all to fucking hell; he’s face-down!” I heard the squawk of the harpy, the shouts of the angels. Stabbing at the body with my selfie-stick, I tried to turn him over. The cheap thing bent in half, and I got congealed blood all over my phone.
“Fuck!” I tossed the thing aside and threw myself onto the body. The harpy exploded into shrill, angry screams. My hands squished into cold flesh that had been pecked and torn to the consistency of shredded potatoes. Just as I managed to grab enough firm bone and muscle to flip the damned thing over, teeth pierced my shoulder, and claws ripped along my back. Curses poured from me, partially due to the monster tearing into my body, and partially because the front half of this demon bore a strong resemblance to the back. No face. Nothing but shreds of flesh, bone, sinew and hair all churned together into a gory mess.
“Get your ass over here and help before I kill her,” I shouted. I swung one arm wildly behind me, smacking it into the angry bird-woman while I tried to read the demon’s energy with my other hand. I’d been yelling at Gregory, but Terrelle must have thought I was shouting at her, because she appeared in the corner of my vision, standing as far back as possible as she beat at the harpy with a branch.
Blood streamed down my sides. My shoulder burned from the harpy’s saliva. Poison, I thought as she shook her head like a bulldog, ripping a chunk from my shoulder. Bitch. I could fix the flesh, but this was one of my favorite t-shirts. With a sharp jab of my elbow, I connected with the woman’s chest. She squawked then snapped at my arm.
There. I had it. Launching myself forward, I rolled away from the harpy, grabbing my phone and the broken selfie stick as I went. Terrelle ran, me hot on her heels as soon as I’d gotten to my feet. There was no need. The harpy stood guard over her prey, snapping at the angels trying to drive her away.
“Nice work, Cockroach.”
He was laughing. Bastard. I stuck out my tongue at him and disconnected my phone, wiping the blood on my torn t-shirt.
“Sorry about your stick.” I turned to Terrelle and saw her looking at me with owlishly huge eyes. I doubted she was that horror struck over the selfie-stick and could only assume the close call with a harpy had terrified her. As I’d said, Noodles weren’t really much in the way of a fighting-class demon.
“You okay?” I asked her. “That bitch of a vulture didn’t bite you, did she?” Hopefully she’d be able to neutralize the poison, and as a member of my household, she needn’t fear using her energy for the purposes of fixing wounds. And if she wasn’t able to, I could practice my shitty healing skills on her. It might not be the prettiest job in the world, but she’d live.
“No, she didn’t bite me.” The demon swallowed. “That was him... err, her. Pouchain.”
My jaw dropped open, and I stared. “How could you tell? That thing didn’t look much like anything beyond badly made hamburger.”
She blinked, her mouth turning up in a trembling smile. “I jabbed him with the branch and got enough flesh to read the energy signature. I’ve... I know him. I mean, I’ve worked with him before and we... .” Her gaze shot downward, as if the grass were particularly fascinating.
I got it. She and Pouchain had history. The type of history that she knew it was him just from the DNA of his favored human form and a faint remnant of his energy. Enough said.
“We can’t use his body as bait,” I whispered to Gregory, well aware the harpy had already taken a considerable amount of flesh from the demon.
“No, it’s okay.” Terrelle’s smile wavered again, but her eyes were steady as they met mine. “He’s gone. It’s just a body. Little different than the trees and bushes around us when it comes to basic molecules. Let’s get this thing home before it goes through two or three human townships, or worse, starts spawning.”
Shit. That would really suck. I didn’t know much about harpy reproductive methods or capacity, but whatever they were, it wouldn’t end well for the humans.
“Can you sense the gate?” I wondered how accurate Terrelle would be. She might be someone useful to pair with an angel in closing the gates. She couldn’t fight worth shit, but with the right angel, she’d be safe.
She looked around, crinkling her nose. “Maybe two miles northeast? It’s faint, so I could be wrong.”
It was better than what I had, which was a big, fat nada. “Rock, paper, scissors for who gets to drag the dead body to the gate?”
As you can imagine, Lady Luck deserted me in my hour of need, and rock did indeed beat scissors. I eyed the harpy, her fury ratcheted up a hundred fold after being driven from her prey. Two miles. It would be faster for me to reveal my wings and fly there while dangling the shredded corpse, but I didn’t want those sensitive appendages out and about with a pissed-off, sharp-clawed harpy chasing me. No, I’d need to do a grab and dash. This was going to hurt like fuck, and I’d be dropping body parts like breadcrumbs along the path from the state of the body.
Wait. Breadcrumbs. What a fucking brilliant idea.
“I’m going to run in and grab the main part of the body. Terrelle, can you snatch up any major pieces that drop and keep close? Actually, you lead the way to the gate while I follow right behind you and drop bits of the body along the way.”
Her eyebrows shot up. Gregory made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a muffled cough. Whatever. Asshole. If he wanted to stay back and watch the show, he didn’t get to criticize my methods. Or laugh at them.
Terrelle grumbled that she shouldn’t have to do this because rock beat scissors, but she bent down into a sprinter’s stance anyway.
“One, two, three, go!”
Terrelle took off on three and then paused. I ran past, but her hesitation cost us. The harpy’s attention had abruptly turned away from the angels and zeroed in on us. The other demon and I reached the body simultaneously, each digging hands into the soft, cool mess in an attempt to scoop as much of it up as possible. I grabbed the torso, still somewhat attached to spine, ribs and hip. Terrelle managed a leg, scooping slimy innards into a pouch made from the bottom of her shirt.
“Damn it all!” That bird was back, chewing on my newly healed shoulder and pulling my hair with a claw. I kicked the dead demon’s head aside then ran while she paused for her snack.
Terrelle had run for it the moment the harpy had attacked me. I shouted for her to slow down, worried that if we got too far ahead of our pursuer, she’d lose interest and go kill some other poor dude. I shouldn’t have worried. Yeah, it took the harpy a while to crunch through all the bony goodness, but once done, she was after us like a shot.
I tossed body parts behind me, moving as fast as I could to keep up with Terrelle. She was also losing some of her stash, more to the difficulty of running with guts carried in the front part of her shirt. I heard the snap of the harpy picking up bits and eating as she chased us, heard the heavy thump of her clawed feet and the rush of her wings. I could only assume she was flying after us, because I was hauling ass and she didn’t look all that good at running any distance on those spindly legs. The thought made me even gladder that I’d been dropping tidbits for her along the way. She was turning this into a fast-food experience, but she still had to slow down for each piece I dropped.
I could feel the gate ahead. Hopefully it was the right one, but at this point, I didn’t really care. All I wanted was to get this fucking thing out of here, wash all the blood and guts off, and put on clean clothing.
Terrelle sprinted, her long legs getting her to the gate a hundred yards ahead of me. She flung the remaining contents of her shirt-pouch through the glowing rift that extended from the ground to nearly twenty feet in the air. I hoped the harpy would fly ahead to go after Terrelle’s stash, but I don’t have that sort of luck. The damned thing stayed with me, ignoring the chunk of flesh I dropped to latch its claws onto my shoulders.
Wings beat against my back, and my feet lifted from the ground. If this bitch thought she was going to fly off with another snack, she better think again. I let her pull me about twenty feet up, and my own wings burst into being. They were fifty feet across, so I didn’t have quite enough room to do what I wanted with them fully extended. Still, this was one of the many times that confirmed bigger was most definitely better.
We had a minor midair tussle as she screamed and tried to remain on top, and again, rock beat scissors. I flipped over then dropped, using our combined weight and the glorious effect of gravity to smash back-first onto the ground with the harpy beneath me.
She squawked then gasped, her eyes big in an ugly face as I rolled off her and stood. Grabbing one wing, I dragged her toward the gate, still holding a mangled leg and what I assumed was the dead demon’s spine in my other hand. Once she caught her breath enough to try to squirm free in earnest, I extended the leg toward her. She clamped down tight, and I let go of her wing to grip the other end of the leg with both hands and haul her toward the gate with all my strength.
By the time we reached the rift, the harpy was flailing about, scratching me with the claws at the end of her wings. She was beginning to win the tug of war when Terrelle and the two angels joined in, giving her a mighty push through the gate.
The only clean hand among us reached forward to close the gateway. Gregory, looking very satisfied with himself, was spotless compared to the rest of us. Even the other angels were blood spattered and dirty. My angel was fresh as a daisy.
And that kind of pissed me off, until he spoke.
“I love watching you work, Cockroach.”
It was his sexy voice. My glare went to something more like a pout. “My house or yours, baby?” I was hoping he’d say mine, because I really hated his house. Aaru was a vacuum of sensory deprivation and full of angels who would like nothing better than to blast me into little tiny bits.
He gathered me in his arms, blood spatter and all, and rested his chin on the top of my head. “Yours. As soon as we take care of the brownies and unicorns.”
So, my house next year sometime. Well, at least that was motivation for me to get my ass in gear.
“I know it’s not supposed to be a priority, but the gate is here, and the body wasn’t too far from it, so Pouchaine had to have been attacked close by. Assuming he was still with Swiftethian at the time, then the elf has to be nearby.”
I texted Nyalla. Out of all of us, she’d be the best at predicting elf behavior. Elf alone in PA w no English. Where would he run/hide? 
WWSD—what would Swifty do? The phone buzzed her reply, and I looked down at the text.
“Nyalla says he probably headed for the nearest wooded area to hole up. He’d feel reasonably safe there until he figured out what to do next.”
Gregory nodded. “We can take some time to search. Since we’re here, we might as well.”
My angel went to speak to the other two angels, while I pulled up Google Maps on my phone and hit the satellite imagery, looking for a decent-size forest nearby. Two stood out as suitable elven hiding places within several miles of the gate. “Which one do you want?” I asked Terrelle. I figured it would be best if we went solo to search for the guy. I had no idea how this elf, or any elf, would react around an angel. Besides, Swifty had come here with a demon guide. Having a demon searching for him probably wouldn’t be as threatening as an angel, or a demon hanging out with an angel.
“I’ll take that one.” Terrelle pointed at my screen then looked up, getting her bearings. “But what if Pouchaine stole the gem and the harpy swallowed it when she was eating him?”
Leave it to another demon to think of the worst-case scenario. We’d just sent that harpy through a gateway to who-knows-where. I’d never find her to get it back and satisfy my debt to Gareth.
“That’s impossible,” I lied. “Head out and call me if you find the elf. I’m going to let my angel know what’s going on, and then I’m off to search the other woods.”
She trotted off. I watched her for a moment, once again thrilled with the addition of this demon to my household. Why had I never thought to align myself with a Noodle before? Yeah, we all tended to shun them as ‘weird demons’, but she was smart, talented, and more than willing to jump in and help.
Gregory was still chatting with the other two angels, who were nodding like a pair of bobble heads at every word that came from his mouth. Kind of funny until I caught a few of his words—specifically ‘gargoyle’ and ‘church’.
“Another gateway?” I asked once he had finished and the other two angels had vanished to perform their assigned tasks.
“I’m not sure we have the headcount needed to close these.” He grimaced. “They’re occurring at an alarming rate all over the world. I think we may need to keep track of occurrences as we become aware of them and triage.”
I nodded. It made sense. Harpies and drop bears top of the list, brownies and unicorns at the bottom. Well, maybe not brownies. Those motherfuckers got pretty hostile when someone accidently stepped on their house or mowed down their lavender patch.
“Who’s keeping track of everything?”
He eyed me. It was one of those ‘significant looks’ where I was, no doubt, supposed to know what the fuck he was thinking.
“You don’t mean me, do you? Because you’ve read my four-nine-five reports. I can’t keep track of who I’ve killed, or where I’ve sent all those credit deadbeats. There’s no way I can be your reference for gateways and supernatural creatures.”
“Not you.”
Yeah, that look again. The piercing gaze still wasn’t an effective communication tool.
“Nyalla?” I was beginning to see where he was going, and it wasn’t where I wanted to go. “She’s been asking for things to do lately. Seems to think her future involves chasing supernatural shit around and beating it with a stick or something.”
“Not Nyalla. Wyatt.”
Damn it. Not after the conversation I’d just had with him. Not after the downhill slide our relationship had taken. “How about Terrelle? She’s a Noodle ... I mean an information demon. Classification, maps, cataloging—that’s all her thing. Plus she has a lot of knowledge about unicorns and shit. She’d be perfect.”
I had no idea if she knew about unicorns, but the rest was totally true.
“She’s also proven herself to be skilled in locating gateways. We need her to pair with an angel and do that, not sit in in your living room with a map and pushpins.”
“She can do it on the fly. She’s brilliant. Let her track down gateways and keep all of this in her head, or on her phone. She can call us to coordinate.”
Gregory raised his eyebrows. Another of those ‘significant looks’ was sent my way, and this one I understood. I really wanted to just lob this back at him and make the angel call Wyatt, but I guess I needed to put on the big-girl panties and act like the nearly one-thousand-year-old demon I was. Wyatt was my friend and neighbor, and making things right with him was what I needed to do. I might be mad and a bit hurt, but I didn’t want him out of my life completely, and I didn’t want us to end the way our last phone call had.
“Hey,” I jumped in as soon as he picked up. “We, I mean I, seriously need your help. I’m sorry I got pissy earlier. There’s a bad situation that looks like it’s only going to get worse, and I really need you on my team for this one.”
Silence greeted my words. I let it stretch out between us, resisting the urge to make sure he was still on the phone.
“What do you need?”
Finally. I let out the breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding. “The unicorn and brownie thing? Well these gateways seem to be opening everywhere. It takes an angel and a demon paired together to find and close them, and then we have to deal with whatever supernatural shit managed to come through. There aren’t enough of us, so we need a way to keep track of all the rifts and evaluate which ones are high priority.”
“Yeah?”
Not the enthusiastic response I’d hoped for, but at least he hadn’t hung up on me. Yet. “You knew about the unicorn and the brownie even before the angels did. I’m hoping you can keep track of confirmed gateway locations along with what’s come through, scour the internet for potential occurrences. You know enough about other beings that you can triage the locations as red, yellow, or green, and rank them in terms of importance.”
“Would there be a central contact, or would each angel/demon pair check in for assignments?”
Now that was better. I breathed easier. “I’d trust you to assign each pair as they called in, but there will be a central contact that checks regularly and might change priorities based on other criteria.”
“Who?”
I looked over at Gregory, who wasn’t helping me at all right now. When I needed that ‘significant look’ I wasn’t getting any. I wanted to make him the central contact, to walk away from any regular phone calls and conversations with Wyatt until all of the new normal became more... normal. He might hate it as much as I would, but maybe being the central contact and being forced into interaction would help that new normal settle in.
“Me.”
“Okay.” There wasn’t a moment’s hesitation. That one word response given so rapidly made me wonder if all the awkwardness and angst between us was mostly in my head. I heard Wyatt typing in the background, the rustle of a potato-chip bag, the buzz of a distant television—it sent a wave of nostalgia through me that I quickly tamped down.
“So there is a unicorn near Lancaster, Pennsylvania, and a family of brownies in Richmond, Virginia. What else so far?”
“A drop bear in Antarctica—dead and the gateway closed. A troll in Intercourse, Pennsylvania—alive and unaccounted for, but the gateway closed. A harpy outside of Philadelphia—returned home and the gateway closed. A gargoyle in…?“ I looked at Gregory.
“Dallas, Texas.”
“A gargoyle in Dallas. And sea nymphs off of Lake Superior. We’ve got a pair already assigned to the nymphs.”
“So right now the open cases are the unicorn, gargoyle and the brownie, and possibly a loose troll?”
“Yep. I’m also on the hunt for something Gareth had stolen from him. I’ll call you later and let you know where Gregory and I are going next.”
“Got it.” There was more typing noise. Wyatt sounded focused on the case, as if he was talking with anybody and not me in particular. I hung up, and Gregory nodded.
“Good job, Cockroach. I’m off to check on Asta and your brother, then to see about this gargoyle. Let me know if you find the elf, and I’ll come to assist.”
Assist? Assist me because I couldn’t handle an elf, or because he was worried I might beat the elf to a bloody pulp. He had good reason to fear. I had a bit of a reputation for not returning those I’d been sent to retrieve alive and in one piece.
 
 



Chapter 17
 
It was a mile walk to the mini-forest, so I had some time to think about whether I wanted to go after brownies or unicorns next.
Sun filtered through the tree canopy, creating a lacy pattern of light on the forest floor. A nearby pine grove had scattered clumps of needles onto the ground, bringing a contrast of reddish brown to the green of moss and plants. Wild rose reached out thorny arms to scratch my skin and snag my clothes. Vines twisted along tree trunks and across the ground. It was hard going, fighting the thick foliage and spikey plants. I searched in a grid pattern, looking for signs that any other two-legged being had been here. Elves moved like the wind, barely disturbing the ground they walked upon, but I figured Swiftethian might have been careless. Fear, either from being alone in a strange world or from escaping the harpy, might have caused him to leave some sign of his passage.
There were some deer tracks, and an area where it looked like they had bedded down for the night, but nothing to show something bipedal had passed through. No shoe prints, no bruised leaves or broken branches high up enough for an elf to have made them, and no snagged threads of clothing on any of the bramble bushes that filled the small wooded area.
My phone rang. I answered, hoping Terrelle had good news. She didn’t. Her patch of forest yielded the same disappointing lack of elfness. We walked back to meet each other and hung around for a few moments. I contemplated attempting to gate us to my house but figured flagging down a car on the nearby roadway and hitching a ride home would be a more time-efficient option. If passersby were reluctant to pick up two women walking along the roadside, we could always pull off a carjack and get home that way. As long as we didn’t kill any humans, I wouldn’t have to worry about filling out those fucking reports. If we were lucky, we’d find someone with shitty credit, and I could claim I was repo-ing their car to encourage improved vibration pattern in the owner.
We were just making our way to the nearest major roadway when Gregory and another angel appeared. I was fairly used to his unannounced arrivals, but I still jumped. Terrelle just about wet her pants.
“You.” Gregory pointed to the other demon, causing her to cower with wide, panicked eyes. “Go with Sauriel and help him locate and close a gate. You.” he pointed at me. I didn’t cower. I was too stunned that he was ordering my household member around as if she were one of his angels. “Come with me.”
I didn’t have time to argue. He grabbed my arm and hauled me off balance just as he transported us. This method of transportation still made me a bit dizzy, even when I did it, but being half pitched forward as he teleported did nothing to improve the experience. When we ‘landed’, the only thing that kept me from face-planting into the side of a building was Gregory’s arm.
“What the fuck? You don’t get to order Terrelle to go with your angel then yank me around like I’m some damned flunky.” I was arguing to the building wall since vertigo was making it a bit hard to turn around and face the angel.
“Later.”
I staggered after Gregory, kept on track by his hand gripping my bicep. He sounded preoccupied, and that worried me. Irritated, amused, sexy—that I could deal with. Preoccupied meant something else demanded most of his thought process—which, for a six-billion-year-old angel, was considerable. Whatever was in this building he was dragging me through was something I needed to worry about.
One of the perks of being dragged about by Gregory was that security guards smiled benignly as we went by. We didn’t need to sign in, show ID, or get passes. We took the elevator. It dawned on me about five floors up how strange that was. Normally he would have transported us directly to the floor and room of our destination. Did he not want whoever we were here to see to know we were coming?
The elevator opened on the top floor. Gregory led me past the double-glass doors of a CPA firm to a heavy gray door behind which was a staircase I assumed led to the roof instead of heaven. We climbed, each metal step clanging along the way. Sunlight nearly blinded me as Gregory pushed the bar and strode onto the black, flat roof.
I stopped and looked around. This wasn’t the highest building in what I determined by the skyline to be Dallas, but it certainly had an impressive bird’s-eye view across the valley. Other than that, it was a normal roof—HVAC units humming away, fans pumping hot air across my feet, vents like silver-slotted columns rising a few feet from the black floor, another roofed entrance complete with matching gray door, and a gargoyle.
I blinked. The decorative stone statues were usually just below roof level, lining the building sides and redirecting rain runoff from the roof. This one was on the roof, crouched in the shadow of the other entrance. And the way he edged sideways into the light, his wings unfurling from his sides and his stooped shoulders rolling, made me realize he wasn’t merely a decorative rainspout.
Gregory stood with his hands folded respectfully in front of him. The gargoyle stopped ten feet away. His wings spread to their full width. In response, the angel revealed his wings, holding them close to his body. I felt like I was watching some odd testosterone-filled dominance display. Not wanting to be left out, I revealed my wings. Wondering what would happen, I extended them to their fifty-foot spread and flapped a bit, just to make sure everyone noticed their matte-black, feathered glory. The gargoyle scowled, stretching his little pebbly wings as far as they could go. Gregory looked at me and rolled his eyes.
“You told my Grigori that you would only speak to the Iblis. Well, here she is.”
The gargoyle eyed me from the tip top of my head to my feet, still scowling. “Where is Samael?”
Gregory didn’t flinch. Not one muscle in his body tightened at the mention of his youngest brother. His very stillness told me how much the mere name of Samael still hurt him. Yes, I knew him that well. “He’s dead.”
I really had no idea, and I suddenly realized that any decent girlfriend, any life mate, would have checked into that for her beloved. Add that one to my to-do list. And move it closer to the top.
“She’s an imp.” The gargoyle didn’t sound impressed at my demon type.
“Yep, I am,” I chimed in. “Wanna see my sword?”
Usually that offer was countered with panicked assurances that no one wanted to see my sword. It was rather insulting, actually. Everyone should want to see my sword.
The gargoyle lifted an eyebrow and pursed his lips as he considered my proposal. “Yes, I would.”
I summoned my status symbol, my ceremonial weapon of office. Lately I’d been requesting it to take the form of a shotgun, as my shooting skills were infinitesimally better than my swordsmanship. Occasionally the sentient device overruled me. This was one of those times, and my shotgun appeared as a long steel rapier. Since I’d been expecting a firearm, I wound up holding the sword by the blade. The thing was fucking sharp. I hid a wince as my blood ran down the length of the blade and dripped onto the black roof.
The gargoyle blinked twice, his stony eyebrows lifting. “I will accept the sword as proof that you hold the title of Iblis.”
There was still a whole dump-truck load of doubt in his voice, but I let it slide right on by. I was used to being underestimated—in fact, I’d survived nearly a millennia because of that very trait. I didn’t really give a shit if this little boulder guy thought I was impressive or not. I’d been working a bit on my pride, but I was still far from proficient at that sin.
“Will you share with us your knowledge?” Gregory’s voice was warm and friendly. Polite. He’d always been a make-the-orders and bash-heads-if-they-don’t-obey kind of angel that I was the one who was now blinking in astonishment.
“Yes. I will.” The gargoyle’s tone was lofty. He snapped his wings tight against his body and smiled, showing long fangs the same gray as the rest of him. The dude was totally monochrome. I was digging it.
Both of them stared at me. I stared back. Gregory cleared his throat.
“Oh. Sorry.” I closed my wings against my body. Sheesh. How the hell was I supposed to know gargoyle etiquette? I was a demon, an imp for fuck sake.
“My name is Dourado. I claimed this building two weeks ago and fly the city at night, patrolling the entire territory until my family are able to arrive and assist me. The city is vast, and a few days ago, I was forced to seek shelter away from my roost as daylight arrived.”
He paused and looked up at the sun. I totally didn’t get the significance of any of this. Were gargoyles nocturnal? If so, how could this dude strut around the top of a building in broad daylight? Maybe their wings didn’t function in the sunlight, or something.
“At my temporary roost, I sensed the presence of two demons and an elf.”
The demon part was snooze-worthy, but the mention of an elf got my attention. Even though it seemed elves were appearing with increased regularity, Swiftethian had changed planes in Dallas.
“Where was this temporary roost?”
The gargoyle pouted at me, as if I’d stolen his punch line. “It’s where the giant metal birds roost. They swallow humans then vomit them out as they land.”
Yuck. I got the reference, though. Airport. “DFW or Love?”
He tilted his head. Clearly he wasn’t familiar with commercial air travel.
“Where was this roost in comparison to where we are right now?”
“Eighty-six wing beats to the northeast.”
Well, that was as helpful as a pile of shit. I’d get the physical address of this building from Gregory later and check it on a map. Or I’d use my cell phone if that angel of mine wasn’t in some crazy hurry to get the fuck out of here.
“As I was saying.” The gray creature narrowed his eyes in warning. Yeah, no more interruptions or I’d never get the story out of him. I got the message. “I never venture into an enclosed space, but there are many glass walls that line the human portion of this roost.” His stony face softened, his eyes focusing on the horizon. “It has been so long since I have seen any of my cousins that I crept close to the glass, hoping to lay eyes upon their form once again.”
Did he mean the elves or the demons? I made a mental note to ask Gregory later. This short, squat, pewter-colored guy didn’t bear any resemblance to the elves in Hel, but he didn’t exactly look like any of the more familiar demon forms either.
“The elf spoke with the two demons—one in female form and the other in male. The male demon handed over a stack of cheap, tree-pulp parchment and a sack. The elf checked these items then gave the male demon a gem.”
“A gem?” My voice was shrill with excitement, and both Gregory and the gargoyle winced. “What kind of gem?”
“I was a good distance away.” The little guy shot me a sarcastic glance. “Sort of purple, I think.”
My hand crept into the pocket of my pants to touch the three gems I’d carried with me since my most recent return from Hel. “Did it look like this one?” I showed Dourado the alexandrite with the doppelganger spell. He leaned over my hand, warm, dry air blowing from his huge nostrils.
“It looked like that one, yes.”
Yes! Or, perhaps no. Swifty had paid his way with magical gems before. I had no way of knowing whether the gem that exchanged hands here had been another of the glittery rocks I had rolling around my pocket or Gareth’s stolen gem. I pondered the significance of each for a moment. Hunt for a demon here in Dallas, one who was probably long gone, or continue, find the elf probably somewhere on the east coast and beat the shit out of him until he told me where the gem was.
Number two. There was a higher probability of success, and smashing in the face of the elf who had caused me to run around on this insane chase the last few days would be immensely gratifying. But just in case, the more I knew about this demon, the better.
“Can you describe the male demon’s human form?”
Dourado wrinkled his broad, pebbled nose. “He was a mid-level war demon. With skin covering his body, and hair on top of his head.”
Well, the war demon part was helpful. I thanked Dourado as profusely as a demon could then left him in the comfortable shade of the air-conditioning unit while Gregory and I made our way out of the building.
“If the elf made the sale here, why didn’t he just go back to Seattle and return to Hel?” I mused, half to myself, half to the angel. “Why would he continue a crazy journey to Boston and down the east coast, with all the dangers of not knowing his way around or the language? Why?”
The angel’s dark eyes met mine. “A second purpose to his trip? Or a return trip through the Seattle gate was either not feasible or not desirable.”
I couldn’t think of any dangers that would hinder Swifty’s use of the Seattle gate beyond another speeding bus, but Gregory was right—sometimes gates weren’t chosen because of where they were on this side, but where they appeared in Hel. Seattle was near Eresh, while the gate at Columbia Mall came out near Dis.
This job of Gareth’s grew increasingly murky with each step. Was there a reason the elf wanted to avoid Eresh, or a reason he needed to be practically on the doorstep of the southern elven kingdoms immediately upon his return?
But the elf’s motivations, what he’d gained by selling the gem, none of that mattered. I just needed to use him to locate the gem then spend the next decade dealing with brownies, unicorns and drop bears.
 
 



Chapter 18
 
No, the mall.” Columbia Mall to be exact. I heard the slam of a door in the background and the engine rev on a car. Nyalla was overly excited at this first ‘mission’ of hers, and that made me uneasy, even though I was sending her on the most boring stake-out assignment ever.
“I’m on my way.” I heard the squeal of tires over Nyalla’s voice.
“Whoa! Slow down, Magnum PI. The gate guardian is going to meet you by the pots and pans in housewares in Macy’s. She’ll show you where the gate is. You just need to watch for an elf, approach him, and distract him while the angel secures him for us. Got it?”
“Got it.”
She hung up. I was relieved her eyes were back on the road. I also was aware of the smug smile on my face.
“Sure that’s a good idea?” Gregory drawled. “Isn’t she kind of young for this sort of thing? Or maybe you’re thinking some revenge against an elf would be good for her soul?”
“No. I think she’s going to be insanely bored on this stake out, and she’ll give up after four or five hours and go become a postal clerk or a waitress or something safe like that.”
Gregory smiled. “Aren’t you worried she’ll get a paper cut on some overnight mail, or drop a plate on her foot?”
“No. Not at all.” I was, but she’d survive those injuries. She wouldn’t survive being blasted by a demon or chased down by a rogue werewolf. When I’d heard her ghoul tale, I’d nearly had a stroke. A ghoul. I almost wanted to find a necromancer and summon the fucker back so I could teach him a lesson about messing with those I’d claimed as mine.
We stood before the gate the gargoyle had come through. Luckily it was on top of an old parking lot, roped off for pedestrian and vehicular safety.
“Where do you think it leads?” I peered through the opening. It was raining on the other side, dark skies either from storm clouds or pending nightfall. I could see the edge of a streetlight casting its beam across a tall, shadowed building.
“Probably Byral.” Gregory looked a few inches above the gate, reminding me that he couldn’t see it. “Although gargoyles migrate to any world with created structures tall enough for them to roost. Their territories extend vertically.”
Oh they’d love it here, especially with the explosion of skyscrapers in the last hundred years. I’d seen plenty of statuary on buildings to indicate they once called this world home. How many remained from that time, and how did it make them feel to be a race on the edge of extinction in this world?
“I’m not sure if I want to do this,” I confessed to the angel. “That dude is expecting his family and friends to join him. We close this gate and we’re trapping him here all alone for the rest of his life.”
Gregory lifted an eyebrow. “We’re in for a fight if we try to force him back. Gargoyles don’t budge once they’ve claimed territory. Even with the prospect of a life alone, he won’t want to leave his roost.”
I squinted through the narrow slit of rain, trying to make out the shape of the building on the other side. “How bad would it be to leave this one open? Can you tell if there is a bunch of nasty shit that might come through, or just a few-hundred ugly flying guys who perch on buildings during the day and fly around at night?”
The corner of his mouth quirked up into a lopsided smile, and he rubbed a strand of my hair between his fingers. “Now, Cockroach, you know that we angels are dedicated to guarding the evolution of humans from otherworld influence. Gargoyles are not native to this realm. Knowingly allowing them passage would be a gross dereliction of our responsibility.”
Yeah, yeah. That prime directive shit didn’t work so good for the Star Trek folks, and it certainly wasn’t working well for the angels either. A sterile petri dish was more a foreign environment than these gateways, which appeared to be natural occurrences.
“What, so you’re Gabriel all of a sudden? Cut the party-line crap, and let me know what the real risks are.”
“A disaster of biblical proportions.”
I narrowed my eyes, wondering if he’d been watching my Ghostbusters DVD without me. “Such as?”
He sighed. “Some benign problems such as excrement that dissolves commercial plastics and a hearty dislike for small automobiles. Bigger issues such as territorial fights where humans become collateral damage. Gargoyles who claim a roost become selective about which humans can come and go in what they perceive as their territory.”
I could see his point. Burning poo and attacking compact cars sounded downright hysterical, but corporations who had shelled out millions to erect these structures might be more than pissed when their tenants were denied access, or killed by flying stone thingies.
“Plus, I’m not completely certain, but if that gate leads to Byral, then gargoyles would be the least of our worries.”
And now I was more than curious. I practically stuck my face through the gate. I thought better of it at the last moment and stuck my hand through instead.
“Ow, motherfucker!” I yanked my arm back. It was far below freezing on the other side, and that rain wasn’t really rain. My hand was white and lifeless, nerves screaming from my elbow upward.
“Gargoyles are amazingly adaptable creatures. Don’t judge this particular place from the current weather conditions. It’s quite lovely in the springtime.”
I fixed my arm, recreating a new one and wiggling my fingers. This angel’s idea of lovely was probably a far cry from mine. After all, he and his brethren found Aaru the image of paradise while I hated the place with a passion.
“Okay. Point taken. I still feel bad about the lonely gargoyle, the only one of his kind in Dallas, or possibly on this continent, but I see the need to seal this gateway.”
His hand left my hair to brush along the back of my neck. “Don’t worry about your Dallas gargoyle, my Cockroach. He will be quite content, even without others nearby. In fact, he will be less temperamental and more inclined to remain hidden from the humans without the backup of his kin.”
I nodded, liking the feel of his hand on my skin. “Here.” I indicated the top of the rift. “And it extends to here.”
One-handed, he sealed the gateway. Nothing remained, not even a scar in the air to show where it had been. It was as if the gateway had never occurred.
“You need a break,” Gregory murmured, kissing the top of my head as he stroked my neck.
“Damned straight I do.” Not that I could take one. I needed to get back to Maryland and check on Nyalla at the mall. The only chance I had to track down this gem was to find Swifty and figure out who he’d sold it to. “Hey, can you get the angelic equivalent of an APB on this demon from the airport? I want to check on Nyalla then I’ll come back here and try to find that demon.”
“First, we’re going to take some time for us.”
Sounded lovely. I thought through all the shit I needed to do and came up with about fifteen minutes I could spare. “Okay. Coffee shop? If we hurry, we might be able to get in some barbeque and a beer.”
“No, I was thinking more like a lesson in teleportation.”
“I think I’ll pass.” Seriously? That was his idea of “us” time? Of me taking a break. Angels. My idea of taking a break was sprawling naked while he took a journey south of the border along my skin.
“I’m tired of being your taxi service and the fact that it takes you twenty trips and many hours to get where you need to be. I promise I won’t tell anyone you’ve improved, and you can still use your inability-to-teleport-accurately excuse for being late to Ruling Council meetings.”
I bit my lip. He was right. I especially hated my ineptitude when trying to return from Hel. What if Nyalla had an emergency? I needed to be able to get to her in a blink, just like Gregory could.
“Okay. You’re on. How do I do this?”
The angel put a hand on my shoulder. “I’m going to take you somewhere then tell you where I’m going. You meet me there as quickly as you can. Fifty places.”
Fifty? “I don’t have time for this and neither do you. Why don’t we postpone this particular lesson?”
“Fifty places, as fast as you can. You don’t have time not to do this. Inaccurate teleportation is wasting you hours each day, and may eventually get someone you love killed.”
He was right, but the whole thing sounded like a mind-numbing, boring chore. Chasing an angel was fun when we were up in the air or running naked around my house. This? Not so much.
“I’ll spice it up a little.” He gathered me close, his words delivered with a tempting, seductive note. “Fifty places as fast as you can, and when we’re done, you get a little reward.”
Reward? Demons loved gifts and did all sorts of stupid things for ‘rewards’. “What do I get?” There was no hiding my excitement over the prospect.
“Me.”
Oh, hell yes. That I wanted. Always.
“You get me for twenty-four hours this weekend. No interruptions, no worries. If the world goes up in a blaze, we’re not budging. And I’ll let you pick the place. Anywhere you want.”
“Mars?” I teased. “Some galaxy far, far away?”
I felt him smile against my cheek as he leaned down and brushed his lips along the rim of my ear. “Anywhere, my beloved Cockroach. Anywhere.”
Hot damn. “Let’s do this thing!”
In a flash we were somewhere else—somewhere with the humidity of a sauna and more bugs than a cornfield in August. I swayed, hit with the vertigo I always felt when someone besides me did the teleportation, and tried to make sense of my surroundings. “Where are we?”
“That doesn’t matter. Meet me in Sadiya, India.”
“Wait, isn’t that the place with all the spiders?” He was gone, and I was shouting to a tree with ropey vines hanging from it.
It took me six tries, but I finally managed to get to Sadiya. It was oddly beautiful. Trees were covered in webs like giant white cotton candy. Mini canopies of filaments covered nearby fields.
“Barranco, Peru.”
And he was gone before I had a chance to say ‘hi’ or even catch my breath. That’s how it went so many times that I lost count. My mind numbed, and I stopped thinking about where I was supposed to go. I stopped visualizing it, concentrating, trying to lock onto Gregory’s energy signature. I just heard the words and let them sink into some primal part of me. And then I went.
A swirling mass of sand, and his hands reached out to touch mine. I felt his pride, and I realized with the last four locations I’d gone right away, by instinct.
“Forty-nine,” he told me. “One more.”
I heard the words and threw myself there before it completely sunk into my brain where I’d sent myself. I couldn’t breathe, every bit of water in my body freezing and crushing under massive gravitational pressure. I panicked and leaped from my physical form as it shattered, gripping Gregory’s spirit-form with my own.

Asshole. You fucking asshole. He’d scared the crap out of me. Living inside a dead body, pond scum, or even a flame was something I’d managed to cope with. Bodies exploding wasn’t. The last time I’d had that sensation, I’d been unable to recreate a physical form and had nearly died. Even with Gregory beside me, the memory still sent me down terror lane.

You need to think fast, Cockroach. An Angel of Chaos acts from instinct.
 Think fast. Stop hiding under rocks. Accept my responsibility. What a pain in the ass this angel was. I did think fast. I got here in one try. I ditched the human body and grabbed onto you with all of my spirit-being.
 I felt him hold me tighter. I’m not always available to cling to .
Yeah, I knew that. And I understood the underlying message. I needed to up my game. Teleportation was evidently not the only lesson I was to learn today. I might be less than one-thousand years old, but my young age wouldn’t spare me if some ancient angel, demon, or drop bear wanted to take me out. There was no do-over in this life. I needed to have the skills of an ancient, or not live to celebrate my first millennium.

You seriously told me to meet you at Uranus . I made the spirit-being equivalent of a snort. My anus? How can that be? I don’t even have an anus at the moment. 

Uranus. The planet. I thought it was a valid choice since you were considering Mars.

He didn’t get the joke. It was one of the things I loved about my angel. He made such a great straight-man.

We’re hanging on the surface of your anus; your cold, cold anus. 

Ah, a pun. Although surface is a bit of a misnomer. There is no solid surface, as this is a gaseous planet. The elements that make up this celestial body are held together by significant gravitational pull.
Your anus is gaseous. I was pretty close to hysterics over this whole thing. This situation brought out the teenage boy in me.

Very funny. His spirit-self caressed mine. Fifty places and quite an improvement. Where are we to meet this weekend, my Cockroach?
 I saw my surroundings through the lens of my spirit-being. It was a stunning mix of colors and textures. There were moons above the cloud canopy, and a compressed surface of frozen gas far below. It was amazing, and I never would have dared venture here without Gregory by my side.

I want to ride a comet.
Fun. That’s an excellent and very unexpected choice.
 I couldn’t wait. A comet. With my angel. Merging my spirit-self slightly with his, I realized I truly couldn’t wait. Perhaps we can return home in a little while and enjoy some time on your anus? I teased.
 
 



Chapter 19
 
We popped back into my living room, which was surprisingly quiet given the number of household members living there. I had no idea where Nils was tonight. Nyalla had clearly shown more patience than I’d given her credit for and still was at the mall. Dalmai, no doubt, was still smoothing the stable floors with the piece of two-inch-by-two-inch square of sandpaper I’d provided him with earlier today.
Our interlude off-planet only made me want to spend more time with Gregory, to seize this brief moment between our duties and pretend nothing existed beyond us. “So... wanna get naked on the couch and play hide-and-seek with the TV remote?”
Gregory shot me a heart-stopping grin and headed for the couch. “Only if we can watch that male masochistic bonding movie you were discussing last week.”
Fight Club. I was really looking forward to Gregory’s commentary. He was a movie talker, I’d discovered. Since I’d already seen these movies a million times, I found it endearing.
“Deal.” I wondered if Uriel’s penance involved bloody fistfights. In a ridiculously long life filled with mind-numbing rules where any sensation was frowned upon, I would certainly want to get punched in the face a few times. Demons understood. Sometimes you just needed to feel, and pain was a good reminder that you were alive in spite of all the four-nine-five reports. Hopefully Gregory would get the metaphor.
We never got to Tyler Durbin. My phone rang just as I was pulling the popcorn out of the microwave. Anyone else I would have sent to voice mail, but it was Nyalla. I was expecting her to tell me she was bored and going to come home and take up nursing, but, instead, I heard her excited voice with crashes and screams sounding in the background.
“Sam? You’ve got to get down here. You’re not going to believe this.”
“Believe what?” Did a demon come through the gate and start wrecking the place? Was there a riot in Columbia over a half-price sale?
“I’m still at the mall. Come quick.”
She hung up, and I stared at the phone. “Good thing you’re here.” I told Gregory. “I need a taxi, and I don’t want to rely on my new-and-improved teleportation skills right now.”
“I take it we will be having rain checks for the Bludgeon Combat movie?” The angel snagged a few pieces of popcorn.
“Yeah. It seems in spite of my best efforts, Nyalla has found herself in trouble.”
When bad shit goes down, it’s good to have an archangel by your side. We appeared in the mall, and before I regained my equilibrium, Gregory threw me to the side into a display of decorative throw pillows. I landed in just the right position to see him take a refrigerator to the chest with enough impact to drive him through the exterior wall and into the parking lot.
I took a split second to process the amount of force that sort of action would take then turned with great caution to see what the fuck was throwing appliances at the speed of sound. Another troll? A giant? Godzilla?
The mall was wrecked. Clothes lay in heaps, some of them smoldering. Metal racks were bent and warped. Broken bits of glass and plastic blended with drywall dust all over the floor. Judging from the labels on the throw pillows, we were in Macy’s. It was difficult to tell, because the entire store was blown wide open, the sun shining through cracks in the roof and holes in the exterior walls besides the one Gregory and the refrigerator had just made.
Beyond that I saw nothing capable of launching an appliance with that kind of trajectory. A few humans were running and screaming, trying to navigate their way out of the store through the jagged rebar-lined impromptu exits. Whatever had thrown the Frigidaire must have done it from a considerable distance.
I extricated myself from the throw pillows, wondered how far Gregory had been thrown, and when he might make a reappearance, and looked about for Nyalla. It was a big mall. She could be anywhere. I didn’t see her, but I did see something small moving near what used to be the jewelry section. I edged closer, wary of drop bears attacking me from the ceiling. Or the floor. Just because they liked to leap on prey out of trees didn’t mean they wouldn’t adapt to grabbing my ankles from behind the smashed faux-pearl counter.
It wasn’t a drop bear. It was something equally cute, but far less nefarious. A kitten.
The little grey ball of fluff looked up at me with yellow-green eyes and meowed plaintively. I’m not normally a cat person. I mean, they taste okay if you marinate them for a few days and throw them in the smoker, but other than that and the usual rodent control, they’re not my thing. This little guy was cute, though. How the fuck had a kitten gotten into the mall? Some little kid must have smuggled it in and lost it during the mayhem.
“Here, kitty, kitty.” Even though my intentions, this time, were pure, the cat must have somehow sensed I’d eaten a few of his ancestors in the past. With a twitch of his tail, he hissed and vanished into a pile of purses.
Normally I wouldn’t have bothered, but the purses were on fire. And they were designer. If I was lucky, I’d find an undamaged Louis Vuitton in my search for the kitten. Luck was not on my side. The purses were trashed, and the little gray ball of fluff dashed away just as I reached for him.
“Come on, damn it. We’ve got to get you out of here before another fridge comes flying through the air.” An angel could survive that sort of thing, but this little thing couldn’t. And where the fuck was Gregory anyway? Had the refrigerator knocked him all the way into Glen Burnie?
“Here, kitty, kitty.” It was perched on top of a pile of rubble, near one of the entrances, shaking its head and pawing the broken rebar as it made adorable little spitting-sneezing noises.
I crept closer. The cat turned to me and hissed, arching its back and baring sharp little teeth. Whatever. It was a kitten, and tiny little bite marks wouldn’t exactly kill me. I tried to look non-threatening as I reached out a hand to it. The cat coughed, a cloud of red spraying from its mouth. Shit. This thing needed a vet pronto. I wonder if it had been injured in all the destruction, or had some horrible kitty disease. I took another step. The cat growled. Nyalla rounded one of the remaining intact walls, running toward me with what looked like a nine iron in her hand.
“Sam!”
I grimaced and waved at her to stop. I was only a few feet from the kitten, and I didn’t want it to be spooked.
“Sam, no!” Nyalla ran faster. The cat did a quick back and forth between us. Then Nyalla swung the golf club and sent the little grey ball of fluff flying clear into the lingerie section.
I was rooted in place, shocked, my hand outstretched as if the kitty were still in front of me. I’d just witnessed my sweet human girl assault a kitten. Had she taken a blow to the head in the destruction? Or a refrigerator? This was clearly a sign of the End Times if young blond women were whacking defenseless animals across a department store.
“Get down,” she shouted, jumping on top of me and knocking me flat to the floor. Just in time, too. Clothing racks shot through the air like red-hot spears right where we’d stood. I rolled, putting myself between Nyalla and the fiery metal raining down around us. Glancing over, I saw a glowing metal piece rolling in a tangle of melted Spanx and push-up bras.
Lingerie. The cat. I had a moment of panic, imagining the adorable kitten impaled by a broken piece of metal. Then my brain caught up with my emotions.
“That cute little fluffy cat?” My eyes met Nyalla’s wide blue ones. She had a smear of red on her temple, and a clump of hair on her forehead matted with dried blood.
“It’s not a cat. At least not anymore,” she breathed.
A yowl echoed across the room, sounding like something a far larger animal would emit than a baby domestic feline.
“It’s coming.” Nyalla squirmed under me. “We’ve got to keep track of it, make sure it doesn’t get out of the mall before Beatrix gets back.”
I noticed how she didn’t add ‘stay alive’ or ‘run away’ from her statement of things we needed to do. So much for a boring task that convinced her to take up a career as a wedding planner.
Sliding to the side that put me between Nyalla and Destructo Kitty, I got up and helped her to her feet. “Who’s Beatrix? I’m assuming someone with Animal Control?”
She laughed but held the golf club with a firm grasp. “No, silly. Beatrix is the gate guardian.”
So that was her name. I was a total shitty friend that I’d never asked.
“I think we’re probably better off waiting for Gregory.” I looked around. “If he ever finds his way back. He took a fridge to the face. From as long as he’s been gone, it might have sent him into another state. Or magically locked him inside. Fuck if I know.”
“Hope he stops by the pet store first.” Nyalla dug around in her pocket and pulled out her cell phone, typing blindly as she scanned for the kitten.
A friendly sounding meow came from our left, and I cringed. “What the fuck kind of cat throws appliances at angels and sets undergarments on fire? Does it shoot lasers from its eyes? Cause houses to levitate?”
“Probably.” Nyalla glanced down at her phone and tapped a button. A red dot appeared on the floor. “Cross your toes and hope for the best.”
“It’s cross your fing—” I only got the first syllable out before a gray ball of fluff streaked across the floor, blasting chunks of concrete and mannequins out of the way. I caught my breath and went to grab Nyalla, who was paying more attention to the red dot of light her phone projected on the floor than Destructo Kitty.
The cat banked left, its claws gouging long marks into the floor as it navigated the turn. Yellow-green eyes were fixed with obsessive attention on the dancing red light.
“It works!” Nyalla squealed.
I was amazed. What a clever girl! Although, we could hardly stand around forever making the cat chase the cellphone app version of a laser pointer, but it might hold us off long enough for Gregory to show up. He knew about drop bears. He probably knew about whatever the fuck this thing was, too.
Although with my luck, Nyalla’s cell phone battery would die. Or... .
The cat turned, ignoring the little red dot and focusing on Nyalla’s phone. I caught my breath. Right before the kitten launched, the thought flitted through my head that this animal was smarter than the average domestic short hair. Much smarter.
I didn’t have time for further thought. The cat sprang. I grabbed Nyalla and teleported.
Thank the fates that Gregory had forced me to hone this skill, although, this time it shouldn’t matter where we ended up as long as we were away from this cat; Tasmania would do just fine. At the last moment, I remembered Nyalla wanting to keep an eye on the cat. I thought about what would happen if this thing got out of the mall—a tiny kitten would find a million places to hide, and who knows how high the death toll would climb before we managed to track it down. So I squeezed my eyes tight and willed myself to stay within the mall. Preferably in a really cool store.
My stupid internal GPS worked. I didn’t teleport us to a cool store, but we found ourselves about a hundred feet away on the opposite side of the cat. Destructo Kitty might be smart, but he’d clearly not had much experience with teleportation. The fur ball skidded to a stop and jerked his head back and forth. Thankfully, he lacked the ability to spin his head around Rosemary’s Baby style, or we would have been screwed.
Nyalla gripped my hand tight, holding her breath. I followed her lead and remained completely still. It was as if we were the only two mannequins in the store that remained upright and in one piece. After another quick scan, the kitten visibly relaxed. Then he sat down and groomed himself.
“What the fuck do we do now?” I muttered. How our roles had changed. I was asking a twenty-one-year-old girl who had spent most of her life as a slave to the elves performing menial labor what to do about Destructo Kitty. Weird, but I figured she knew more about this little monster than I did.
“We wait for Beatrix. She’s trying to find the nearest pet store.”
Did they sell bear traps at the pet store? I certainly hoped so, because that was the only thing I could think of that might allow us to capture this kitten. And, in all honesty, I was beginning to lean toward blowing the thing up rather than capturing it. I know Gregory frowned on my habit of killing stuff, and for all I knew, this kitten was under some angelic protection. I had enough four-nine-five reports to do without trying to complete an impact analysis on some otherworldly monster cat.
We held still. When you want to remain motionless, that’s when your nose itches, you need to sneeze, and bugs land on your neck. I tried to ignore it all and failed miserably, taking the chance the kitten was too busy licking his balls to notice me scratching my nose. Hopefully he was also too busy to notice Nyalla slide her cell phone from her pocket and check the screen.
“She’s here,” she whispered as she typed a response to the text. “I’m letting her know where we are.”
I saw a brief flash of white, and Beatrix stood near the mall entrance, several bags of what appeared to be oregano in her arms. Destructo Kitty saw her too and abandoned his self-fellatio to shoot a laser beam from his eyes at the gate guardian.
“See?” I was feeling rather smug. “Next he’s gonna levitate a house.”
Beatrix spun out of the way. The laser ripped through the top of one of her bags then tore through a kiosk backdrop and exploded a support pillar.
I wondered if the roof was going to come down on us then recognized a familiar scent amid the smell of burning plywood. “Does she have pot in those bags?”
The cat stomped a little fuzzy paw, sending floor tiles flying up in a wave extending outward from him. The building shook, and we were blinded from the dust and debris raining down on our heads and rising from the bits of flooring flying about. Someone screamed. It wasn’t me; I swear it.
Then everything stopped. Froze. Like someone hit the pause button on the remote. And that someone was an angel.
“’Bout time you got here.” I still couldn’t see him, since the dust and chunks of drywall were suspended midair, but I could feel him, opposite Beatrix, near what used to be the lingerie section.
“I landed on top of the gate guardian out in the parking lot. Once we managed to extricate ourselves from the refrigerator, I assisted her in locating a pet store.”
I was less interested in Gregory’s story about shopping for hamsters and more interested in this demonstration of his power. The cat, Nyalla, Beatrix, everything in the mall as far as I could see was locked in place. “Fuck me with a salami, how did you manage this? How far are you freezing time?”
“It’s a bit excessive, but I didn’t have the luxury of calculating area of effect.” I heard the strain in his voice. “Is there more than one? And where is it?”
I swallowed hard and walked toward him, feeling the crush of air molecules against my skin. Carefully I shifted the dust from the air to give Gregory a clear view of the kitten. After our intimate moments on Uranus, after the time-freeze with the troll in Pennsylvania, I was fully aware of how incredibly skilled my angel was. Each atom I moved had to be accounted for, shifted then held in place in connection with others. I was doing the best I could to help him, but my efforts were nothing compared to the power and ability it took to hold everything safely as I moved, unfrozen, among it all.
“Right here.” I pointed.
“I’m going to reduce the area of effect to free Nyalla and the gate guardian.”
It was then I wondered why I hadn’t been frozen in place. I’d been within the ‘zone’. Beatrix got caught in it, her face stuck in a hysterical ‘oh shit’ expression. If it worked on another being of spirit, why not me?
“You are a part of me, little Cockroach,” Gregory said as he carefully reduced the area held in stasis. I heard the thunk of ceiling tiles and light fixtures hit the floor. “I can’t lock myself in time. That would create an untenable loop, therefore I can’t freeze you either.” He smiled. “Although I doubt I could do this to any of the more powerful angels. They’d fight it, and we’d have a catastrophe on our hands.”
Cat-astrophe. I snorted at the unintentional pun. Slowly, carefully Gregory restored movement in every area except a few feet surrounding the kitten.
Nyalla exchanged a nervous glance with Beatrix. “Hope this works,” the gate guardian said, walking tentatively toward Destructo Kitty and ripping the top off one of her plastic bags. She upended it, causing a layer of dried green leaves to hover a foot above the kitten. Then she did the same with the second bag, keeping half of the leaves.
“Okay. Let’s do this.”
Gregory raised his eyebrows at her. “Wouldn’t it be prudent for you to step back, perhaps behind something fireproof?”
Beatrix shook her head. “Nah. If things go bad, I want to be close enough to throw more of this on it, or whack it with a two-by-four or something.”
Better her than me. I retreated, ensuring Nyalla was a safe distance away. I also made sure we were behind Gregory. I didn’t trust this was going to work any better than the laser pointer app, and I’d rather this cat have to go through two angels before trying to take me, or my girl, out.
Gregory released his hold, and a shower of drywall and green leaves rained down upon the cat. It gave a surprised yowl then went silent. When the dust cleared, amazingly, the kitten was stretched out on the floor, flexing his paws and rubbing his face gleefully in the leaves.
“Catnip.” Nyalla crossed her arms in front of her and grinned at me. “Best feline sedative ever.”
I approached and peered hesitantly at Destructo Kitty. “He’s stoned out of his mind.” I turned to Gregory. “What is this thing, and where is it from? I’m assuming there’s a gate nearby we need to stuff this kitten through and seal up?”
The angel shrugged. “I’ve never seen anything like it before. From what I can tell, it’s a domestic cat. Felis catus.”
“Domestic cats don’t shoot lasers out of their eyes, or any of that other stuff.” I waved a hand around at the damaged mall. “It’s got to be an alien cat or something.”
“No, it’s just a cat,” Nyalla chimed in. “Just a helpless little kitten caught in a spell.”
Oh no. No fucking way. “An elf or a demon? Which idiot came here and wasted one of the gem charges on a kitten ?” And how the fuck did that even work? The gem was supposed to enhance the caster , not turn a furry mammal into the monster in a B horror movie. Damn Gareth. If the gem did this to a kitten, what would it do to a demon? I knew he’d told some falsehoods regarding this magical item, but I never envisioned the stolen gem had this sort of power.
“It wasn’t the elf.” Nyalla’s expression was grim. “It was a demon. We were watching for the elf, so we didn’t take as much notice as we should have. He bespelled this kitten, and when it went crazy and started trashing the place, he went through the gate.”
It still didn’t make sense. “He wasted a charge of the gem to cause a distraction? What kind of demon is this?”
Imp. It had to have been an imp. But how would an imp have had the money to buy the gem from Swifty?
“Mid-level greed demon,” Beatrix spat out. “I hate those things. Illusions, deceptions, and they always have a good grasp on the human form. They’re hard to catch and even harder to kill.”
Greed demon. Mid-level. I remembered what the gargoyle had told me in Dallas and felt sure it was the same demon, even given the distance between Texas and Maryland.
“And to your other question,” Gregory said, eying the purring kitten. “If you had purchased a gem in a back-alley transfer from an elf, would you risk yourself before testing it on another?”
Yeah, right. I gave him one of those ‘significant’ looks that he was so good at, and he sighed.
“Of course you would, but would any demon of reasonable intellect with a modicum of self-preservation?”
“Okay, I get it,” I replied. “But why a cat?”
“No need to restrain them or attempt consent. A cat isn’t liable to hunt you down and enact revenge if the effect isn’t as promised and it survives.”
Made sense. I put myself in the demon’s place and winced. “He went through the gate to Hel. Whatever he plans to do with the gem, it must be there.”
Not that here was any better than in Hel, but here I had angelic backup. Gregory and his crew couldn’t cross the gates to Hel, which left me, myself, and I. No one else in Hel would give a shit about what this demon was doing. It was every demon for himself over there, and the only people who’d fight him were those in the household he was attacking. A greed demon. They each had quirks, particular areas they obsessed over. If I could find out who this demon was, I could determine who, or what, he would be going after first. And hopefully get there before he used the gem on himself.
“Can either of you describe this demon?” It was a long shot, but I was hoping Nyalla or Beatrix would relay identifying characteristics, and I’d have an ‘aha’ moment.
Beatrix replied. “Male human form. Six-feet tall, pale with close-cut light-brown hair. Pug nose, full face, receding chin. He licked his lips a lot more than normal. Left eye was slightly drooped compared to the right. Protruding mole on his jaw, left side.”
That was way more detailed than I’d ever expected. “Ewwww. Did it have hair growing out of the mole?”
“No.”
Beatrix knew her shit. Unfortunately I didn’t recognize her description. Either I didn’t know the demon or had never seen him in this particular form.
I turned to Gregory. “Can you let me know if any of your angels find that elf? I’ll send Nyalla back to my house to coordinate. Call her if he’s found and she can contact me in Hel.”
“I can’t spare my Grigori for much longer. I’ve got to deal with all the creatures coming through the gates. I want to help you, but this is more important.”
True, but I had a bad feeling about this gem and decided it needed to bounce back up my priority list. I doubted if this greed demon used the gem on himself, he could be subdued with catnip. This might go from bad to worse real quick.
“Nyalla, can you help your brother with the creature sightings? I’ll call Nils back from wherever he is and have him help track down the elf.”
“Got it.”
I winced. She was taking this all in stride—enthusiastically even. Damn, I’d never get her to go into a career as an insurance adjuster now.
“Beatrix, can you call Nyalla if you see an elf? And let her know if any more Destructo Kitties show up.”
The gate guardian blinked at my use of her name. “What shall we do with the cat? Eventually he’s going to come out of his catnip stupor and start blowing stuff up again.”
Damn. It wasn’t like with the harpy or other creatures we could send back home. This cat had no home. He’d been changed, and I wasn’t sure when the effect would wear off—if ever.
“Guess we’ll have to kill him,” I announced.
“No!” Nyalla gasped. Yeah, the girl who whacked a kitten halfway across Macy’s with a nine iron was appalled at the idea of me killing the thing.
“Then what do you suggest?” I’ll admit my tone was a bit more sarcastic than I usually used with her, but I was hungry, tired, short-tempered, and in desperate need of an alcoholic beverage.
The girl pursed her lips, tapping her cheek with a finger as she eyed the sleeping ball of fluff. “Take it with you to Hel?”
I’d carried a durft around before, and those things were vicious. Mean and sharp-toothed as they were, durfts didn’t shoot laser beams out of their eyes. “You’re fucking joking?”
“There are all sorts of stuff like this cat in Hel. He can defend himself, hunt for food. He’ll be happy there.”
Right. Maybe he’d find a liger and fall in love. It wasn’t like any other option was remotely close to optimal, though. “Give me that.” I snatched the half-empty bag of catnip from Beatrix and used a broken piece of shelving to scoop the cat into it.
I know. I had a lethal Destructo Kitty asleep in a plastic bag full of catnip. As an afterthought, I poked a few holes in the side of the bag, in case the little monster needed to breathe. Then I picked my way through the rubble that used to be Columbia Mall and walked through the gate to Hel.
 
 



Chapter 20
 
I didn’t want to carry Destructo Kitty around any longer than I had to. I was probably pushing my luck just strolling through the gate with him in the bag of catnip. Taking in my surroundings, I tried to figure out the most cat-friendly spot to dump him. Yes, he was a monster, but he was still kind of cute, and I at least wanted him to have a fighting chance. The swamps didn’t seem the ideal environment, and neither did the red sand closer to Dis. That left the grasslands and... elves.
The Western Red Forest, the borderland between Cyelle and the demon lands, was nearby. It would serve those pointy-eared bastards right to have this cat roaming their forests. Checking to make sure I wasn’t going to be accosted by juveniles with range weapons again, I found a fairly safe spot under a tree and upended the bag onto the moss. Then I ran and hid behind a tree.
The cat squawked as he thumped onto the ground. Staggering to his feet, he turned in a circle, fluffing the catnip from the bag into a layer of bedding. Then Destructo Kitty went back to sleep, snoring loudly.
Huh. So much for my passive-aggressive revenge against the elves. Scooping the cat back into the bag, I decided on another option. Hopefully the cat would come out of his drug-fueled nap, eat a bag of Doritos, then once again become a rampaging monster after I got where I was going. In the meantime, I had a demon to catch.
How I was going to accomplish that, I didn’t know. So I figured I’d start at the closest place where mover-and-shaker demons hung out—Dis. Expanding my wings, I took flight, speeding as fast as I could over grassy plains and across the rock-studded red sands. Within hours, the megaliths surrounding the city appeared black on the horizon. This part of Hel was flat, and distance was deceptive.
The sun was sinking low by the time I landed and walked down the main street of the city. My feathered wings still attracted a lot of attention, and demons stared. Some threw rocks. Some catcalled. The fact that everyone was busy following me like I was the pied piper meant the demon I’d been searching for wasn’t here or wasn’t running amok.
I strode into Gareth’s place, punching through the alarms, wincing at the sharp stab of pain each one caused. Once I breached the final rune, I walked through the metal door and slammed my hand down on the counter.
“Nice to see you, Iblis.” Gareth ignored my dramatic entrance and continued carving a border around a yew wand.
“The elf sold the gem to a demon. He’s already tested it, and I don’t expect it will be long before he uses it on himself. I need to find the demon and know what to expect if he’s used the gem.”
The sorcerer’s hands shook as he carved. “I don’t have any way of tracking the gem or who holds it. If this is beyond your abilities, then perhaps there is another way for you to repay the favors you owe me.”
I ignored him and put the plastic bag full of catnip and sleeping Destructo Kitty on his counter. “This is what the gem did. Not exactly a spell enhancer, is it? Or an enhancement to the caster? Unless any old furry mammal is able to use the gem.”
Gareth stared at the sleeping kitten. “What is that thing?”
“A baby domestic cat. They are used for rodent control, but their primary purposes is to look cute and irresistible so humans feed them and provide them with shelter and vast amounts of physical affection.”
He peered closer. “I do have the urge to touch it. He looks very soft.”
“He is, and normally when you stroke them, they make very pleasing vibratory noises. This one, however, has been altered. Now, when you stroke him, he throws large household objects at you, sets things on fire, and shoots laser beams from his eyes.”
Gareth winced. “The gem was just supposed to enhance the abilities of the spell caster. I swear that was our original intent, but Swiftethian thought if we altered a few of the spells, non-mages could use it, or even apply it to a third party.”
“So you could make more of them and sell them.” And now I was pissed off. All the sympathy I’d felt at Gareth’s attempt to level the playing field for humans in Hel vanished. Greed, that wonderful sin, had gotten its hooks into the mage, and he’d embraced it.
“They’re difficult to make, and only one in a hundred actually work, so it’s not like there would be dozens of them all over Hel.”
Which made it even more valuable. No wonder Swiftethian had stolen it. No wonder he’d found a demon buyer. No wonder there was a kitten snoozing on the counter who could shoot laser beams out of his eyes.
I should probably back out of this whole thing, but I’d already put a lot of effort into it. Plus I was nervous about any magical item that could do this to a kitten. Probably more nervous about that than the prospect of drop bears and harpies having free access to the humans they loved to eat.
“How many charges does this thing have?” Gareth had been vague before, but I knew he wouldn’t create something valuable like this without putting some limitations on it. He’d not make as much money if a demon could buy one then just resell it all over the place until the end of time.
“Six.”
I looked down at the kitten. Well, that was one down, five to go.
“And there is only one in existence?”
“Yes.”
I locked my gaze on Gareth’s eyes, shifting my wings. “There will only be one. If I find that you or anyone else has made another, you will pay with your life. Do you understand?”
I liked Gareth. I hoped to continue working with him in the future. But I was the Iblis, and I couldn’t let this sort of thing pass without explaining that our prior cordial relationship wouldn’t save him if he crossed the line.
He sucked in a sharp breath. “I understand.”
“And you will not be getting it back. Something that turns a kitten into a laser-eyed Incredible Hulk shouldn’t be in existence. I’ll make sure it is destroyed, and in return you will consider all my favors paid. Got it?”
“Yes. I have got it.”
“Good. Now that we’ve covered that, I need to know more. What exactly does this thing enhance? This cat isn’t any bigger. It’s moderately more intelligent, but I don’t see it doing calculus or advanced astrophysics. What determines the skills the gem enhances?”
“It depends.” Gareth’s voice was barely a whisper. He’d set aside the wand and knife, abandoning any pretense at continuing the work. “There are four avenues the spell can take: offence/defense capabilities, physical health and strength, knowledge and power, and intuition/sensory skills.”
“So the cat got the offence and defense enhancement. What happens if the one who wields the gem doesn’t specify? I’m assuming he, or she, needs to hold the desire in mind when activating the device?”
The sorcerer nodded. “If the caster doesn’t specify, or if they’re distracted or their will is not strong enough to sway the magic one way or another, the gem’s spell takes the path of least resistance. It will enhance whatever strength the intended recipient already holds.”
“So a mid-level greed demon?” Strength and physical health were a given for demons. When you could change your physical form to just about anything, that attribute came with birth. Likewise offence and defense. A Low, maybe, but any demon above that level wouldn’t find that appealing enough to waste a costly spell. That left intuition and sensation, or knowledge and power. We all loved sensation, but I was banking on the latter.
“Knowledge to know where things were hidden, to spot frauds, and to know an item’s value probably.” Gareth said. “And the power to knock someone out of the way and take whatever he wanted.”
The kitten stirred, opening one yellow-green eye and purring.
“Is the effect permanent?” I asked, eyeing the cat.
“Yes.” Gareth’s eyes were nervous as they met mine. “Swifterian and I worked together on the gem. I always suspected he put some sort of built-in failsafe to the spell, a way to reverse it or negate it if we humans got too powerful. But when he stole it... .”
“Wouldn’t he still want a failsafe? He didn’t keep it for himself; he sold it to a demon.”
Gareth shook his head. “All I know is the gem I helped create shouldn’t have resulted in a house pet that shoots lasers out of its eyes. Sharper teeth, stronger claws, yes. Lasers, no. This cat should be able to take down a durft, maybe an animal twice his size, but not shoot lasers.”
“So you think Swifty put more than a failsafe into the gem? Maybe turbo charged the enhancement part?”
The sorcerer nodded. “I can’t know for sure. It was bad enough when I thought he’d stolen the gem with the original powers, but this... .”
He didn’t have to say it. This was bad. This sucked big time. And all I could do was fly around and see if someone could help me identify this demon. Then locate him. Then hope I didn’t have to try to take down a demon who shot lasers out of his eyes and levitated houses.
“Let me know if you think of anything else you neglected to tell me.” I turned to leave, aware my words were harsh. They were justified, though. I’d grown to think of Gareth as a sort-of friend, or at the very least, a close and trusted business partner. This whole thing just reminded me that no matter how much of a partner someone seemed, they would always put their own interests first. That rule of selfish motive used to always be in the forefront of my mind, but the last few years I’d become soft and trusting. I couldn’t afford to make that kind of mistake. Trust was a precious gift, one not to be given lightly.
“Hey, what are you going to do about this cat thing?” Gareth called after me.
“I suggest you get a litter box and a scratching post.” Every mage needed a cat, right? Besides, his unfortunate transformation was Gareth’s problem, not mine. If the kitten burned the magical shop down, it was the sorcerer’s own damned fault.
 
 



Chapter 21
 
Making my way through the streets to Ahriman’s house—which was now my house—I noticed less rock throwing and more following. My crowd hovered outside the bone-and-iron gates with their flame security perimeter. They were still there when I went inside.
Most of my household were at the main house in Patchine, but a few preferred to stay at the smaller house in Dis, where there was more action. A handful of Lows and a few of the demons I’d inherited when I’d killed Ahriman greeted me with exuberance.
“Business!” I told them. “We’ll party later. Right now, I need to find a greed demon.”
“Did he insult you? Should we kill him?”
“For a breeding contract? An imp and a greed demon would be an amazing combination.”
“Does he have something cool? Are we going to steal it from him?”
I could barely think with all the suggestions and guesses flying at me but seized on the last one. “Yes, he does have something cool. A big gem. It’s purple and olive green.”
“Ooh, my favorite color,” Snip proclaimed. “What does it do?”
That was a question I didn’t want to answer. “I don’t want you guys to retrieve the gem, just find the demon. A fun-filled vacation across the gates for whoever finds him first.”
That generated a lot of excitement. Lows couldn’t activate the gates themselves, and even if they paid another demon to do it, they were usually killed by a gate guardian two steps out. Having immunity and traveling under my protection meant a safe vacation, even if they did need to comply with a list of restrictions.
“There are a lot of greed demons,” Snip said. “Do you know anything else about him?”
Smart little guy. I gave him the description Beatrix had given me, along with when the demon had crossed the gate from the mall. “I don’t know what gate he used to leave Hel,” I cautioned. “Or how long he was away from here. At least two days, but probably more.”
Snip tapped a tentacle against his maw. “And he obviously has contacts with elves if he arranged to buy this gem from one.”
“Or he stole it,” I told him. “It’s just as likely he has contacts among the elves or among the demons in Eresh that let him know that someone had a valuable gem. A greed demon wouldn’t balk at tracking down an elf or another demon and taking whatever he wanted.”
I could see the little demon’s mind working. Everyone else had taken off half-cocked on a Where’s Waldo hunt or brushed the whole thing off to do other activities in the house. Snip’s determination gave me hope that I might actually be able to find this guy.
The Low’s cavernous mouth stretched outward, lengthening into a snout that would do an anteater proud. Sniffing, he wiggled a wet nose. It looked odd with the six tentacle arms, but I’d come to expect that from demons.
“I’m on it,” he told me, his voice hollow and nasal.
Snip headed off on his search, and I went to make some house calls on the demon elite who held residences in Dis. Ahriman hadn’t been the only powerful being who set up shack here. Dis boasted three ancients and at least four high-ranking demons among the city rolls. I was banking that whoever the demon wanted to target was here, otherwise why go through that particular gate? Still, seven demon households were a lot of targets to consider. I wouldn’t have time to visit them all today. Although, once I thought about it, I realized most probably wouldn’t give me an audience. I might hold the title of Iblis, but to the ancients of Hel, I was still a young upstart imp.
Ancients. I thought about the cat. Lasers shooting from eyeballs wouldn’t do much more than piss an ancient demon off. Shit, that probably wouldn’t do more than piss any demon off who was higher than a Low. But if a kitten went from painful bites and scratches to wrecking a mall, then I could expect a mid-level greed demon to jump pretty high up the power scale.
Enough to go against an ancient? Eh. I wasn’t sure about that one. And I was going to take that as my excuse to put the three ancients at the bottom of my visitation list. That left me with four demons. Figuring I needed to look my most impressive, I stretched my wings to their full width and summoned my Iblis sword.
I suck at swordplay. In fact, it shouldn’t have escaped anyone that I sucked at a lot of things. I am, however, reasonably accurate with a shotgun. Anyone can be reasonably accurate with a shotgun. Just point it in the general direction of what you want to hit, and the big-ass spray of shot is bound to hit something. No one besides a handful of elves and demons had ever seen a firearm of any kind in Hel. Demons tended to spend short amounts of time among the humans, punctuated by lengthy stays in Hel, so their remembrance of guns would be foggy at best. Plus human guns, outside of the occasional lucky shot, don’t often kill us.
My Iblis sword in the form of a gun could—kill, that is. Even if my aim sucked.
I pursed my lips and regarded the sword. Did I need the ceremonial weapon that other demons would recognize, or a weapon I could actually defend myself with? That was the million-dollar question.
Sword. Yes, Alex, that’s my final answer. Probably stupid, but impression is nine tenths of how demons perceive each other, and how much respect they show in interactions. I was an imp. My level wasn’t particularly high. The things I had going for me was a sentient sword that chose me as the titular leader of Hel, and a big fucking pair of black, feathery angel wings. I was counting on the two of those to override the rest and gain me entrance.
Ose was first. He was a bit of a purist when it came to demon forms. Leopard. Not leopard with a snake head, or leopard with insect legs and the back end of a bull. Leopard. It was kind of refreshing actually. Beyond that, I didn’t know much about him. Well, other than stories of how he loved to drive humans to insanity by ‘gifting’ them with visual hallucinations. He sounded like a pretty cool guy, actually.
And he wasn’t home. His steward wasn’t a cool guy; she was a complete asshole. According to her, Ose had never stolen, claimed, borrowed, or had any dealings whatsoever with a greed demon of any level. That I found hard to believe, but when she started waxing poetic about the demon’s accomplishments, that his level was so high I would get a nosebleed just tilting my head to look there, I got the picture.
“I wanted to discuss the breeding petition he sent me.” For emphasis, I shook my wings, letting a black feather drift gently to the floor.
The steward’s eyes bugged out. She had the head of a dragonfly, so that was saying quite a lot. “I didn’t... he never... I don’t—“
I stood with a smug smile. “I was concerned he had unfinished business with a greed demon, because that would be a bit of a deal breaker on my part. That’s one demon type I just can’t abide. I’ll definitely consider his petition now I know that isn’t true.”
“Wait, he... Plurius. Plurius stole some scrolls from Ose a few centuries ago, and my master infested his dwelling with scale biters. They’re best friends now, though. Plurius is over all the time. They even have some business dealings in the Shorelands together.”
One of the bennies of my Angel of Chaos transformation was that I was pretty damned good at spotting lies. Psychopaths notwithstanding, I could detect a fib from a mile away. Demons were generally psychopaths, so you’d think my lie detector skills wouldn’t work on them, but I seemed better at sniffing out falsehoods among my own people than I did with humans or other races. This steward told the truth. And based on this, I strongly doubted that Ose was the target, and Plurius probably wasn’t the demon with the gem.
“Ugh. Well, I will definitely send my rejection.” I spun around, knocking several tables over with my wings as well as sweeping a large portrait askew.
Ose’s steward showed me to the door as fast as her little spindly legs could move, and I was off to the next demon on my list—Malphas.
This was another demon I’d long admired. Malphas liked to fly around in the shape of a crow. Given my new feathered appendages, I could appreciate another demon who was confident enough in his evilhood to sport feathers on a regular basis.
And Malphas tossed me out on my ear, informing me he didn’t have any dealings with greed demons or with imps, no matter how interesting their wings were or what type of ceremonial weaponry they carried.
Leragie’s house was equally a bust, as was Isacaaron’s. I was summoning the courage to visit Pamersiel, one of the ancients, when I heard an explosion. I hauled ass, keeping my wings tight to my back to reduce drag. Rounding the corner, I saw Pamersiel’s dwelling, pointy spires of ruby red glistening in the fading light. It was like a gigantic cluster of bloody stalagmites. And one lay in ten-foot shards on the ground. A demon stood in front of the gates, just outside the ring of molten lava that served as a moat. He had tattered leathery wings, the head of a wasp, and a muscular body with four arms—arms surprisingly devoid of any weaponry.
“Pamersiel,” the demon shouted. “Get your fat ass out here right now.”
“He’s not here, you fucking idiot.” The steward swayed to the left as he spoke, his antennae trembling. He had cause to be nervous. Two other demons lay at his feet, their entrails spread across the white walkway. Body parts littered the courtyard.
A hand tugged mine, and I spun about, nearly chopping Snip in two with my sword.
“Hide, Mistress,” he hissed. “Avarnak. He’s pissed, and he’s a whole lot more powerful than he was last time I saw him.”
Yeah. I noticed. Hiding sounded like a really damned good idea right now. It was definitely an option I wanted to keep in my back pocket. Likewise, I had no immediate intention of rushing into the middle of this like a complete fool with wings flapping and sword ablaze. Better to hold back, let the cards fall where they may, then figure out a way of getting the gem from this Avarnak.
Leader of the demons didn’t mean I was the local sheriff. I just spoke for our interests on the Ruling Council, not intervened in disputes. For all I knew, Avarnak had a legitimate beef with Pamersiel. I was only here to get the gem. That’s all.
Fuck. Who was I kidding? I took a step closer, trying to determine which side of this brawl I was going to weigh in on.
“Well get him here, you troll-fucking Low.”
The steward hissed, sparks dancing between antennae and his clawed hands. Then he took a look at the bodies near his eight hooked feet and stiffened. “He. Is. Not. Here. And Pamersiel does not take kindly to being summoned as if he were a common imp.”
Yeah, imps got no respect. Even with angel wings and a sentient sword.
Avarnak lifted two arms toward the sky, and another crimson spire cracked. The sound was deafening, and I instinctively covered my head as huge chunks of the tower crashed onto the ground. Luckily none hit Snip or I, but several bystanders were crushed.
“Summon his ass now, or I’ll take this castle apart spire by spire. Maybe he’ll kill you for disturbing him, but he’ll definitely kill you once he sees the wreckage he used to call home.”
The steward tapped a hand against one of his legs then nodded. “It is done.”
I knew how quickly an ancient could move from place to place. Ahriman had seemed to be everywhere at once, and if I could ever get the knack of teleporting myself around, I might appear the same.
“Go back to the house, Snip. I’ll follow in a moment.”
I didn’t want the little guy anywhere near when this went down. The Low bolted, and before I could take another breath, the temperature shot up at least fifty degrees. Dis was hot enough, but this was skin-blisteringly hot. I contemplated shifting into my dragon form, but a dragon with black feathered wings holding a sword seemed a bit over the top.
Pamersiel appeared in a twenty-foot flame of deep red, rising from the moat of steaming lava. He hovered above it, a humanoid shape of flame with yellow eyes and a black slash of a mouth. With a flick of a hand, he motioned the steward back into the building.
I didn’t know him at all, but he’d sent one of his household back to safety the same as I had. It was a mark in his favor.
“You burned down my home, killed my household, stole everything I owned,” Avarnak shouted.
Okay. Been there, and it really sucked. At least when Ahriman had torched my place, my household had survived.
“Oh, get over it. That was fifteen-hundred years ago. You’re lucky I didn’t kill you too. Clearly my mercy was misplaced. It won’t happen again.”
A stream of profanity poured from Avarnak.
“Such a lack of respect towards your elders.” Pamersiel seemed pretty mellow given the tense situation. “I fought in the Great War, I—”
“I don’t give a shit.” Two spires shattered. Avarnak was engulfed in flames. Then everything cleared. Flames died, glittery red dust settled. The two demons stood right where they had been before. Unharmed. Avarnak didn’t have a smoke smudge on him. A three-foot radius around Pamersiel was pristine and clear of any debris.
I took a breath, and then everything exploded. Crimson flames roared up from the ground, the moat surged, flowing over the banks and incinerating everything in its path. Every remaining spire blew outward, sharp projectiles that looped around like guided missiles to their target. It became a blur of action, red dust and fire. I didn’t know how to intervene, who to attack, so I held back, frustrated and trying to keep my hair and skin from burning to a crisp.
When the dust cleared this time, Avarnak stood alone in a sea of destruction. I approached, fully aware that if we went mano-a-mano, I’d probably lose. Brute strength wasn’t my skill. Deception was.
“Damn! You took out an ancient. That was truly the fight of the century pay-per-view style. Greed demon prevails.”
Avarnak spun around, and I swear to fucking all that is unholy, he shot a laser beam at me out of his beady little eyes. My first thought was to protect my wings, so I snapped them tight against my back. My second thought, which actually happened simultaneously with my first thought, was that I really didn’t want to get sliced in half by some blue light. I swung my sword upward to block the hit, hoping it absorbed lasers as well as it did electricity and demon-energy attacks.
It didn’t. The sword deflected the beam, which slammed into one of the red crystalline shards that had formerly been a tower. It ricocheted around a bit before sputtering out into the sandy ground.
“Nice sword,” Avarnak commented.
“Nice... eye lasers,” I replied.
“Who the fuck are you?”
“The Iblis.” I didn’t really feel like reciting all my names. Besides, he could see I was an imp; I figured the title was the most impressive thing about me.
He grunted. “What the fuck do you want?”
Phew. I was taking this as a don’t-startle-the-juiced-up-greed-demon lesson. Avarnak didn’t seem all that inclined to kill me out of hand, which gave me a few more minutes to figure out how to get the gem.
“I want the gem.”
I wasn’t feeling especially creative, and I’d run out of time. Might as well try the direct approach.
“You’ll need to pry it from my cold, lifeless hands—all four of them.”
I had a feeling he would say that, so I readied my sword and rushed him. In its shotgun form, my Iblis weapon had a tendency toward overkill—emphasis on the kill. I didn’t have any beef with Avarnak. He’d bought a magical item and used it, and so far he hadn’t done anything that would have gone against our, admittedly loose, moral code. I only wanted to beat him to a pulp and take the gem.
Ten feet from the other demon, his arm extended like Elastagirl on speed and grabbed my wrist with force I hadn’t felt since my time in Ahriman’s dungeon. He twisted. Bones snapped, and the sword clattered embarrassingly to the ground. Pathetic, but I’d been fighting without this sword for nearly a millennium, and I had other tricks.
Sword on not, I kept going, plowing into the demon and twisting my legs around his as I dropped my weight to the ground. His eyes registered surprise right before I smashed a fist into them. That was the only chance I had to land a blow. Avarnak grabbed that arm and pulverized it as he had the other, then twisted to flip me onto the bottom.
Greed demons aren’t usually very creative. Avarnak mirrored my attack, releasing my arms to lay a steady stream of blows on my head and upper torso. I let him, taking a quick second to repair my arms so I could wave them around ineffectually and try to push him off as he beat my face to a pulp.
At least that’s what it looked like. In reality, I was busy searching pockets and pouches for the gem. The thing was fucking huge. Unless he’d shoved it up his ass, I should be able to get my fingers on it, especially since he was focused on turning my head into a crushed, overripe melon.
Got it. My fingers closed around something big and hard with sharp edges. I palmed it, pulling it from the demon’s pocket just as he gave up on my face and yanked me up from the pavement. I was upright, gripping the object in my hand securely as I tried to repair my head injuries enough to see and hear.
My eyesight cleared just in time to feel myself launched through the air. I mean launched. It was like being thrown by a trebuchet. My back smashed into something solid, and I heard a crack. Scrabbling one-handed, I tried to find something to grab onto so I wouldn’t plunge fifty feet to the sharp broken bits of Pamersiel’s home that littered the pavement below. There was another loud splintering noise. The section of building I held onto jerked downward, and I realized that more than my bones had broken when I hit this wall.

Don’t drop the gem was my only thought as I fell. Well that and how much hitting the ground was going to suck. It did suck. I landed on the only clear place of pavement then bounced, coming down to impale myself on a foot-long spike of rebar. The section of tower that had been following me to the ground landed on top of me. And just to add to the Wile E Coyote-esqueness of the situation, I dropped the gem.
And saw it wasn’t the gem but a chunk of pink granite with no magic whatsoever.
Damn it. I needed to get out of here right now. Let Gareth get his own fucking gem. I was done with this guy. I tried to get up but, instead, just flailed about. At least my arms did. My spine and about everything below my ribcage was crushed by the weight of the tower shard. Seeing Avarnak approach, I decided to abandon my human form and recreated myself in my dragon form, easily tossing the glossy red boulder aside. One of my heads shot a bolt of lightning at the other demon, while the other two looked around for something useful.
The electricity sizzled around Avarnak then dissipated. “You waste my time.” He lifted a hand, and the ground trembled, making me thankful I had four legs to balance on. I stumbled forward, and a shining rock shot from the ground, twisting as if it were rope as it looped around my shoulders and back. I yanked against it and sharp edges cut through my tough scales. Pain shot through my chest and abdomen, and I realized he’d formed several spikes to impale me.
I lay gasping in pain, wondering what the fuck he’d created out of a bunch of sand that could go through a dragon’s hide like it was tissue paper. Holding as still as possible, I thought of converting my form back to that of a human. I’d be small enough that the sharp cage would no longer hold me tight, but the spikes driven through me had to have been ten to twelve inches in diameter. Not the sort of hole I’d want to have in a human body. And as sharp as they were, I’d bleed out a dozen times before I managed to wiggle my body off them.
“Mistress.”
I moved one head just enough to look at Snip without twisting my body any further. I was assuming the demon hadn’t returned to my house as ordered, judging from the big eyes and the way he was wringing several of his tentacles together.
“I’m stuck.” It wasn’t the sort of thing one usually admitted to a household member, especially a Low, but they’d all seen me in embarrassing situations before. They knew when they signed on with me that service to an imp meant witnessing this sort of thing on a regular basis.
“I see that, Mistress.” He tilted his head to the side and flicked a long tongue against my prison. “Dragon glass. It’s very sharp.”
“Really? I hadn’t noticed.” Obsidian. It wasn’t native to Hel. The fact that Avarnak had created it worried me. I didn’t want to think too deeply about that right now, especially when I was bleeding all over.
“If you shrink your form by thirty percent, you should be able to squeeze through these two pieces with minimal damage.”
Huh. He was right. Although there was still a rather painful hurdle to overcome. “I’ve got two pieces driven through my middle.”
Snip made a sympathetic clicking noise. “That’s going to hurt like fuck, Mistress.”
Yeah. And there was no way around it. The longer I stayed here, the more distance Avarnak put between us. As much as I wanted to abandon this quest, I knew I couldn’t. That gem had four more charges. If one charge had done this to Avarnak, what would it do in the hands of another demon? Of an ancient? Ahriman wasn’t the only demon who held a grudge against the angels. Within hours, word of Avarnak’s new skills would be all over Hel. I gave it two days before some ancient figured it out and either killed the greed demon or stole the gem.
I needed to get out of here. Find the bastard. Steal the gem. Maybe he’d get drunk in Eresh to celebrate his revenge against Pamersiel, and I could lift it off him then.
But first.... I took a deep breath, which was the wrong thing to do with two sharp spikes tearing up my internal organs, then shifted to a slightly smaller dragon form. Snip was right. The edges that had cut into my sides were several feet away. Any relief I felt was negated by the proportionate increase in internal damage I received.
I put my four feet against the spikes, trying to ease myself up and off them. They were deep into the ground, and my clawed feet bled against the sharp edges. I’d only gotten a few inches up when the blood on the spikes loosened my grip, and I slid back down.
Damn it all. I panted, realizing the only way I was going to get out of here was if I treated these spikes like arrows. Break them off at the base and push them through. I couldn’t break them off, but I had something that could.
The Iblis sword wasn’t exactly designed for the clawed dragon feet currently serving as my hands. I awkwardly gripped the hilt with one foot, pivoting it and jabbing at the dragon-glass spike. Bits of black obsidian chipped like ice from a block. Each stab of the sword tightened abdominal muscles against the sharp edges. My bloodied hands slid on the hilt of the sword, but I gritted my teeth and kept chipping away. Snip cheered me on, which made me want to turn the sword on him and take his head off instead.
Finally the spike broke at the base. I lurched forward, slicing even more of my innards on the other one. Everything went white, and I braced my feet on the ground to catch my breath. Then I went to work on the second spike. By the time I was free and wiggling my way out of the obsidian cage, it was dark. A crowd had gathered, and their shouts of encouragement were doing nothing for my temper. I shoved the spikes out of my body and rolled around the sand for a few moments in agony before summoning strength to convert my form.
My newly created human form was naked, but it was without injury. Even so, I was exhausted, it was dark, and I still had to track down Avarnak.
“Did anyone see where the other demon went? Avarnak? The one who killed Pamersiel?”
There were a lot of murmurs, mostly about stupid imps and that no demon with a brain in their head would chase after someone who’d managed to kill an ancient without hardly breaking a sweat. Fuck them. I picked up my sword and headed toward my house. I’d sleep then track down Avarnak in the morning. At least now I knew who he was. And any demon sporting that much power wouldn’t go unnoticed. I’d find him eventually.
“Mistress?”
“Not now.”
Snip’s crestfallen face sent a pang of guilt through me. He was a good little guy, but I just didn’t have the patience to deal with him right now. “But, Mistress, I know the answer to your question.”
Which question? Fuck I was tired. As horrible as Ahriman’s house was, it was looking pretty welcoming right now.
“Avarnak. He went back through the gate.”
Damn it. I used to be a lucky little imp. What the fuck had happened? Nothing was easy anymore. Although if I honestly thought about it, nothing really ever had been easy. Not since day one.
“Which gate?” It was a dumb question, and I realized that as soon as it was out of my mouth. Avarnak might have the ability to teleport all over the place now, but Snip hardly would have seen him go through a gate unless it was the one he’d just come in through.
“The one by the borderlands, by the Western Red Forest,” Snip confirmed. “I’m fast. Really fast. I chased him then came back to tell you. No one pays attention to Lows. He didn’t even notice me.”
Great. I didn’t like the idea of Avarnak running around among the humans, but at least on that side of the gates I’d have a host of angels at my back. Maybe I’d get lucky and they’d take him out for me, deliver the gem giftwrapped with a little bow on top. Yeah. Lovely fantasy.
“Thanks, Snip. I’ll go after him in the morning.” No, actually I wouldn’t. I’d go after him now. The more I thought about it, the more I worried. Why would Avarnak go back? He’d just returned to Hel. Clearly he had revenge as the first item on his to-do list, but what was second? What would take him back across the gates where his new energy signature would set off a ton of alarm bells? He’d be like a huge walking neon sign to the angels, and as tough as he was, Gregory would turn him into a pile of sand in three seconds flat. What was so important that he’d risk death? The answer to that question had to be something bad, really bad.
“You don’t need to go after him, Mistress.” Snip sounded pretty damned happy. The Low was usually cheerful, but this was beyond his typical level. “I’m sneaky and fast, and Avarnak has never been a demon to pay much attention.”
I turned to him and saw the little Low bouncing a large gem back and forth between tentacled hands. Son of a bitch. I let out a squeal and grabbed Snip, hugging him tight.
“Mistress! I is sorry, so sorry. Don’t kill me. Don’t crush me to death. I was only doing what you told us to do.”
I abruptly let go. In my years among the humans, I’d become comfortable with their physical methods of affection. Hugging didn’t mean affection to a demon, it meant bones crushing and blood spurting from your nose and mouth.
“Sorry.”
He handed me the gem, and I cradled it in both hands, feeling the sharp bite of its magic. Done. My task was complete. All I had to do was run this gem ten blocks over to Gareth’s shop, and my debt to him would be wiped out. I still owed the favor to Kirby, but Amber would take care of that in a few months. And Amber’s request would be honored as long as I hustled my ass back and helped Gregory with the gateways.
But... Damn it all, Avarnak was through the gate, among the humans. He’d taken down an ancient in record time. If this had been a pay-per-view fight, it would have been over before the first commercial break. Maybe Pamersiel had underestimated the greed demon and been mortally wounded before he realized his mistake. I’d played the same game and prevailed many times against much stronger foe. Maybe. But did I want to take that chance? I hadn’t been trying to kill Avarnak, but he’d also held back when fighting me. There was a good chance that even with my sword as a shotgun, he’d beat me. There was a chance he could beat an archangel. There was even the slightest doubt in my mind as I envisioned Gregory taking him down. Six-billion-year-old archangels should easily beat a mid-level greed demon, even one hyped up on a power-increase spell, but then again, who would have thought paper beat rock?
I needed to get through the gate pronto and warn Gregory, just in case Avarnak had plans that involved more than popcorn and a movie. And something told me to keep this gem close, just in case. Not that I intended on using it on myself. Oh no. Not that. But it was pretty, and Gregory might want to examine it. Or something. Yeah.
I went to stick the five-carat alexandrite in my pocket and realized naked women have no pockets. Damn. It was going to suck to carry this thing around, tying up one of my hands that I might need for fighting. Besides, everyone would see it and know I’d stolen—errr, kept it. Temporarily.
“Here, Mistress.” Snip tore a pocket off the weird trouser-like garment he was wearing and untied the strip of leather from around his waist. The pants bagged around his slimy hips.
“Thanks.” I stuck the gem in the pocket and tied it shut with the rawhide string, looping it safely around my neck. It sat heavy between my boobs, right against my heart.
“I haven’t forgotten about your promised vacation,” I told the little Low. “Just got a few quick things I need to do with the angels, and then I’ll be back for you.”
He danced with excitement. “Will there be a beach? And alcoholic drinks with bendy straws and plastic decorations? And half-naked humans who might consent to sex with a Low? Or maybe not tell the angels if there is no consent?”
Shit. I could tell I would need to reiterate the rules surrounding his visit. “I’ll do my best.”
Then, leaving Snip behind, I closed my eyes and willed myself to the other side of the gate.
 
 



Chapter 22
 
It was inconceivable for Columbia Mall to look any worse than it had when I’d left, but it did. Had the apocalypse occurred in my short absence? One kitten had done considerable damage. Perhaps Avarnak had also tried the spell on a larger creature, like a sheepdog or a goat, and it had just taken the animal a few hours to make their way here. Whatever creature had come through the mall recently had exploded several walls, turning the main area into one giant open space of rubble. Kiosks were burning throughout the food court. All it needed was some overturned cars and vagrant homeless people cooking rats over the flames to complete the image.
I kicked over an e-cigarette display and froze when I heard someone call out.
“Where are you?” Had a human been trapped in the building since Destructo Kitty’s rampage? Shit, I hoped it wasn’t the imagined goat-sheepdog who’d added to the damage. No way I wanted to meet that thing.
“Here!”
Unless the goat-sheepdog had been granted the powers of speech, the voice calling me was human. I made my way through the jungle of broken plastic, metal, and concrete. The voice was near the Bath and Body Works store—or what had once been the Bath and Body Works store. I grabbed hold of a huge shelving unit wedged between two bent metal posts and tugged. Stuck. I contemplated just blasting it out of the way, but I doubted I could do that without the chance of the ceiling coming down. The mall was like a fucking house of cards as it was, and any demolition attempts on my behalf would probably kill whoever was trapped in the store.
So I grabbed and put my back into it. There was a lot of sweat and swearing involved, but I finally managed to move the shelf enough to squeeze by. “Hang on. I’m coming.”
“Sam? Sam, is that you?”
Beatrix. I stared at her, barely able to breathe. She lay under a concrete pillar, her wings pinned to the ground with metal roofing struts. She was like a mangled butterfly, stuck without care to a display board.
And she was crying. “Hold still. I’ll get you out of there. Just hold still.”
I’d never seen her wings before, beyond the odd tracings I saw with all the angels. When I’d first met her, I wasn’t even sure gate guardians had them. They were narrow, like feathered dragonfly wings, only instead of four, there were two of them. They were broken, bent, shredded.
Shit. I knew how sensitive the things were, how impossible it was to retract our spirit-self from our angel wings. If she was lucky, she’d carry the scars for the rest of her life. If she was unlucky, she’d never fly again.
“Are they just holding you to the ground, or do they actually go through your wings?” I walked around her, scrutinizing the load and determining how to get the roofing pieces off without damaging her further.
“One is about six inches into the cement. The force of impact drove it into the floor. The other is flush with the ground.”
I was naked anyway, so I took the gem pouch from around my neck and looped it loosely over my arm. Then I changed into my dragon form, careful not to knock anything over that would destabilize the building or add to all the shit on top of Beatrix. Wrapping my forelegs around the one flush with the ground, I unfurled my wings as far as I could.
“Cover your head and brace.”
I heaved, using my wings to help me lift. Dust flew everywhere, but I managed to lift the metal off her and place it to the side. Now came the hard part.
“This is gonna hurt like fuck,” I warned.
“I know,” she panted. She hadn’t moved the wing I’d freed, her face creased in pain.
I removed the second roofing strut with the same process. Beatrix screamed as the weight left her wing. She flailed around as I put the metal next to the other.
“Careful. Can you at least heal your physical damage? Do you need help?”
She’d managed to get to her feet, leaning heavily against a sideways display case. Her wings were hidden, but I still saw the gold tracings of them twisted as they arched from her back. “I’ll be okay. Where are Grial and Mizan?”
“Who?”
“The two enforcers. Once I realized what was coming through the gate, I called for backup.”
Shit. I was getting that heavy feeling of dread. “That mid-level greed demon? He used the gem on himself.”
“By all that’s holy, I thought I recognized his energy signature, but he was so much more powerful than before that I thought I was mistaken.” Her eyes met mine, and even with all the blood and dirt, I could see she was worried. “That’s not just one level up, Sam. The kitten—now that was some crazy stuff—but this? It’s unbelievable that that could have been the same demon.”
Yeah. I didn’t want to think about that until after I’d spoken with Gregory.
“Are you okay enough to help me find your buddies? Where did you see them last?” I was hoping they were pinned or trapped somewhere else in the mall but doubted it. Gate guardians weren’t very strong. An angel powerful enough for Gregory to appoint as an enforcer wouldn’t be held down by a few metal beams. No, those angels had mandates to go down with the ship. If they were alive, they were pursuing Avarnak. Otherwise they were dead. And if the latter was the case, I’d rather Beatrix remain behind. Beyond a few that I’d become rather fond of, and one that I loved with all my being, dead angels didn’t mean anything to me one way or another. Beatrix had probably known them for millions of years, though. She’d worked with them this past century, no doubt had the angel equivalent of coffee and bagels with them, chatting around the water cooler.
“No. I can help find them. I know their energy signatures.”
She knew. She knew that this was most likely body retrieval.
“Okay. Take your time. We’ll rest if you need.”
Beatrix lifted her chin, set her jaw, and marched forward. I admired her resolve. We’d developed a strange sort of friendship over the last few years, mainly bitching about management, discussing which lunch specials in the food court were the best bang for the buck, and drooling over expensive shoes at Nordstroms. In spite of that, I hadn’t ever known her name. I knew so little about the angel, beyond her love of sweet-and-sour sauce. How many friendships are like that, skimming the surface, satisfied to never look too deep into another’s joy and pain?
I reached out and grabbed her hand, helping her over a two-feet-deep pile of scented moisturizer. “Do you ever get out of this mall? Ever?”
“No. Never. I guard the gate twenty-four/seven. When my century is up, I’ll return to Aaru.”
It was like a prison sentence—one where the inmate could clearly see all the pleasures of the world just outside the barbed-wire fence. My heart hurt for her.
“At first, it was amazing—the challenge of guarding the gate, the novelty of the humans and their quirky lives. I loved it, but there’s only so much food-court food an angel can eat before going a bit crazy.”
She gripped my hand tight, leading me past the Hallmark store, cards like confetti all over the floor. “I know every piece of merchandise in this mall. That’s why I call you when the fall line-up comes in and there’s a shoe I know you’ll love. I’ve been here since before the mall was built. I can tell you’re feeling bad for me, but it could be worse. Now I’m guardian over a gate in a pile of rubble. I’ll walk around all day in the ruins of what used to be a lively area for humans to shop and congregate. I’ll watch bulldozers, if I’m lucky. Twenty more years. I hope they rebuild. I hope it only takes them a few years. Funny how three-million years goes by in a blink of an eye, but a century crawls like a spider caught in molasses.”
I let her ramble, holding her hand tight and envisioning the desolation of her assignment. Trapped in a mall for decades and having that be the most interesting part of her century here. We demons vacationed among the humans when we wanted a break from Hel. Beatrix needed a vacation too. As did the other angels. They all needed to realize how amazing the human world was, how, in spite of their obvious issues, the humans lived lives full of promise. How terrible would it be for her to return to Aaru and not know the good that happened down here as well as the bad?
“Here. Turn left.”
Sunglass Hut. The floor was littered with broken glass from the display cases, twisted, shattered, and melted designer shades. And feathers. It looked like a pillow factory had detonated inside the store.
“Beatrix, you should stay here—”
“No. I know they’re dead. I felt their loss, the passing of their spirit-selves. I just need to confirm it, let my eyes see what my heart knows.”
I held her arm to steady her as we picked our way past the sea of feathers, glass and plastic crunching beneath our feet. The bodies were toward the back of the store, one seemingly glued to the ceiling, the other quartered, his sections stacked neatly against a wall.
The gate guardian swallowed hard a few times, nodded, then turned her back on the bodies. I wasn’t sure what to do. Any kind of physical comfort from me would seem hollow and hypocritical.
“What happened?”
She shuddered. “The demon came through the gate. I felt his power and knew I was outclassed, so I called for an enforcer. The Ancient Revered One sent two to assist.”
“Why didn’t he come himself?” It had been puzzling me. Gregory with his big-ass sword was the one who usually came to take care of the high-level demons.
“This demon wasn’t an ancient. His power was high, but he didn’t read anywhere near the level he actually was in terms of ability. One enforcer should have been sufficient. Two should have easily been able to take him down. And instead... .”
I waited while she regained her composure.
“In these instances, I stay to watch the gate because sometimes another demon comes through. The enforcers... I heard silence, I felt the souls of my brothers leave, and when I saw the demon, I knew. What I’d felt had been confirmed.”
“He came back for you?”
She nodded.
“Why didn’t he kill you?” It sounded harsh, but I couldn’t understand why he would come back for her and not kill her.
She paled and clutched her hands together. “Because he wanted me to pass along a message.”
I would have thought two dead enforcers were enough of a message. “To me?”
“No, to the angelic host.” Her eyes focused on the bloody feathers scattered across the floor. “He said to tell them ‘It’s mine. It’s all mine’.”
 
 



Chapter 23
 
I was speeding down I-70 in a stolen Mazda. Beatrix rode shotgun, and what seemed like half the surviving products of Columbia Mall were in the backseat and trunk. All that junk in the trunk was the reason for my grand theft auto. Normally we could have teleported ourselves to my house, but Beatrix refused to leave without her ‘stuff’—way more stuff than the pair of us could hold while transporting ourselves. The only benefit in waiting for her to gather all her stuff together was that I’d had time to pick through the ruins of the mall and find myself some clothing.
Not only was this journey taking us an extra half hour to get home, but I’d need to dump the stolen car later too. My new, angelic, method of transportation was far more convenient than the old human-vehicle one. Even if I didn’t always get where I wanted the first time, teleportation still saved time.
Beatrix sat beside me like she’d been turned to stone. I knew her wings still hurt, but probably not as badly as her heart.
“Do you have a cell phone?” I never took mine into Hel anymore. Either the insides fried during the trip, or I exploded it by accident when I changed form.
The gate guardian turned her head, her eyes dull. “Sure.” She passed it over, and I dialed.
“Bea?” Nyalla’s cheerful tone didn’t quite hide her concern.
“No, it’s Sam using her phone. I’m bringing her to the house. Can you order some food? Sweet-and-sour pork, extra sauce.”
I took the exit, figuring we’d probably get there before the delivery guy. I didn’t want to stop for carryout though. Beatrix was so... . numb. I wanted her in a comfortable, friendly environment, not a war-zone of a mall where two of her angel coworkers had just been brutally murdered and she tortured.
“Sure.” Nyalla paused. “Gregory’s here. He’s waiting for you.”
I clenched my jaw and tried not to let Beatrix see how angry I was. Now. He was there now, but he hadn’t been available when his gate guardian needed him. “I’m almost there.”
I stomped on the gas and handed Beatrix her phone so I could keep both hands on the wheel. I’d come into that mall and heard his gate guardian, my friend, crying out for help. I freed her mangled wings. I helped her load twenty fucking tons of clothing, purses, and shoes into this stolen car. Me. Where was her boss? Where was the angel who was supposed to come help her when she needed it?
I spun the car into the driveway and got out, trying to calm myself and walk slowly with Beatrix into my house. Nyalla greeted us at the door and enveloped the gate guardian in a tight hug. Pushing past her, I felt my simmering anger flare as I headed toward Gregory.
“Where were you? Where the fuck were you?”
He didn’t answer, didn’t even look at me as he walked past. I felt ready to combust with fury. “Get your ass back here and talk to me!”
I was talking to blank space. Or maybe Nyalla, who was hugging nothing but air.
Bastard. I was tempted to chase him down and yell at him further, but Nyalla’s hand on my arm stopped me.
“Don’t. He’s known her a long time. Beatrix and the angels that died were all his responsibility, and he feels bad enough. Let him talk to her in private, angel to angel. He’ll be back, and you can yell at him then.”
She was pretty wise for a young girl, even one with the gift of reading the emotions and intentions of others. So instead of racing off after Gregory, I paced. The Chinese food arrived, and I stared at it, feeling sad just looking at the containers of sweet-and-sour sauce. I’d driven to the mall so many times to meet Beatrix for lunch, do a little shopping and a whole lot of gossiping. I know she’d probably be happy to go back to Aaru, but I’d miss her. I hoped she’d miss me too.
I was halfway through a container of pork lo mein when Gregory returned. My rage had boiled down to a low simmer of bitterness and hurt mixed with anger.
“Where were you? What exactly was so important that you sent two of your angels to their death and almost got your gate guardian killed?”
I know my words hurt, but I couldn’t help myself. I was angry at Gregory, angry at myself for not being able to stop Avarnak back in Hel, angry at Gareth and that stupid elf for creating that damned gem. My hand reached up to touch the pouch under my shirt, wondering what would happen if I smashed it into a million pieces.
“I was dealing with a dragon. I felt that was more of a priority than a mid-level greed demon. If I had known how powerful he’d become, I might have let the dragon burn Prague to the ground and answered her summons myself.”
I winced at the sarcasm. A dragon? No wonder he’d sent two other angels to handle Avarnak. I would have done the same.
Gregory paced as I’d done earlier, a muscle in his jaw twitching as he saw the containers of sweet-and-sour sauce. He was just as upset and pissed off as I was. Neither one of us was really angry at the other, but with everything going on, we needed an outlet, and both of us knew the other could take it. But right now, I felt we needed each other’s support more than acting as a punching bag.
“Dragon, huh?” I swallowed the anger and extended the olive branch. “What happened? How did you manage to find the gate to close it without me?”
The angel sat and pulled a container of Hunan bean curd towards him. “It took us millennia to get rid of the dragons before. We finally found and killed the last one three-thousand years ago. They’re worse than gargoyles when they get a territory—greedy, possessive, and they’ll eat anything. I managed to kill the one in Prague, but I’ve no idea how many came through the gate before we closed it.” He glanced at me. “Terrelle is good. She helped me close the gate in your absence. I think Sauriel may be in love.”
Damn. So much for planning a potential romance between Terrelle and Gabe. I was glad to hear an angel actually praise a demon for once. Hopefully Sauriel would spread the word in Aaru that we were awesome in spite of our psychotic tendencies.
“How do we find the other dragons? Assuming there are other dragons.”
The angel shrugged. “We wait. The only reason we caught this one is he staked a claim right next to the gate and immediately began ridding his new territory of humans. If they hole up in a remote area, it might be a few thousand years until we know we’re there.”
“So burning down towns, killing humans, and hoarding treasure?” I’d never met a real dragon before, even though my first demon form was based on a three-headed one.
“Not all of them spew fire, and they have different preferences as far as ideal territories. Beyond that, yes, killing humans or other beings they see as a rival predator, and hoarding.”
I nodded. “We need to talk about Avarnak, the demon who killed your two Grigori. Did Beatrix tell you his message?”
“’It’s all mine’? Yes, I heard. Sounded eerily like that dragon I just killed.”
“I don’t know what the gem’s spell did to him, but he’s definitely not mid level any more, and his greed seems to have morphed beyond any demon’s reasonable expectations.”
“So how do we find him? Is there a specific area of this world he is going to want to lay claim to first?”
Damned if I knew. I had no idea what ‘it’s all mine’ meant. Did he want to just come and go unhindered from Hel? It’s not like he could really stick an entire planet in his pocket. What did ownership mean to a greed demon? A war demon, I’d understand. But greed? What did he want? Gold? Gems? An island in the Caribbean?
“I need Terrelle. I know you want her to stay with Sauriel and help with the gates, but she might know this demon and be able to give us some indication of where he might be.”
Gregory leaned back in the chair, running a hand through his hair. “Okay. I’ll bring her back.”
Good. Now there was something else I wanted to address. “I want Beatrix to stay here for a while. I don’t think she should go back to guarding the gate.”
Anger flared in the angel’s eyes. His fist curled around the food container, crushing it. “She needs to finish her duties here then return to Aaru. She’s an angel. She’s strong enough to bounce back.”
“She was pinned to the ground—pinned by her wings. The two enforcers were ripped to bits pretty much in front of her, and the demon left her trapped in an empty demolition-site of a mall. She’s a wreck. At the very least, she needs a break. You can’t put her back there after what she’s gone through.”
“Do you want everyone to see her as a weakling? As a guardian angel, she has a hard enough time getting the others to respect her. Relieving her of her duties won’t do her any favors.”
“And she won’t give a shit about others’ opinion of her if she’s broken beyond repair. Give her a few years off, then assign her a different gate, or find something else for her to do. At the very least, don’t send her back there until she’s ready.”
Gregory sighed, rubbing his face. “Okay. I will find a temporary replacement for her for now, and re-evaluate things in a few months.”
“Will you send her back to Aaru?”
“If she wants, although it might be better for her to stay here. We can say she is on special assignment, so she can save face.”
That pretty much took care of that prickly topics. “So... are we good?”
He smiled. Finally. “Right. Harpies, brownies, and one, or possibly ten dragons. More gateways than we have angel and demon pairs to close. And now two dead angels at the hands of a supposedly mid-level greed demon. We’ve got a way to go before we’re good.”
We were most definitely good, no matter what the universe threw at us.
“I don’t know exactly how powerful Avarnak is anymore. I guess pretty powerful if he shredded two angels and killed an ancient demon.”
“He killed an ancient?” Gregory frowned.
“I’m not sure how much the element of surprise played into that,” I admitted. “It would be like a Low showing up at my house and bitching me out. I doubt I’d take the threat seriously until my head was rolling across the ground.”
“Hmm.” Gregory focused on the takeout containers as if they held the answers to the universe. “Still, I’d expect an ancient to be able to know there was something off before his head and body parted ways.”
I snorted. “Don’t worry. You can take him down; it’s just a question of how much damage is he going to do before we catch up with him.”
The angel reached over and yanked a lock of my hair. “I do worry. I worry about you trying to take him down before I can get there to save your rear end.”
“Uh, no. I’m totally yielding the floor on this one.” I told Gregory about being caged and skewered by obsidian.
“Ah, dragonglass. Wish I’d had some of that handy a few hours ago.”
“Well, it was pretty effective on me. I can imagine it would work just as well on a non-demon dragon.”
“So Avarnak killed an ancient? Which one?”
“Pamersiel.”
Gregory shrugged. “He wasn’t much three-million years ago; I doubt he’s increased his power levels to any significant degree after being banished to Hel. Honestly I’m surprised to hear he was still alive.”
Phew, that was a relief. Knowing Avarnak had killed a ‘lesser’ ancient was reassuring.
The angel tapped his chopsticks on the edge of the container. “How many ancients are there in Hel? You said there weren’t too many of them left.”
“Maybe a dozen or so, but those are the active ones. There are probably a few hundred inactive.” I saw Gregory’s puzzled expression and went on to explain. “They sleep or go into some kind of trance or something. The ones that are over a billion years old don’t do a lot. They’re old, you know. Old spirit beings do that—take lots of naps, drink prune juice to stay regular, sit on the porch and yell at kids to get off their lawn.”
Gregory raised an eyebrow.
“Present company excluded, of course,” I added hastily. “The active ancients don’t run around as much as we young ones do; even they tend to sit around and brood a lot. The inactive ones pretty much do that all the time. I wouldn’t want to wake one up, though. The ones who sleep... well, they’d kick my ass without raising a finger.”
I thought of Ahriman and how powerful he’d been. The sleeping ancient ones were like Gregory. Maybe not as old, but old enough to lay down some serious hurt.
He nodded. “Like you said, the big issue will be catching up to him before he does whatever demonic evil he is planning. I’ll go fetch Terrelle for you, and hopefully we can run him down in less than twenty-four hours.”
I reached a hand into the pouch around my neck as soon as he vanished and felt the hard, smooth planes of the gem. Gregory knew about Avarnak, and he was better suited to dust the demon than I was. I let him take the lead on this, then after those twenty-four hours Gregory had predicted, I’d be free to help him with the gateways. It was only fair after all he was doing to help me with my project.
But... I felt the gem, oddly reluctant to try to destroy it right now. Plus, I wasn’t quite sure about Gregory’s casual confidence about Avarnak. I remembered the fight up on Devil’s Paw. I needed to be there. We were stronger as a pair than individually, and I had a nagging urge to make sure Avarnak was the one who wound up dead, not Gregory.
That decided, I wandered back into the living room. Nyalla sat on the couch, looking through fashion magazines. She looked up and smiled at me, and my heart squeezed in my chest. What an awesome woman she’d become. From a scared ex-slave who cringed at every noise to a woman who killed a ghoul, who rescued a pregnant woman from an angel, who whacked Distructo Kitty with a golf club to keep me from getting burnt to a crispy. She’d come up with the catnip idea. She’d been quick to use the restraining collar on the angel, and her gift to take down the ghoul. My heart swelled with pride, although I knew I played only a tiny part in her transformation. I’d set the stage, but Nyalla was the one who had done all the heavy lifting.
“Okay. You win. You can be my sidekick, like the pie-eating brother in that TV show.”
The fashion magazine flew across the room, and Nyalla slammed into me.
“Thank you! I’m so excited, Sam. What’s my first assignment?”
“Beatrix is going to have a little break from her gate guarding. If she decides to hang out here, can you take care of her?” I figured I’d put her in the bedroom with Nils. They were both angels. It’s not like I had to keep them separated or anything. I was running out of bedrooms, and the addition wasn’t anywhere close to being done. If things got dicey, they could always put a sword between them or something.
“And?”
I looked down into Nyalla’s happy face and smiled. “Give me some time to handle a few things then I’ll give you a good assignment. I promise.”
She saluted. “Just let me know what you need. I’m ready to serve, Sir!”
Silly girl. A flash of light appeared off to the side. I turned, expecting Gregory. What I saw was an angel... and an elf. Eloa to be exact, and the elf she held tight in her grasp could be none other than Swiftethian.
 
 



Chapter 24
 
Eloa shoved the elf forward, and he fell to his knees before me. “I am absolutely disgusted by the negative evolutionary path the elves have taken since their decision to live in Hel. This one in particular has an abysmal vibration pattern.”
She sounded so much like Gabriel that I had to choke back a laugh.
“Where did you find him?” I’ll admit I was curious. Wyatt was looking. A few of Gregory’s angels were looking. Had the elf tried to slip through a gate? Had he been hit by a bus again and dragged by an angel from the hospital?
“Jail.”
Well. That was unexpected. Eloa tossed a paper-clipped stack of papers at me. I caught them and quickly paged through. They included a paid-in-full deed of trust for a house and three-hundred acres in Kentucky.
“What has this got to do with an elf in jail?”
“It’s fake. He showed up at the address on the deed and tried to forcibly evict the human ‘squatters’. They called the police, and the po-po hauled Mr. Pointy Ears off to jail.”
I had a love-hate relationship with Eloa. Right now we were edging towards the love end of things. Po-po. Angels talking street always did it for me.
The elf in question glared up at me, stubbornly mute in the face of these accusations. What the fuck would an elf want with a house in Kentucky? The dude didn’t speak any English, had no marketable job skills that I was aware of, didn’t understand vehicular right-of-way. I get that he was banished by his elven buddies, but to choose this world over Hel where he might have a chance of forgiveness and reinstatement into his kingdom? Why would he want a house here, where everything was so foreign to him?
But there was another burning question I had to ask. “Jail? Human police officers managed to restrain an elf and contain him inside a jail cell?”
Humans had no magically enhanced bars or nets. Any elf worth his lineage should have been able to charm the humans, or wrap them in poison oak vines. Somehow they’d managed to subdue him? And a jail? Head-on with a bus hadn’t kept this fucker down; how had lockup in the county detention center managed to do it?
Eloa shrugged. “I’ve got nothing. Took me two seconds to break him out. I can only assume his vibration pattern was so degraded, what with the theft of human property and all, he was unable to pick a simple lock.”
Sheesh, cut it with the fucking vibration shit and all. I had a crappy vibration pattern, as I’d been told repeatedly, and I could still get out of a human jail. Whatever.
I turned to Swifty and pulled the gem from my neck pouch, juggling it back and forth from hand to hand. His eyes widened. “How did you...?”
“I’m an imp. I’m also the Iblis. You figure it out.” I wasn’t about to tell him one of my Lows stole the thing while the demon owner was distracted. It would have ruined the effect and seriously damaged the reputation I was attempting to build here.
He narrowed his eyes. “That doesn’t belong to you.”
“Nor does it belong to you. Word on the wire says you stole this from Sorcerer Freeman Gareth.”
“It was a joint project. He refused payment, so I took possession.”
Well, this was a completely different slant on the situation than Gareth had conveyed. I tried to read Swifty, but elves were tricky when it came to my falsehood detection skill.
“Really? And paid a demon to come across the gates only to sell the gem to another demon? All of that could have been easily accomplished in Hel without any risk of getting hit by a bus.”
He winced and rubbed a hand along his hip at the reminder. “The demon buyer insisted the transaction be conducted here.”
Right. So he could immediately return to Hel and enact his revenge upon Pamersiel. My Spidey senses were tingling. Elf or not, this was one big, fat whopper of a lie.
“So why didn’t you return to Hel? Why stay here and harass some humans in Kentucky?”
Swifty clamped his lips together, and I backtracked.
“Gareth still owns half of the proceeds of that gem. Did you intend on duplicating his crime by denying him payment?”
Eloa glowed at the suggestion, and Swifty cringed. “No! I was going to share with him. The moment I returned to Hel, I was going to give him half.”
Half. I looked down at the deed of trust. It was a remarkable forgery. If I hadn’t spent the last forty years dealing with the purchase and rental of residential housing I would have been fooled too. Property transfer among the humans was more convoluted than some of the regulations handed down by Aaru, and that was saying a lot. Each state had specific laws concerning documentation requirements and lien releases, and that was further muddied by specific county laws. These regulations were subtle, and I wouldn’t have expected a demon such as Avarnak to know the details as well as I did. And Swifty? Fuck, he probably could have given the elf a page out of a coloring book and he wouldn’t have known the difference. The dude didn’t even know the language, let alone the details of land ownership.
I waved the stack of papers at Swifty. “And what exactly did Avarnak pay you for this gem?”
The elf cringed at the demon’s name, clearly realizing I knew a lot more than he’d hoped.
“Eight thousand coin.”
He’d made the amount believable, but I knew better. Taking a few strides forward, I smacked the elf as hard as I could across his face with the deed of trust. “Try again, asshole.”
“Eighty thousand coin, one hundred thousand in human currency, and that property.”
I blinked. Fuck, that was a lot. Way more than popping up a few levels would warrant. I’d deal with that issue later, though. “Why the property? Elves haven’t crossed the gates ever. Even exiled from your elven brethren, why would you choose here over Hel?”
An odd expression flitted across his face as I mentioned exile, quickly hidden beneath a stoic glare. “We were wrong to live among the demons in Hel. Here, among the humans, I can be of service. They’ll benefit from my experience and knowledge, guided into positive evolution through my example.”
The angel huffed. “If you’re any example of what the elves have become, the humans are better off without you.”
I wasn’t a fool, and neither was Eloa. She might have a thing for Gregory, flirt with him every chance she got, but I was starting to dig this angel.
“So were you only planning on sharing the coin with Gareth, or the value of the property and human currency as well?”
The elf cast me a wary look then focused his gaze down at the maple floor.
“The human sorcerer would have no need for the things of this world, as he intends to remain in Hel. I planned on giving him all of the eighty thousand coin for his share of the profits.”
I got a weird feeling that Swifty didn’t care about the coin, and that there was more behind his actions than simple greed.
The thought of that particular sin reminded me of Avarnak and the yet-unknown limits of his powers. “Gareth says the gem was originally meant to increase the effect of a spell, but that you modified it. Tell me what you did.”
Swifty’s eyes met mine for a brief moment before his gaze slid back to the floor. His shoulders tensed. “I was able to shift the purpose so that instead of increasing the power of a spell, it increased the power of a spell caster.”
“But it doesn’t just work on spell casters, does it? What does it do, Swiftherian?”
His hands curled into tight fists against the floor. “I told you. It increases the power of the spell caster. Doesn’t matter if the caster is a mage or not as long as they are the one who activates the gem.”
“And how exactly does that work? Because the last time I checked, domestic felines couldn’t cast spells, and yet there’s one running around Hel that can throw heavy objects and shoot laser beams from his eyes.”
“The activation is the same as it has always been. Hold the gem, communicate your intent to use it either aloud or silently, then concentrate on the power you wish to elevate.”
I hastily stuck the gem in my pocket, trying to remember whether I’d inadvertently done either of those things. Probably not. I assumed I’d know if I started slicing shit in two with my eyeballs.
“So, you’re telling me that a kitten without opposable thumbs managed to hold the gem then communicate the desire to become super-powerful Destructo Kitty?”
Swifty shrugged.
“Gareth says it has six charges. Why didn’t you try it on yourself?” His head jerked up, and I saw a flash of fear cross his face before he managed to put the sneer back in place. “Forget being reinstated with your kingdom; you could rule your kingdom. You could rule the entirety of the United Elven Kingdoms. You could rule all of Hel. But instead, you sold it for some measly coin, human currency, and a worthless deed.”
“I have no desire to rule in Hel. I only wish to live here, where I can guide and assist the humans in their positive evolution.”
“By forcibly evicting them from their homes? Or maybe you intended to conduct your humanitarian pursuits from within the penal system?”
“They were squatters.” He snarled, ignoring the last of my questions. “I received ownership of that house and land as part of the sale and arrived to find them unwilling to vacate. How was I to know that demon lied and forged the documents?”
Idiot. He’d lived his whole life next to a bunch of demons and never realized we lied? Heck, I was a demon, and I would never have conducted a land transfer without a title search.
“What do you want to do with him?” Eloa’s foot twitched as if she longed to plant it firmly in the elf’s backside.
What to do with Swifty? I didn’t want to return him to Hel just yet, and I certainly didn’t want him in my house, even if I’d had an extra bedroom. It had been bad enough having an angel duct taped and collared in my basement; I really didn’t want an elf down there.
“Take him back to jail.”
“What?” the elf shrieked. “No!”
His response assured me that I had truly come up with a brilliant idea. “We can go get him if we need to. He’s not likely to escape, given what you’ve told me. It’s the perfect place for him to learn about these humans he’s supposedly here to help.”
Eloa grinned at me. “Given that you are responsible for raising the FICO scores of the humans, Iblis, I think that’s an excellent idea. This elf can redeem himself by serving you in that noble purpose. The human jails are filled with those who desperately need redemption.”
I waved a hand. “Then let’s proceed. Make it so and all that. Swiftherian, you are to spend your incarceration period raising the vibration levels of the human criminals. Humans don’t live very long, and their punishment terms here are woefully short and lacking in torture, so this should practically be a vacation for you. Once you’ve done your time in the county lockup, we’ll decide what other humanitarian services you can render.”
“Such an excellent idea, Iblis,” Eloa agreed. “I’m so glad this elf took the initiative to cross the gates and selflessly offer his talents for the betterment of humanity.”
“Me too.” I watched as Eloa took the protesting Swifty back to jail.
 
 



Chapter 25
 
Avarnak?” Terrelle took a bite of shrimp fried rice while she pondered the situation. “Avarnak killed Pamersiel and two angels?”
“Yeah,” I confirmed. “Laser beams, a huge cage of obsidian, exploding an ancient demon, and all that shit.”
“Huh.” She took another bite and chewed thoughtfully. Weirdo. It was as if none of this fazed her in the least. “I can see him going after Pamersiel if he had the chance. They’d had a feud for ages, but of course Avarnak couldn’t do anything about it. You can be pissed at an ancient all you want, but taking any action against one is suicide.”
“So what happened between the two of them to cause the feud?” If I understood what sort of thing drove Avarnak to action, I might have an idea what he intended to do here. And maybe stop him before he did it—whatever it was.
“Pamersiel asked Avarnak to do a retrieval job. The usual stuff: raid some demon’s house, take whatever crap Pamersiel felt had been stolen, and give it back.”
“He asked a greed demon to do this?” Not exactly my choice as a burglar. With a greed demon, your chances of ever seeing them again, let alone getting the item from them, were slim. Anything worth having was usually something they wanted to keep for themselves.
“Yeah, evidently there was some implication that a one-time breeding contract would be offered once the item was returned.”
Whoa, that was big. Most of the ancients didn’t breed anymore. They’d done their thing millions of years ago, and now it was up to us young’uns to keep the demonic line going. A breeding contract with an ancient, even a one-time occurrence, would do a lot to enhance a demon’s status. I imagined for a moment what sort of offspring I could create with an ancient demon. Wow, that would be cool. Even I, with my reluctance to even consider breeding, would totally jump on that opportunity.
Gregory cleared his throat. I glanced over to see him with arms folded, eyeing me as if he’d caught me ogling the gate guardian. I wondered how much of my thoughts he could read and tried to save the situation.
“Ick. Yuck. I mean, more power to the guy, but I personally would never, in millions of years, consider such a thing. Phooey. Bleck.”
I think I overdid it a bit, but Gregory nodded and grabbed a pair of chopsticks, carefully picking at the room-temperature bean curd.
Terrelle laughed, covering her mouth with a napkin. “Yeah, well, the rest of us lowly demons without feathered wings and an angelic main squeeze would totally hit that.”
“So... did he? I mean Pamersiel and Avarnak?”
“No. I’m sure you won’t be terribly surprised to learn it was all a big misunderstanding, and Pamersiel had meant a breeding incident with some member of his household instead. Avarnak was insulted. Little things started to go missing at Pamersiel’s house. One of his household was caught and implicated Avarnak. Then it came to light that Avarnak had stolen far more than he’d admitted to, but had only told Pamersiel about and handed over a few of the items. Pamersiel got pissed and torched Avarnak’s house with about half his household trapped inside.”
And thus a feud begins. It was a common story, and I could see Avarnak holding a grudge for all these centuries, but this kind of convoluted murder plan seemed excessive.
“How did Avarnak know about the gem? I’d heard no rumors it was up for sale on the black-market. Swifty must have approached him directly.”
Terrelle scooped up more fried rice. “Could be. This wasn’t the usual feud. Avarnak took the whole thing personally. He’d banked heavily on the proposed breeding incident. To be pushed off on some household member was humiliating. Don’t get me wrong—Avarnak likes to collect stuff just as much as the next greed demon, but associations, connections, and status are what really motivate him. To have a connection with Pamersiel, an ancient demon, would be the most valuable association of his life.”
Her comments gave me an idea—a horrible idea. “So with Pamersiel dead, who is the next highest ancient? One that’s active and still might consider a breeding contract if the right demon were to present him or herself.”
“Thinking of creating some offspring, Cockroach?” Gregory asked. I shivered at his tone, and my thoughts went to what sort of angel we could form together.
“I’ll let you know the moment my ovaries start screaming for a baby daddy.” Which would be at least another thousand years or so. Aaru wasn’t ready to face the prospect of angels and demons having civil discourse, let alone baby making.
“Shit if I know. Any one of the ancients might think of a breeding incidence if the right candidate were to present himself. Or maybe not. They’re not exactly active in Hel these days,” Terrelle grabbed a bite of bean curd from Gregory. I held my breath, wondering how my angel would react to food theft. Instead of a smackdown, Gregory smiled indulgently and extended the container—just like demons do to young. Huh, maybe he would make a good baby daddy.
“Okay, let’s think about this one,” I mused. “How would a demon go about impressing any of the ancients to such a degree that they’d be forming offspring before the ink was dry on the breeding contract?”
Terrelle thought as she chewed, swallowed, then took the container from Gregory with a shy smile. “A gift of power?”
“Like laser beams from the eyes and a cage of obsidian?”
Terrelle shook her head. “No. Like evicting the angels from this world and presenting it to an ancient to rule over, like causing a major part of the angelic host to fall. Like an archangel’s head on a platter.”
“I think any of those are a bit above Avarnak’s abilities,” Gregory commented. “Even with the benefit of a magical spell.”
Probably, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try. “Let’s think this through. Archangels—Uriel is who knows where, and probably undetectable anyway. Rafi is still in Alaska?” Gregory nodded. “Gabe in Aaru, and you here.”
“So either me or Raphael would be likely targets.” Gregory shook his head and looked to the ceiling. “Should I dash up to Alaska to warn Rafi that a demon shooting laser beams out of his eyes is liable to make an attempt on his life?”
He was so not taking this seriously. “Pamersiel died because he thought Avarnak was an annoying fly. Don’t make the same mistake. I doubt he knows where Rafi is, but you’re an easy target to find. All he needs to do is continue to attack your enforcers, and you’ll come to him. He’s killed two, hurt your gate guardian and left her with a message of defiance. He’s throwing the glove in your face. Eventually you’re going to get pissed off enough to hunt him down.”
“And he’ll be waiting for you,” Terrelle cautioned. “He’s not stupid. He’ll have a trap set, and he’ll count on you underestimating him.”
“Lucky for me, I have been taught the error of underestimating an opponent by a certain imp.” Gregory smiled at me. “Okay, Cockroach. I’ll warn Rafi, and I’ll be proactive about hunting this demon. You do realize this means we’ll have an increased number of otherworldly creatures to round up afterward? The longer we delay closing the gates, the more will come through.”
He was right, but his safety and Rafi’s came first. And I might not care about a bunch of enforcer angels getting ripped to bits, but Gregory did. What he valued was my duty to help protect. Better to neutralize Avarnak before he killed any more Grigori.
“I don’t get it, though.” Terrelle shook her head.
“Get what?”
“Avarnak. Even with the humiliation he suffered, the retaliation on Pamersiel was way over the top. That didn’t happen a few centuries ago; it was nearly two-thousand years. And killing him? The Avarnak I knew of would have just stolen all his shit and left a note behind. He would have only killed Pamersiel in self-defense, not this aggressive attack. He’s a greed demon. They’re sneaky. They play the blame game. They refuse to take any personal responsibility for anything. They don’t do direct confrontation; they just go behind your back and steal your stuff.”
“So? Maybe the increase in power went to his head?”
Terrelle pursed her lips. “Maybe. Still, that’s a major personality shift. Like, a crazy personality shift. And going after archangels or kicking them out of this realm? That’s fucking insane.”
I didn’t know Avarnak. I had no idea if the gem had done more than just given him power. Maybe it had sent him over the edge. It’s not like we’d seen the gem’s effect on anyone else to compare it to. The only other one who’d been subjected to its power had been the kitten.
The kitten.
I picked up my cell phone and called Nyalla.
“Everything alright?” I asked.
“Yep. Your angel sent Beatrix to me, so I took her to the park to feed the ducks, and then we went to the playground and hit the swings and teeter-totters. Do you know, she’s never been on a swing before?”
“Good. Make sure you get her something to eat besides fast-food crap. Take her out for seafood or a decent steak or something. The woman has been living on sweet-and-sour pork for damn near a century.”
“Will do.”
I was so glad she’d decided to come here, and that Gregory had thought to send her directly to Nyalla. This was the perfect assignment to give the human—one that would hopefully help Beatrix heal and would keep my girl safely away from power-mad demons and killer kittens. Which reminded me... .
“Hey, did you see that kitten before he got changed? What was he like before?”
“I don’t really know. A boy smuggled him into the mall in his backpack. I remember seeing a little gray head sticking out and thinking how cute it was. Then the guy at the jewelry store started yelling about a thief, and mall security was running. Next thing I knew, the kid was crying about someone taking his cat. Then things started exploding.”
“Thanks. Have fun with Beatrix.” I disconnected and stared at the phone. A kitten gentle enough to carry around in a backpack.... He didn’t sound as if he had the temperament that lent itself to throwing refrigerators at angels or trying to kill people with laser beams. I tried to remember if the poor thing had just been terrified and trying to defend itself. No, it had purred. I remember it relaxed and purring one moment and burning lingerie the next.
Swiftethian hadn’t used the gem on himself. Six charges and he hadn’t used one of them.
“I think you’re right,” I told Terrell. “The gem may have given him a shit ton of power, but I think it also made him insane.”
And an insane demon with the power to kill two angels and an ancient demon wasn’t good.
 
 



Chapter 26
 
He’s a greed demon. He’ll probably be really sensitive about what he perceives to be insults and brazen about taking anything that catches his eye. Look for thefts of jewelry, expensive cars, money.”
I paced back and forth, wearing a groove in Wyatt’s already tattered carpet. Fucked if I knew what a greed demon would want.
“Property?”
I stopped pacing. “Huh? How do you steal property? Are you suggesting he’ll pick up a house and walk off with it?”
“No.” Wyatt sighed. “Look, you said he gave the elf a fake deed of trust. If he’s a greed demon, I’m assuming he has real ones stashed somewhere. Let’s say he sees a house he particularly wants. If he’s crazy, he’s bound to go in and kick everyone out. And he’d probably be a lot more violent about it than the elf.”
“So look for police standoffs, and hostage situations. That would draw a lot of attention to him, but killing two angels kind of did that already.”
It hit me—what a great way to get Gregory’s attention and draw him in. If Avarnak holed himself up inside the White House, or Graceland, or some rapper’s mansion, it would cause a lot of press. And if he took hostages and started a blood bath, Gregory was sure to come. After killing two of his enforcers, the archangel would hardly leave this task to one of his staff. “Yeah. What’s the most extravagant place you can think of? If you were a greed demon that wanted an awe-inspiring crib, what would you take?”
“Buckingham Palace? Versailles? That cool hotel in Dubai? The Taj Mahal?”
“Isn’t that a mausoleum? People don’t really live there, do they? I can’t see a greed demon wanting to snatch some building with a dead woman in it, no matter how pretty it looks.”
“Okay, so not the Taj Mahal then. Maybe the Trump Tower in New York? You said demons have some weird fascination with Owning Donald Trump’s soul.”
We did. And it was rapidly coming to my attention that with so many awe-inspiring palaces to take, the best way to find Avarnak was Wyatt and his amazing technical skills. He’d get the news before it hit CNN, and Gregory and I could be there within seconds. What we were going to do once we got there other than try and out-fire-power Avarnak, I had no idea.
I walked back to my house, once again touching the gem in its pouch under my shirt just to make sure it was still there. Until Avarnak showed his hand, I was in a weird holding pattern. For the first time in months, I found myself with nothing pressing on my to-do list. Yeah, there were still those brownies in Richmond, and that unicorn in Lancaster had proved surprisingly elusive. Actually, I was pretty sure the unicorn was being hidden in a horse stable by a six-year old girl. He’d eventually reveal himself once the parents realized they had an extra stallion—one with a giant horn growing from his head—in the pasture.
Just thinking about it made me want a unicorn in my pasture. They weren’t exactly friendly toward anyone who wasn’t a virgin, though. Last time I checked, the only virgin in my house was Dalmai, and he was an asshole. The angel might not have manifested any genitals, but I doubted a unicorn would excuse general douchbaggery, even in a virgin.
I was so busy imagining what a unicorn could do to an angel that I nearly walked into a demon lurking next to the azaleas.
“Az! You sneaky bitch. How are you? Zalanes said you wanted to see me? Something about buying a melusine?”
I found myself unable to respond with anything more coherent than a gurgle.
The demon patted his chest. “It’s me, Orias. You’ve probably never seen this human form before. I just picked it up last year in Venezuela. Pretty hot, huh?” He spread his arms wide and pivoted around, giving me the full view. It was a nice job, although I didn’t often see hot Latin guys walking around in spandex tights and an orange peasant blouse. He looked like he’d escaped from a low budget production of Pirates of Penzance.
“What are you doing here?” I hissed, yanking him back behind the azaleas. “I meant for you to contact me in Hel, not waltz right up to my house like this. Stupid idiot. You killed an angel. Do you want to be dead?”
Orias looked surprised and rather hurt that I hadn’t been as happy to see him as he was to see me. “Nah. It’s all good, Az. They won’t catch me.”
Did the angel he killed deliver a forcible blow to Orias’s head before expiring? “What fairy land are you living in? Of course they’ll catch you.”
“I’ve been to fairy land. It’s where I got the melusine.” Orias grinned, so unusually cheerful for an infernal being. “It’s a total fucking blast there. I can’t understand why the elves hate fairies so much.”
He was even more of a moron than I remembered. How had this guy managed to kill an angel, especially one powerful enough to be tasked with couriering an artifact?
“Where’s the Veil, Orias?” I had this idea that maybe I could return the thing after his little joyride, then spirit him off to Hel before the angels caught up with him. Maybe giving the Veil back would mitigate his sentence, or commute it or something.
“Why? I can help you get a melusine. Or a nymph. Whatever you do, don’t try to grab one of those lion-scorpions. That motherfucker almost ate me.”
“Give me the damned Veil. Now.” I was getting nervous. Angels popped in and out of my house all the time. The way my luck was going, one would arrive any moment and catch me trying to hide Orias in the shrubbery.
“I don’t have it.” The demon looked rather pissed. “I hoped they’d let me play with it a bit longer. Fucking elves. Not that I need it. I know where all the gateways are.”
I had no idea what he was talking about. “What do the elves have to do with any of this?”
Orias wrinkled his nose and raised his eyebrows, as if I were the one lacking in cognitive skills. “The elves. They paid me to steal the Veil thing and gave me an orb that killed the angel. It was quite a lucrative deal, except I’d been promised three months to play with the Veil.” He kicked a toe into the mulch. “Never trust an elf to keep up their end of the deal.”
“The elves paid you to steal the Veil?” I couldn’t wrap my brain around that. Gregory said they’d used the Veil before to escape their homeland before it went up in a ball of flames, but that was a billion years ago. They’d learned a lot from the angels since then. They could open their own gateways. Elves didn’t need to steal a Veil to travel. And they certainly didn’t need to kill an angel to get it if they did need the Veil. Those angels were so blind to elven misdeeds that they would happily hand over the keys to Aaru if those dudes asked.
“Yep. I can introduce you to a few of them if you’re looking for work. Or maybe not.” Orias pursed his lips. “They really, really hate you, Az.”
They did. “What elf paid you to do this?” Maybe this was a low-level elf that couldn’t create gates and wanted the Veil. Or a young one. I thought of the gang of kids that had shot me out of the air. Although how a young or low-level elf would have found the resources to pay Orias, let alone find a weapon strong enough to kill an elf was beyond me.
Again I got the ‘she’s stupid’ look from the demon. “All the elves. Where have you been? They’ve all joined together into one big mess of elves.”
“Yes, I know. You must have had some contact, though. I doubt two-hundred-thousand elves showed up on your doorstep to speak to you in unison about a project.”
“Realsh.”
I recognized that name. It was the same guy who was supposed to collect my head and give my killer concert tickets. I still had no idea why the elves would want the Traveler’s Veil, but as soon as Gregory and I took care of Avarnak, I’d run over to Hel and get it.
That sounded so easy. Hundreds of thousands of elves who hated me, a price on my head, a depleted household made up of mostly Lows. Yeah. Easy.
But in the meantime, I needed to get Orias safely back to Hel. And the one gate I could use to slip demons in and out was being guarded by a stranger. I could teleport him, but I remember Gregory saying that transporting others left a trace. I wondered what the punishment would be for aiding and abetting an angel killer, a thief?
“So do you want a melusine or not? Cause I’ve got places to go and things to do.”
Screw it. Orias was an idiot, and the elves were to blame for this crime. Collectively. I didn’t want this demon to pay with his life.
“Yes, yes I want one. I’ll contact you later with the details. Right now I’ve got to get you out of here and back to Hel before the angels come. Teleportation is no fun, and you’ll probably puke, but it’s better than being dead.”
Orias backed away, which meant he was out of the bushes and in my driveway, in clear view of any beings, spirit or otherwise, who happened to be looking out one of my windows. “I told you, the angels aren’t going to bother with me. I’m still having fun here. Even without that Veil thing, I’m not ready to go back.”
There was clearly some disconnect here, some communication error between us. “Why would you believe the angels won’t bother with you? You killed an angel and stole something from them. Do you seriously think they’re going to overlook something like that?”
The demon flicked his fingers. “They’ve got more important things to do than come after me. They’ll be way to busy chasing dragons and sirens and gargoyles. All the weird shit coming through thousands of gates is going to keep them occupied for hundreds of years, at the very least.”
How the fuck did he know about all the wild gates re-opening? I hadn’t told anyone in Hel, and I doubted Orias had been in communication with the angels or any of my household this side of the gates.
“Trust me; they’ll make time. Tell you what, let me take you back to Hel and I’ll let you stay with me in a few thousand years, once stuff settles down.”
“No! I’m staying.”
You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t force him to tap dance for you. Yeah, that and a whole lot of other stuff.
“So Realsh has the Veil? Sure he wasn’t going to give it to some other elf?” I’d learned my lesson trying to chase down that fucking gem of Gareth’s. Orias might not know, but I figured I’d ask just in case.
“What’s left of it. Shame, that Veil was pretty cool. I wish they would have let me play with it a bit more before they ripped it in half.”
Damn. Orias had just signed his own death warrant, or rather Realsh had signed it for him. But this crazy demon’s life expectancy wasn’t foremost on my mind, it was why the elves would pay a fortune to steal something only to destroy it.
Destroying a magical item had repercussions. Sometimes it was a big bang. Sometimes, like my breaking a wand in Aaru, it resulted in the original magical effect going far and wide. The Traveler’s Veil opened gateways, and suddenly thousands of gateways were ripped open all over the world. I was willing to bet my less-than-considerable fortune on that event coinciding with Realsh tearing the veil in half.
And now the angels were busy. Too busy to chase after Orias, although I doubted the elves destroyed an artifact just to safeguard the demon they’d paid to steal it. And if the angels refused to partner with demons, it might take them more than a few centuries to clear up the problem. Yep, this would keep the angels busy, this combined with the revolution in Aaru.
But why did the elves need the angels to be distracted? Then it hit me, and I realized it was all tied together: the gem, The Veil, a nineties grunge band.
“Take care of yourself, Orias. Try not to get killed, okay?”
The demon gave me a high five and trotted down my driveway. “You too, Az. You too.”
 
 



Chapter 27
 
It wasn’t an hour before Wyatt stood at my front door, a laptop in one hand. “Sam? I think I might have something.”
Hot damn. I hoped it was Avarnak, because as soon as Gregory and I could take down that greed demon, I was going to start knocking elven heads together with a vengeance. “Where? Did he go for Trump Towers or Graceland?”
“I don’t even know if it’s him.” Wyatt strolled in and sat down at my dining room table, flipping the laptop open. “There’s a hostage situation at the British Museum.”
The British Museum? Why would any demon want to take up residence there? Beyond an empty sarcophagus, there wasn’t anywhere decent to sleep. Plus I got lost every time I went there. I think Graceland would have been a better choice.
“Has he demanded the angels vacate? Has he made any grandiose statements about how the whole world is his?”
Wyatt shook his head. “I can’t access the details of the hostage negotiation online, and the British government is trying to keep everything channeled through their press liaison.”
I looked over his shoulder at the screen. The standoff was pretty impressive with SWAT team members holding shields, police safely behind a line of vehicles. I even saw the big black communication van, just like they had on the crime shows. “Hostages? Any idea how many, or who they are?”
“Forty. Some tourists and a few museum employees. Reports say there was damage in the museum—fire damage. The press are assuming some kind of bomb. Anyway, that cleared out a bunch of the people. They’re being held by police, I’m assuming both for information and so they don’t leak all the details to the press and screw up the hostage negotiations.”
I chewed on my lip as Wyatt flipped on some video footage. Should I go? It could be some nutjob making a political statement. Squinting at the video, I tried to decide. Lots of people running and shouting. Windows on the second floor blowing outward with a burst of flame. Hmm, it could go either way.
Luckily I could be there and back in a flash if this was just a terrorist with a bunch of bombs. “I’ll go check it out.”
“And I’ll keep monitoring and call you if I see anything else that sticks out.” Wyatt closed the laptop. “This just doesn’t sound right. I didn’t expect a greed demon to seize a museum.”
“Hey, there’s lots of cool shit in that museum. And with greed demons, it’s hard to know exactly what turns them on. Maybe he’s a big fan of twelfth century embroidery or something.”
Remembering the last time I faced Avarnak, I figured I’d better take precautions. So I called Gregory. And got his voicemail.
Odd. The angel had amazing cell service anywhere on the planet. He could be two miles underground, and he’d still be getting calls. The only place he didn’t get reception was in
Aaru, and he was rarely there after handing the reins over to Gabriel. I left a message and wondered whether I should wait or not. The thought of another confrontation with the greed demon had me feeling rather ill, but who knows how long Gregory would be in Aaru, or wherever the fuck he was. Who knows how many people could die if I waited.
“Hey, Nyalla!” I shouted up the stairs. “I’m going to pop over to London, just in case the dude holed up in the British Museum is Avarnak.”
I heard footsteps pounding, and Nyalla appeared, long blond hair whirling as she leaned over the stair railing. “Can I come?”
Absolutely not. “I really need you to stay here in case Gregory doesn’t check his messages. Can you keep trying him and let him know where I am if he shows up?”
Her face fell. “Are you sure I can’t come?”
Yes, I was sure. “Nyalla, this demon killed an ancient. He impaled me and trapped me in a cage of obsidian. Honestly, I don’t want to go, at least not without Gregory.”
She sighed. “Just make sure you call me and let me know you’re okay?”
“Deal.”
 
 



Chapter 28
 
The scene outside the British Museum looked pretty much like the video on Wyatt’s laptop, only with more smoke. No one seemed particularly alarmed that a woman appeared from nowhere right next to the SWAT team guys. It was a bit insulting, although the periodic bursts of flames coming from the broken museum windows were a scene-stealer.
“So, what’s he want?” I asked the guy next to me. At least, I think he was a guy. It was kind of hard to tell gender with those big helmets on.
That got their attention. About twenty muscled arms grabbed me and hauled me backwards across the blockade of vehicles. “No. Seriously, I’m here to help. Guys, I’m more liable to survive a one-on-one with this guy than the whole bunch of you with your suits and guns.”
There was a whole lot of shouting at me. I couldn’t make out much of it, but from what I could tell, they were questioning the sanity and intelligence of American women and threatening me with some unspecified harm if I didn’t stay back.
I hated to do this, especially since it meant I’d need to deal with the guy inside even if he wasn’t Avarnak, but the SWAT team wasn’t giving me much choice.
My wings appeared, unfurling to their full length and knocking three heavily armed individuals flat on their back in the process. It didn’t have the effect I’d desired. When Gregory got all angel on humans, they fell to their knees in worshipful admiration. When I did it, they pointed weapons at me and told me to keep my hands where they could see them.
Idiots. There was a lot of death and destruction I could lay down, even with my hands in the air. Even so, I complied. The prospect of trying to muscle my way into the museum while being punched full of bullet holes wasn’t appealing.
“I’m an angel. See? Wings? I’m here to help you.”
They didn’t seem to believe me, but before I found myself tossed out on my wings, one of the SWAT guys clapped a hand to his ear and responded to an invisible communication.
“Come with me.”
It was a more palatable command than the ones they’d been shouting previously, so I went with the guy, even though he was leading me away from the museum. I was ushered into the giant black van, which held an amazing array of electronic gizmos, two law enforcement individuals, some random nerd, and a priest. Or maybe he was a pastor. I can never tell the difference.
“It’s about time you got here,” the priest snapped. Then he got a good look at me. “You don’t look like an angel. And why are your wings black?”
“I get that a lot,” I told him. “I’m an Angel of Chaos.”
That drew a blank stare from everyone. Nobody said anything further, so after a few moments I decided to speak up. “So what’s this guy want? What are his demands?”
Police Woman cleared her throat. “He says that we are to recognize his claim on the museum and all of the contents, and that any attempts to enter or seize anything that belongs to him will result in our deaths.”
Yep, Avarnak, and he’d completely gone off the deep end. But it was always best to make sure. “Any political statements? Any progress on getting the hostages released?”
“No political statements of any kind.” Police Woman swallowed a few times. “He says we can’t have the hostages back because he’s going to eat them.”
Ew. What the fuck had happened in Avarnak’s greedy little brain? Yeah, we all ate the occasional human, but not forty of them. It’s not like they tasted particularly good or anything.
“What are you going to do?” Random Woman asked.
Wait for angelic backup? Another burst of flames shot from an upper window, and everyone in the van cringed. What the fuck was he doing? Setting off explosives or lighting the gift shop on fire?
“I’m going to go in there and kick some demon ass,” I said with as much action-hero confidence as I could muster. Nobody seemed very convinced, especially the priest, who eyed my wings skeptically.
“Can you do it without further damaging any of the priceless artifacts?” Suddenly Random Woman’s presence made sense. She must be a high-level museum employee.
“I’ll do my best,” I lied then strode out the sliding door of the van and marched across the expanse of pavement to the museum.
Fuck, there were a ton of stairs to this thing, and I was very much aware that I was highly visible to Avarnak as well as all the onlookers. Maybe I could stall. Schmooze with the demon a bit, maybe have a bite to eat at the museum restaurant. Hopefully by the time we were done, Gregory would be here with a posse of angels at his back.
I opened the door, walked three steps, and was engulfed in flames. I went to yell at the demon, but lost the ability of speech as soon as the fire seared my lungs. Same with ears and eyes. Living inside a dead, charred body wasn’t the most thrilling thing in the world, and I got the idea the fire wasn’t going to let up enough for me to either recreate my body or manifest some sort of flame-retardant form. Deciding that retreat was my best option, I backed out of the museum and walked my smoking, burning self down the steps before recreating a non-incinerated human form.
Which left me approaching the line of SWAT officers, completely naked, with big black wings. They stared, silent as I walked by and entered the van. There was a whole lot of staring going on inside the van too.
“Hey.” I pointed at Random Woman. “Is there a back entrance or some way I can sneak in?”
Avarnak had either set up residence in the front foyer, or he had it rigged with a flamethrower. If I was going to get close enough to the demon to take him down, or at least say five words to him before he barbequed me again, I was going to need to find an employees-only entrance.
Her eyes grew big, then traveled down my figure only to jerk back up to my face. “Yes. Yes, there are several back and side entrances. There’s a key-card swipe, then a code to get in.”
“All right. Let’s go.”
More staring.
“We can’t allow a civilian to approach the building until it’s cleared,” Police Woman said. “She can give you her key card and code, and you can let yourself in.”
That would work. I contemplated sneaking in the back door versus flying to the roof and going in that way. Burning was a whole lot more survivable when it happened on the ground as opposed to plunging like a phoenix from the air. I looped the key-card strap over my head and shifted so it nestled between my boobs.
“Four, nine, eight, two, three,” Random Woman told me. “Around the left side there’s a service entrance. Can’t miss it.”
Which meant Avarnak probably couldn’t have missed it either. Steeling myself for the possibility of another wall of flame, I exited the van and did my naked-woman-with-wings version of a sneak-around. I’m sure I had lost whatever badass factor I’d had earlier, wings or not. Especially with that priest. Bet he was regretting he hadn’t been a little more specific in his prayers.
There was a lovely sidewalk around the side of the museum. Hedges, ivy, and a driveway that looped around and ended at a solid metal door. I uprooted one of the smaller hedges, opened the door and threw the hedge in. Nothing happened, so I edged my way through the doorway, easing the door shut behind me. Everything remained a reasonable temperature, so I kept going. And promptly got lost. I wish I’d asked Random Woman for a tri-fold map of the museum before I left the van.
Chinese ceramics. So not my thing. More ceramics, this time Korean and thankfully interspersed with tapestries and wooden boxes. I found a set of stairs and climbed to the main floor, finding myself in a long room filled with vases, dolls, and tons of other miscellaneous stuff. I know I’d told Wyatt there were cool things in this museum, but they seemed to have moved it all out and replaced it with thousand-year-old garage sale cast-offs. Why would a greed demon want this crap?
Then I saw a sign for an exhibit that a greed demon would be interested in—money. Careful to make as little noise as possible, I tiptoed through the labyrinth of corridors and exhibits, There were smashed cases with items missing. The money exhibit was ransacked. Any precious-metal items were missing; the only things left behind were weird ancient currencies, like beads on a string and little clay tablets. Oh, and paper money, which was kind of weird. I would have taken those. They would have fetched a fortune on eBay.
“Come out little imp. I smell you lurking around corners and down hallways.”
The voice boomed, echoing through the exhibit room. Instinctively, I ducked behind one of the few intact displays and hid my wings. No sense in getting them skewered.
“I’ll come out if you promise not to burn me to a crispy again.”
He laughed. “No promises. I am intrigued to know what brings you here, though. Are you looking to steal my treasure?”
“Avarnak, I don’t want your crappy stuff.” Well, not all of it, I thought, remembering the gem I had left in Nyalla’s care.
The ground shuddered as heavy footsteps came my way. An enormous head ducked through the doorway of the exhibit room, and I gaped.
“Who’s Avarnak?”
Oh, snap. The being edging his way into the room wasn’t a demon, it was a shiny gold dragon. And, wow, was he a beauty. I stood, risking incineration so I could admire the spikes of red gold jutting across the top of his head, the craters of his textured skin, the nostrils that flared and exhaled a faint curl of smoke. His slitted eyes were deep green, and lids flicked closed from top and bottom each time he blinked.
“My bad. I thought you were someone else. The humans never told me a dragon laid claim to the museum.”
The dragon tilted his magnificent head and eyed me with amusement. “Who is this Avarnak that you believed me to be?”
“A greed demon. He’s been a bit of a dick lately.” I watched as the dragon nodded, smoke curling lazily around him. I was here, and even though I really didn’t want to fight a dragon, the humans outside had some expectation that I was going to at least resolve the hostage situation. “I get that you’ve made this your home base, but can you at least let the humans go? I can make arrangements to bring in some cattle or pigs for you to eat instead.”
The dragon ignored my question and extended his snout toward me, sniffing as if I were a curious insect he wanted to examine before dissecting it. “Things have truly changed here if little demon imps have earned their wings. Did you repent? Have the angelic host welcomed demons back into their fold?”
I didn’t care which direction the conversation went as long as it went. If the dragon didn’t want to negotiate, fine. I’d be happy to just chat with him until Gregory managed to arrive and take over.
Hurry up, angel, before he rips off my wings to observe them in greater detail.
“No, the demons are still in Hel. I’m the only Angel of Chaos. It’s a long story, full of violence, romance, romantic violence.”
The dragon did the reptile equivalent of placing his chin in his palm. “I am greatly interested in hearing such a story. Please continue.”
Maybe I could get him some hot cocoa and sneak the humans out while he slept? Or the equivalent. “I’d be happy to tell you the story, but first I need to speak with you about releasing the hostages and the museum back into human custody. I can offer an equitable exchange for both.”
The dragon frowned, causing me to take a step backward. “It’s mine. It’s all mine, and I don’t want an exchange, no matter how equitable.”
Hmm, greed demons and dragons had a lot in common. “Let’s just discuss possibilities. I don’t want to piss you off or anything, but the angels take matters here to heart. One of your brethren was killed in Prague earlier, and I can’t guarantee that a bunch of those winged assholes won’t show up here to kill you too.”
He snarled, and flames burst from his mouth, engulfing the paper money. Damn. I was hoping to pocket some of that to take home.
“I am not afraid of angels. I am a dragon, an ancient being of power and cunning. I will defeat all who would steal that which is mine.”
“I’m sure you will prevail, but in the battle, how much of your treasure will be destroyed or stolen? And angels are persistent. They’ll hound you for thousands of years. How fun will that be, constantly guarding your treasure and wondering when the next attack will occur?”
I could see him considering my words, even as agitated as he was. “I can help. I’m the Iblis, a member of the Ruling Council in Aaru. I can mediate on your behalf.”
“ You’re the Iblis? An imp is the Iblis?”
“Yeah, I know. Wanna see my sword?”
For the second time that day, someone actually took me up on that offer. “Yes, I would like to confirm your standing among the angels.”
I summoned the ceremonial weapon and held it aloft. When the dragon nodded his satisfaction, I sent it away. The sword, in any of its forms, might be useful if things got physical with this dragon, but I was afraid that by continuing to display it, I would be committing a breach of etiquette. And I got the feeling it was very important for me to be considered an impartial mediator.
“What do you propose, imp?” The dragon blew a puff of smoke at me, but I sensed he was a lot more interested in negotiation than he’d been up until this point.
“Of course the angels will request you abandon all the items you have seized, including the humans, and return peacefully to your home world. I’ve heard your stance on the matter. I’d like you, as a good faith gesture, to propose a compromise that would be acceptable to you.”
He huffed, and I held my breath, wondering if more money was going to burn. “I’m willing to give up the dead people inside this museum as well as the broken building and statuary pieces.”
Mummies and the Elgin Marbles as well as the Assyrian and other ancient sculptures. Random Woman would be pleased, but there was something the angels would value more than human artifacts. “You’ll probably need to throw in the humans you’re holding. You can always request a substitute food source.”
The dragon eyed me again. “What do you suggest? I know you mentioned cows and pigs, but I have particular tastes. Humans are quite the delicacy.”
No, they weren’t. Trust me, I’d eaten them.
“I’m a fan of hot wings and pizza. And there’s always emu or bison if you’re going more of the hipster route.” I wracked my brain, wondering what I could offer that would appeal to a dragon. Then I remembered a joke I once heard.
“Spam. It tastes just like human without all the chasing around and screaming. It doesn’t stink when you bite it either. Comes in handy-dandy little cans. I could even arrange for regular deliveries.”
The dragon tilted his head. “Spam. I don’t know. I do like to chase my food. This method of dining sounds rather lazy.”
I made a pfft noise. “Kings do not chase their food; they have underlings do that for them. Shouldn’t you have the humans catch and prepare your food, then serve it to you on a timetable of your choosing? It would be a fitting thing for a dragon to be waited upon like a proper regent.”
Greed and pride. It made me wonder why we hadn’t gone to hang out with these dragons when we’d been banished from Aaru instead of choosing to stay in Hel.
“Quite right,” the dragon said. “Then that is my offer. The dead, and broken buildings and statuary, plus the safe return of the humans as long as I am guaranteed a regular delivery of Spam in the amount I request.”
I knew the angels wouldn’t go for it, but this was a step in the right direction. “Let me convey your offer to the angels. I will return with their answer as soon as possible.”
He nodded. “Will you tell me this story of violent romance that ends with your receiving angel wings upon a mutually acceptable resolution?”
“You have my word.” I turned to leave and then hesitated. Damn museum. I could never find my way around the place. “Um, do you mind if I take the front door?”
“You may use the front door,” the dragon replied, more than a hit of pompousness in the words.
“Wonderful.” I turned back around. “And do you mind showing me exactly where the front door is?”
 
 



Chapter 29
 
What in Aaru possessed you to attempt to kill a dragon single-handedly?”
Gregory was pissed, alternating between stomping around my dining room and jabbing a finger at my chest. He was looking rather bedraggled for an angel, but I didn’t have time to ask him about his appearance when I needed to defend my actions.
“I thought it was Avarnak and didn’t realize it was a dragon until I’d already made commitments to the humans. I tried to get a hold of you but got your voicemail and thought this was an urgent situation. Believe me, I would have rather waited for you. Fuck, if I’d known it was a dragon, I would have blown the whole thing off entirely and let you deal with it.”
None of that seemed to make Gregory less angry. “While you were in London, I was up in the fourth circle of Aaru, helping fend off an attack by your demon friend.”
I was assuming he meant Avarnak, although that demon wasn’t my friend. He wasn’t even what I’d call a casual acquaintance. “Avarnak attacked Aaru? How did he get up there? Did you all kill him?”
“Yes. I don’t know. No.” Gregory stopped poking me in the chest and went over to look in the fridge. “Where’s your vodka?”
“In the freezer.” I waited until he had the bottle in hand before continuing. “Can you elaborate? What happened with Avarnak in Aaru? And why didn’t you let me know before you took off?”
The angel took a few swigs of my precious beverage then made a face. “I had no time. Besides you, no demon has entered Aaru since the war. I didn’t expect it, didn’t even realize he could get there.”
Neither did I. Teleportation wasn’t a skill many demons had. My ability hadn’t come until I had wings, and even then it wasn’t easy to master. For a mid-level greed demon to suddenly be granted that ability, let alone be able to use it with enough accuracy to gain entrance to Aaru... it was unbelievable.
“He showed up and immediately attacked. He’d killed twenty angels by the time Rafi, Gabe, and I got there, and as soon as we began to get the upper hand, he pulled out.”
Twenty angels. I doubted I could take one without the element of surprise or the Iblis weapon. Twenty.
“Are you tracking him? Where did he go?”
Gregory eyed the vodka, as if considering another drink. “Here. Somewhere among the humans. We lost the trail.”
I removed the vodka from his hands and took a swig. Might as well before he drank the whole thing. “So, when Avarnak left his message with Beatrix, he must have meant to claim Aaru.”
“The whole time he was screaming about how it was all his, and that the angels needed to vacate Aaru or he would kill them all.” Gregory shook his head. “I would have laughed if he hadn’t already killed twenty angels.”
Crazy. “So you guys are just going to wait for him to attack again? This time you’ll be better prepared.”
“I’m sure it will be soon. He made sure to tell us he’d be back to claim what was his once he became stronger.”
I had a vision of Avarnak lifting weights then realized what the demon meant. Had that idiot not realized he no longer had the gem? He was going to be one pissed-off greed demon once he found out. Without using another charge on himself and raising his power levels even further, Avarnak had no hope of taking Aaru.
Unfortunately, that meant he’d probably take his insanity-fueled anger out on the humans here. I told Gregory this, and he snatched the vodka from my hands, sticking the bottle back in the freezer.
“I’ll go kill the dragon, then, when I come back, we’ll find Avarnak before he can cause too much damage and kill him.”
That was an awful lot of killing talk for an angel. “I’m all for dusting Avarnak, but you can’t kill the dragon. We’re in the middle of a mediation, and attacking him now would be really bad form.”
“You’re negotiating? With a dragon?”
Maybe we should get the vodka out again. “Yeah. I wasn’t sure how to kill him. He would’ve kicked my ass. And I couldn’t just walk out after I pretty much promised the humans I’d take care of it.”
“Dragons don’t negotiate.”
“This one does. He stated his initial position, his claim. I communicated the position I knew you would take. He has compromised considerably and made a counter offer.”
Gregory ran a hand through his hair and eyed the freezer. “What is this counter offer?”
“He’ll give up the Parthenon shit and all the broken sculptures and building pieces from the museum as well as the humans he’s claimed for dinner. In return, he gets the museum itself and the rest of its contents plus he receives regular deliveries of SPAM.”
“That’s unacceptable. He needs to leave and not with any of the museum contents or humans. Otherwise I’ll kill him.”
Damn Gregory and his ‘it’s my way or the highway’ attitude. “You know it’s really crappy to refuse to budge at all when in mediation. For fuck sake, a dragon compromised. You certainly can.”
Gregory scowled. “All right. He leaves, and he can take the Sutton Hoo helmet with him. I’ve always hated that thing.”
Random Woman was going to shit a brick. “Why can’t he stay here? Dragons are totally the in thing right now. Think what he’ll do for London tourism.”
“He would eat the tourists.”
That was definitely a possibility. “So you add that clause into the counter offer. But you need to make a counter offer. He’s waiting for a response.”
Gregory folded his arms across his chest. “I don’t negotiate with dragons.”
“That’s why I’m doing it. I’m a demon. We’ll bargain with anyone. So, how about residence in the museum alternating centuries. No killing or eating humans. Any attempted theft of his hoard must be dealt with through us. Oh, and the humans get to pick two exhibit rooms of stuff to have back in addition to the aforementioned crap.”
“I don’t negotiate with dragons. And you do not negotiate on my behalf.”
Stubborn blockhead of an angel. “So you end negotiations and go in with your sword ready for battle. Guess what happens then? The museum and all of its contents are destroyed, and hundreds of humans die. The British are going to be pissed. They’ll hold a grudge for thousands of years, and you don’t want those dudes on your bad side. Plus, you’re going to have to do four-nine-five reports for all the humans killed, and I’m not going to help you.”
Gregory frowned. I took it as a good sign and went ahead and played my trump card. “While you’re busy killing the giant lizard, Avarnak will probably sneak back to Aaru and kill a bunch more angels.”
“No, he won’t. You have the gem. He won’t be back until he has more power, which he can’t get. He’ll just have a tantrum here, which I’ll deal with when I’ve killed the dragon.”
“You’re doing the reports for the humans Avarnak kills as well. I’m pretty sure he’ll continue to attack even without the gem. He’s crazy, and he wants Aaru. Instead of going into full-on battle with you all, he’ll just pull some guerilla warfare and rush in and out with short sneak attacks.”
Gregory eyed the freezer again. “He’ll do that anyway while you and I are busy negotiating. I don’t see what the demon has to do with the dragon.”
“I’ve got an idea, one that will end up with Avarnak dead and happy smiles all around—well, except for Random Woman. All I need you to do is to negotiate in good faith with the dragon and to keep an open mind. Things have changed a lot since the last time they were here.”
The angel shook his head, but there was a hint of a smile at the edge of his mouth. “I must truly be lovesick to be putting all of this in the hands of an imp.”
I grinned, knowing I’d won. “Trust me, baby. I’ll make it all good.”
My feet felt like lead as I climbed the stairs, absolutely hating the fact I had no one else to perform this task. Nils was a Fallen Angel, but he was still an angel. That asshole cleaning my stable was most definitely still an angel. Terrelle was knee-deep in brownies right now.
That left Nyalla.
I paused outside her door and knocked before entering. She and Beatrix were sitting on her bed with Nyalla’s hundreds of travel brochures spread out everywhere.
“I have your first assignment,” I told her, worrying that this might also be her last assignment.
Her eyes sparkled. “What?”
Deep breath, deep breath. She could do this, and there honestly wasn’t anyone else I could ask. Avarnak wouldn’t trust an angel, or a werewolf, and Nyalla knew enough about demons to tiptoe her way around this crazy one.
“I need you to go to Sharpsburg and find a demon—this Avarnak we’re hunting. Keep track of him, but don’t draw any attention to yourself. I’ll need you get a written message to him, but without getting caught. I’ll give you the wand, just in case. Maybe you should take an elf-net too. And the fireball launcher.”
“What? Not the chicken wand?” Nyalla teased.
That was probably a good idea. No demon could resist the chicken wand. Worst-case scenario, she could just throw the wand and run away. Perfect distraction. “Yeah, take the chicken wand.”
“How do you know he’s in Sharpsburg?” Beatrix asked. “And why don’t you just send a bunch of angels after him?”
“I’m trying to kill two birds with one gem. And he’s in Sharpsburg because that’s where the wild gate is that leads to Aaru. Avarnak can’t teleport. That’s how he got to the fourth circle. That’s how I got to Aaru before I got my wings.”
I figured given his obsession, he’d want to hang near the gate to make sneak attacks. Besides, the idiot was probably looking around Antietam Battlefield trying to find where he’d dropped the gem.
“What does the note say?” Nyalla asked.
“That I have the gem, and a dragon in London has made me a very sweet offer for it. If he can top it, he should meet me in the currency exhibit at the British Museum.”
I got a piece of Nyalla’s seashore-themed stationary and began to write.
“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Beatrix commented, shaking her head.
I hoped so too.
 
 



Chapter 30
 
I desperately wanted to teleport right into the black van just to see if I could cause a cardiac event, but Gregory refused. He also refused to walk through the crowd with his wings revealed, even though I begged very nicely. Not that it mattered. Every human we passed turned to watch the angel with an expression of bemused awe. Figures. He gets adoration; I get an assault rifle stuffed into my face.
One nice thing about having Gregory with me was that we strolled right past all the armed SWAT dudes. He also opened the van door for me with a wave of his hand.
Show off.
“I’m back,” I announced. The same four people were in the vehicle as before, making me wonder if they ever got breaks. Maybe someone had pizza delivered for them.
I didn’t get the desired heart attacks, so they must have seen us coming through the crowd, or one of the SWAT guys had recovered his composure enough to announce our arrival. What I did get was a whole lot of bugged-out eyeballs and dropped jaws. The priest’s knees hit the van floor with a crack, and he clasped his hands together thanking some deity for answering his prayers.
He wasn’t talking about me, ungrateful asshole. I’m the one who showed up to help them, who got burned to a crisp, who opened up negotiations with a fire-breathing dragon. Me. And Gregory gets the “thank-the-merciful-whatever-you’re-here” routine.
Gregory didn’t help the situation. The angel smiled beatifically then raised one hand like he was parting the Red Sea or something. “This dragon’s presence will not be tolerated here. Rest assured we will rid you of this menace.”
Angels. So. Fucking. Annoying. “Whoa there, John Wayne. Don’t go making promises you can’t keep.” I turned to the three humans who were not kneeling and groveling before the angel. “We’re in negotiations. So far the dragon has agreed to give up the hostages unharmed and return the mummies, Elgin Marbles and all the broken statuary and stuff. We’re working from there.”
“The Sutton Hoo helmet?” Random Woman asked, her voice breathy with worry.
I pointed to Gregory. “He already offered it to the dragon. Sorry.”
Maybe that would change their minds a bit about how glorious the angel was, at least in comparison with me. It did change Random Woman’s opinion. She didn’t exactly shit a brick, but constipated was a good descriptor of the expression on her face.
“Don’t worry,” I patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll see if I can trade it back for the crown jewels or something.”
She didn’t look any happier at that idea. I think she was secretly wishing I’d trade one of the humans for the helmet instead.
“Okay, time for this angel to get to work.” I turned to Gregory. “You stay here and discuss vibration patterns with your newest admirer, while I go face a fiery death to help save the human race.”
For additional drama, I teleported from the van, appearing in the ceramics exhibit—far enough away from the dragon that I didn’t startle him.
“Mr. Dragon! I’ve returned with an answer from the angels. There’s one outside, so this back and forth thing shouldn’t drag on for decades. Hopefully anyway. Dealing with angels never seems to be a quick process.”
I didn’t hear a response, but followed the scent of sulfur, carefully making my way through the currency exhibit and into the main entrance area of the museum.
The atrium was a multi-story marble-floored area with wide exits along the edges to the various sections of the museum. At least, I think it was. It had been over a decade since I’d been here, and the dragon appeared to have done some redecorating within the last twenty-four hours. I wasn’t sure whether the chunks of marble and granite littering the floor used to be support columns or were ancient bits from exhibits. I hoped the latter, or the roof would probably come down with a strong gust of wind.
The dragon was curled up in the middle of the giant room, coin, jewelry, gold and gem-encrusted sculptures in little piles around him. I couldn’t see any of the human hostages but assumed they were wedged between the dragon and the back wall.
I’m not particularly skilled when it comes to lying, but I was hoping I’d improved because this was going to be a whopper.
“The angels say you can have everything in this museum including the humans but you need to go back to your home within the next two hours and never return.”
I ducked behind a pillar to avoid the burst of fire that came my way. There was a muffled sound of humans screaming, and I realized they were somewhere behind the dragon. Shit, I hoped he wasn’t sitting on them.
“Unacceptable! There’s no way I can move all this in two hours. It would take me nearly that long to fly back to the gate I arrived through, let alone transport all of my treasure.”
I snuck a quick glance out from behind the pillar. “Actually, the angels closed that gate already.”
There was more fire, although this burst was smaller. “How do they expect me to return? This is ridiculous. There’s no way I can continue to negotiate with these angels.”
“Now, now.” I came out from my shelter, hoping he was done with the flamethrowing. “No one expects you to accept the first few offers on the table. I’ll help you regroup and make a counter offer. Eventually we’ll come to a position that is mutually satisfactory.”
The dragon scowled, black and grey smoke billowing from his nostrils. “Fine. The angels provide me with a gate. I take all the goods in the museum as well as the structure itself, and the humans. But I get to come back every century for a twenty-four-hour raid.”
I knew Gregory would never go for it but found myself wondering how he was expected to move an entire building across dimensions. Ripping it from the foundations was bound to cause serious structural damage. I doubt the dragon would actually want it given the condition after transport.
“Okay. I’ll convey your offer. Oh, I almost forgot—they mentioned they particularly want the Sutton Hoo helmet back.” That should score me some points with Random Woman. I get the feeling she was more concerned about the contents of the museum than the hostages.
“That nasty old helmet? Why would they want such a thing? It’s rusted and damaged. It’s not at all attractive. Maybe if the whole thing were gold, and it had some emeralds and rubies on it, it would be worth keeping.” The dragon waved a clawed leg. “They can have it. And the dead humans too. I don’t want those things.”
As expected, Gregory was not happy. Surprisingly, neither was Random Woman who told me she wanted far more than the mummies and a rusted old helmet to be returned.
“Can you open a gate for the dragon to return home?” I asked the angel, speaking loudly to be heard over his yelling as well as that of the four humans.
“Of course I can. I’m an angel, an archangel. I’m over six-billion years old. I built the gates to Hel; I’m certainly capable of creating a temporary one to send this dragon back.”
I bit my lip to keep from smiling. Gregory was so funny when he was in a snit. “Then what’s the problem? Shove the whole lot through the gateway and be done with it.”
There was a lot more about national treasures, lives lost, a huge freaking hole in the middle of London, blah, blah, blah.
“And there is no way I would ever allow any otherworld being scheduled visits to snatch up human belongings, and probably humans. Cockroach, what were you thinking?”
I smiled, feeling rather smug. “Okay, big guy, what’s your counter offer?”
The angel went on and on regarding what he wanted the dragon to do and not do. I wasn’t listening because I had my own counter offer in mind.
“Great. Be right back.”
This time the dragon was playing with his dinner. He was sprawled out with his chin resting on one clawed hand. Two humans ran frantically across the room, screaming for help. As they started to get out of reach, the dragon would shoot out a hand and drag them back. It reminded me of a cat playing with a mouse—a giant, fire-breathing cat.
I wonder how well the dragon would cope with Destructo Kitty?
“The angels have come up with an offer that I think shows remarkable ingenuity for a race of boring fuddy-duddies.”
The dragon tucked the two humans under his arm and focused his attention on me. “Go on.”
“Evidently, the humans have become great fans of dragons. They want you to stay, even though the angels strongly disagree. They have proposed the museum and all of its contents remain here, and you release the humans you are holding. In return, they will provide you with SPAM as detailed in the earlier offer, and they will also safeguard your treasure from any theft as well as punish any attempts to steal your treasure.”
His eyes narrowed. “What’s the catch?”
“You can only remain here for three months of each year and spend the rest of each year in your dragon homeland. And the humans will be allowed free access to view both your treasure and to pay homage to your glorious self when you are in residence. You don’t get to take any further items or harm any humans.”
“Three months?” He complained. “Three months? And I can’t take any of the treasure home with me? How are the other dragons to know how powerful I am, how much I’ve accumulated on this trip if I cannot show them?”
“We can counter with a few items for you to take with you. Remember, this is a negotiation.”
The dragon ignored me. “Can I trust the humans to safeguard my treasure? I took this museum easily; who is to say another couldn’t do the same in my absence?”
“The angels will assist them. We’ll make sure no other dragon or anyone else makes off with anything in the museum.”
“And I can’t eat them,” the dragon mused. He wasn’t spitting fire anymore and seemed to be genuinely considering the offer. I crossed my fingers and hoped that fate smiled upon me once again.
“No, but you will get SPAM. And think of the humans, lining up for miles around to have the privilege of gazing upon your beauty? Forget the royal family; it’s all going to be about you, baby.”
He pursed his non-lips. “I am intrigued. What do you suggest I choose to take with me when I return home?”
I pulled a five-carat alexandrite from my pocket. “The humans are willing to give you this.”
The dragon caught his breath. “Very large. Nicely cut with excellent clarity. This alexandrite is not from here, though. It has a slightly different color than expected given the geologic makeup of this planet.”
“It’s from Hel. Imagine how impressed the other dragons will be that you have such a beautiful gem from a place they have never been able to gain access to.”
He nodded excitedly. “True.”
“And I’ll throw in one more thing,” I told him, feeling like I was reading an infomercial script. “For no additional cost, I’ll allow you to take a greed demon back with you.”
He scowled. “Why would I want that? No offence, but demons taste horrible, and they are very annoying beyond a few hours of conversation.”
True. Very true. “He’s a greed demon. He likes stuff just as much as you dragons do, and he likes to steal it. Imagine, you can have him steal stuff from the other dragons, and if he gets caught, you won’t be to blame. Just turn him loose and watch the fun.”
The dragon tilted his head. “No. I don’t want him. But I’ll take the gem. And I want to choose one other thing to take with me.”
So much for plan B. On to plan C. “Fine. You can pick one other thing to take back home.”
“I choose this.” The dragon pulled a crown from under his belly and plopped it on his head. He looked ridiculous, but who was I to judge? “It has lots of gold and gems. It’s my favorite of all my new treasure.”
I took a good look at the crown and frowned. “Where did you get that? It’s supposed to be in the Tower of London, not in the museum.”
I should know; I’d tried to steal it before.
“I popped by there on my way here. There’s not much of interest there beyond a few suits of armor, but this was amazing.”
I waved a hand. “It’s yours. Take it and the gem back with you, and you can come back in nine months. Do we have a deal?”
The dragon nodded, shifting the crown to a jaunty angle on his head. “Deal.”
I tossed him the gem. “Go ahead and let the humans go, and I’ll go chat with the angel about getting a gateway for you. We’ll re-open one in nine months for you to return.”
The dragon smiled, showing an alarming number of pointy teeth. His tail shifted aside, and thirty-eight humans ran for it.
“The other two under your arm need to go free.” I wagged a finger at the dragon, as if he were a naughty boy.
“Oh, all right.” He lifted his arm and the other two humans ran for the exit.
This time when I popped back into the surveillance van, Gregory was the only one shouting at me. The others were far too relieved to see the hostages unharmed to be angry. Well, except for Random Woman, who kept asking me the condition of various non-fireproof exhibits.
“I’m not the one that’s going to be chasing after a misplaced paperclip.” Gregory glared at me, jabbing that finger into my chest again. “Dragons obsess over every little thing. Yes, he says he only cares about the gold and gems, but the first time they move an exhibit, or the gift shop sells a postcard, he’s going to demand it back.”
“So we move the gift shop outside the museum,” I countered. “It’s the perfect solution. Happy dragon, happy Office of Tourism. What’s not to love?”
“And you offered Avarnak to him? Because foisting that demon on their world is better than killing him?”
“Yes, it is. They’re dragons. They can handle him.”
“It’s a good thing he refused. Were you going to send the dragon off to look for the demon? How were you going to manage this “gift”?”
I pulled out my phone and checked the time. “Avarnak should be here any moment, depending on how bad the rush-hour traffic is. His plane arrived at Heathrow an hour ago.”
Gregory shook his head in disbelief. “How do you know that?”
“It’s a long story. Anyway, plan B failed, so I’m onto plan C.”
“Plan C. I’m terrified to find out what plan C entails.”
I grinned. “I tell Avarnak that I gave the magical gem to the dragon. He goes head-to-head with big-and-scaly. Then you open a gateway and shove the dragon and Avarnak through. With the gem and the Queen’s crown.”
“You gave that thing the crown?” Random Woman shrieked.
“You gave that thing the gem?” Gregory shouted.
“Of course I did. How else did you expect me to convince Avarnak to come here? It’s a brilliant plan, although if you prefer, you can just kill Avarnak when he arrives and the dragon can leave with the gem and the crown.”
“This is a complete assembly intercourse.”
It took me a second to realize what he meant. “Cluster fuck, babe. The term is cluster fuck.”
 
 



Chapter 31
 
Where is my gem?”
I took a step back from the fuming demon, mindful of the SWAT team still at the ready behind me, as well as a rather angry angel.
“Possession is eleven tenths of the law. You’re a greed demon; you should know that.” I dodged a laser beam that dug a small trench in the pavement. “You probably don’t want to do that. There’s an angel here negotiating with the dragon, but if you start tearing shit up, he’s liable to think you’re the bigger threat to humanity.”
“I’m not afraid of an angel,” he sneered. “I’ve already killed fifty.”
Twenty. Clearly the gem’s magical powers didn’t extend to math skills. “I’ve killed six. Or seven. I’m not sure; I’ve lost count. Trust me, you don’t want to mess with this particular angel.”
“Where is my gem?” Another laser beam etched a line across the first. Good thing I was quick on my feet or I would have been sliced in half.
“Safe. You get the gem, and I get half of Aaru. Deal?”
“No deal.”
I jumped again. The sidewalk was beginning to look like urban abstract art. “Fine. I’ll just use it on myself and kick your ass. Let’s see, there are three charges left? Four? That ought to be enough of a power increase to turn you into a smear on the pavement.”
He hesitated. My muscles tensed, ready to hop if he started up the eyeball weapons again. “Fine. I get the gem with all remaining charges. You get half of Aaru.”
Liar. He had no intention of giving me half of Aaru. He was planning to kill me as soon as he took care of the angels. I kept my mouth shut, not wanting to push him so far that he decided to kill me right now. Gregory was busy building the construct for the dragon’s gate, which required enough concentration that he wouldn’t be able to come save my sorry ass if I needed it.
Personally, I thought this temporary gate thing was a great idea. I was imagining we could use it to get rid of all sorts of bothersome creatures. Just pop open a gate right under where they were sitting, and bingo, it would be like washing them down the drain.
I’d been informed my idea would require the creature to hold very still, and be fairly compliant about being sucked through a gateway. Which gave me some doubts as to the effectiveness of my plan C.
And there was no plan D.
“Deal. The dragon has it. Go get it.”
Avarnak’s eyes nearly left his head. “I thought you were lying about that. There’s really a dragon? A real dragon?”
The guy wasn’t afraid of an archangel, but he was unsure about facing a dragon? What the fuck?
“Yeah. A real dragon. You might want to go get the gem before the angel sends him back.”
The demon snarled. “You stupid fucking imp. I’m not giving you half of Aaru. In fact, I’m going to kill you once I get the gem back. Which means you have about five minutes to get the hell out here, because if I see you again, you’re dead.”
I restrained myself from rolling my eyes and scurried behind a light pole, as if I were terrified. As soon as he was inside the front door of the museum, I hustled around the side where Gregory stood in what appeared to be a meditative trance. The priest was off to one side, clasping his hands and looking at the angel in mute adoration. Random Woman was on the other side, holding a colored tri-fold map of the museum. Damn. If I’d have known she had that, I wouldn’t have wasted so much time tromping through the ceramics exhibits earlier.
“He’s in,” I told Gregory. “Hurry up and open the gate. Just make sure it’s big enough for the dragon and Avarnak too.”
Random Woman and the priest both shushed me. I’m sure the angel needed to concentrate, but he also needed to know we were on a tight timeline.
I heard a roar followed by the sound of an explosion and high-pitched screams. The priest and Random Woman both took off, followed by the entirety of the SWAT team and uniformed officers. I turned to face the museum, thinking the worst.
The dragon or the demon, I wasn’t sure which, had blown away half the front wall of the museum, which left the second story partially collapsed and the roof listing dangerously to the side. It was hard to tell what was going on, with fire and lasers the only visible thing in the dust-filled air. Gregory stood, unmoving. I hoped he could adjust the gate about fifty feet forward, otherwise the only thing that was going to disappear was the museum and its contents.
“They’re on the move,” I shouted at the angel. Then I ran, trying to get a better view to see what was going on and hopefully get the pair of them back in place.
The light show continued with the added danger of trees and park benches being flung about. I could make out the dragon’s shape rolling on the ground with what appeared to be a giant crocodile/lion attacking it.
Whoa. Avarnak had certainly gotten more than laser beam eyes when he’d used the gem on himself. Careful not to get crushed by flying trees, I watched the demon wrestling the dragon, one of his grubby little clawed hands trying to pry the gem from where the dragon had imbedded it into his skin. A light flared behind them, and I stomped in frustration. The gate. The motherfucking gate that neither of them were going to use.
I might get burned—I would most likely get lasered in half—but I was going to have to throw myself in the middle of this mess and get both the demon and the dragon through the gate.
The key was the gem. I revealed my wings and took flight, soaring upward to get a dust-free view. The dragon had placed the gem between his eyes, right next to the crown that inexplicably still remained on his head. I locked in on my target, tucked my wings to my sides, and shot like an arrow toward the dragon’s head.
Unfortunately, both the demon and the dragon were still locked in combat, and instead of nailing the dragon right in the face, I hit Avarnak.
Plan H. Or maybe Q.
The demon thrashed about like the half-crocodile he was while I wrapped my arms tight around his toothy snout and hung on. “The gate,” I shouted to the dragon. “You need to go through the gate as we agreed upon, or the deal is off.”
The dragon blinked, recoiling at the sight of me bronco-busting a crocodile/lion demon. “He tried to steal my—“
“I got him. Go, go!” I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold on, and plan R required some specific timing.
“Nine months,” the dragon reminded me. “And when I return, I want to hear the story of violent romance.”
“Yes, yes. Hurry before the gate closes.” I wasn’t sure how much longer Gregory could hold it open.
The dragon bounded away. Avarnak tried to follow, but I spread my wings and managed to slow him down. Five, four, three, two, one. I released the demon and he fell forward, rolling into the museum via the gaping hole and through the gate.
I ran toward Gregory. “Close it. Close it, close it, close it!” Just in case he didn’t hear me, I tackled him, knocking him to the grass.
His arms came around me, and I buried my face against him. We’d done it. Dragon gone for nine months, which hopefully would be long enough for repairs to be completed on the museum, and Avarnak out of our hair. I gave him two weeks before the dragons killed him.
“Cockroach, you seem to be very fond of shoving your enemies through gateways for other’s to deal with.”
Yep. First Bencul, and now Avarnak. “Next asshole is going to go to Aarie for the brownies to pick apart.” I got up and turned to look at the museum. Yeah, the front half was probably beyond repair, and there had been lots of windows broken. I’m sure several of the exhibits didn’t survive the dragon either. All in all, it wasn’t too bad. Nine months tops.
As I watched, the middle section of the museum exploded in a spray of rock and metal. The roof groaned and sagged further until the whole museum looked like someone had melted the right half of the building.
“Did you do that?” I asked Gregory.
“No.”
Not a reassuring tone of voice, but before I had a chance to question him further, a voice boomed out from the museum rubble.
“Az, you motherfucking, cocksucking, worthless, deceiving bitch of an imp. I am going to kill you.”
Avarnak. Damn my lousy luck.
 
 



Chapter 32
 
Had the demon not gone through the gateway? I backed up until I was pressed against Gregory, hoping the angel had a plan Z. He grabbed me by the shoulders and threw me behind him, which seemed like the beginning of a really solid plan to me.
“Stay back. Stay back and let us handle this.”
Us? I looked around at the busted museum, uprooted trees and overturned park benches. All the humans had fled. Was he going to do that aspect thing and divide himself into all sorts of Gregory clones, because from the way he’d explained it, he still only had the cumulative power of one archangel when he did that.
“Where is it? Where is it, you bitch?” Avarnak was looking for me, holding the alexandrite aloft in one of his reptile hands.
“Where’s what?” Gregory asked me. “And why isn’t he stronger? I’m getting the same power reading off his energy as I did before I opened the gateway. Is the gem used up?”
“No, at least I don’t think so. It’s back at my house, and I didn’t know how to check how many charges remained.”
Gregory turned to face me. “It’s back at your house? Then what’s he got in his hand?”
“A five-carat alexandrite with a doppelganger spell. Well, it used to have a doppelganger spell, but I used it the other day, just for kicks. You have no idea how much fun two of me are. I’ve got to get another one of those.”
Gregory stared at me and made a choking noise.
“What?” I asked. “You don’t seriously think we only have one big-ass alexandrite in all of Hel, do you? That one’s a little more purple than the power-level one, but most demons wouldn’t notice.”
The angel grabbed me and kissed me. “You, Cockroach, are a genius.”
“Yeah, except Avarnak didn’t go through the gate as planned, or he managed to come back before you closed it. Either way, he’s over there smashing up a pub. We better go kill him.”
“No,” the angel moved me behind one of the few remaining trees and pushed me to the ground. “You stay here while we handle this.”
There was that fucking ‘we’ again. I didn’t argue, since I really didn’t want to be impaled to the ground by my wings or skewered with dragonglass again. Gregory revealed his wings, all six of them in their cream and grey glory, and brought forth his sword. He shimmered, glowing with light that nearly blinded me as he took to the sky. Suddenly popping sounded in the air, and angels appeared, wings outstretched as they flew toward the demon.
This fucking rocked. The war happened over two-and-a-half-million years ago, and most of the ancients didn’t go into poetic detail about the battles. True, this was just one demon against a dozen Grigori, but it was as close as I’d ever get to a reenactment.
I moved away from the tree to a better vantage point and regretted that I didn’t have any popcorn handy. This was going to be epic. And short. Twelve highly skilled enforcer angels who had been killing demons for their century of service against one powerful, yet incredibly stupid, greed demon. Five seconds. I was willing to lay a bet on it.
I would have lost that bet. Avarnak heard the beat of wings and spun about, his laser eyes working overtime. The angels dodged the shots, twisting acrobatically in the air. Fireballs flew from his hands, singing the tips of a few Grigoris’ wings. Still they advanced, Gregory at the forefront.
The angel’s sword was like a lance as he dove toward the demon. Avarnak raised a hand, and the sword glanced off an invisible wall. Gregory spun midair, barely missing a collision. Other angels weren’t so lucky. Five smashed into the barrier, bouncing off and skidding across the ground. Avarnak took advantage of their position to slice them with lasers, tearing through flesh and delicate wings with the beams.
Not good. Gregory was down to seven angels, none of whom could get through the barrier. I wasn’t sure how the demon was managing to launch an attack through a wall that the angels couldn’t penetrate, but it was clear I had to do something.
Actually, under normal circumstances, I probably would have sat back and waited until Gregory was down to one or two helpers, but I’d noticed one of the angels left standing, or flying, was Eloa. There was no way I was letting her fight beside my man while I hid behind a tree, so I decided to be brave and risk impalement.
I clearly couldn’t go through a barrier that repelled Gregory’s sword, so I did the imp thing and went around to the back door. Of the pub.
The demon had done some serious damage to the establishment. Not that I blamed him. It was a pub, the first place to look when you were trying to track down a lying imp that had nearly gotten you trapped in another land with a bunch of dragons over a gem that was just a gem. Still, I mourned a bit for the back door barely hanging on by one hinge, the oak bar stools that now resembled kindling, the dented kegs leaking ale all over the floor.
I had to climb over the remains of several tables and half the bar, then pick my way through broken bottles of liquor on my way to the front. Huge glass windows had been blown to pieces, some of them fused together from the heat. Out front stood the demon, his scaled tail twitching as he pivoted to launch another attack.
The battle was even more dramatic from this perspective. All I needed was 3D glasses, and it would have seemed like those angels were coming right for me. I watched for a few seconds, rather pleased when a fireball knocked Eloa out of the sky and into the side of an abandoned police car.
Time to be a hero. I resisted the urge to whistle, walked up to Avarnak, and grabbed his tail. “Hey, dickhead, looking for me?”
The demon whirled about and another barrier went up behind me, sealing me in with him and keeping the angels from following my lead. Avarnak twisted his lion ass, knocking me against the wall in a crack-the-whip motion of his tail. My head spun, and unfortunately neither barrier came down with his focus on me instead of the angels. None of it mattered, because I had what I wanted. Avarnak had been careless in his surprise, and his spirit-self was within my grasp. I snatched hold of him and pulled.
And he pulled back.
Devouring wasn’t an admirable trait. If a demon was born with that inclination, they did their best to hide it. I’d managed to do just that until I killed Haagenti in front of an audience. Evidently Avarnak hadn’t been outed the way I had. And now I was in a struggle for my life against another devouring demon—one that outclassed me tenfold. He gained ground, spooling my spirit-self towards his as Gregory and the other angels pounded against his barrier.
“Kill me and you’ll never get the gem,” I told him. “Without it, Aaru will continue to belong to the angels. You need it, and you need me.”
He screamed in frustration, slamming me to the ground and against the broken glass. “I don’t care. I’ll find it somewhere at your house in Hel, or here among the humans. I’ll find it, then Aaru will be mine. Mine.”
Lasers shot from his eyes, carving me in half across the waist. I gasped, feeling the blood gush from my body as the world dimmed.

Pull back. Pull back and consolidate . I’d done it before—more than I cared to remember. Existing inside a dead body was about as much fun as existing as inanimate pond scum, but it was better than dead-dead.
The angels hammered at the barrier. Gregory chipped away at it with his sword. I needed to break Avarnak’s concentration so they could get through, because it was pretty evident that I lacked the power to kill this demon. Luckily he lacked the knowledge of how to kill me. He could keep slicing me in half and I could keep recreating my physical form all day, but I had something else in mind.
“Brains, brains,” I chanted in my best B-horror-movie voice, and I crawled with my arms toward him, dragging my bloody stump of a torso behind me. I’d been dead enough times that I was beginning to get the hang of moving around zombie-style. I’d never win any races, but I could shamble along with the best of them, and scare the piss out of anyone—demon or angel.
The demon caught a glimpse of me out of the corner of his eye then did a double take. With a scream that would have done a five-year-old girl proud, he danced to the side. The barrier cracked. I saw Gregory wedge his sword in it and push.
Avarnak sliced me into smaller bits with his laser eyes. “Die. Why won’t you fucking die?”
I condensed, holding my spirit-self into less and less physical space until I got tired of the whole thing and reconstructed my entire being as a flame, a la Gregory. The pop of my physical form conversion shattered the barrier, but Avarnak didn’t seem to notice. He was too busy swatting at me with his tail and trying to keep me from setting him on fire.
There was a rush of wind that nearly sent my flame-being into the pub. An angel appeared before me—an angel with chestnut curls and armor that covered his chest and arms. His right hand held a sword that hummed with power. Cream wings scarred with lines of gray unfurled as he slammed into Avarnak, knocking the demon to the ground. The impact rocked the earth, a spray of dust circling outward around our foe. Before that dust had settled, Gregory exploded into a blaze of light and swung his sword.
Avarnak exploded in a spray of sand, raw energy flickering as it spiraled into the glowing sword.
I hid a smile, basking in the show of my angel’s muscle. I’d seen him angry, but never like this—never with his power fully revealed. No, my angel would never relinquish Aaru, the humans he’d vowed to shepherd through positive evolution, or stand by while harm came to me. There was a wealth of love and grace in this angel, but also the heart of a warrior.
Damn, I loved him.
The white light faltered. Dimmed. Gregory stood, a shimmering bipedal form with huge wings. His eyes were holes of black, his teeth jagged white. “I will not yield Aaru, and no one will chop my Cockroach into little pieces and live.”
I recreated my human form lest I inadvertently burn anything down. We’d done enough damage here—the angels, me, the dragon, Avarnak. No sense in adding to the destruction.
“You did it.” I kicked the sand that used to be a demon, just to commit one final act of violence toward Avarnak.
“We did it, although I’m not sure I want to take credit given the cost.” Gregory dismissed his sword and wings, his form becoming more human.
“Hey, could be worse. We could have had a bunch of four-nine-five reports to do.”
Gregory pulled me close. “No humans died, but we lost twenty angels in Aaru, and my Grigori are wounded.”
His angels did resemble a band of homeless drug addicts instead of their shining, pristine selves. With little pops of light, their physical forms returned to an unharmed state, but I could see the newly accrued wounds that covered their spirit-beings. “Vacations for everyone?”
The angel smiled. “Yes, but us first. I seem to recall we promised a weekend alone, undisturbed on a comet. Assuming Gabriel and my remaining angels can keep heaven and earth from imploding for two days.”
They damn well better. I looked up at the setting sun, realizing that if we went by Eastern Standard Time, we’d still have several hours to take care of one last important task.
“Take care of your angels, tie up any loose ends you may have, and meet me at my house in an hour,” I told Gregory. “By nightfall in Maryland, I’ll be all yours.”
The angel kissed the top of my head. “And I will be all yours.”
 
 



Chapter 33
 
When I got home, I hugged Nyalla so tightly I thought she’d burst at the seams. Then I had to convince her I didn’t need to pack a weekend bag for a mini-vacation on a comet.
“I won’t be in human form,” I repeated for the millionth time. “No phone, no flip-flops, definitely not the Amazing Ultra-Length Mascara that you got at the mall yesterday.”
She pouted, but I saw the laughter in her eyes. “Do I get another assignment when you get back? That last one was easy. Maybe this next time I can actually kill something.”
I was a terrible influence on this girl.
And I’d lied. There was one thing of this physical world I was taking with me. The moment Gregory popped into my kitchen, I shoved it in his hands. “One quick thing, then we’re off to comet fun-land.”
“So this is what has caused so much trouble. Very pretty, and very dangerous.”
“I’m assuming it still has charges,” I warned him.
He turned the gem over in his hand, the greenish purple reflecting a prism of light. “We’ll need to destroy it, but not here.”
“Where the explosion won’t have any impact,” I added. Destruction of magical devices were like colliding particles. Bad shit.
“There’s always an impact, Cockroach. No matter how far I take it, there will still be a ripple effect.”
I grinned. “Actually I had an idea. I think you should stick the gem up Uranus.”
He grinned back. “I’ve always wanted a magical gem in Uranus.”
“No, Uranus. Not my anus.”
“Worst pun ever, Cockroach.” He looked down at the gem, his smile fading. “Something like this should never have been. The elves have much to answer for.”
More than he realized. “They’re coming, you know. They ripped the Traveler’s Veil, causing all the wild gates to tear open. They orchestrated this entire thing with Avarnak.”
Gregory frowned. “Why? The gates are open for them to return whenever they want. Why do all of this when all they had to do was cross?”
I shrugged. “Think of what happened to the Angels of Chaos in nearly three-million years. Do you think the elves are the same beings they were back then? They’ve changed, and they no longer want angels sitting on their shoulders telling them right from wrong. With you busy in Aaru and here, they would have free rein to do as they please.”
The angel shook his head. “Before I met you I never would have believed it, but what I’ve seen in the last few years, what I’ve seen in the last few days, has convinced me you are right.”
Damned straight I was. And it was about time the angels caught a glimpse of the elves’ new true nature. “Does this mean you intend to close the gates and trap them in Hel?”
His smile held more than a note of self-mockery. “You’ve told me they can create their own gates, so I don’t see what good that will do. No, let them come. I think they’ll not find the Nirvana they were hoping for.”
Let them come, indeed.
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