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WARNING

PAST DUE contains explicit sex, explicit violence, explicit expletives, murder, attempted murder, alley murder, mayhem, perfidy, piracy, necromancy, piratical necromancy, nudity, open relationships, polyamory, casual promiscuity, straight people, depictions of beings of divine and infernal nature bearing little or no resemblance to established religious canon, casual disrespect of vampires, elitism, explosions, classism, premarital sex, oral sex, shower sex, car sex, standing sex, chair sex, public sex, sex in a police station, international weapons trafficking, eavesdropping, lewd conduct at a border crossing, presumptuous hotel arrangements, historical revisionism, arson, defenestration, decapitation, drowning, demonstrations on a college campus without a permit, chemical warfare, breaking and entering, punching, kicking, stomping, stabbing, immolation, party sorcery, awkward confessions, veiled insults, open insults, Nazis, obscene wealth, panties, blasphemy, police brutality, impersonation of a licensed professional, mild erotic asphyxiation, multiple threesomes, conspiracy to commit swinging, grand larceny, underage drinking, unsafe operation of a marine vessel in Canadian waters, sexual harassment, kidnapping, raiding, destruction of private property, illegal discharge of firearms, soccer arguments, seduction, discrimination, reincarnation, pop culture references, generally rude behavior, mind control, robbery, questionable workplace relationship standards, crank calls, cultists, tentacle people, trespassing, concealed weaponry without permit, interrupted vacations, late payments, historical weirdness about penises, poor management techniques, party fouls, fraud, grandstanding, cell phone failure, surveillance, looting, gaslighting, nightclub jerks, a grumpy in-law, a megayacht, and the lizard people from beneath Los Angeles.

All characters are age eighteen or over.





Prologue

Everyone said the city escaped the war unharmed, but Elena knew that could not be true. The buildings and the countryside around Paris were mostly fine. That much was clear. As she expected, the people of the city carried wounds in their eyes and in their spirits. Even now, months after the occupiers were driven away, she saw their sorrow, their shame, and the fear that still haunted many. The old woman could sense the absence of so many in the streets.

The war left everyone scarred. Elena didn’t need magic to see it.

Random passersby on the street sometimes stared at the old woman in her drab, road-weary overcoat and head scarf. She noted regret in the eyes of some, resentment in others. The war brought change, yet some things remained the same. France handed over many of her people during the occupation. Her people and others. Tales of the brave resistance inspired hope and strength, yet many people met the Nazis with a different stance.

She kept walking. She had an obligation to fulfill, and little time to meet it.

Elena found the library right where she’d been directed. It took her only four tries before she met another librarian who knew where she wanted to go. Even in the libraries, some did not want to talk to an old Roma woman, but perseverance won out. She had started with a name, a city, and a profession. Once she reached the city, she only needed to keep asking around.

"Bonjour," said a stiff voice as she entered. He must have seen her coming through the windows. The man stood near the door in a crisp white shirt and tie and looked almost as old as Elena. The suspicion in his eyes was older than both of them. "Can I help you, madam?"

"Yes. I am looking for a librarian. Her name is Marie. She works here." Elena saw the twitch of recognition in the man’s eyes. "Would you please take me to her?"

"Ah—may I ask what this is about?" he stammered.

"It is private and personal." Were it not for his clear disdain, Elena might have been more tactful. Now she didn’t see the point. His prejudice made him little more than another tiresome obstacle.

"I’m sorry. Marie is out of the building," the man lied. "If you could—"

"She is behind you," said Elena.

He hesitated as if sensing a trap, but he could not escape by standing still. "Pierre? What’s going on? Who is this?" asked the young woman behind him.

She was exactly as Elena expected from her picture: young and thin, her eyes sharp with obvious intelligence, her red hair pulled back tight. Only her clothes differed from the picture, all black now rather than brighter colors—that, and the absence of the same light in her eyes. She held a small stack of books in her hands. It went with the job.

A humble gold band adorned her left ring finger. "You are Marie," said Elena.

"Yes?" she replied.

"Marie, I will take care of this," said Pierre.

"I must speak with you. Privately," Elena added.

"About?" Marie asked.

"Marie, please, let me—"

"I am not here for money or shelter or for any crime you have already assigned to me," Elena interrupted, finding him more tiresome with every word. "Please step aside."

"Madam, I have accused you of nothing," said Pierre. "If you expect such, perhaps that is your own—"

"It is about Simon," said Elena.

Marie gasped. Pierre fell silent. The younger woman pushed her books into his care before taking Elena’s hand. She led her through aisles of bookshelves without a word. Across the main floor they came to a small office near the back, passing only a couple of people along the way. Elena knew there was no good time for a moment like this, but it was better to find the library empty rather than busy.

The younger woman shut the door behind them. She took a deep breath, steeling herself. "A pair of soldiers visited me a week ago," said Marie. "Americans. One was a chaplain. They told me about Simon."

"Yes," said Elena. "I am so sorry."

Marie held some of her feelings in check. Some, but not all. "They asked me about a burial since I am his closest family now. Asked if we had ever talked about it. If I had been in touch with his family in America." Her voice cracked. "We were together for only months. Weeks." She bit back tears. "People laughed. Said we were fools. Said it was a mistake. I knew better."

"You were right about him," Elena told her. "You were right."

The young widow blinked hard, shaking her head. "I’m sorry, I am ahead of myself. Who are you? What is this about Simon? Did you know him?"

"Elena. I was with him in the end," she explained.

"What? How?"

"It was not far from Schonebeck. I was with others trying to escape the Germans."

"Others? Other Roma?" asked Marie.

Elena did not quite smile, but it was close enough. "Most use another word. Yes. Other Roma. Thank you."

"Of course. Go on, please."

"We were caught by a large group of Germans. They were finished as soldiers. More like bandits with tanks. Your Simon and his men stumbled upon us. He did not care that the Germans outnumbered his men. They saved us.

"I am old," Elena went on. "I have had family and friends, but…I cannot remember anyone ever defending me from danger. Never." She shook her head. "Simon saved us, but at a cost. I am so sorry."

At that, Marie closed her eyes tightly. The tears still escaped. With a breath, she gathered her words. "I heard no details yet. Only confirmation and condolences. They said his belongings were stolen."

"I have seen years of war. I know how soldiers loot the fallen." Elena pulled a ring and wallet from the pocket of her overcoat. A gasping sob escaped Marie’s throat. "Forgive me," Elena said gently. "Though his friends seemed like good men, I did not know if they could care for all this."

As Marie took the belongings, Elena produced a little more: a small envelope with a handful of pictures and notes, a small key attached to a leather square embossed with the number nineteen, and a set of dog tags. Overcome, Marie snatched it all from Elena’s hands, leaving only the dog tags still tangled around the older woman’s fingers. "Apologies," Marie whispered immediately for her indelicate grasp. She stared at the key through tearful eyes. "The hotel."

"I have not read the notes," said Elena. "Perhaps they are trivial. They were not for me."

Marie nodded. Words of gratitude stuck in her throat. Shaking her head in apology, Marie strode out of the office with her lover’s belongings in hand to shut herself in the lavatory across the hall.

The dog tags still dangled from Elena’s fingers. The Americans all had them. She knew little about their uniforms and customs, but the purpose of the tags seemed obvious. Whatever the American army thought, they belonged to his widow now, along with all the rest.

Elena wondered if Marie might let her keep them, or at least one. She’d wondered that all the way here. She knew a good soul when she met one.

Through the open office doorway, Elena heard a muffled sob from the lavatory. Marie would need time. Better to wait out in the open than to linger in the office, she decided. Pierre or some other random person would think ill of a Roma left alone where she might steal something. Ordinarily, Elena would tolerate no such nonsense, but Marie’s feelings merited patience. Outside the office, she found an open area with tables and chairs. Her eyes scanned the stacks for the judgmental man she took for the head librarian.

"It’s a good time for a cigarette, old man," said a sneering voice near the door. His French carried an Austrian accent. "Why don’t you take a walk outside?"

Elena recognized the power of magic in those last words—forceful magic, reckless and crude. She heard footsteps across the tiles, followed by the opening and closing of the front door. Her eyes darted left and right. She listened intently. The library seemed deserted except for the newcomer near the front.

No. Not one newcomer. Several.

"A handful of cash would have done the job, Malike," said a woman’s voice—in a language Elena didn’t recognize. Elena didn’t speak French naturally, either; magic helped her with that, and now it helped with this new tongue. Other magic helped her hear the hushed words as if she stood right beside the speaker. "Subtlety would serve better. We don’t want to scare her off."

"I’m sick of hiding my power, Pelest—sorry, Kashvi," corrected the first voice, but in German now rather than French. Malike sounded young and brash.

Elena winced. Multiple languages, names that fit neither by culture or accent, and magic. It could only mean one thing. She turned back to the little hallway with the office and the lavatory, hoping to find a back door. No such escape presented itself.

"I haven’t gone by Pelest in a long time, little brother."

"You haven’t been a woman again in a long time, either. And I haven’t been myself in a while, for that matter. It’s easier to adjust if I remember the beginning."

"You say that every time," said Kashvi. "Stick with the present. This is why you should stick to your birth name. Reverting to the old ones only causes confusion."

"Could we get back on task?" said another man in yet another language Elena didn’t know. "We’re too close for bickering now."

"Ming is right. That way. Center, left," Kashvi instructed, though Elena couldn’t tell who she pointed to for which. After that, she heard only their footsteps on the tile.

Her prospects were grim. The library was small. Tall shelves thick with books offered some cover, but she couldn’t turn completely invisible. There weren’t many shadows to work with, either. What little magic Elena might find useful here would surely give her away. She was too old to crawl under tables and far too old to run. Too old to win a fight like this.

Too old to fear what might happen if she tried.

Perhaps that was the answer. She’d done all she set out to do. Marie was safe as long as she didn’t come out of the lavatory. Grief would distract her. Best if she had no reason to come out. The war was over, and all Elena could save had been saved. Her last obligation was fulfilled.

Elena brought her right hand to the collar of her worn-out overcoat, gathering the chain of talismans around her neck. Charms for protection and fortune dangled together. She ran her fingers across each until she found a glass bead mounted on a simple brass square. With a wince, she crushed the bead with her thumb, cutting her skin on the fragments and releasing the raw power within.

"Hsst!" warned a whisper to her right.

"I know," hissed another voice to her left.

Elena quietly walked down one empty aisle. It was worth a try. She made it halfway before she heard the footstep behind her. "Old woman, where are you—?"

"Stop," Elena replied with words backed by magic—and he did. Malike halted in mid-stride, his arms out and his weight shifted too far forward to stay upright. The blond Austrian fell to the floor without ever moving a muscle. Stiff arms and fingers struck the tiles and left him tumbling onto his side as if his entire body was a single carved piece of wood.

She advanced two more steps. A rush of movement up ahead culminated in another man whirling around the far end of the shelves to block her path. Elena knew little of China and its neighbors, but the man’s appearance explained her unfamiliarity with his language.

"Ming is thoroughly warded," said Kashvi at the other end of the aisle behind Elena. "It would be a waste of power to try the same trick on him. Or me." Her long grey skirt and jacket over her shirt let her fit in on the streets of a city still recovering from occupation. Something in her walk and her posture suggested she was used to more glamour than this. Kashvi’s pretty brown face bore a crooked smile. "We’re not here to hurt you, sister."

"We are not sisters," said Elena.

"Oh, we are, dear. We’ve been looking for you for ages." Her brow knit together as she looked Elena up and down. "I’m sorry it took us all so long."

"Perhaps I do not want to be found."

"That’s only because you don’t know who we are."

"I know enough," said Elena. "This is not the first time. Leave me."

Kashvi shook her head as if speaking with a child rather than a woman perhaps three times her age. "You wouldn’t be saying any of this if you understood, sister. You don’t remember us. We’re here to help with all that."

"I do not need your help."

"You’re sure?" Kashvi looked her over again, her mouth quirking with skepticism. "I can see you’ve managed some sorcery, but this life has clearly not been kind."

"Who are you to judge my life? Who are you to say if my life has been good?"

The younger woman smiled. "We’re your family."

"You are not."

"You say that because you don’t remember who you are." Kashvi stepped around the still-frozen Malike on the floor.

"I know exactly who I am. I remember all I need. The rest is meant to be forgotten." Elena watched Kashvi closely. The subtle twitch of the younger woman’s eyes told her all she needed to know about Ming behind her.

"It’s always so tiresome when we find each other too late in life," said Kashvi.

They all moved at once. Elena couldn’t hope to match the speed of either danger, but she had the benefits of experience and resolve. She didn’t worry when Ming grabbed her arms. Her coat unraveled under his grasp, every thread coming undone and allowing her to slip free. She met Kashvi’s advance head-on.

The younger woman reached out, her fingers now glowing with runes of power. Elena caught hold of Kashvi’s left hand with both of her own. The dog tags still dangled on their chain of tiny metal beads.

Golden light flashed in the aisle between bookshelves. Elena fell to the floor. Ming and Kashvi looked down at her in shock, one holding a formless mass of woolen threads, the other holding nothing at all. Behind Kashvi, Malike stirred.

"Damn," Kashvi hissed. She knelt at Elena’s body to feel for a pulse, though she already knew what she would find. "She’s dead. Damn her."

"She was too old to handle the reawakening," Ming fumed.

"No, it wasn’t that," said Kashvi. "She twisted the spell."

"How’s that possible?" asked Malike. "How much power would that take?"

"All she had, apparently," said Kashvi.

"What do we do?" Malike wondered.

"Clean all this up and leave, obviously," replied Ming. "Hurry. No one will wonder what happened to her if she disappears. No one will care where she went."

"No one but us," Kashvi agreed. She stood up again. Metal tags dangled from her fingers bearing a name none of them knew. "We’ll catch her next time."





Chapter One:
Always Punch Nazis

"Hey, can you take my bag and my phone? I’m gonna go get arrested."

"What? Alex!" Before she knew it, Taylor held his iPhone and the strap of his backpack. As soon as his fair and slightly mottled hands left hers, a stronger dark brown pair added another phone and another bag to her burdens. "Drew, seriously? You, too? What the fuck, guys?"

They didn’t answer, heading off across the broad plaza. The University of Washington’s "Red Square" was allegedly so named for its red brick surface, but hardly anyone believed it could be that simple. Not for a college structure built in the 1960s. Despite the association, most days Red Square was filled with food trucks, the occasional vendor table, and crowds of students crossing the campus. Today was as full as any other day, except for the anger sparked by offensive signs and even more offensive flags. Alex and Drew were now two more college kids in the mix.

Beside Taylor, a beat late, Jason looked up from his cell phone. "Oh, are we doing this?"

"No. Jason, no don’t—Jason!" Taylor snapped, but the thin young man set his bag beside her and took off after the others. "What the fuck, guys? I’m not your locker!"

"Somebody’s gotta call Lorelei and let her know!" Alex called over his shoulder.

"Why me? What if I wanna get arrested, too?" she shouted. His short black hair and black leather jacket quickly disappeared into the crowd. Drew and Jason disappeared with him.

Alex didn’t hear her. It was all he could manage to think ahead clearly enough to leave his belongings with a friend once he saw the flags and the high salutes. He wasn’t the only one enraged at the sight.

"I thought campus police usually block this shit," said Jason.

"They’re wrapped up with some event," said Drew. He was an inch taller than the others, ten or twenty pounds of muscle heavier, and sharper-dressed as usual. "Looks like mostly Seattle PD here. Do we wanna just do this or trash talk the assholes first?"

Alex kept his gaze straight ahead. The native Seattleite in him was angry enough, but one of the men he’d been in a life before this one had personal experience with these flags. As usual, one past life’s memories could set off half a dozen others. Alex answered Drew with only a growl from an ocean away and a millennium past.

Drew glanced from Alex to Jason with a grin. "As long as we’ve got a plan."

"And as long we don’t pull the first felonies," Jason warned. "Like with a sword or a gun."

"I left the gear at home today," Alex rumbled.

Jason and Drew’s heads snapped back in unison. "Today?"

Alex didn’t answer. He was busy looking for a way through the thickest parts of the crowd at the line of separation created by a handful of men and women in uniforms.

"People, step back! Step back, please!" bellowed the lone campus police officer. Three others beside him in slightly different uniforms held batons out with both hands to create some space. His warnings barely carried over the cacophony of the crowd. Most other voices shouted their disdain, either with protest chants or angry vulgarities. The louder voices in unison behind the police cried out far uglier things.

"We will not be intimidated!" shouted the clutch of men in polo shirts behind the police line. Their words came out with practiced timing. Though they lacked harmony or melody, they certainly achieved volume. "We stand for the white race!"

"You stand for racism," shot back a woman in the crowd.

"You stand for assholes," objected someone else.

"We are here under the First Amendment! We are here under the eyes of our fathers!" they shouted as a chorus.

"Are you here with a fucking permit?" demanded another young woman. She looked to the officers in front. "Are they?"

"That’s not your concern right now," said an officer with sergeant’s stripes as he joined the line. Outnumbered and now outranked, the lone campus officer was no longer in charge.

"They don’t have a permit. They just showed up to see what they could get away with," said another student. He had his cell phone up to video record everything. So did a dozen others. "And instead of arresting them, the cops are protecting them. Over an illegal demonstration!"

"People, step back," repeated the sergeant. "Step back and let us handle this. Permit or not, everyone has a right to peaceful assembly, even if you don’t agree."

"It’s never peaceful," said Alex. He squeezed past a couple students to get into the front line. "It’s a threat. That flag is a threat. That swastika on his arm is a threat."

A thickly-muscled blond man in a polo shirt flashed a smug grin. "I don’t know what you’re talking about. I haven’t threatened anyone. We’re the ones being threatened."

"It’s only words," said the sergeant.

"It’s a threat," said Alex. "That’s why they’re here. It’s to build to the point where they can do worse."

"You can’t put everything on a slippery slope. It’s signs and words. Everybody’s got a legal right to free speech."

"I’m not arguing their legal rights," said Alex. "I’m not telling you to step aside. You do what you’ve gotta do."

"Then what is your point, kid?"

"They’re fucking Nazis."

The sergeant let out an irritated sigh. "Okay, they’re not real Nazis."

"You will not replace us!" shouted the clutch of men. "You will not silence us!"

"Nobody here is making any threats except the people protesting these guys," the sergeant went on. He raised his voice to address the crowd. "We will arrest anyone who takes any violent action."

"Nazi propaganda is violence," Alex seethed. "Their whole purpose is violence."

"What’re you gonna do if I let you by, huh, kid? You gonna punch ‘em?"

"Well, they’re not gonna punch themselves," said Alex.

"Step back. I’m not gonna tell you again." The sergeant nudged another man in uniform to his side, who lowered his baton to take up a large plastic spray bottle from his belt. "If you do not step back, we will use pepper spray! It’s going to be pepper spray everywhere up in here!"

"Hey, don’t say ‘up in here,’ grandpa!" objected a voice in the crowd.

Behind the cops, the clutch of men threw their white hands up into the air in a single, unified salute. "We must secure the existence of—"

A roar of anger from the crowd of protestors drowned out the rest. The officers redoubled their firm stance, with the rise in emotions all around becoming too much for anyone to ignore. The sergeant reached for the radio microphone mounted on his shoulder. "We need more help out here, where the hell is the rest of—?"

It was all the break Alex needed. The sergeant had turned his head to the radio. Alex swiftly ducked down and around his other side. "Aw, shit!" The sergeant turned on reflex, only to open up a path for others.

The space within the cordon created by the police barely ran two yards. Alex immediately came face to face with several men, some of them larger than him. The rush of movement left at least a few faltering in their salutes in expectation of an attack.

Alex had died fighting this cause once before. He remembered bleeding out in a field in Europe all too well. That last fight had been one he might have avoided, except he never considered that for a second. He never considered it now, either.

"Pussy," scoffed the beefy one with the swastika on his arm. He threw up his hand to resume his salute and his chant.

Alex planted a solid right cross on the man’s nose.

Shouts and scuffles didn’t cover up the satisfying crunch of cartilage. Perhaps Alex only sensed it through the sensation traveling up his arm. His target took the blow full on his smug face and staggered back with blood instantly dripping over his mouth.

"Whoa!" blurted one of his compatriots. He dropped his flag to swing its pole at Alex, but it never came. Drew sent a kick over the pole into the man’s gut.

Alex threw a second punch but only hit his target’s shoulder. The guy knew how to use his size in a fight. He also had a facial injury to undercut that advantage. A relentless third blow got under the bigger man’s arm, knocking his opponent backward onto his ass against the red bricks of the plaza.

Strong hands seized Alex from behind, keeping him from doing anything more. Training and experience gathered over short, violent lifetimes urged him to escape and retaliate. The modern mind at the head of it all held off those voices. He fought his own instincts harder than he fought the restraint, accepting the painful twist of his arm behind his back. He knew this would happen. If anything, he had to give the cops credit for taking him to the deck before he’d gotten in more than a couple of blows.

Beside Alex, Drew fell to the ground under two more cops. Though he didn’t resist, Drew still wound up with a cop’s knee driving into his lower back once he was on the concrete. They were rougher with him, because of course they were.

Others had rushed in amid the chaos opened by Alex and Drew. Nearby, Alex saw another friend take advantage of the window. While he and Drew only got a couple of shots in apiece, it was Jason who had a chance to unload. Their wiry companion got one leg around that of another polo-shirted demonstrator and shoved, bringing the man down hard on the bricks. From there, Jason rained down rapid punches. Even when the cops yanked him away, Jason delivered a final kick to his target’s side.

Alex didn’t fight the handcuffs as they snapped around his wrists. The whole ordeal hurt, but he sucked up the pain. Then came screams from the crowd, followed by a burning sensation in his eyes and his mouth. His face felt like it might burn, too. Before his tears made it impossible to see, Alex spotted the explanation: that red spray canister in the hands of another officer, its contents spewing all over the crowd. Alex turned away, coughing up a storm. He’d used pepper spray more than once in his life. It was good against everything from cultists to werewolves. He supposed it was good for disrupting a crowd, too. At least some of the Nazis would endure the same—and some of the cops.

"Steve! Steve, knock that shit off!" coughed the one putting Alex in cuffs. "We’re in here!"

"Oh god, I can’t breathe," choked the cop now rolling off of Drew.

Alex hacked and coughed like everyone else, dismayed at the gross things happening in his nose and his straining throat. He twisted and rolled into a seated position. Blinking eyes cleared enough for a blurry glance at the world. Someone in a polo shirt crawled around on the deck in front of him, blood seeping from a broken nose under blond hair.

Alex slammed his heel down on the guy’s fingers. "That’s for my tank, motherfucker," he wheezed.

The world grew too blurry and painful to watch. Strong hands lifted Alex at both arms to haul him from the swirl of screams and shouts. Out of the scrum, his escorts stopped in front of the blurry form of another cop who delivered a single wipe across his face with a wet-nap. Then he was deposited in a seat inside the back of a police wagon with his arms still cuffed behind his back. He wasn’t alone long.

"Hey!" Drew coughed as he was shoved into the wagon beside Alex. He’d clearly gotten as much of the pepper spray as anyone. "Officer!"

"What?" grunted the cop.

"You still haven’t advised me of my rights," said Drew. In spite of his throat, Alex laughed.

"Couple hard core Social Justice Warriors here, huh?" asked the cop.

"God damn right we are," said Alex.

The dark, blurry shape of the cop climbed back out of the wagon. "You okay?" Drew asked. His face was still puffy and streaked with tears.

"Yeah. You?"

"I’m fine," Drew plainly lied. "This is what happens when we don’t have Wade to call out a plan before we dive in."

"I didn’t think they’d go crazy with the pepper spray with their own guys in the mix," said Alex. He sounded just as bad as Drew. "Joke’s on us, huh?"

"Yeah, I guess."

Jason followed soon after. The officers settled him into his seat and stomped out again. He looked no better than the rest. "Oh man," Jason grimaced. "You’ve actually used that shit on people, Alex? I get the demon girlfriend thing now, but what does Rachel see in you?"

Alex winced through more tears. "You’re dating a cop!"

"She’s not a cop, she’s an agent. It’s different." Jason worked up a mess of bile to spit out the open door of the wagon.

"How is that different?" asked Drew.

"She doesn’t fuckin’ drown people in pepper spray!"

"I’m more worried about my kidney right now," Drew grumbled.

"I’ve got you there," spoke up a feminine voice. A blonde in a white dress faded through the side of the wagon like a ghost, though her wings and halo marked her as something very different. Rachel settled in between Alex and Drew, slipping one hand around Drew’s back while caressing Alex across his cheek with the other. Both young men breathed easier. The tears stopped coming. "I’m not cleaning up your snot. That shit’s all on you."

"Guess I can’t blame you there." Drew bent over to wipe his nose against his knee. "It’s still gross."

"Fuck yeah, it is." She turned to Alex. "Jason’s right. That stuff is nasty."

"Speaking of me," Jason rasped between coughs, "help?"

"Yeah." She paused to kiss Alex on the forehead before shifting over to Jason.

"Thanks, Rachel," said Alex.

"You’re welcome. You know I’ve got your back. All you guys."

"You ain’t even mad?" asked Drew.

"Pff. Over this? Fuck no. I’m neutral good, not lawful stupid. Seriously, nobody likes Nazis. Heaven holds grudges, too."

Jason looked up at her in shock, then threw an accusatory glare at Alex. "You said they weren’t into playing D&D!"

"I said Rachel can’t make time for a regular game," Alex countered. "That’s true."

"Uh-huh. What about Lorelei?"

"She’ll cheat, Jason. She’ll cheat and I won’t even be mad about it."

Rachel smirked. "That ain’t the kinda ‘roleplay’ we like to get up to at home anyway."

Drew laughed. Alex bit his lip. "Little too much info, Rachel," he muttered loudly.

"Take your frustrations out on me in the bedroom, lover," she taunted. "For now, hold up a second. I’ll be right back." As easily as she’d appeared, Rachel walked right through the side of the wagon again.

"Roleplaying?" Drew chuckled.

"Y’know, just ‘cause Rachel never lies doesn’t mean she won’t fuck with you," said Alex.

"It doesn’t mean she won’t fuck with you," Drew corrected. "C’mon, spill. What’s the game? You don’t go for no boring doctor-and-patient or teacher-and-student stuff, do you?"

"I pretend to be your girlfriend and she pretends to be you," Alex grumbled. "We like it awkward."

"Sounds about right."

"We could do like a one-off game or something without a set schedule," Jason suggested.

"Oh my god," Alex sighed.

"I’m gonna be moving away! Don’t pretend you aren’t a nerd like me. Drew, you in?"

"Sure, as long as it doesn’t get kinky," he laughed.

Bodies stepped into the wagon’s open back doors again. The first wore a uniform, turning to guide the next arrestee inside while another helped from behind. Alex waited until they left to speak. So did the new arrival.

"Okay, that was some sexist bullshit," said Taylor.

"What the hell?" exclaimed Drew.

"It wasn’t sexist," Alex protested. "You said you wanted to be a teacher. You can’t have stuff like an arrest record for assault if you want to be a teacher."

"I said I was thinking about being a teacher, and that was before I had Nazis to punch. If I can’t be a teacher after doing that, then what good is it?"

"Did you?"

"Oh yeah. It’s a mess out there," Taylor declared with a grin.

"What about our stuff?" Jason asked.

"I caught Jocelyn walking by and passed it all to her. Don’t worry, I unlocked my phone and told her how to call Lorelei. She’s got it under control. Hey, how come you guys aren’t still all crying and choking like everyone else who got sprayed?"

"Rachel came through," said Alex. "She’s probably why you got thrown into the same wagon with us."

"Huh. It’s good to know people, I guess."

"Did you know they like to ‘roleplay?’" Drew snickered.

"Oh my gosh, seriously?" Taylor asked.

Groaning, Alex banged his head against the wagon’s wall. "We’re in the back of a police van and you’re focused on this. Why does everything have to revolve around my sex life?"

"Because it’s hilarious," said Drew.


* * *


Lorelei reached past the pillow and arched her back, stretching with a satisfied smile at the kisses trailing down her naked body. Hands came to her breasts as she settled back down again, caressing with reverence. She settled against the bed and glanced through the hotel window at nearby downtown buildings as tall as this one, and beyond them skies full of heavy clouds. Fit shoulders and a nice face in the bed with her made for a better visual. 

Absent a few more compelling partners, this was a pleasant way to pass a grey day. Lorelei enjoyed a good stretch once in a while.

"You’re absolutely amazing," said the man with his lips against her skin.

"It’s nice to be appreciated," she replied.

"Give me half a chance and I’ll never stop."

Lorelei ran her fingers through his dark hair, understandably disheveled after their tryst. She enjoyed the sight of the damage she wrought. "I have no doubt, Adam."

He had nearly worn himself out pleasing her. It was effort spent by his own choice. Lorelei could wrap him around her finger if she wanted, tighter than he could imagine, and he would thank her for it…but she had no such interest these days. Though a mid-day stretch was delicious, much greater joys awaited later.

Adam flashed his roguish smile at her. "Then how about we verify?"

The chimes of a phone cut him off. Lorelei rolled over to reach for her purse at the side of the bed. Her phone was in hand before the third ring.

"Can’t they leave a voicemail?" Adam suggested.

"Some calls I will never ignore." A glance at the name on the screen already had her smiling. Hello, Taylor."

"Hi, um, is this Lorelei?" asked an unfamiliar voice amid sounds of a crowd.

Lorelei’s smile faded. "Yes. Who is this?"

"Oh, good. This is Jocelyn. Taylor asked me to call you. I’m a friend of hers and Alex. I don’t know if you remember me, but we met at a party, back in September?"

"Yes, I remember you, Jocelyn." She also remembered how well Alex remembered her. "Is everything alright?"

"So, this all happened kind of fast. There’s this surprise demonstration or some shit by a bunch of Neo-Nazi assholes and, uh, Alex and Taylor got arrested. Jason and Drew, too."

Lorelei sat up. "Just now? Were they hurt?"

"Yeah, like only a minute ago. I don’t think they got hurt but there sure was a fight and the cops started spraying everybody. The guys were all in the middle of it. I guess they all gave Taylor their phones and backpacks and jumped right in. As soon as Taylor saw me, she gave me all their stuff and hers, too. She unlocked her phone and said to call you and then she took off into the whole mess. I’m standing here in Red Square with like three backpacks and a bunch of phones and some books."

"Are you safe?"

"I’m fine. Nobody’s messing with me and I’m with friends."

"You’re sure they were arrested?"

"Oh yeah. I saw them haul Drew out of the crowd in cuffs. I’m pretty sure I saw Alex before that. They all kinda went off together and none of them came back. Can’t see them anywhere now. The whole demonstration thing kinda broke up, too. There was a whole lot of punching."

"I have no doubt." Lorelei slipped out of the bed, pulling clothes off the floor with her free hand. "Where could I meet you to retrieve their belongings? Or would you feel better if they stayed in your keeping for now?"

"No, this is all too much stuff for me to haul back to my car. I’ve gotta be in a class in a little less than an hour. Do you think you can make it to the UW by then?"

"Absolutely. I’m on my way. Take my number down into your own phone and text me with a location. Thank you, Jocelyn. You’re a true friend."

"Gotcha. See you soon."

Though one-handed and distracted with the phone, Lorelei already had her figure-hugging slacks over her hips. It was hardly the most taxing conditions for getting dressed she’d ever faced. She set her phone aside to handle the rest.

"What’s going on?" asked Adam, sitting up in the bed. "Something about an arrest?"

"At the university, yes. Some racist Neanderthals decided to put on a display. Alex and some of our friends took exception."

"What’d they do, start throwing punches?"

"Of course," said Lorelei.

Adam made a face. "There are better ways to handle that. I don’t like those guys, either, but you can’t take all that so personally."

"It should be personal for everyone." She turned away, slipping on her bra.

"…does your boyfriend get like this a lot?"

Lorelei was always conscious of the desire others held for her. As Adam looked at her diminishing nudity, she felt his desire tinged by frustration, longing…and ambition. She turned to face him. "What do you mean?"

"I mean does he punch people he doesn’t agree with? Does he get violent a lot?" Adam shrugged. "Seems a little immature."

"Oh, Adam."

"Look, I know you said you’re serious and all, but he’s hardly even working, right? You’re paying all the bills and he’s getting arrested for fights. What are you doing with this guy?"

"When this flirtation began, I told you I wasn’t looking for a replacement for my lovers. Either of my lovers," said Lorelei. "I told you I play only with their approval and never behind their backs. Do you remember?"

"Of course. Listen, I’m not trying to get between you, I’m just—"

"Taking advantage of a possible opportunity for more than this." She nodded to the bed. "That would be a way of getting between us, Adam."

"Look, I’m sorry I said anything."

"I am not. Honesty is helpful. It keeps me from making another mistake. I am not angry, Adam. Disappointed, frustrated, but not angry. You said at the outset you were fine with only some fun and seeing where it takes us. Though I suspected you might have other ambitions, I thought you might get over that with a little patience. Now, at the first hint of something you might exploit, you leap for the chance.

"It’s not that everything has to be purely for sex. I don’t hope for another romance, but I do not want anything emotionless, either. Affection lives across a wide range. What I will not have is competition. I am not interested in ‘belonging’ to anyone else. You also spoke ill of my love, letting your disdain for him show in your words.

"These bigots are real, Adam. Perhaps you think of white hoods and violence as part of the past. Only the branding changes. They do not ‘debate’ in good faith. They don’t go away if ignored. Of all my regrets in life, high among them is that I have not punched more such men myself. Punched, and far worse."

She slipped on her shirt. Her shoes followed. Adam struggled for something to say to save the situation. As soon as he opened his mouth to speak, she cut him off with a single, tired look. "Don’t. And don’t hope that this will happen again."

The sound of the bathroom door drew their attention. A tall black man stepped through, covered only by a towel around his waist. His hair was still wet from the shower. Lorelei looked him up and down with a grin, but it was an expression he didn’t quite return as he saw her dressed. "Are you taking off?" he asked. "Something wrong?"

"Yes, I have to leave," she explained. "I’m sorry, Ted. Some pack of morons put up a neo-Nazi demonstration at the university. Alex and some friends reacted appropriately. I have to go retrieve them from the police."

Ted’s eyebrows rose. "Damn. Good for him. You need anything?"

"No, I’ll be fine, thank you." The ring of her phone cut her off from saying more. She held it to her ear immediately. "Hello?"

"Hey there, Lorelei," came a friendly, familiar drawl. "Lissen, I got a text from Jason ‘bout Nazis at the U-dub. I came right over but I can’t find the guys."

"They’ve already been picked up by the police. I’m on my way out to handle that."

"Ah. Gotcha. So on that note, uh… well, this is a touch awkward… y’see, I’m here in th’ parkin’ garage and, uh…I think I found the problem."

"Say no more, Wade. You need never ask. I have your back. Do what must be done."

"Thanks." He cut off the phone.

Lorelei looked Ted up and down again with a smile. "I’ll be in touch."

She didn’t say goodbye to the hotel room’s other guest. Adam looked on less as a man who had touched heaven, and more as a man who knew he’d never do so again.


* * *


Wade flipped to the settings screen on his phone. Voices in the parking garage closed in. There wasn’t time to delete everything, but he could at least strip out his passwords and make the thing harder to unlock.

The SUV hid him well. His hoodie and Caterpillar ballcap were dark enough to help him take advantage of what little shadows he had. Mostly he relied on the talent for self-distraction shown by the arriving men. Their khakis and polo shirts weren’t so tidy now, what with all the dirt and blood. Most of the latter appeared to be their own.

"Thanks for all your ‘protection’ out there," one of them complained.

"Christ, I thought cops were supposed to stand up for people’s rights," grumbled another.

"Yeah, talk to us again whenever you guys get a permit," shot back one of their uniformed escorts. "My heart bleeds."

"By doze bleedth!" complained one of the bigger men. The stream of blood from his gauze-stuffed nose had stopped, but the mess it left remained all over his clothes and in his enunciation.

"I’ll be happy to call you an ambulance," said the cop. "A nice, expensive ambulance."

"No! I’b dot going in thome ambulanths dribben by thome poreigner!"

"We’re taking you in, bro, don’t worry," said one of his compatriots. He was a fairly big man, too, wearing a sweater over his polo shirt. Presumably, it covered up the tattoos. The guy came around the back of the SUV to its front, only to stop and blink in surprise as he found someone waiting for him.

"Hi! I’m Wade," the younger man said with a bright, pleasant smile. "I’ll be punchin’ y’all on your way outta here today."

"Huh?" blinked the other. "What the—oof! Fuck, my nose!"





Chapter Two:
Chasing the Horizon

"You cannot help me. You must flee. Hide. No one will help you."

His words haunted her through the night. Finding her way wasn’t easy at first, but she always had sharp senses. They only got stronger tonight. She quickly learned how to use darkness to her advantage, too. Necessity made for an excellent teacher.

Scrub grass alternated with bare ground, often leaving her to kick up rocks and dirt with her sandals. At the crest of the next rise, she saw the torches still following.

They couldn’t possibly see her. Not at this distance, not in the night, not with her black cloak wrapped around her. Years ago, everyone laughed when she doted on the one black sheep in the neighboring flock. Now the cloak made from its wool hid her against the night. She backed up a step, dragging another damn pebble into her sandal, and then she saw her error. They couldn’t see her, but they could see her tracks.

Onyx held her hands out wide, concentrating on the breeze. She let the wind run between her fingers, murmuring words of magic until she could catch the air. Her hands snapped closed in fists. Onyx swung her right hand across her body, then her left, releasing the air at the end of each motion. Powerful gusts of wind arced across the landscape, obliterating her tracks.

Someone holding one of those torches might sense the magic. It didn’t matter. They had her trail so far, and now they wouldn’t.

Whether or not she escaped the torches, her guilt still followed. "I’m sorry," Onyx pleaded. "I’m so sorry."

The words passed through her mind as if she was back in the cave again. She couldn’t see his face. Couldn’t even remember it now. "You cannot help me," he said. She heard it in her mind as if he said it again now. "You must flee. Hide. No one will help you."

"I didn’t know," whispered Onyx. "I didn’t know."

At the bottom of the rise, she saw light from campfires and lanterns on one of the boats. It wasn’t long, with a single mast and a beaked prow, yet enough to carry her away. The other boat lay on the beach, turned on its side for repairs. Finding only one boat ready to go was a more hopeful sign than finding several. The camp itself wasn’t much more than a few low tents, none of them fully enclosed. Spears and shields lay near their owners. Other belongings and trash littered the ground.

More trash lay outside the fire. Trash and burned-out ruins. Another pang of guilt stabbed her in the chest. She had to set it aside.

The lone sentry of the camp woke his companions with only a word when she came into the firelight. He wore little more than a simple tunic and sandals, and held a spear and round shield. Once she was close enough to recognize, he dropped to one knee and bowed his head. "Mistress, forgive me," said the sentry. The others, still rising, maintained a respectful silence. "I did not know it was you. Are you alright?"

"I’m fine, but I must go. I need this ship and people to sail it."

The sentry looked up with a frown visible under his black beard. "Tonight?"

"Yes. Now. I’m sorry, it can’t wait."

"Orders from your father?"

"I—yes," she said. "I have urgent news to carry north."

He didn’t say anything. She noticed his glance toward one of the tents. Her heart stopped, dreading any familiar face, but she saw no one she recognized. Only warriors and sailors...and an eagle perched atop one tent, staring back at her. Without prompting, the bird took to the air, trailing leather tassels tied to its legs as a marker—and a message.

No. Damn it, no, she thought. They’ve been warned. Her attention returned to the men, all of them awkwardly silent. Stirred to waking now, they subtly, almost casually surrounded her. No one threatened. No one came close. They watched and held their silence as if hoping someone else would come along to deal with this. Action against her would likely incur punishment from their superiors, but so would inaction. She understood that much.

No one will help you, echoed the voice in her mind.

"You look tired, mistress," said the sentry. "May we offer wine?"

"You will not help me leave, will you?" She looked to the collection of provisions and wares piled up near one tent. It had all been taken from the village that lay in charred ruins outside the firelight. "You wouldn’t care if I explained. It wouldn’t matter to you."

"Mistress? We are loyal. We are here to serve."

"I know. That’s the problem." She shut her eyes. "I’m sorry."

"...mistress?"

She gestured to several bundles and jugs of pottery. "Put those provisions in the boat and push it into the surf, please. And get out of my way."

"But—?"

The short blade she produced from her cloak did not glow on its own. She needed magic for that. Common warriors and sailors wouldn’t know the light was harmless. "Do it now."

"We will be punished!"

"Work fast if you want time to run."

Some ran immediately. Others scrambled to the provisions and hauled them over the side of the boat. She strode forward, daring the sentry to do something and praying he would not. A sailor bent over onto his knees and elbows at the edge of the boat. The sight of him jabbed her with more guilt. To quash that guilt, she remembered the burnt-out village nearby. She remembered the torches. Stepping on his back hardly compared.

"Push," she called out. "Push or I’ll burn the skin from your bones!"

The boat moved. A single jerk of the lines dropped the sail. With no crew, she would have to let the wind carry her. Another spell brought forth a gust that took her out past the breakers. She was stronger in the darkness, stronger still with the men turned away from her in their escape, but the magic still drained her.

It was enough. The sails caught the offshore breeze to keep her going. Her shoulders sank with relief. The boat rocked beneath her feet, carrying her farther from shore. She turned for one look back, expecting to see the torches of her pursuers on the beach.

Instead, they lit up the bow of her ship. Men and women stood glaring at her under torchlight with weapons drawn. Some carried shields, others staves adorned with gems. Their jewelry and the finery of their cloaks and tunics spoke to their station, as did their stature. The man and woman at the center of the band carried themselves as more than just leaders. The woman’s glare stole her breath; the bearded man’s scowl sent her shuffling backward.

"Foolish girl." His voice boomed. He came forward not with a blade in his hand, but a coiled whip. The hardened muscles of his arms and his neck tensed as if he might strike at any moment. "You have always been soft. Have you now gone mad? You think to defy me?"

"I want no part of this. Any of this!" she shouted back.

"You created this," said the older woman. "You ensured our legacy."

"I didn’t know any of that!" she pleaded. "I didn’t know what you would do. I didn’t know how many people you would hurt."

"Soft. Weak," said the leader. "Foolish. Disobedient. You don’t walk away from me. You are my daughter and you will remain at my side. You ensured this family’s survival. Now you would shatter it."

"This family should be shattered." Onyx inched backward to buy time. Every breath brought back a little more of her strength. "You raised me with lies. I won’t have any more part in this. I want nothing to do with you."

"I gave you no choice, child," said her father. "Magic calls to its own. You know this. If you run, we will chase you down. If you hide, we will find you. No one will help you."

She backed up into the mast—no. Not the mast. Something else, she realized in a rush. Someone. She saw green sleeves and grey metal, a helmet shaped like a bowl, and a pale face set in defiance. The soldier shouted as he raised his gun: "Get down!"

The roar of gunfire pulled Onyx from her nap, sending her halfway upright with a yelp. She cringed from the muzzle flash and the shouting man in fatigues and a helmet right in front of her, but he wasn’t the same man. This one was on a television screen.

She was on the couch with a blanket over her legs and a pillow behind her, wearing a simple dark t-shirt and leggings. Curtains muted the light of a grey day outside. She was surrounded by second-hand furniture, bookshelves stuffed to capacity, paintings bought from coffee shop displays, and a war streaming on HBO. For all the creature comforts, it was the latter that pushed back against her fears.

"Hey. Was that you?" Molly rounded the wall separating their living room from the kitchen in her usual black jeans and dark t-shirt ensemble, this time bearing the logo of an indie comic book rather than a band. Her spiky fire-engine red hair was always her primary splash of color. "Everything okay?"

Onyx touched her forehead, feeling locks of softly curled black hair along the way to find no particular warmth or sweat. The scene she knew by heart gave her another clue. She hadn’t drifted off long ago. "Yeah. Sorry. Bad dream."

Her partner looked skeptically at the television, then back again. Onyx rolled her eyes. "Not that," she said.

"Uh-huh," said Molly.

"I know you hate that scene."

"Yeah, ‘cause the horse dies." Molly plucked the remote from the coffee table to mute the action. "What kind of bad dream?"

"I dunno." Onyx searched her memories. "I think there was a boat? Or maybe it was taxes?"

"But you didn’t show up late for class naked with a mid-term you forgot about and your teeth all cracking and falling out along with your hair?"

"No! God! Thanks for all those images."

"You’re not thinking about your nightmares anymore, are you?"

"I couldn’t remember them anyway!"

"See? I’m a helper." Molly shrugged. "I know you’re wound up about today."

"You’re wound up. We both are. Does it show?"

"Yes, but not in your aura." Molly tilted her head to the movie.

Onyx plucked the remote from Molly’s hand to shut off the TV, then waved the control at the dark screen. "They make me feel safe," she muttered.

"I know." Molly sat down on the couch with her. "You’re the love of my life. You’re also weird. And I’m completely in love with you."

"What’s that? A sandwich technique to tell me I’m weird?"

"Do you still feel loved?"

"Yeah," Onyx told her sourly.

"Then it worked. Anyway, I was gonna have to break up the war and your naptime, anyway."

"It’s time to get going, isn’t it?"

"If you wanna get changed, yeah. Couple other things first." She handed Onyx her phone. "Your mom texted. She and your dad want to have us over for lunch or dinner soon. I told her it’s cool. Also, Lorelei just texted us both."

Onyx looked at the message. Her frown returned with a sigh. "He’s not coming."

"Kinda can’t, sounds like."

"Are you mad?"

"I dunno. It’s not exactly our date night, but he told us he’d be there. At the same time, if I’d been in his shoes?" Molly tilted her head from side to side indecisively. "What about you?"

"We can’t expect every plan to work out," said Onyx. "I think we’ve gotta give this one a pass. Even if the timing sucks."


* * *


"That’s as clean as we can come." Molly lifted her eyes from her empty coffee mug. Across the storefront, a barista with a head of dark and curly hair idly played a guitar. The rest of the shop’s inhabitants sat around the corner table with Molly and Onyx. "Everyone has secrets. Everyone deserves their privacy, including some of the people we’re talking about."

Her primary audience looked to one another: one a dark-haired, slightly older woman with bronze skin, the other a fit and handsome man with Chinese features, both dressed for a day at the office. "I can respect that," said Jin.

"It still leaves a lot unanswered," said Kate.

"You could say that for all of us," replied Onyx, seated beside Molly.

The man with the corner of the booth leaned back with his arms stretched out to either side against the windowsill. The outfit under his leather trench coat was no more formal than Molly’s. "What’s the saying? ‘Judge me by my enemies.’ Think it was Franklin Roosevelt." Hector’s Jamaican accent carried the same air of relaxation as his posture. Catching a glance from Onyx, he innocently turned his eyes to the ceiling. "Could be I saw it online a couple’a hours ago."

"You have had all the right enemies," Kate conceded. "Guess I have to give you that much. I can’t complain about how you handled them, either."

The young woman leaning against the wall behind her let out a cough. With Jin and Kate’s backs to her, Sierra turned her head just enough to look past the long black hair hanging along the side of her face. She caught Onyx and Molly’s attention with a smirk but said nothing out loud.

"It’s too bad your friend Alex isn’t here," added Kate.

"He meant to be," said Onyx. "He couldn’t make it."

"Yeah, he’s in lock-up right now for punching Nazis at the U-Dub," said Sierra.

Kate and Jin both raised eyebrows. "What?"

Sierra pulled the cell phone from her denim jacket and handed it over. She still had the page up on her screen. "He’s on the YouTube clip with a couple of his buddies." Again, she cast a loaded glance past her boss and Jin to the witches.

"Judge by their enemies, huh?" Jin smirked.

"It’s a point." Kate handed back Sierra’s phone, looking to Molly and Onyx again. "I’m still not comfortable with everything. I think you can understand why. But you were open with me from the start about things that could’ve put you in jeopardy. In all this time, you haven’t hurt anyone who didn’t come looking to hurt you. That’s...a higher standard than we were willing to accept from other people."

"And you had the juice to deal with those other people all on your own, too," said Hector.

Kate’s lips pressed together. Jin glanced away, holding back a smirk. Onyx looked from one to the next. "I don’t get it," she said.

"It’s good to have bad ass friends," Hector explained. "Maybe not tactful to say so out loud."

"Correct," Kate admitted, throwing Hector the briefest glare. "On both counts."

"When we last spoke, we were hoping to establish a neutral territory for all the local circles," said Jin. "You had some suspicions about that, as I recall."

"Little bit," said Molly.

"And then the Light whipped out their guns and there were demons," Jin added. "Excluding your other friend, though her presence left you subject to the same alarm."

Looking to Hector, Kate gestured at Jin. "That’s tact."

"Every circle lost someone that night," Jin continued. "Good friends. Confidants. Those most trusted in the world. We know it was you who ended that threat. So here we are."

"It’s been three months," said Molly.

"Most of the others have been in shellshock and mourning," said Kate. "You’ve never been all that social, either."

"And you wanted time to watch us and see what we’d do while everyone was weak?" asked Onyx. She didn’t look over to Molly, but she knew her partner hadn’t expected that question.

"Yes," said Jin. "Can you blame us?"

"Not really," said Onyx.

Kate’s lips twitched with a faint smile. "Thanks for that."

"So, where do we go from here?" asked Molly. "You planning another meeting?"

"Everyone else has agreed to a neutral territory already," said Kate. "Two, actually. Fremont and the University District. The latter because neutrality means we all agree not to fight over it, and the former for its charm, I guess. I don’t know. I don’t live in the city." She shook her head. "After everything that happened, the agreement turned out to be incredibly easy. Almost as if our neighbors all saw the need for it. Unless you see a problem?"

"We never wanted to start any trouble with anyone, anyway," said Molly. "If it’s Fremont and the U, that’s fine. Whatever."

"Thank you," Kate replied.

"I’m more concerned with whether it stops there," Molly continued. "It doesn’t, does it?" 

Kate paused, letting out a tense breath. She shared a glance with Jin that gave away her answer before she said it out loud. "No. It’s a start. You’re not wrong."

"What comes after this?"

"There’s no grand design," Jin explained. "Several times now, you have seen Practitioners and monsters try to organize beyond their usual factions. You’ve seen how dangerous this is. What you lack—and I say this with respect—is a view of the world’s shadows beyond Seattle. If trouble comes, you deal with it and go on with your lives. You don’t see the networks and the ripples. You don’t see the patterns.

"Most who live in the shadows are fractured and isolated. Many keep to themselves with good reasons. Others are kept apart by jealousy and paranoia. And a lot of the older ones like the vampires have trouble keeping up with the pace of change. The mortal world has globalized. The shadows haven’t. Not yet. But many are trying. Sooner or later, someone is going to get it right."

"We’re not trying to keep up with that," said Kate. "We’re only hoping to take a few steps so we’ll have somewhere to start if something ugly develops. We wanted channels and places we could meet." She tilted her head, frowning in admission. "It turns out we hadn’t realized how much had already come down the road."

The witches gauged one another’s feelings with only a glance. "So no union? No dues?" Molly asked. "No town rules or a magic sheriff?"

"We might try to have another meeting sometime this year to break the ice again," said Jin. "That’s as far as it goes."

"That, and maybe give us a warning if another mob of demons pops up in the area?" Kate asked. "If that’s fair?"

"We only know the one. She’s cool. We can introduce you," Molly offered.

Kate held up her hands on the table. "I don’t know if we’re ready for that. Thanks."

"We all good here?" asked Hector. "Everyone gonna sleep a little better tonight?"

"Yes. Thank you for playing intermediary, Hector." Kate rose first, prompting others to stand without etiquette or ceremony. "I’ve got to head out. Thank you for this, Molly, Onyx. It’s good to talk to you again."

"Sure," said Onyx. "Same here."

"For what it’s worth, the International District isn’t considered neutral territory, but it isn’t closed to other Practitioners, either," said Jin. He shook hands before he left. "You’re welcome there anytime. Ask your friend to tread lightly there? We don’t want any misunderstandings."

"We’ll pass it on. See you, Jin," said Molly.

"I’m gonna grab another coffee and run around town before I hit the road unless you need me for anything," Sierra told Kate.

"No, we’re all set. Goodnight." Kate and Jin exited, followed with no more than a wave goodbye from Hector. That left the three younger women in the coffee shop.

"Thanks for not embarrassing me with my boss there," said Sierra.

"That sounds like sarcasm but it doesn’t," said Onyx.

"It’s one of my talents. You keep my personal secrets and I’ll keep yours, is all I’m saying. I haven’t said much to the bosses about your other, other friends. All they’ve heard is you know a couple people who can arrange favors from The Man now and again. They understand that. As long as your arrangement with the feds doesn’t include secrets about us, we’re good. Cool?"

"Cool," said Molly.

"Thank you," said Onyx.

"Good. Now, what the hell happened at the U? I assume Drew got popped with Alex since I haven’t heard from him and they’re joined at the hip half the time. Or half of whatever time Alex isn’t with his—one of his girlfriends," she corrected with a smirk.

Onyx rolled her eyes. "All four of them got arrested. Wade, too, I guess. He doesn’t even go to UW. We don’t know anything else. Lorelei said she’s got it handled. No reason to doubt her."

"You don’t think this is any crazy magic bullshit set-up stuff?"

"Not everything is gonna be. The world’s full of assholes," said Molly.

"Nobody needs to remind me. Figured I should ask." She pulled her phone from her pocket to answer its hum. "Oh. Drew says he’s out. Aw, and he apologized for not telling me in advance, too." Sierra walked past the counter to drop a couple of bills in the tip jar. The barista didn’t look up from idly strumming the guitar, face still obscured by a head of dark and curly hair, but reached out with one hand for a fist-bump as she passed. "Thanks for letting us use the place."

"Sure. Good to see you," said the barista.

Sierra waved back over her shoulder at the door. "Catch you two whenever."

"Weren’t you going to order something else?" Onyx reminded her.

"Nah. That was just an excuse to hang back and talk to you two. Later, witches!"

Molly turned to the counter, ordering another mocha to go. "Thanks for hosting," she said as she paid.

"No worries," said the barista. "This is nicer than when we’ve got a dozen customers and someone wants eight coffees for the office. At least the supernatural conspiracy nonsense types come in when it’s slow and don’t get cranky on me. It’s better than my old donut shop job. You want whipped cream on that?"

The barista turned to fill the order. With an unsettled glance and not a word between them, Onyx and Molly both fished out another bill for the tip jar.





Chapter Three:
Bailed Out

"You look proud of yourself in this mugshot."

"You think?" Alex couldn’t see the desktop monitor without standing up. The officer on the other side of the desk glared fiercely enough to make him reconsider. He sat back down. "Guess I’ll have to take your word for it."

Alex lived only blocks away from the King County Correctional Facility in downtown. This was his first time inside. His tour so far covered a holding cell and several offices, including this area full of desks, deputies, and arrestees far grouchier than him.

"Not too many people smile for their mugshots," said Sergeant Romano. He looked to be in his forties, with a little more of his shirt hanging over his belt than he probably wanted. His frown seemed to be a default expression. "Usually when they do, it’s ‘cause they’re drunk or high and reality hasn’t caught up with them yet. You don’t have that excuse."

"Doesn’t sound like much of an excuse."

"It isn’t."

"So what’s next?" Alex asked brightly. "We did the mugshot. You scanned my fingerprints. You guys already checked me for warrants, right?"

Romano shifted to a new and different frown. "What, are you taking notes?"

"I’ve never been arrested and booked before. This is a learning experience."

"Keep getting into stupid fights and you’ll get to know the procedure. I’ve had some guys through here so many times they could practically book themselves. Maybe you’ll be one of ‘em." Romano turned his eyes back to his computer.

Alex stayed silent. This wasn’t technically his first arrest, but his previous incident didn’t go into a local database. More recently, though, the Seattle police were called in force to his home—or what was left of it. They weren’t given much explanation, either, thanks to magic words like "FBI" and "national security." He was surprised that hadn’t raised any flags as soon as somebody entered his address.

"You got any health issues we need to know about?" asked Romano. "Tuberculosis, epilepsy, gonorrhea, AIDS, anything?"

"That’s how you handle that question?"

"Yeah, that’s how I ask. We gotta know in case you have anything dangerous to others or if we gotta keep an eye on you for a seizure or whatever. I’ve got a whole questionnaire here if you wanna take a look in case you’re forgettin’ something. Most people who have some health issue remember it, but you could be one of the special ones."

"Nothing," said Alex.

"Gotcha. Nothin’ except a severe intolerance to demonstrators, huh?"

"This sounds like the kind of conversation that should involve my lawyer."

Romano snorted. "It ain’t like there’s any question what happened. You pushed past a police line and started throwing punches. The cops saw. Hell, with all the cell phones these days, you’re probably on YouTube already. We’ll find it. Might help if you’re honest about what happened." He typed in a few more keystrokes before he glanced at Alex again.

"Think I’d rather talk to my lawyer first," said the younger man.

"Your call. You and your buddies are looking at assault and resisting arrest, at least. You had it planned in advance, otherwise you wouldn’t have all ditched your phones an’ such. That won’t get you any slack. Cops got hurt dealing with the whole mess, too. All to throw some punches at some assholes who…" Romano looked around the station office. "Yep. I don’t see them here. Just you. That’s how much good throwing punches did."

"Am I seriously getting lectured on inappropriate use of force by the Seattle Police Department?"

"You motherfuck—!" Romano snapped, but cut himself off—and stopped himself from rising out of his seat. "Fine. You wanna play it that way? That’s fine. Smartass comments won’t reduce your charges. And you might want to think about what the UW is gonna do with you once we’re finished. Colleges don’t have to go through a court to expel someone for inciting a riot," he seethed. "Is reality catching up to you yet?"

"His lawyer has caught up," said a new voice. Romano did an immediate double-take. Alex turned in his chair to find a red-haired woman in a white skirt suit.

No, his mind corrected. A red-haired knockout in a flattering white skirt suit. She glanced down at him once, flashing the briefest of smiles from behind her glasses. The newcomer stepped beside him to place her business card on Romano’s desk.

"You’ll want to check your email," she said. "The prosecutor’s office has declined charges. I’ve already seen to the release of the others brought in with my client. We can wrap this up right now and let you get on with your day."

"What the—? That ain’t how this works! You don’t get to walk up to my desk in the middle of a booking and tell me what to do."

"You might take that part up with your lieutenant." She gestured back toward the office hallway. "He sent me to you himself. Again, you might want to check your email."

Alex registered what she said about his friends and the lack of charges, but such thoughts fell off to the side of his brain. Most of his attention was drawn to her hips when she’d bent slightly to present her card. His eyes only drifted to her backside after that, realizing she hadn’t stood up straight again but giving no thought as to why.

He blinked hard and forced himself to look away. Jesus, dude, she’s your lawyer, he thought. Get your brain out of the gutter. The succubus curse thing is no excuse for leering. Thank God nobody seems to ever notice other than Lorelei.

In truth, Lorelei more than encouraged his wandering eye. It wasn’t only a matter of the succubus curse. He wondered if this might be some friend of Lorelei’s he hadn’t met yet. She had all kinds of friends—particularly attractive friends—including lawyers. His eyes drifted to the lawyer’s backside and those legs. She sure fit the profile.

Then the demon’s tail slipped out from under her skirt and stroked his leg. Okay, Alex thought. Not a "friend" of Lorelei’s.

The tail bent upward, lifting the hem of her skirt at the back. She still had Romano’s full attention, letting him rant about procedure or not being told what to do or some nonsense. It hardly mattered to Alex when he saw more of her upper thighs.

He glanced back into the office. No one looked their way. Given Lorelei’s powers of illusion and distraction, he hardly needed to worry. The stroke of her tail along his leg and now his crotch provided playful encouragement. Alex turned his eyes back to Romano while slipping his hand up Lorelei’s skirt.

Her posture straightened. Her stance widened ever so slightly to accommodate him.

"There are rules and procedures for this shit," Romano seethed. "I don’t take orders from anyone’s lawyer. If the lieutenant had anything for me, he’d tell me himself."

"I understand technology helps with that," she replied. "This thing called ‘email’ allows instant messages over great distances. Even from across downtown."

Alex slowly traced the upper edges of the lace at the top of her stockings and the skin of her inner thigh. He didn’t detect any garters.

"Lady, you aren’t listening. I don’t take orders from you. I don’t take orders from—" A soft ping from his computer cut him off. Almost unwillingly, Romano glanced at the monitor. His frown twisted into a new shape of frustration. Romano glared at her, then tapped a button on his mouse and read the message on the monitor.

The demonic tail slowly playing in Alex’s lap gave all the approval he needed. Alex turned his fingers upward, gently caressing silk over warm flesh. "I would never presume to order you around, sergeant," said the "lawyer," showing no reaction to the sensations beneath her skirt. "Not when the chain of command is so clear."

"Huh. I’m guessin’ you ain’t some public defender, are you?" grumbled Romano.

"I know several fine public defenders, sergeant. My practice is largely private."

Alex stifled his grin.

"So you’re a rich kid, then." Romano glanced at Alex long enough to snort before turning his attention back to Lorelei. "Mommy or Daddy called in a big firm to scare off the city attorney’s office, huh? How long did that conversation take?"

"Once they heard ‘Neo-Nazis,’ they knew where they wanted to stand."

"Once they heard your law firm’s name was when they knew where to stand. They don’t want this in the news. You guys can throw all the garbage into the media you want, but those pussies gotta get reelected."

"Dude. Language," said Alex. His fingers kept stroking.

"Thank you, Mr. Carlisle," said his "attorney."

"Shut up, punk," said Romano.

"I take it we’re done here, sergeant?" she pressed.

"No, we aren’t done. Charges or not, he got his ass arrested, he gets booked. I ain’t finished with processing him. You wanna wait around ‘til I’m done, be my guest."

"I’m more than happy to stand right here," said Lorelei.

Alex reached farther upward. His palm rolled against the flesh between her legs. Curling fingertips gently pulled the fabric of her panties down just enough to stroke hair and skin. No hint of his actions showed along the front of her skirt. The fabric hung as straight and flat as it was intended.

He did, however, catch the slightest trace of her grin. "Take your time," she added.

Romano typed. Glared. Typed more. Muttered unintelligibly. Fumed. Typed harshly.

Unseen fingers grew slick and damp in their play beneath Lorelei’s skirt. The corner of her mouth creased with appreciation only Alex could see.

A final jab at the keyboard completed the process. "You’ve got no belongings to recover," said Romano. "Get out of here."

"Thank you, Sergeant." Lorelei favored Alex with a crisp, professional smile as he rose. The pair walked out of the office, saying nothing. They didn’t even hold hands until they were around the corner in the hallway.

"That was amazing," said Alex, his voice low.

"Are you speaking of my lawyerly performance or the other thing?"

He grinned. "That, too."

"You promised me your spring break, my love. All of it. Explicitly. I mean to collect. Jail will provide you no escape. You are mine."

Her sultry tone threatened to make his grin a little too broad. Alex looked down at the tile to control himself, but that only brought the click of her heels to his attention. Then her feet. Then those legs. Then her wants.

What she wanted most of all were his desires, and his surrender to them. The naughtier and the more scandalous, the better. She welcomed it all. The intimacy of their partnership never waned, even while surrounded by police and cameras.

Life with this demon was heaven.

"You like this face and this body," she noted.

"I always like you. However you look."

"Even at my worst." Her hand squeezed his. "You will never escape me, my love."

"You said you got everybody else out already. Did they all take off?"

"Yes. Since I couldn’t arrange it all in a single move, I knew you’d want me to see to them first. I was least concerned for Wade, so I saw him off last before coming to you."

"Wait, Wade?"

"He rushed all the way over from his own campus in North Seattle to pitch in his two cents before it was too late."

Alex laughed, but the police and civilians in the hallway prompted him to stifle it. Then he noticed how none of them looked his way. Not even with Lorelei beside him, and she was in an eye-catching mode. "Privacy enchantment?"

"I have power to burn right now for several reasons," Lorelei taunted. "Our reunion in there is only the least of them. We’re practically invisible and unheard right now."

"Good, ‘cause I see an empty conference room."

They veered off course and into the open entrance, closing the door behind them. Alex pulled the blinds with one hand, tugging Lorelei against him with the other. They fell into a hot, lustful kiss with his back against the door.

Lorelei’s teeth dragged off his lower lip. Her breath came out hot against his mouth. "Right here in the county lock-up?" she observed. "So scandalous." Her fingers were already at work on his belt and the fasteners of his pants. It never took her more than a second.

"Anywhere with you," he vowed, and sealed it with another kiss. 

With buttons and buckles out of the way, their hands and bodies matched the hunger of their lips. Lorelei pressed against him while Alex stroked up from her hips all the way to the sides of her chest. The soft bumps of seams and lace under the top layer of fabric suggested something spectacular under her blouse. Her soft purr of approval invited more. So did the grind of her waist against his.

"Home is much too far away," she agreed. "Entire city blocks. Downhill, even."

Her skirt gave way easily as he pushed it up her legs. Lace panties came down with much the same ease, but getting them all the way off required a break of their embrace. He didn’t want that. An urgent tug tore the garment asunder and drew a grin from its owner.

"You would have liked those," she grinned against his mouth.

"I like them this way, too."

Her fingers stroked his neck and hair while a gentler touch of her tail pulled his boxer briefs out of the way. The sensation of contact along more intimate skin made them both catch their breath.

She leaned her forehead against his. Her legs spread, welcoming more than a probing brush of hardened flesh between them. The pair stared at one another, breathing together. Lorelei melted into his arms at the pleasure of penetration, slow and deep.

If not for the door against his upper back, he might have melted, too. Instead, propped up and steady, Alex pulled Lorelei against him with both hands on her ass and gave her more reason to moan. Every thrust felt good enough to make him lose track of all else, but if he fell, it would break the moment.

"Sin with me, Alex," she hissed into his ear. "Give in. Fuck me."

He didn’t worry about romance and assurances and discussions of morality. They’d had all that already. Alex thrust harder. Lorelei grunted and gasped as if she read his mind and loved every dirty thought drifting through the haze of need.

Maybe she did read his mind. It seemed entirely possible when it came to this. Their bonds ran that deep.

"Selfish. Yes." A plea crept into her sultry voice as he fucked her. "Be selfish. Take…yes."

He obeyed. Muscles trembled at his groin, echoed by her whimpers. Lorelei’s mouth mashed against his as they came together. The door no longer gave enough support to hold him up. Not with his body shaking like this. It felt too good to stop. They hung on.

His mind cleared enough to recognize the solution. Alex rallied long enough to bring Lorelei onto the corner of the conference room table only a couple of awkward steps away. They never parted once as he laid her back. It was still too good to stop.

Her legs wrapped around his hips. Her grin flashed with erotic pride. "You’re mine."

"You keep talking like that," he breathed.

"Because it turns you on. Because you love it."

Alex nodded. "I really do."

Fingers trailed his arms. "Body and soul."

"We just covered that," he laughed.

"No, love. I was talking about me."


* * *


Evening commuters crawled along Fifth Avenue. At mid-March, grey clouds still dominated Seattle’s skies, but the sun broke through now and again. The cold wind blowing through the streets hardly affected Alex while he held the hand of a loving demon.

She pulled close, slipping her tail under his jacket to stroke his back. The red curls and fairer skin were gone now, replaced by familiar long black hair and a face so beautiful it made him ache and a body to match. Her disguise had even made her seem a touch shorter. In her natural form, they stood eye to eye.

They stood at a corner waiting for the stoplight. Whether by magic or ordinary indifference, everyone on the street ignored them. "Sorry about this fiasco today," said Alex. "I don’t know what you had going on."

Her lips split into another grin. "Shall I tell you what I like best about this fiasco?"

"So far we’ve got Nazis with broken noses and stand-up sex in a police headquarters. Is there something better than that?"

"Not much," she laughed. The caress of her fingers against his neck brought her back to her point. "Except trust. You knew. You knew I would come for you. It was all part of your plan."

"Wasn’t much of a plan, to be honest."

"It was enough. You knew what had to be done. You knew you could rely on me to take care of the rest. Even in the middle of my work day and all my plans." Her grin broadened. "You took advantage of me, love."

"Wait, I—" he began.

"You did, and you know it," she pressed with a dazzling smile. "You strode into the fight knowing full well your lovers would see to your safety and your release. Rachel came to you, and now here I am. You even mocked a policeman to his face because you knew you’d be making love with me before the sun set no matter what anyone said."

"I didn’t—" he began, and then stopped. "Okay, I’m pretty sure the mockery would’ve come out of my mouth anyway."

"And you would have stepped up to the first challenge without me as well," she conceded, but her smile didn’t wane. "Nevertheless."

"If there’s trouble, we’re each other’s first phone call, right?" asked Alex. "For all I knew I’d be spending the night in jail and I’d have to eat those charges."

"Not a chance," teased Lorelei. "You knew."

"I was ready for the worst-case scenario."

Her lips brushed against his cheek, then his ear. She whispered hotly: "You knew I would come for you...in every sense."

He sighed. They had missed the light by now. He didn’t care. It was hard to care about much else with her this close. "I wasn’t taking advantage. Was I?"

"So open to my words. So ready to lay pride aside for my feelings. My love, you not only exploited me, you thrilled me with the act. All these months of trying to keep yourself grounded, and for once, without any temptation on my part, you finally threw it all to the wind of your own free will. And for what?" She laughed. "To punch Nazis."

"Nazis need punching," said Alex.

"That they do."

"I can’t freak out about things anymore," he confessed. "I’m not scoffing at danger because I think I’m invulnerable. But we’ve been through demons and guns and monsters. Being scared didn’t help with any of that. Taking it all so seriously gets in the way of living. What good is all this if I’m constantly worried about losing it?"

"That pleases me more than you know."

"Anyway, if anyone took advantage, it was that attorney you found taking advantage of me. We should keep her on retainer."

She laughed again. 

"You laugh a lot more lately. I like it. You’re happier."

"Someone helped me slay the worst of my demons," said Lorelei. "Two someones. An angel with a foul mouth and a brave and loving mortal soul." Her smile softened from laughter into something more serious, but no less bright. "You are not the only one with less to fear and more to enjoy."

She kissed him again. Even without magic, she kept him warm.

"Okay, I exploited my demon girlfriend," Alex conceded.

"Wickedly. Selfishly. Without humility or regret. I long to be exploited further."

"Did I interrupt much with the conservatory? I didn’t know if you were working today. Sorry if I… what?" he asked. Lorelei looked away, holding her tongue but still grinning. Now, however, her grin held a hint of…embarrassment? "What is it?"

"I didn’t ‘work’ so much as I got something I’ve been working on. ‘Got some work in’ may also be more descriptive."

His eyebrows rose. "You want to tell me about this?"

"This morning was fluid. I had a surprise opportunity and I took it."

"Are you teasing or stalling?" Alex grinned. "I’m guessing this isn’t another woman or you’d be more direct about it. Lorelei, I’m not gonna be upset."

"Oh, I would share every salacious detail about another woman," Lorelei assured him. "And that only if I could not share her with you in the flesh. This is…possibly more comfortable in the abstract than the particulars."

The shy act was another game. Lorelei was never shy. Maybe he didn’t want every detail as she said, but he liked seeing her so playful. "So this was a guy?"

Her eyes turned skyward in feigned innocence. "Perhaps not just a guy."

"Not just? Is Special Agent Lapdance back in town?"

"Special Agent—? How long have you been sitting on that one?"

"Only a little while. Not since long after you ‘sat’ on him."

Lorelei groaned. "I suppose I deserve that."

"I love you. I’m not mad."

Lorelei leaned in and kissed him again. "Thank you for that. You are wonderful. No, Douglas is in Los Angeles. We’ve talked. He hasn’t been free and I am in no rush. Even today confirmed this will be rare for me."

The light turned. This time, they crossed the street and continued on down the hill. "Okay, so who? Someone from the conservatory? Ted?"

"…yes." She watched him. Lorelei never took his feelings lightly, nor would she hurt him out of selfishness or disregard. "Aside from Douglas, we haven’t tested these waters."

"It’s not a turn-on, exactly." Alex considered the words for his feelings. "I don’t see myself getting excited about this, but I’m glad you’re happy and having fun. And I don’t feel threatened or jealous."

Lorelei laughed. "I could cite so many reasons to dispel any jealousy or fear."

"Don’t need ‘em. Besides, it’s probably mean to the other guy. It’s not a turn-on, but the double standard was a serious turn-off," said Alex. They walked. He shrugged. "Okay, maybe there’s something super hot about you being insatiable."

"You and Rachel sate me more than you know. All else is play. Yet I do like to play on occasion." She stroked the back of his neck as they walked. She could make him shiver even as she kept him warm. "I will love you and play with you like no other, until the end of this world."

"I like the sound of that. Still feel like there’s still a plot twist here."

"Ah. ‘Insatiable,’ was it?" She innocently turned her eyes skyward. "His name is Adam."

"Wait, you mean Adam from that party at…? Wow," said Alex. "Back-to-back, or together?"

"We had enough time to play with multiple options," Lorelei murmured.

"So are he and Ted a thing, too? Together?"

"Oh, not so much, and I doubt ever again. They were open to suggestions as long as I was involved. There was a conversation, things turned intriguing, there was a hotel nearby… you know how these things go."

"I haven’t exactly been open to any threesomes with another guy," said Alex. "Guess you’re kinda giving up something there."

"No. Alex, not at all," said Lorelei. "Everyone has their arousals and their disinterests. I have coaxed you to shed inhibitions you wanted to shed, but I could not enjoy anything you found unpleasant. We both enjoy other women. As sharing our bed with another man is not among your desires, the thought leaves me cold. This was different." Her lips spread into a new smile. "I rather like holding you distinct from others. Especially if they know it."

"That’s not exactly magnanimous," Alex chuckled.

"You asked only a few conditions of me. One was that I not play with lower men."

"That’s…not really what I asked."

"No. You said, ‘Don’t bang any douchebags.’ I took your meaning," she teased. "In truth, such a boundary is hardly a compromise. Adam disappointed me in the end. He thought he saw an opening between you and I. We will not have another such dalliance."

Alex tried to fight back his grin. It seemed inappropriate somehow. Smug. He lost that fight. Lorelei didn’t seem to mind. "Fun while it lasted?" he asked.

"In the moment. I forgot much of it as soon as I heard your name. Finer opportunities await."

He pursed his lips. Traffic and pedestrians continued on. "Can I borrow your phone?"

"Mine, or would you prefer your own?" she asked, producing his from her jacket.

"Oh, mine’s easier." He opened his email and found the message he wanted, handing it back to her. "We’re keeping tomorrow night clear, right?"

He generally couldn’t surprise her. For once, he seemed to have managed it. "You bought ballet tickets," she murmured, still staring at the screen.

"You looked interested in this one. Would’ve gotten three, but Rachel wasn’t sure she’d be able to stay."

"You paid for these yourself."

"I still get money from the pool hall. It’s not like I put every cent toward bills."

Her mouth formed a tight grin he’d never seen before. "My love, you will be so bored."

"Not when I’m with you," he said. She turned that grin on him directly: touched, amused, maybe even mushy if such a word could ever apply to Lorelei. Alex shrugged. "Worst case, it’s a bunch of professional dancers and I’m sure I’ll wind up lusting after somebody on stage. You’ll probably like that, too."

"I will," she agreed.

"That was supposed to be a joke at my expense."

"It was intimate and sweet."

"Our relationship is weird."

"May I take you to dinner, my love? I’ve decided the rest of our night will be insatiably pornographic."

"Really? Gosh, I still have finals this week," joked Alex.

Her mouth closed in on his. "Suffer."



Chapter Four:
History

"This coastline was prettier before it was so populated." Her voice broke the silence, much as the lights ahead broke up the night. A hooded black cloak shielded her from the cold and the spray of the ocean. In another contrast, everyone else in the speeding Zodiac wore tactical gear bearing guns, grenades, and ammunition.

"Yeah?" asked the black man to her left. Carter was the team’s medic, sharper and better educated than most of his fellows. "What was it like?"

"Wild. Natural. The coast was greener. It was also easier to approach undetected at night. That was long before the lighthouse. Before Alexandria even bore the name. The lighthouse was back there," she added, tilting her head. "A shame it fell."

Nearby ferries and commercial vessels struggled through inhospitable waters, but the little boat with its running lights turned off enjoyed the smoothest of rides. Waves laid down for the boat as it approached. Even the Zodiac’s engines ran unnaturally quiet.

She smiled faintly at the thought of the name. Zodiac. Cute.

"The coastline glitters from here," she said. "Up close, the mystery fades and modernity reigns. It’s even less interesting in daylight."

Two of the five men were of European ancestry; two others of African. She couldn’t guess a narrower ethnicity than that for any of them, though that was more common than ever these days. None of them had even been to Europe or Africa before adulthood. The woman herself had been born into a family with deep roots in Osaka.

This time.

"Excuse me," said the team’s leader. He stood beside Wes at the controls of the small boat, leaning in to speak to the others. "We’re ready for our final approach. Our eyes on the site say we’re clear. Back-up extractions are ready to go."

"Thank you, Mr. Rico," said the hooded woman. "Please proceed. Do not worry about me. I will keep up and stay out of your way. And do not be overly concerned with politeness while we are engaged," she added with a faint grin. "I am used to working with soldiers. In the heat of the moment, I will take no insult from contradiction or terse words. This is your mission and I am the guest."

"Yes, ma’am. Thank you for that. Guys, you know the plan. Let’s do it."

Weapons came unslung and readied for use. The men carried a mixture of shorter carbine rifles and submachine guns, each fitted with a suppressor. Only Dwayne up at the bow carried a long rifle. The second in command laid against the rigid inflatable hull of the Zodiac with the rifle’s scope to his eye, aiming toward the harbor.

She remembered landing on the sand further west of here, beaching the ships and rushing inward with the rest of the warriors. She remembered surprised defenders and terrified villagers. Huts and fields once burned where buildings of concrete and glass now stood. She could hardly identify the exact spot now even if they left the harbor for a tour of her memories. Modernity had changed the coastline too much.

Wes had little traffic to worry about at the wheel. Moored vessels and empty space provided plenty of darkness to hide them, though Dwayne provided even more. A single suppressed shot put out one light along the seawall. Another shot soon followed, adding to the dark spot at their destination. This stretch of the waterfront was largely deserted at this hour, but every little bit helped.

They moored the boat in the darkness along a single ladder hugging the seawall. Carter turned to the woman beside him. "Can I help you up?"

Her lips spread into a smile under her hood. "I am more rugged than I look. I’ll be fine."

"Could’ve driven in on the street with less trouble than all this," mumbled Wes at the helm.

"Stow it," Rico hissed at him. "This is the job."

"I take no offense," said the woman. "The street may have been easier but more exposed. I cannot control the streets as I control the waves. Cars require roads, and roads draw eyes. Out here there is no one to watch us."


* * *


Zafirah stayed low in the water, poking only enough of her head up to watch. The rest of her clung to her friendly ride just beneath the surface. Her jet black hair, dark brown skin, and dark wetsuit would not stand out in these shadows, but these men were watchful and disciplined. The woman among their company had abilities beyond theirs. None were to be underestimated.

To her mild surprise, they all left the boat. Apparently, they relied on the woman’s magic to keep the craft concealed and unnoticed. Zafirah considered a little mischief like cutting the boat loose or leaving some sort of surprise, but quickly dismissed those ideas. Pranks would increase their vigilance and care. That wouldn’t help her learn about them and their agenda.

She waited until the last of the team ascended the ladder before patting her companion below the water. They crossed the remaining distance with the same ease and natural silence that allowed her to keep up with the Zodiac, bringing Zafirah alongside the boat and the ladder. By then, the team was out of view. She needed to keep up.

Zafirah dropped her head below the waves to say goodbye. In the darkness, her eyes flared with the glow of fire, allowing her a look at the great white’s eye. She stroked the shark fondly as a farewell before letting her be on her way. The shark swam for the open sea. Zafirah went the other way, finding the bricks of the seawall within reach. Digging her fingers into the mortar, Zafirah vaulted from beneath the water to halfway up the height of the wall. A second vault brought her to the top, where she hung from the ledge for a brief look around.

Her quarry wouldn’t be far away. Across the waterfront walkway and nicely kept gardens, Zafirah knew all five commandos and the woman in black stalked through the shadows. Beyond them rose the concrete and glass edifice of the Alexandrian Museum of Antiquities.


* * *


"My friend, the human condition holds only a few constants across all peoples over the entire world." Mahmoud patted the younger guard’s shoulder, nudging him to continue along the second-floor promenade overlooking the main gallery. Statues and paintings behind glass cases listened to Mahmoud’s wisdom.

"There are men who love women, men who love men, and some who love no one. People all over the world believe in different ideas of God and some believe in no God at all. Some believe in honor. Some see honor as nothing but a tool of deception. Yet everyone needs food, water, and shelter, everyone hopes for a better tomorrow, and nobody gets the offside rule right."

"It was a good goal!" protested Abdel. "It was legitimate. The referee didn’t even blow the whistle until after it hit the net. He was so biased!"

"Ah, you are not listening to what I am saying."

"You think the referee doesn’t understand how offside works?"

"I’m saying everyone gets it wrong, Abdel. Especially the referees."

Abdel groaned. He was a few years younger than Mahmoud, handsome and fit and grateful for the job at the museum. Mahmoud felt the same way about it. The pay was good, the staff pleasant, and the responsibilities serious enough to merit respect without great risk. Though both men carried sidearms, no one reasonably expected the weapons to be necessary. If they ever faced more than a single burglar, they would call the police. Besides, what fool would hit a museum full of armed guards?

"My wife shouted at the television louder than I did," Abdel chuckled. "You should have heard her."

"Ah, my wife was the one who got me invested," said Mahmoud. "I never cared for the game before seeing it through her eyes. It is nice to share interests."

"It is. Though I get some dirty looks from a couple of the old men in my building. The next time one of them complains about her being loud, I’ll ask them to explain the offside rule."

Mahmoud laughed. "How long have you been married?"

"Only a few months. I was working as a delivery driver. Her family was not so thrilled about my prospects, but she convinced them I was the one. She believed in me."

"And now here you are with a better job. She was right."

"Yes," said Abdel. His olive skin seemed to turn slightly redder under the fluorescent lights. "That is kind of you to say."

"Are you hoping for children soon?"

Abdel bit his lip. His face turned another shade of red. "We haven’t told anyone, but it looks like that may be decided already. She sees the doctor tomorrow."

"Hah! That’s wonderful! I—oh, hold on," Mahmoud grumbled. Flashing lights on the panel at the end of the promenade walkway hinted at a common problem. "This stupid thing. You remember the code, right? I’ll let you take care of it. Go, go, these alarms get jumpy sometimes. Such a racket."

Abdel hustled over to the alarm panel. "Doesn’t it mean something’s wrong?"

"It’s only the alarm. You don’t see anything else to worry about here, do you?" Mahmoud turned to one of the older Roman mosaics, opening up the hidden cabinet to retrieve the patrol log. "It’s all so silly. These logs are meant to hold us to a patrol routine so we don’t while away the night in the break room, but any of us could fill out each log in a single patrol. If anything keeps us on our rounds, it’s these jumpy alarms."

"Wait, what was—?" Abdel turned from the panel before he was finished with a wary frown. "I’m sure I heard something."

"You won’t hear anything if that alarm goes off," warned Mahmoud. He should have expected this. Abdel was new enough here to think things actually happened on this job. He set the patrol log back in its place. "Press ‘clear’ and start the code over again. Remember, it’s nine-four-six-six-four." He turned to join Abdel for a little supervision.

A gloved hand by his partner’s feet on the ledge of the promenade stopped him cold. "Abdel," he blurted. Without a second thought, Mahmoud’s hand fell to the gun at his side. He’d never pulled it in nine years on the job. He’d never had cause.

"Dwayne," someone hissed.

The hand shifted, hauling a head and shoulders in black tactical gear up into view. His other hand held a pistol with a silencer.

Mahmoud’s fingers hadn’t even curled around the grip of his weapon. He saw a burst of smoke around the pistol. In that same instant, something hit him in the chest below his left shoulder. Then it happened again.

Abdel kicked at the shooter hanging from the ledge by his feet, knocking the gun away. Whatever he did after that, Mahmoud didn’t see. On his back already, all Mahmoud saw was the ceiling.

His chest hurt. His head hurt, too. He couldn’t breathe.

Abdel’s face came into view, looking down at Mahmoud. He seemed worried. Frightened. He spun around, frantic and alert with his pistol in hand. Then he left. Mahmoud heard the tap of Abdel’s running footsteps on the floor and down the stairs, but little else. Another shadow rushed past, pursuing in complete silence.

That scared Mahmoud more than the pain in his chest or the disorientation. If he’d been shot, he could survive it. He knew he could pull through. He had to pull through for his wife and his children. He only needed some help. The fear didn’t set in until Abdel left Mahmoud alone.

He fought to breathe. Fought to stay alert. He couldn’t fight alone.

Gentle hands brushed over his face. His vision cleared. A woman leaned over him, her skin a deep, dark brown and her hair jet black. She was beautiful. The woman made a motion to keep him quiet, glancing past him only once as if to see where Abdel ran.

She rubbed the fingers and thumb of one hand over his chest. Mahmoud’s eyes widened as sparks fell from those fingers, but no smoke rose. Twice, she plunged her fingers into the wounds of his chest, snatching them out again with the same speed—each time holding a small metal slug covered in blood.

The slugs dropped from her fingers. She touched his wounds again, sealing them by burning the flesh yet without pain or smoke. Mahmoud could only barely see, what with the wounds so high on his chest and his head and eyes turning only so far. Beneath the blood, he thought he bore two spots of charred skin like old, long-healed burns.

"Sshhh," said the woman. "They must not know."

She slipped one arm around his shoulders to drag him away. Mahmoud was not a small man. Such a slender woman should not have managed his weight so easily, but she did. More amazing was the fire in her hand, which she waved in her wake as she pulled him around the statue display pedestal.

More fire spilled out onto the floor in his place, coalescing into a solid shape. The fire never once giving off a whiff of smoke, soon forming the image of Mahmoud himself laying on the tile. 

The woman helped the real Mahmoud sit up against the pedestal. Her black and purple wetsuit looked expensive, but also dry. Despite the wet feel, her touch was warm. Her right hand still glowed with fire—and still no smoke.

"Abdel," Mahmoud whispered. "We must help Abdel."

"I don’t know if we can." Her eyes turned to him only briefly. "My name is Zafirah. As for Abdel…he is not who you think he is."

"What?"

"Watch."


* * *


Abdel rushed through the first-floor gallery with his weapon in hand. He turned toward one exit, only to see the doors slam shut. He spun and ran another way, only to swing his pistol up and ready to shoot at movement near a display table.

He didn’t fire. The man in black ducked out of sight quickly. Abdel looked back the way he came, to the stairs and the promenade where he’d left Mahmoud. Another slamming door cut off his escape.

There were still other paths. The windows were thick, but his gun would weaken them. Any one of the displays probably held alarms that would sound if Abdel merely gave them a good whack or broke some glass. That reminded him of his radio, and all the admonishments to call for help as his first step in any trouble.

"Brother. Relax," said a woman’s voice.

Understandably, he did not relax. Abdel spun toward the voice, bringing his pistol to bear. A woman in a cloak stood in full view, walking out into the open at the center of the gallery. She held empty hands out to her sides. Once again, Abdel hesitated.

Two men leaped out from behind displays to tackle him from opposite sides. One went for the gun, quickly taking it from the guard. The other took Abdel’s legs out from under him. All three wound up on the floor with the pistol tossed well out of reach. Outnumbered, outsized, and outmatched, Abdel found himself pinned in seconds.

The cloaked woman came forward quickly rather than dragging the moment out. "Carter, Wes, I must face him without obstruction," she said in patient English. His captors heeded her instructions, shifting out of the way without letting go.

"Calm yourself, brother," she told Abdel, shifting back to Arabic. "You will not be harmed." She pulled back her hood, revealing East Asian features without any resemblance to his ancestry, let alone family.

"Brother? You are not my sister!"

"Not in this lifetime, no." She produced a small vial and popped off the stopper over his head with words in neither Arabic nor English. Water poured onto Abdel’s face with a flash of white light, drawing a startled yelp from the guard. His breath came out with loud, frightened gasps. Carter and Wes held firm against his struggles.

"Hush, brother. It will pass." The woman dipped her fingers in the vial and leaned in, tracing them across Abdel’s lips as his struggles diminished. The kicking stopped. His breath steadied.

"Tamar?" he asked, looking to the woman looming over him. His face brightened. "Tamar!"


* * *


"He knows them?" whispered Mahmoud.

Zafirah grimaced, but none of the intruders looked up. The promenade and the action below were enough to conceal a little whispering. "He does now," she answered. "Listen."

"You may release him. Thank you," said the woman in the cloak to the others. Her speech reverted to English. "How do you know? How do you always know it is me?"

"Because it’s always you who comes for me," said Abdel. As if someone had flipped a switch, he spoke English with an accent more fitting to Essex than Egypt.

"That’s not true. Mother has come for you, too."

"Mother doesn’t have your smile."

"I had a full beard over a square jaw in the 19th Century. Did you recognize my smile then?"

"It still touches your eyes the same way." Abdel shrugged. "You look good, sister. Very good. A woman’s body suits you better."

"I’m not so particular, but I suppose this feels a little more natural. And it’s Michiko this time." She held out her hand to help him up.

"Michiko. I like that." He took in a deep breath, rolling his neck and his shoulders before releasing it and looking around. "Hey, I’m twenty-four already! Where have you been?"

"Oh, hush. You know damn well what took so long. Your birth-family took on a whole new identity after your birth-father was jailed as a dissident. It’s not so easy to find the newly-returned when they’re actively hiding."

"I suppose that’s true. Ugh. I have a wife, too. And she’s pregnant. You know that, right?"

"Only about the wife," said Michiko. "Do you want to keep them?"

He paused, letting out a thoughtful sigh. "Not really."

Above, Mahmoud nearly gasped. Zafirah glanced once at his shock, but kept her focus on the action below. The other guard’s surprise said much about this whole process. Another tragedy, another crime.

Abdel’s eyes moved from Wes to Carter, then the rest as they walked up. "And what’s with the soldiers? You couldn’t pull me aside at a café down the street?"

"Don’t worry, we can speak freely among them. They have done good work for the family. I thought bringing them would be fun. We had to get through cameras and guard checkpoints to get here. This is Rico, Dwayne, and Austin. You’ve already met Carter and Wes. Anyway, you aren’t our only retrieval on the agenda. We’re here for a family heirloom. Rico, you have the list?"

"Yes, ma’am." From the look of him and the others, Rico didn’t fully understand what was going on between the apparent brother and sister, yet he carried on. So did the rest of his men. They had seen stranger and far more spectacular things.

"Then let’s go. Abdel?" She held out her hand.

He accepted and fell in beside her. Rico twirled a finger in the air to get his men moving to an adjoining wing of the museum. Abdel glanced up only once to the promenade and the illusory hand of his partner dangling over the edge. He didn’t even spare a shrug of indifference before turning away.

The real Mahmoud touched Zafirah’s shoulder, making little more than a tap before pulling his hand away again. "Do you understand them?" he whispered in Arabic. "My English is poor. What did they mean about the guard checkpoint?"

"I am sorry." She closed her eyes in regret. "I caught up too late. The men watching the rear entrance… It was quick." Mahmoud took the news gravely, but he didn’t cry out or lose his wits as she feared he might. "How many others are here? Will they find more inside?"

"Two at the entrance, another in the office. There is a custodian. I don’t know where he is now. These men must have already done something to the cameras—or to the other guards. If the others are alive, they are safer where they are. What is all this? What is going on?"

"Ancient dangers with modern faces," she said. "I do not understand everything."

"And Abdel is with them?"

"Abdel is not who you thought he was," she explained. Despite what Mahmoud had already seen, she thought better of telling him the details. She couldn’t be sure if she had them all herself. "I did not know they were coming here until it was too late to warn anyone. The other guards were dead when I caught up, or I might have saved them. For that, I am deeply sorry."

"All those men, all their guns," Mahmoud considered. "We could set off the alarm, but the rest of the watch would be slaughtered. Police, too, if they don’t come ready for an army. Can you not stop them?"

"If they are about to harm someone else, I will intervene. Short of that, it is best if they never suspect my presence. I must discover what they want. This matter will not end here." 

"I have to warn the others." Mahmoud reached for his radio but reconsidered before he pulled it from his belt. He turned it off. Instead, he pulled a phone from his pocket. "Abdel has a radio, too."

Zafirah watched from over the promenade. The group hadn’t gotten far yet. The team’s military discipline didn’t count for much when their superiors were a chatty brother and sister having a bizarre reunion.

"Kasseem," Mahmoud hissed into his phone. "We have thieves in the building. At least six. I think they shot some of the others. I don’t know who is left. Call the police, tell them the thieves are heavily armed. Use the phone. Don’t use the radio. They have one of ours." He paused. "I am sure nothing is on camera. I don’t know what they did. Kasseem, listen to me."

To Zafirah’s alarm, Mahmoud stood up and waved to the ceiling. "Look at camera six. Do you see me? No? I am right in front of it!" He ducked down before being seen. "Call the police. Tell them to be ready for terrorists or an army or I don’t know what. Then try to reach the others and tell them to stay put. Use the phone, stay off the radio. Do not call Abdel," he said, looking to Zafirah. She didn’t know what to say. All she could offer was a grave nod.

"He is with the thieves," Mahmoud continued. "He is friendly with them. I don’t know what is going on. Get on this. I will watch them. Message me when you have the police on the way and everyone else staying put. Do not call. And lock your door."

Zafirah waited for Mahmoud to turn off his phone before she patted his hand. "You will be fine. Your wounds are healed. I must follow them."

"Then let’s go," said Mahmoud.

His words stopped her as she was about to slip out of their hiding spot. Zafirah looked back with surprise. The arch of her eyebrow asked if he was sure.

"They have hurt my friends. They are here to steal. I am the guard. Let’s go."

Zafirah’s mouth spread into a wide grin. She reached for his feet, swiping her hand over one shoe and then the other with the fiery glow of her magic trailing from her fingertips. "Follow me," she said.

Her feet barely touched the floor as she darted from their hiding spot and hit the stairs. Mahmoud stuck close behind. Though he was not so graceful, his shoes were every bit as quiet. As a benefit of their stealth, they heard the voices of their targets well before they came within sight again.

"The family is collected now," Michiko carried on. "Malike still prefers Malike to his birth name in this life. Shalhon is a man named Roman now, and this time he came out looking like a movie star. We found mother six years ago. She was twelve. Ugh, I don’t care what she wants in the future, I’m never waking her up before she reaches adulthood again. Oh, and she was growing up with this nice, well-off Javanese family, but you know her. The moment she’s awake, bam! She’s Teheret again. Doesn’t give a damn for her new name, cuts every tie to her birth-family with literal flames. She’s been impossible for years. At least she’s more or less an adult now, but it’s still weird.

"Kashvi has generally gotten the worst of mother’s behavior. Yes, she’s still Kashvi, still looking young and pretty after all these years thanks to a deal she made with some ‘entity’ in Peru. That means she’s the eldest in any current sense of the word, and with mother being simultaneously mother and barely an adult, she—"

"Michiko, where are we going?" Abdel interrupted. "What ‘heirloom’ are you talking about?" His gaze followed the path of the commandos. Then he rolled his eyes. "The ‘Sea Peoples’ exhibit? Sister—Michiko, please. You have to be joking. They still don’t even know where we came from or who we were. Everything in here depicts us all as men, for pity’s sake. They have nothing."

"That is untrue. They have this whole gallery. And you should be at least a little suspicious given your own presence here. You know it wouldn’t be a coincidence."

At the corner, Zafirah and Mahmoud found a large concrete planter for cover with a view into the next gallery. The commandos moved slightly ahead of Michiko and Abdel, spreading out around display tables with glass covers.

"This is mostly modern maps and photographs of artifacts in other museums," Abdel went on. "They have nothing more than a few stone—wait, wait—how could I have missed this?" He placed both hands on his head as he walked forward, realizations apparently cascading one after the other as Michiko looked on. "The tablets! They have her tablets! How long have we been looking for these?"

"You’ve been out of circulation for a few decades, brother. We’ve had these on our agenda since they were brought out of the desert, but other matters took priority. You asked why I brought these men. This isn’t the first errand they’ve run for us. You wouldn’t guess how much they’ve retrieved over the last year."

"This one might be a little problematic, ma’am," said Rico. He stood at one of the larger glass-covered display tables. Zafirah couldn’t see the contents well from her vantage point, but it looked like a tan stone tablet. Rico, Wes, and Carter examined the table while Dwayne and Austin stood guard at the gallery entrance. "We can’t find the power to the alarm system. It’s hidden better than we were told. I’m not sure how we get through this thing without setting it off. I don’t suppose you know the code, Mr…Abdel?"

"I do not," said Abdel.

"Can you ‘magic’ it out of there?" asked Wes. "Or turn off the alarm yourself?"

Abdel tilted his head at Wes’s question, his face darkening in a suggestion of disapproval. Michiko took it in stride. "Were it that simple, you would not be here," she explained. "Such power is best used sparingly. It is wise to try other methods first, hence your employment with us. We are in a museum of ancient artifacts. Even I don’t know what might react to the presence of too much magic."

Behind the planter, Zafirah’s mouth split into a wide grin. "I’m so glad you have that in mind," she murmured.

"Is she right?" asked her companion.

"She’s not entirely wrong. Mahmoud, the statues back there—are they original works?"

"No. We’re asked not to point that out to visitors. They are reproductions. All the originals were stolen by the British or the French."

"Excellent."

"…didn’t mean anything by asking, sorry," said Wes. "Just a question."

"No, not at all," said Michiko. "You cannot know unless you’re taught. Understand, then: the reckless use of power also increases the risk of unwanted attention. Magic pulls back upon itself. Similarly, magic attracts other magic. You might remember your unexpected complications in Iraq earlier in the year as a prime example of such dangers."

Zafirah’s mischievous thoughts ground to a sudden halt. She looked back to watch. Wes and the other soldiers looked to one another with held tongues and private frustration. "Yes, ma’am," said Wes. "I take your point."

"What happened in Iraq?" Abdel asked his sister.

Michiko flashed another broad smile. "So much to catch you up on, brother. Everything that has happened in this lifetime has opened up so many opportunities. The technology, the shifts in powers. We can work so much faster now. We have found what we have sought for millennia.

"Father. Father was in Iraq, Abdel. These men retrieved his body."

Abdel grabbed her shoulders with undisguised excitement. "We have him? The body was still intact?"

"He’s already awakened. We only needed a set of remains to reconnect to his current life. A reception is happening in a few days. Everyone will be there. Mostly business, because that’s how Father is. But we’ll have a little celebration along the way."

"What do you mean by business?"

Sighing dramatically, Michiko gestured to their surroundings. "Look at the world through those newborn eyes. You see the complexity. Every little thing is connected, moving at hideous speeds, forever teetering on disaster. Humanity went from taming the land to destroying it and now it’s all collapsing. There are too many people, too many gadgets, too many vulnerabilities. One can hardly carve out a realm of their own amid all the wires and now the wireless and every little voice feeling entitled to cry out for rights or mercy or whatever they think they should have. Mother is sick of it. Father is appalled. It’s only a question of how to change all this.

"Malike wants another war. Roman says that’s too dangerous. Kashvi says a plague might do the job if it’s big enough. Mother thinks that will still leave us with all the technological problems, and you remember how she was about the smell the last time we tried a plague. She doesn’t trust modern sanitation to take care of that problem. But we all agree it’s time to pull our friends together, consider all of our options, and choose a path forward.

"We wanted you to be there. You, and father of course, and... everyone," Michiko finished, tilting her head toward the display table. "This will help make us whole again. We’re stronger as a whole family."

"Then you should not be whole," Zafirah decided under her breath. She looked to the other side of the broad gallery entrance where she and Mahmoud hid, assuring herself the concrete planter set opposite this one would provide the same cover. The hall offered plenty of other methods of concealment as well. With any luck, she wouldn’t be noticed.

"Our options for this job are limited," Rico considered out loud. "We could smash and grab and run for it. I’m confident of our escape but it would be noisier. Or we could hit the security office in the hopes of finding codes there. That’ll be even messier."

"We cannot let them do that," whispered Mahmoud.

"No. And we will not." Zafirah gestured to the other planter. He took her meaning and darted out ahead, silently shifting to the next planter over while the enemy was distracted. She quickly joined him.

The soft buzz of Mahmoud’s phone nearly startled them both. He pulled it from his pocket to check the message. "The police are alerted," he reported. "Kasseem sent two guards to collect the custodians. They’re on the other end of the museum. The rest know to stay put. I suppose that’s as safe as we can make them."

"Then we are free to do something about this," said Zafirah. "I must go undetected if at all possible. Even if we apprehend this crew, I have more work ahead. This does not end for me here. Yet someone must be the face of our actions. Are you willing?"

"I’m the guard," said Mahmoud. "They killed my co-workers. If nothing else, I have a duty to them. It’s a question of what I can do. We are more than a little outgunned."

Zafirah glanced at the pistol on his hip. "How good are you with that?"

"I’m fine against paper targets when I get a chance to practice." Mahmoud shrugged. "I have never even needed it before now. These men have far better guns. I am no coward, but they have surely practiced far more than I have."

She glanced once back to the Sea Peoples exhibit. Thankfully, they had done no damage yet. It was now or never. "Their marksmanship does not matter if their guns will not fire." 

"What?" Mahmoud blinked.

Zafirah snapped her fingers with a flicker of flame to accompany the sound.

"What was that? Wait, stop." Michiko held up one hand to halt Rico and the others at the table, scanning the museum with urgency. Abdel did the same. The commandos shifted into watchful poses with their weapons ready.

"It came from back there," murmured Rico, looking toward the planters.

"That was more than a noise," Michiko warned. "That was magic."

"Have faith, Mahmoud," whispered Zafirah. "You are not alone here."

He hesitated for only a second—though not out of doubt. Mahmoud rose from behind the planter with his pistol drawn but not yet pointed at the thieves. Zafirah moved in the same instant, almost vanishing on him. He stayed focused on the danger. "Put down your weapons," he ordered in Arabic. "I will not ask twice."

"Shit. We’re worried about him?" spat one commando.

"Considering I put two rounds into him? Yes," countered another.

"Dwayne," said Rico.

Too late, Mahmoud saw the vulnerability he feared all along: there were too many to watch all at once, even if they stood in a group. The commando farthest to the right held his weapon up at hip level to snap off a shot—except it never came.

The harmless click surprised almost everyone.

Mahmoud raised his weapon. So did the rest of the commandos. Amid the series of clicks and curses, Mahmoud fired twice. His target tumbled backward against a display case on his way to the floor. Michiko and Abdel dove for cover.

"Carter, check Wes!" Rico ducked behind another display table. "Austin, Dwayne, get the piece and watch the clients!"

More glass shattered, this time under the hammering blow of Austin’s rifle stock. The ensuing alarm was almost lost under the racket of Mahmoud’s gun as he took Austin down with a shot to the shoulder. The bullet sent the big man staggering away before he reached inside the display case.

Giving up on his submachine gun, Rico tore the pistol from his side holster to give it a try. It proved as useless as the rest. Abdel appeared at his side with a ready explanation. "Your guns are disabled by magic." As he spoke, Abdel snatched a knife from Rico’s belt. "Don’t rely on them now."

Mahmoud caught sight of Abdel before the knife flew. He threw himself behind the planter, evading a blade that would otherwise have gone straight into his neck. The ordinary guard he once knew suddenly proved deadly with a knife. As soon as he’d escaped the danger, Mahmoud cursed himself for losing sight of all the others. Whatever advantage he had from taking the initiative was now gone.

"Carter?" Rico shouted. "How’s Wes?"

"He’ll be okay, just winded," came the quick response. "Body armor stopped it."

"Didn’t stop mine," growled Austin.

Michiko blurted out something in a language Mahmoud didn’t recognize. He heard the sharp break of glass again, this time something smaller than the display cases—and then silence, or at least the absence of a blaring alarm.

"Mahmoud, you’re being a fool," Abdel called out. "This job isn’t worth your life."

"Tell that to the men your friends already killed," said Mahmoud. Though facing the wrong way, movement caught his attention—was it Zafirah, he wondered? Understanding caught up with him a second later: the movement was a reflection from another display case, betraying the approach of another commando with a knife in his hand. With all the rest accounted for and identified, this had to be the one named Dwayne.

Behind him, Michiko reached into the broken display case, but snatched her hands away upon touching the artifact. "It burns!" Her eyes darted everywhere as she shrank back, looking for more enemies. "This is more than a lone security guard. Something else is at work."

"Can you fix our guns?" asked Rico.

"I don’t know. Best we not waste time finding out."

Mahmoud only half-listened, concerned far more by the reflection of his approaching enemy. He held his pistol up and ready, watching the display case until Dwayne made eye contact with him against the exact same pane of glass. Then the commando rolled out of sight behind the same planter Mahmoud used as cover.

The unseen enemy was enough to drive Mahmoud from shelter once more. He scrambled backward, expecting Dwayne to leap over the planter. Mahmoud nearly fired over the top to ward off the attack, but thought better of wasting his limited ammunition. That left him backpedaling hard against an enemy that instead whirled around the far edge of the planter right where he’d initially approached.

Dwayne rushed in with a knife, heedless of Mahmoud’s panicked gunfire. The guard had just enough training to know even close shots could go awry under pressure. He wasn’t surprised when his first round flew past the man coming at him from only steps away. The second struck dead on against Dwayne’s body armor yet failed to stop him. It all happened in a single breath.

Fingers curled around the back of Mahmoud’s collar and yanked him to the floor. Another hand reached past him, dark and graceful, fingers snapping with another flicker of flame between Mahmoud and the knife.

The pistol on Dwayne’s hip erupted as every bullet burst in the magazine at once. Blood and sparks burst from his side. Dwayne fell flat on his face at Mahmoud’s feet with a howl of pain.

"Back, back," Zafirah hissed in his ear. Still only half upright with his butt on the floor, Mahmoud pushed himself away but didn’t turn his back on his attacker. Seething with pain, Dwayne looked up only once toward Mahmoud before focusing on his ugly wound. It was almost as if he didn’t see Mahmoud at all anymore.

Zafirah snapped her fingers again. The gallery went dark, as did the hall beyond. Every light had gone out. "Sshh," Zafirah warned. Shadows grew even darker around the pair.

"Dwayne?" called Rico.

"I’m down! I’m hurt bad. He’s gone. Fucking vanished."

"We need to leave. Forget the piece," said Michiko.

"You came for it," argued Abdel.

"I came for you," she countered. "We’re too vulnerable here to unravel whatever curse is laid upon the tablet. Rico, gather your men."

The commando leader appeared around the planters with another teammate. Mahmoud saw them only as silhouettes against the light of the windows far down the hall, but it was enough. He raised his pistol for another shot.

Zafirah reached out from behind him to gently push the gun down. "You haven’t enough bullets for this fight," she whispered in his ear.

Rico and his comrade picked Dwayne up off the floor. Behind them, the rest emerged from the gallery. Mahmoud watched them retreat down the far hall.

"You have done enough," Zafirah told him. "More than enough."


* * *


The robbery lasted minutes. Its aftermath would go on for hours.

At first, the arrival of the police chased away Mahmoud’s fears and filled him with relief. As soon as he saw them, however, his savior disappeared. He understood his newest challenge when the questions began. He would have to tell the same story, over and over, without deviation or a single slip of memory, and with nothing to suggest the involvement of his ally.

It occurred to him that none of her aid left any mark. His shirt was mended, his wounds gone. The stone tablet remained in its broken display case. Whatever magic made it hot to the touch of thieves apparently vanished with Zafirah. Mahmoud remembered her interest in going unseen by their enemies as he told his story. He left her out of his account and hoped the cameras would do the same.

After the third or fourth round of questions and awaiting surely more, Mahmoud sat alone on a bench in the main gallery. Police, security guards, and museum staffers called to work in the middle of the night combed through the blood and debris along with the rest of the museum. His weapon had been taken, as had his phone and his identification. He wondered how long it would be before he could go home.

He wondered about the answers he did not have.

She came to him one more time, sitting beside him on the bench. No one else noticed her. By then, he was too tired to be startled.

"I owe you a great debt," said Zafirah. "You are a good man."

"Three other men are dead tonight. Their killers got away—along with a man I thought was my friend. I do not feel like I did much."

"You stopped them from taking everything they wanted. You made them pay in blood. These people do not scare easily, yet you made them doubt. You made them afraid. You also helped me get answers, and you kept me hidden. I promise you, it matters a great deal."

"Who are they? What did they want?"

"This was crime and sorcery and the reach of powerful families stretching back all the way to that piece in the gallery." She nodded toward the Sea Peoples exhibit. "I do not know the full story yet, but I am chasing it. Tonight brought me closer to those answers. For that, I thank you. I only wish I could’ve saved your coworkers. You have my deepest condolences. I promise you their families will be supported and the dead will be avenged."

Mahmoud thought to say something on that, but abandoned it. "Thank you."

She tilted her head. "You thank me before it is done?"

"If it is what you say, I believe you."

"Why?"

He nodded to her hands in her lap. "You work magic. Fire without smoke. I know what you are. If I know that, it is not hard to take the rest on faith." A weary sigh escaped his lips. "I would have thought knowing would bring fewer questions. Instead, I have so many more."

"You are not the first to have that reaction. I cannot tell you much without inevitably leading you astray. Being what I am does not make me an expert, nor the best example." Zafirah smiled. "But I will say that many who come to know such truths find it does not change who they are inside, or what they believe. Faith is still faith."

Police walked past, some in uniform, others not. They hardly looked Mahmoud’s way. He knew why. He also knew it would change once she left. "What will happen to me now?"

"Those thieves did not come looking for the trouble they found. They will not want to provoke that trouble again. With any luck, this is over for you."

"And likely this job," Mahmoud sighed. "My boss will not want me around after this."

"You deserve better, anyway. No other consequence will come down on you. I will make sure of it." She handed him a notecard taken from the tour guide’s desk. "Call the number on the back. Tell them Zafirah sent you for an interview. They are wealthy, but also good people, and they will pay well for a brave and honest guard."

He stared at the note and the accompanying phone number. "Thank you."

"As I said, I am the one who owes you. Goodbye, Mahmoud."

She was gone when he turned his head to say the same. He knew better than to feel surprised. Mahmoud tucked the note in his pocket.

Zafirah walked unnoticed through the middle of the main hall. Guards and investigators took no notice of her. For the last half hour, she had taken on disguises and nudged their findings to ensure Mahmoud’s legal safety. She needed only a moment for her own interests.

The tablet lay where it had all along, with the broken glass now swept away amid a curator’s check on its condition. Her spell of protection was long expired. Only a single guard stood nearby as a check against too many hands wandering by. Tired as he was at this hour, it wasn’t hard to go unnoticed. Zafirah passed him by with hardly more than a gesture of magic to encourage his inattention.

She studied the tablet, finding no familiarity to the inscriptions. The display placard offered only a reliable academic date range for the piece and conjecture over its nature. She produced her cell phone from its sealed plastic bag in her pocket and took several pictures.

Scholars and scientists could not decipher the language, but with a touch of magic, Zafirah saw much more. The inscriptions glowed to her eyes. Only faint traces remained of the ancient sorcery bound to the stone. The spell upon it had been discharged long ago. Zafirah pondered invocations of family and service and the power of magic. Others spoke of freedom, of escape, broken chains and the cloak of night.

Zafirah took note of the unique colors and flourish of the magic, meaning only to commit the Practitioner’s style to memory in case she saw it again. She didn’t expect it to look familiar. The connection danced and dodged away from her, refusing to be named. She knew she had seen it somewhere up close. Recently.

She couldn’t name it until a new friend passed by, walking with more investigators. "Five men, yes," said Mahmoud. "Dressed like soldiers in combat, but all in black. Like something out of American movies."

New friends, she realized. Of course.

Zafirah left the display case, still unseen by mortal eyes on her way to the exit. With so many mortals around, she was bound to catch the attention of rather different eyes. She did not hide from them. Once outside, she said, "There must be plenty of you here by now. I would speak with at least one of you. I’m sure you’ll find it interesting."

White light shimmered at her side, emanating from a man wearing only pale pants over his dark-skinned and statuesque body. Bright wings framed his impressive figure. The intensity of his halo blurred what was surely a handsome face. "What is it, Zafirah?"

"Ah. You know me." She looked him up and down with undisguised appreciation for his image. "If only it were mutual."

"It is not cause for pride," said the angel.

"That’s a matter of perspective." Zafirah wondered how much of an unseen audience she had by now. Any other angels present did not give themselves away. "I must speak with Rachel."

"I know many named Rachel," said the angel.

"Then you know exactly which Rachel I mean."

His halo dimmed with intrigue. "She’s not local, you know."

"I’m aware. I also know what century this is. I have a phone."





Chapter Five
Vacation Plans

They usually gathered at night, when most of the mortal world took to the safety of homes and beds. The simple company of their own kind provided natural comforts. They shared stories, sought counsel, and resolved disagreements. In most places they gathered at houses of worship, ranging from cathedrals to mosques to humble chapels and shrines. In Seattle, the angels gathered at St. Mark’s Cathedral on Capitol Hill—right up until the brief tenure of the previous angel in Dominion over the city.

By sole virtue of personal habits, without proclamation or an expectation that anyone would follow, the next in Dominion shifted the nightly gathering to the top of the Columbia Tower in downtown. The curving black skyscraper provided the best view of the city. Such a practical feature spoke to her priorities: Keep Watch. Do Work.

Her tenure was uniquely brief. Her exit, abrupt. With spring coming on, her successor would soon surpass the length of her service in Dominion. Much was said to dispel any impression that the change was a punishment. Much more was muttered behind her back. None of it meant as much to her as the lasting nature of the changes she’d made. Night fell over the city, most mortals returned to their homes, and guardians with free time drifted not to the cathedral, but to the top of the tower.

"What up, Mei? How’d the break-up go?"

"Straight to 911, as it happened." The dark-haired angel turned from the northwest view to her new visitor and stopped short before saying more. "Rachel, where did you get hors d’oeuvres?"

"Huh? Oh, there’s a shindig in the Tower Club downstairs." Heedless of Mei’s stare and looks from the dozens of their peers around the rooftop, Rachel dipped a prawn in the small dish of cocktail sauce on her crowded plate and popped it in her mouth. "Good shit, too. I loaded up. You want any?"

"Where—how did you get it up here?"

"I used the service exits, obviously. Can’t ghost through the walls with a plate of goodies."

"You went right in there and took it?" Mei glanced left and right. Most of the other angels minded their own conversations, but she felt eyes upon her—or, more likely, eyes upon Rachel, who didn’t seem to mind at all.

"Yeah. It’s free." Rachel shrugged. "Some bullshit political fundraiser. Not like those fuckers were gonna give the leftovers to the poor until I gave them some grief about it. Seriously, this is what’s been missing from our get-togethers. We do all the same social shit mortals do at bars or coffee shops. We should at least get our fuckin’ snack on. Ought’a put an open bar up here, too." She popped a cream puff into her mouth. Mei stared. Rachel bit down once so she could speak. "What?"

"Never mind. Why are you asking about the break-up? How did you know?"

"Because you said your girl Chrissy was gonna wait ‘til finals were over for this quarter before she told her punk-ass boyfriend to fuck off. My guy’s about done with his finals so I figured it must be time. I’m guessing shit went sideways if it involved 911. She okay?"

"She’s been saying that since December," said Mei. "You’ve been waiting for this?"

"Yeah, I listen to my people. Might not be in charge now but I still care. How’d it go?"

"He started ranting about being done wrong and making it right. Then he went off about his guns. That’s when Chrissy called the police. He ranted his way into getting arrested. She’s with her cousins."

"Good for her," Rachel said, then muttered, "Guess it’s a day for police stuff."

"Is that why you’re here?" asked Mei. "You don’t always come by now that, um…now. I figured you had better places to spend your free time."

Rachel laughed. "You can say I’m not the head bitch in charge anymore. I’m not offended." She held up the plate again. This time, Mei took a cream puff. "The boss wants to see me. It’s probably about the cop stuff, but that’s only the most obvious fuckery I’ve been near today, y’know? Plenty of other shit sticking to my heels."

"Lovely imagery. Oh wow, these are good snacks," Mei conceded.

"Mm-hmm!" the blonde whimpered.

Mei stopped. "Rachel."

"Huh?" Her eyes fluttered.

"The food isn’t that good."

"It’s amazing."

"You don’t even have any in your mouth now."

Rachel took in a deep breath to gather her resolve. "It’s not the food. Good grub, but no. You’ve seen through me." Her voice cracked.

"What is it?" Mei asked.

"It’s Alex and Lorelei."

The other angel stepped close to touch her arm. "It’s okay, Rachel. You can talk to me. What is it? Are you okay?"

Rachel looked left and right. No one was listening in. She lowered her voice. "She must have gotten Alex good and riled up today, because he is fucking the hell out of her right now and I can feel so much."

Mei let go of her. "Oh."

"It’s the bond, y’know?" Rachel breathed. "It’s all I can do to keep it together. Sometimes it comes and goes, but tonight is wow."

"Uh-huh." Mei stepped back.

"It’s almost like he’s fucking me instead of her." Rachel’s eyes kept fluttering. "Bent over the couch with his hips just slamming against that ass like he’s punishing her and holy fuck it’s so deep and it’s only making her more sexy-powerful. Once he’s worn down she’s gonna wreck him like a fucking lust goddess, and… and…" She inhaled sharply again. "I’m getting all wound up and I can’t go bang it out with them until I see the boss. In the meantime, I can’t keep it together if I don’t focus on something else. Anything. Else."

Her eyes opened wide. She stared at Mei, who stood speechless. "So. I’m glad Chrissy made that call," Rachel said assertively. "Seriously. It’s rough, but she did the right thing. You can’t fuck around with someone whose first response to hurt feelings is threats of violence. You gotta lock that shit down hard right from the start, no fucking around, or—"

"Rachel, he’ll see you now," said a voice behind her. She turned with a polite smile, meaning to acknowledge him with thanks.

Instead, she broke her plate off against his face. Crackers, cheese squares, and shrimp fell to the deck around the angel now on his backside. He clutched his face in shock.

"What the fuck, Donald?" She brought one foot back for a kick at his crotch. Mei intervened, tugging Rachel back by the arms. Other angels stepped close in case they were needed. "Who the fuck let you drag your sorry pasty ass here? To this city?"

"I’m an angel of the host," Donald began indignantly.

"You’re a milk carton ad for missing integrity," she retorted.

"Oh, and you aren’t?"

"Motherfucker, I will shove this entire skyscraper up your ass. People won’t be able to get in or out ‘cause the doors will be blocked by your bleeding butt cheeks."

Donald blinked. "That doesn’t even make sense."

"All of it, Donald. You think I can’t stretch you out all the way? You wanna test me?"

"Rachel, stop. Please," broke in another voice. Onlookers moved aside as he approached. His white shirt was open at the middle, baring his tanned, fit abs and pecs. The hand that pinched the bridge of his nose in irritation fell away, revealing handsome features with a short black goatee and mustache. "Donald, when I said, ‘Could someone please find Rachel?’ I obviously didn’t mean you."

"Javier, what is he even fucking doing here?" she seethed.

"I’ll explain. Please," Javier answered evenly. He held out a hand. "Let’s walk."

"We’re on a rooftop. It’s built for punting assholes, not walking." Her eyes still hadn’t come off Donald, who only now got to his feet.

"We’ll find a corner," said Javier. "Come on."

Mei let go of Rachel’s arms. The blonde angel stepped toward Javier, but glared at Donald. She pointed at him, then with both hands gestured to the boundaries of the rooftop. "The whole tower. Watch me," she said.

Javier calmly took her hand when he could, bringing her to another corner of the rooftop as Donald receded into the crowd. "I’m sorry," he began. "I meant to tell you before now. Things got a little busy and you don’t always come by, but I should have made sure you knew."

"The fuck is going on, Javier? What the shit? He’s not a guardian again, is he? They can’t be giving him another chance after all he did. That shit went on for like two fucking millennia!"

"He’s not a guardian, no. He’s a messenger—the low-grade kind, not like you were. They’ve got him running back and forth around the region. No mortal interaction involved. No interaction is even allowed."

"Why does he get a job like that?"

"There aren’t enough angels to go around," said Javier, though nobody needed a reminder. "It isn’t like they’d throw him in the Pit."

"Why not?"

"Rachel."

"You think I’m not serious? That fucker tried to kill Lorelei, and I live with the damage he did to Alex. That shit is real."

"Which is probably why he wasn’t allowed anywhere near you until now. Even this was an accident. Again, I’m sorry."

Rachel let out a long, aggravated breath. She knew he wouldn’t be expelled or condemned. The hosts were bound to get some use out of him. She didn’t expect this, or to see him again so soon. "He better not come anywhere near Alex or Lorelei. Or any of our friends. And he knows exactly who I mean by that."

"He knows," said Javier. "I’ll remind him myself, and I’ll deal with him if it happens."

"Or any of their friends," said Rachel.

"That could quickly become unmanageable," Javier chuckled, but then bowed his head to her scowl. "Rachel, he cannot interact with mortals anymore. His powers have been stripped to his essence. He’s a messenger between angels hoping to redeem himself from a two-thousand-year abuse of power."

"That’s not his only crime."

"Agreed. Out of my hands at this point. I’m sorry he ever approached you."

Rachel folded her arms across her chest, still fuming. "This shit wasn’t what you wanted to talk about, was it?"

"This was half of it."

"And the other half?"

"The other half is that little brawl at the university today," said Javier. Rachel rolled her eyes again, but it only left him grinning. "I’m told you were directly involved."

"I took care of the pepper spray for my friends and made sure they were all in the same dumb police van," she grumbled. "That’s not exactly direct involvement."

"It is by the usual standards. Your condition puts you in a unique position to touch the mortal world. More so than most of us."

"My condition. Whatthefuckever," she sighed. "It’s not like I punched anyone myself. Much as I wanted to. And anyway, everything else was on the up and up. I didn’t start anything. I only eased the suffering of people under Heaven’s grace."

"And Alex," Javier corrected.

"And Alex, yeah," said Rachel. "I take care of his suffering all the time."

"Donald’s manipulations have left deep scars on his soul, I’m sure."

"What? No. I’m talking about his plague of boners." She watched Javier’s lips tense and fold inward as he looked skyward. "They happen constantly, you know. I’m not complaining. It’s a fun problem to have. They’re great boners."

"Rachel."

"Phenomenal, really."

"Rachel. The fight."

"C’mon, Javier. It was all mortal-on-mortal shit. And you know who was right and who was wrong. Like you said, plenty of other angels told you about it already. Why’re you crawling up my ass about it?"

"I am not, because it is entirely about mortals," said Javier. "I wanted to hear that from you."

She blinked. "Why?"

"Since you and Alex and Lorelei got together, this city has seen wild gunfights in downtown, large-scale arsons, and a repeated influx of supernatural threats. You and your friends have handled them all. I have no complaints. It’s my job to know if such things are going on in my Dominion again. If you say they are not, I have no reason to doubt you."

Her mouth opened with arguments as he spoke, only to close every time until he finished. "So you’re not on my case?"

"I’m not your boss, Rachel. You’re a guardian of individual souls. I take care of the city. We have overlapping interests. That doesn’t make you my subordinate."

"The guy before me didn’t see it that way."

"The guy before you didn’t do a very good job." From his pants pocket, Javier produced the folded-up front page of a newspaper and presented it to Rachel.

"Violent Crime Plunges Across City Since October," read the lead headline. The sub-heading read, "Sharp drop in rates exceeds national trends. Missing persons cases plummet."

"Naturally there are people in that article trying to claim credit. We both know where that change really started," said Javier. "Someone in this town ran all the demons to ground. Nobody’s seen a vampire or a werewolf in months. The vampires corrupted many police and bureaucrats, but that’s all falling apart now that the money and the favors are gone.

"It’s not just the shift with the mortals. The angels here get along. They talk. They share. They watch each other’s backs more than in most cities I’ve seen. I know who I have to thank for all that. Holding Dominion is a tough role, but somebody gave me a good head start. I’m not your boss, Rachel," Javier repeated. "I’m your back-up."

Her eyes fell to the article again. "This was nice, Javier. Thank you."

"We’re angels. We’re supposed to be nice."

"We’re supposed to be good," she countered. "Lotta angels don’t think that includes ‘nice.’"

"So let’s show them otherwise."

She folded the page up with a smile—and didn’t give it back. "Thank you."

"No monsters? No demons? That mess at the university was ordinary strife?"

"All routine. No worries."

"Alright, then. I wanted to ask you something else before you go. Personal question." Javier glanced right and left, casually leaning a little closer. "So how ‘open’ are things with you and your partners?"

Her jaw dropped, then turned to a silent laugh. She looked skyward. She couldn’t look directly at him now. "You’re not asking about Lorelei."

"Ha ha, no. No way."

"Wow."

"Can’t know until I ask."

"We’re all on equal ground. I’m good where I’m at," said Rachel. "Alex and Lorelei can date or fuck anyone they want to, and they do. I want them to. I can, too, if I want. But they’re them and I’m me. I’m kinda focused and I don’t have enough time with either of them as it is." She gave his arm a nudge. "It means a lot that you’d ask."

"Good enough. I should let you get back to it, then. Thanks for coming by."

"Anytime." Rachel slipped away, no longer fighting back a radiant grin. Other angels saw her, but she didn’t have to explain anything to them. "Wow."

A single beat of her wings carried her to the edge of the rooftop. She took in the skyline and looked across the city to check in on her other charges one last time before calling it a night. Everyone else seemed safe, or was with people who in turn had their angels present. She stood up on her toes to dive off the tower.

"Rachel!" called a voice. She stopped, looking back over her shoulder. Another angel flew up to her with a look of urgency. "Hey. Glad I caught you."

"Hernando, what’s up?" she asked.

"Somebody’s looking for you. I promised I’d pass it along. It’s, uh, kind of far from here."

Rachel groaned. She hardly even needed to ask. "Aw, fuck me running."


* * *


Dim bedroom lights let his eyes relax, but he didn’t close them. Not with Lorelei in a slow grind over his hips, sitting upright and nude in all her glory. Alex could hardly take his eyes off her flawless skin, her shapely figure, or her sultry smile. She wanted him to look. She always wanted him to look.

Completely spent of all his energy, Alex could do little to reciprocate her affections now. He could barely lift his arms except to touch her. Any remaining strength was devoted to the relentless flow of blood to the hard flesh captive inside her. She loved his aggression. She loved it this way, too. Her eyes and her hands roamed his body with appreciation and even pride. After all they’d been through, he would still be the first to agree she was out of his league, but he no longer wondered if her desire might be born of mystic bonds.

Far from feeling unworthy or falling short of the task, he knew they both enjoyed this part of the game as much as the rest.

"Here we are again, mortal." Her eyes fluttered with the pleasure of slowly riding his cock. "You’re entirely at my mercy."

Though exhausted and enthralled, Alex could still muster a grin. "If you’re gonna do the hot demon mistress thing, you ought’a look the part."

"You know I like to take requests." Another grind of her hips made him blink. His eyes opened to red skin accented by predatory dark stripes, broad crimson wings spread wide over the bed, curving horns, and wicked eyes. The demon’s tail caressed his cheek. Her unnatural features left her no less beautiful—at least to the sight of someone who had nothing to fear. "Better?"

"I like all your looks."

"Wise answer."

"It’s the truth."

"You’re mine," she said.

"Yeah."

"You love it." She continued the slow ride, drawing soft gasps and groans from his throat and enhancing her power. "You love me."

"Fuck yeah," Alex answered.

Her lips spread with a triumphant smile. "Do you trust me?"

"With my life." He glanced down at the taloned fingers tracing his chest, and beyond them, her naked sex endlessly claiming his. "Obviously."

A crooked curve came into her grin. "What of your spring break? Is it mine?"

"I already promised," he breathed. He’d made sure friends knew he would be unavailable for anything short of emergencies. Alex didn’t know her plans. He more than half-hoped it would be an uninterrupted week of exactly this. "Yes."

"And your desires?" she asked. "Will you trust me with more?"

Surprise kept him from answering rather than any inhibition. This seemed long settled. Lorelei knew his desires like no one else, often before he could even articulate them himself. She used that bond without restraint. Playful and haughty dominance aside, she didn’t need to ask. "Like what?"

The drawer of the nightstand slid open. Lorelei pulled out the remote for the television with her tail. "How much reach does that have?" Alex blinked, but she rolled off him rather than answering. A small measure of his strength returned as she disengaged. He might even be able to stagger around their home if needed.

As if to ward off disappointment, Lorelei kept her naked body against his side. The demoness image vanished, returning her to her "ordinary" beauty. She tugged a pillow under his head to prop him up toward the flatscreen television mounted on the opposite wall.

"This is indulgent," said Alex.

"Indulgence is exactly what I have in mind." She passed the remote from her tail to her hand. "This took effort to set up. Don’t mock my technical skills if it doesn’t work."

"When do I ever mock?"

Her tongue flicked his ear with affection. "Never."

The screen winked on, presenting a sandy beach and palm trees under blue skies. Low waves rolled in softly as the camera panned over the landscape. A shirtless man and a woman in a daring bikini strolled hand in hand. The sway of her hips distracted Alex from the cursive title font over their heads until it faded out again.

He wasn’t the only one with a minor distraction. "Damn. I’ve lost the sound," said Lorelei.

"Want to hit pause and I’ll try to fix it?" he offered.

"The voiceover won’t tell you what matters most, anyway." The remote fell from her hand, which returned to intimately roaming his body. "This is a resort in Mexico. A highly exclusive resort…the kind that doesn’t publicly advertise."

Her kiss ran up his neck as he saw the phrases "by reservation" and "adults only" briefly pass by at the bottom of the screen. The video showed off private cabins, restaurants, and a nightclub. Beautiful people abounded, sometimes dressed to impress but often wearing only the bare minimum.

"I knew you’d like the models," said Lorelei.

"Now who’s mocking?"

"Not mocking. Encouraging."

The video encouraged his gaze, too. Shot after shot created a sultry, flirtatious atmosphere. The resort seemed particularly proud of its hot tubs and pools. It also seemed expensive. Clearly Lorelei had that handled. Alex wondered what that said about the other guests—and how well he would fit in with the kind of crowd who would vacation here. Even high-priced resorts and hotels out of his reach still had commercials. "What kind of resort doesn’t advertise?"

"The kind that provides discretion and privacy for the best reasons," said Lorelei. "This is a playground for the promiscuous. Some resorts naturally develop an atmosphere for hook-ups and flings. This one has carefully cultivated that environment." Alex could feel her smile against his ear, equally reassuring and tempting. "There are rules to keep everyone safe. The guest list is curated to weed out abusers…and everyone knows why they came."

If his body didn’t shudder, his emotions did. She lay draped against him, pouring a new kind of foreplay into his ear. "You and I could have a great deal of fun there."

"It’s a swinger’s resort?" His lips bent in a skeptical direction.

"That may not conjure the right tone." Amusement danced in her voice. "Still, it may be an accurate descriptor for at least some of what goes on there. I’m interested in sharing whatever fun we find together."

"I thought spring break would be just the three of us. As much as Rachel could manage, anyway."

"It can be. We wanted to get away somewhere with some sun. If this isn’t comfortable for you, we can hide away here and stretch tonight’s fun out over days and nights without a break. I would love that, too." Lorelei turned off the screen and tossed the remote aside. "We may go there and find we have eyes for only one another. That would be wonderful. But I can feel you imagining other sorts of fun. Why not explore?"

"Does Rachel know about this already?"

Her smile spread wide. "What were her exact words? ‘If he talks himself out of a whole week in Bonetown with some bullshit respectability garbage, I’ll push his ass onto the fucking plane.’ Also something about being the sort of tramp you want to see in the world."

"That sounds like her," said Alex.

"I can tell you like this more the longer you think about it, too," said Lorelei.

"Well, if it’s angel-approved, y’know?"

Light spread across the walls and ceiling, soft and pale and comforting. "Why don’t you ask her yourself?" Lorelei turned to greet the newcomer walking through the balcony window.

Rachel’s wings folded in close as soon as her feet were on the carpet. Her halo dimmed to align with the mood in the room. "Late to the party again, huh?" she asked, looking over her two utterly naked lovers.

"Never," said Lorelei. The demon’s tail lashed out of nowhere to hook around Rachel’s waist and pull her to the bed. In the blink of an eye, Lorelei had the angel on her knees and in her arms. "You’ve found me at the height of my powers."

After planting a fierce kiss on her lover’s mouth, Lorelei practically flung Rachel onto her back beside Alex. Her touch brought all its familiar effects: doubts and worries melted away, as did his fatigue. He slid one arm around her and kissed her neck. "Hey, you," he greeted.

Rachel leaned into his lips. Her legs spread as Lorelei slid in between them, stroking her inner thigh. Alex moved his hand up her chest, gently caressing one breast. "Aw man, right for the erogenous zones," she gasped.

"And not a single note of complaint," said Lorelei.

"Nu-uh," she admitted.

"I don’t feel any rejection, either," murmured Alex.

Her panting breath gave all the right cues, but: "I feel guilty jumping into a quickie."

"We don’t," Alex said against her neck.

"Never," Lorelei breathed along her skin.

"Uh…Alex…where’s your phone?"

That made him pause. "Why?"

"Think you’re gonna get a call you should answer." Rachel groaned with as much apology as disappointment when Lorelei’s mouth pulled back from its journey up her leg. Alex withdrew, too. Rachel bit her lip. "So…funny thing happened to me on the job tonight."

Lorelei sat upright. "What is it?"

Rachel covered her face with her hands. "Could’ve come home to get eaten out and fucked senseless, but no," she grumbled. "Now I get to explain all this."

"Then maybe you could move to the explanation?" suggested Alex.

"There’s a guy. Hernando. He’s a guardian angel like me, right? He came to me tonight and said, ‘Hey, I’ve got someone who needs to know how to get ahold of your guy,’ and I’m like, ‘Who?’ and he says, ‘Bethany,’ and I say, ‘Why’s Bethany gotta know?’ and he says, ‘Because Greta asked,’ and I’m like, ‘Greta with the mole?’ and he says, ‘Yeah,’ and I asked ‘Why?’ and he says, ‘Pierre asked her,’ and—"

"We can’t skip through this?" asked Lorelei.

"It’s not a fuckin’ confession unless it’s the whole stupid truth, right?" Rachel fumed.

"These are all other guardian angels?" asked Alex. "That’s about all you talk to, right?"

"Yeah. So it—fine. It goes through four more names. All angels. That’s part of the problem, because it’s all angels and they aren’t supposed to talk directly to mortals. Everybody gets their undies twisted up their assholes about it and then there’s a fuckin’ inquest about why and who and ‘man is not meant to know’ bullshit. So I’m already thinking, ‘What a pain in the ass! How is this supposed to even work?’ and then I’m like, ‘Wait, it’s the 21st Century, I can just…’ um…" she winced.

"You gave my cell phone number to a bunch of guardian angels?" asked Alex.

Rachel winced further. "Yeah."

"Rachel," said Lorelei. "Who wants to contact him?"

The phone on the nightstand buzzed. The screen said nothing of the caller’s identity. He answered with a guarded frown: "Hello?"

"Hello, is this Alex?" asked a woman’s impossibly positive voice. "I’m Wanda, calling from the Blessed Church of Immaculate Virtue, and I wanted to let you know we’re praying for your delivery into salvation from sin and vice. No soul is too tainted, Alex. Not through the miracle of faith and repentance."

Rachel and Lorelei were close enough to hear Wanda’s chipper tone. "Okay, that’s not the call I’m talking about," said the angel.

"Our flock received word of your struggles with sins of the flesh," Wanda continued. "We want you to know we’re here for you and—"

Alex pulled the phone away to check the screen. "It is goddamn one in the morning!"

"Don’t blaspheme," Rachel whispered on reflex. Then she caught Lorelei’s scowl. "It’s my fuckin’ job, okay?"

"Every hour could be the hour of your rebirth!" Wanda declared.

"Where are you calling from?" he asked.

"We’re right outside of Missoula, Montana, Alex. We’re right here for you."

His jaw dropped. "Somebody told you I’m full of sin in Montana?"

"Someone who really cares about you! Someone named—"

"Jesus," Alex killed the call. He stared at his phone. "What the hell."

"Hell’s pranks are usually less inane," Lorelei remarked.

"You gave my cell phone number to a bunch of guardian angels," he repeated.

"Are you mad?" asked Rachel.

"No. No, that’s totally normal. I see no way this can go badly," said Alex.

"That sounds like sarcasm."

"It is."

"Shit," Rachel grunted. "I’m sorry. I didn’t know how else to handle it. Look, at the end of this chain of bullshit is—"

His phone buzzed again. Once more, he saw no caller name, though the phone identified the number from Cyprus. He looked to Rachel, who only nodded. "Why not make it a surprise?" she grumbled, waving him on.

"This is Alex" he answered.

"Ah! Wonderful to hear your voice again," replied a woman. He had only heard that distinct voice in the Queen’s English once in his life. "I worried your number had passed through too many hands."

They’d only met once, three months ago and half a world away—and she left an impression. "Hello, Zafirah."

"I apologize for calling so late. Time zones get confusing. How are you, darling?"

He glanced to Rachel and then to Lorelei, finding a bit lip of apology with one and the dark frown of expected trouble with the other. "Good. I’m good."

"Excellent. I assumed as much when no harm came my way after aiding you in your troubles. Lately I have heard things ended rather well."

"You could say that. Not sure we’d want to get into details over the phone."

"No, of course. In fact, I’m calling to arrange a meeting in person. I have need of you tomorrow. Fortunately, it’s nearby in Bellevue. The winds of fate seem intent on pushing us together again, so why resist?"

He knew something like that had to be coming. He didn’t expect her to come to him. There was nothing left but to face it. "Where and when? My last final isn’t until two," he added, and then buried his face in his other hand. Did he really expect an immortal jinn to work around his class schedule?

She said nothing. He felt like an even bigger idiot. Then: "Unbelievable. I had forgotten how adorable you are. We’ll meet in the evening. I look forward to seeing you again, Alex. Oh, and this is important: for this service, you will need to work without your more magical friends. The task at hand will go all wrong otherwise. I would love to meet Lorelei and to see Rachel again, but this will require an evening working apart from them, and your other lady friends. I will call with a place to meet tomorrow. The call will be from a different number. This phone will be in the sea. Goodnight!"

He heard a rush of air followed by an abrupt watery plunk! The line went dead. Alex stared at the screen of his phone.

"She means to collect on your debt from this winter," said Lorelei.

"She didn’t say so exactly, but yeah," said Alex. "I only stopped thinking about that hanging over my shoulder a couple weeks ago, too."

"Alex, I’m sorry," said Rachel. "I was on the spot and trying to handle this quick before the new angel in dominion heard about it and started breathing down my neck. It was the first thing I thought of. I should’ve known better."

"You expected better of your peers than cheap prank phone calls in the night, too," Lorelei noted. "Even I would have thought them above toying with him."

"Oh, I knew better than that about thirty seconds too late. They’re doing it to fuck with all three of us, really."

"I’m not mad at you," Alex sighed. His hand found hers. "I knew I’d have to make good on this sooner or later. It’s not like dragging it out or getting defensive would’ve helped."

"Us, love," said Lorelei. "We must make good on this. Whatever she wants, you will not face it alone."

"She was pretty specific with her restrictions," he replied. Then frowned. "Wonder why."

"We’ll still be there regardless," said Rachel. "Zafirah’s one of the good guys, more or less. Just the sort of good guy to break all the rules. I don’t know what kind of fuckery she’s up to or what it’ll mean for us, though."

"Do you expect it will be dangerous?" Lorelei asked.

"Probably. She might only want a sexy cabana boy for a few days, but I don’t think we’re gonna get that lucky. Not after the impression you made in Beirut," said Rachel, her eyes on Alex again. "She’ll want her money’s worth out of you."





Chapter Six:
Outstanding Debts

"We agreed on three days and three nights of service," said Alex. Upscale storefronts and restaurants around Bellevue Square settled into a carefree evening, but he felt his tension grow as they walked. He wore dark jeans and his leather jacket, wanting all day long to be dressed for trouble. "We didn’t specify how that added up."

"What do you mean?" asked Lorelei.

"I mean is that consecutive or is she gonna hand me a time card?"

Dressed in the same sensibilities of dark colors and firmer fabrics as Alex, though naturally sharper and more elegant, Lorelei threw their other partner a questioning glance. Rachel stuck to her preference for short, summery dresses. It wasn’t as if anyone else saw her on the street. "Look, she’s tricksy as fuck, but I dunno if I’d call her petty."

"It is hardly shocking when anyone twists an agreement to their greatest advantage," said Lorelei. "The jinn are no different from mortals in that regard."

"Yeah, you’ve got me there," Rachel grumbled.

Alex looked warily to the high-rise apartments lining their side of the street opposite the mall. Only a handful of miles east of Seattle, Bellevue became a trek from home due to Lake Washington running between them and the challenges of Seattle traffic. He hadn’t been out here since meeting his lovers and all the revelations that followed. Now he half-expected demons or monsters perched on the tall buildings. He could see these buildings from the rooftop patio of their condominium on a clear day. Somehow, home felt much farther away.

"Trying to remind myself she stuck her neck out for us," said Alex. "She’s not one of the bad guys. I shouldn’t be tense about this."

"Tension is natural," said Lorelei. "She is a spirit of flame, a skilled sorceress, and she may well be older than I am. I doubt many of my supernatural abilities would be particularly useful against her should we come to cross purposes, but there’s always charm. Yours or mine, depending on her tastes."

"Is charm what we’re calling it now?"

She favored him with a tight-lipped smile. "Don’t tell me the thought hasn’t crossed your mind, love."

"Oh. I forgot to tell you," Rachel spoke up. "My boss hit on me last night."

"Wait, what?" Alex blinked.

"The new Dominion?" asked Lorelei.

"Yeah, Javier," said Rachel.

"I can’t say I’ve had the pleasure," Lorelei replied. "Assuming it is one?"

"Yeah, he’s cool. As angels go, anyway. I like him."

"Is this something that angels do a lot?" wondered Alex.

"No. I mean, yeah, sort of. Other angels. Honestly, I haven’t had an angel flirt with me since Vincent. Kinda nice, really. Wouldn’t throw Javier out of bed unless there was more room on the floor."

"You know it’s okay, right?" said Alex.

"Yeah. I told him I wasn’t interested, though, ‘cause I’m not. Not with you two banging me out of my mind on the regular and all the warm fuzzy emotional stuff. We don’t need to talk everything out again. I’m happy with you two going full speed on the Fuck Train to Decadence City. Even when I can’t jump in, you know I love to watch." She grinned. "By which I mean if ‘charm’ counts as a payoff, I say charm her right through the headboard."

Alex let out a sigh. "Somehow I feel like it won’t be that easy."

"Let’s not write anything off in advance," said Lorelei.

Their destination sat nestled in the bottom of a residential tower. The coffee shop held more character and cozy furnishings than the usual big chain shops. Alex opened the door for his companions, looking for their host. He spotted her alone in an alcove amid plush chairs and local art. A beaded curtain hung from the alcove’s edge, parted to offer a clear view. Customers probably jockeyed for the secluded spot all the time. Somehow, Zafirah made it hers alone. She waited with a book in hand and a steaming mug at her table.

Alex knocked on one side of the alcove. Zafirah stood to greet them with delight. She wore a bright, belted blue dress. Her gold jewelry was only a step or two short of too much, but it couldn’t shine as brightly as her smile. "Alex, Rachel, it is so good to see you," she beamed. Her hands came to their shoulders and she leaned in with an air-kiss to either cheek. The greeting passed in the blink of an eye, yet never seemed rushed.

"You, too," Alex managed. It seemed like the thing to say.

"S’up, Z?" Rachel replied.

"And you must be Lorelei," she continued, smoothly shifting to a more reserved yet still warm approach. She clasped Lorelei’s hand with both of hers. "Or is it Lady Lorelei? Sources for that sort of information are never the most reliable."

"It’s Lorelei, thank you. No crown, no titles." Though cooler in manner, Lorelei met Zafirah’s greeting with a friendly enough smile. "I’ve no interest in either."

"Nevertheless, it is an honor to meet you," said Zafirah.

"I’ve been looking forward to it."

"Please, come, sit down. The attendants know I have awaited company. More tea will arrive shortly." She ushered them into the alcove, unhooking the beads to draw the curtains closed. Alex thought he heard the whisper of a foreign word from her lips. "We may speak openly," she explained, settling back into her seat. "No one will hear."

Without planning it, Alex wound up between Rachel and Lorelei. The single beat of silence from the two of them was more than enough to give him the urge to fill it. "How have you been, Zafirah?"

"Oh, I’ve been on the road almost non-stop since we met. Your appearance in my life heralded all new adventures. So much to do, so much to learn. In truth, I am grateful for the path you have set me upon. Ah. Fast service." She gestured to the appearance of a young man behind the beaded curtain with a full tea set, welcoming him in to place it on the table. He left without a word. Scents of mint and cardamom drifted from the set as Zafirah poured out cups for her new company. "And what of you, Alex? How have your examinations gone?" she teased.

Her eyes caught his as she leaned over the table with his cup. "They—um—went fine," he answered haltingly. "Beautiful."

Rachel coughed.

"What are you studying?"

"History for now, mostly. Ancient and medieval world stuff."

"Oh?" Zafirah straightened with a new sparkle in her eyes. "Excellent. I approve."

"Fuck’s sake, Z," Rachel muttered under her breath.

"Hm?"

"What? Nothing." Rachel shrugged.

"And your troubles of last winter?" Zafirah looked to Lorelei to make sure she was included. "Rachel and Alex departed abruptly. I know only of rumors and half-truths."

"You will suffer no repercussions for your involvement," said Lorelei. "Neither Sammael nor his allies will bother anyone ever again."

"Splendid. That is momentous news." Zafirah sat back in her chair, her eyes regarding Alex with some unspoken favor yet again. "I confess I thought as much."

"...okay, what?" Alex ventured. "What’s the look?"

"Your hands, darling. They are stained with the blood of yet another immortal."

He glanced down at the hands holding the little teacup and saucer. His skin had been slightly mottled ever since his fight with Baal, more in color than texture, but saw no difference from that. "It was a team effort."

"As with most of your battles," said Zafirah. "You told me the story yourself. And yet."

"You are mortal, Alex," said Lorelei. "These things will affect you differently than us."

"More importantly, you are here and your foes are not," said Zafirah. "Every such victory has a story of ups and downs. The end result remains the same. Everything you have overcome speaks to your ability to accomplish more."

"Don’t tell me you want us to take on some other asshole demon bigshot," Rachel groaned.

"Not to my current understanding. Who knows what lurks in the shadows?" Zafirah threw her a wink, but looked mostly to Alex. "As I said, you have set me upon an intriguing adventure. I believe the next steps are best taken with companionship. The most immediate step requires an acquisition perhaps best left to mortal hands—and a test of your ability to handle the rest. We are only a block away."

"Are these your three days and three nights of service?" asked Lorelei.

"If Alex can accomplish the immediate task, yes."

"I don’t recall hearing of an audition as part of your agreement," said Lorelei. "Is it dangerous?"

Zafirah stopped and smiled, noting the challenge she surely expected. "The task is dangerous, yes. The danger is not the point. I must know Alex has resources beyond his ability to handle a fight. This is also why he must accomplish this without the two of you. Fortunately, the task is only a city block from here and the best window of opportunity happens to be right now."

"You said it’s an acquisition," said Alex. "What do you want me to get?"

"An invitation to a party," answered Zafirah. "It is printed on gold leaf, though that is hardly its only unique property. I require it for several reasons, not the least of which are the location and date it carries. Sadly, the invitation does not bear my name. I can correct that oversight once the invitation is in my hands. I cannot fabricate one on my own."

"So it’s magic bullshit," said Rachel.

"Of course."

"Where is it?" asked Alex.

"In the penthouse suite of the blue-tinted tower right around that corner," said Zafirah. "The primary resident is a man named Masood. He is an international shipping expert, a talented scholar, and also an efreet who occasionally dabbled in service to the demon lord Azazel. I’m told the latter is not terribly productive these days," she added with a glance to Lorelei. "One suspects Masood has moved on from that. He is charming and tactful enough in person, but the stains left by those deeds remain on his soul."

"There’s a jinn here in Bellevue?" asked Alex.

"There are likely several in the area. We’re good at going unseen."

"An efreet is like that guy I met in Iraq, right? The big fire giant? I assume he can do that? What else?"

"Oh, many of us can change shapes," said Zafirah. "Masood generally wears a handsome face with a dark goatee and dresses well, at least in his mortal guise. He is a capable Practitioner of magic beyond his abilities as an efreet. You’ll have to be careful."

"So he’s not gonna hand his ticket over if I knock on his door and offer him scalper prices?"

"No, darling. I suspect he will not sell his invitation for any price, though I leave the method of acquisition to you. As I say, this is a test of sorts. Several tests, in truth.

"There is one other matter of concern. The invitation was delivered by an Australian named Helen Robinson. She is a middle-aged white woman, physically fit, blonde, somewhat wealthy, and a Practitioner of magic in her own right connected to a cabal of other sorcerers. I can also tell you her heart is every bit as black as Masood’s. Perhaps darker. She arrived only today."

"What the fuck party is this invitation for if it’s passing between two shitweasels like these guys?" Rachel scowled.

"The relevance of that answer depends upon Alex and his success or failure," said Zafirah. "One thing at a time."

"We will be considerably less interested in much of anything else if Alex does not return from this ‘test’ of yours," replied Lorelei. "You seem casual about the dangers of a jinn and a sorcerer."

"Oh, I do not send anyone into danger casually. Masood’s home is warded against the likes of us. Your other mystical friends would be in even greater peril here, or I might have asked for them. Both of these individuals are accustomed to such threats. They will not see someone like Alex coming.

"And again, I have taken care to time this for a window of opportunity. Masood prefers to dine out rather than at home, particularly when he has company. The penthouse is likely empty for now. He has surely left the invitation within."

"Likely?" asked Lorelei. "Surely?"

"I know his habits," said Zafirah. "I cannot say I saw him leave. As I noted, we are good at going unseen."

"And how will they react when the invitation goes missing?"

"That will be another matter of interest. Most likely, Masood will suspect a prank from one of his own kind, yet he will be confounded when he finds no trace of a jinn—or any other supernatural. Whatever their reaction, I stand to learn much."

Alex rubbed his face. He wanted to like her. He really wanted to like her, but: "If you knew all this already, you could’ve given us time to work out a plan."

"Another aspect of the test. Forgive me, darling. As I said, this task is for you, not the three of you. I must know you can think on your feet."

"You can’t take our word for it?" Rachel grumbled.

"Not even the word of my favorite angel," said Zafirah. "If you sense Alex in dire peril, I will of course do nothing to keep you from his side. I will be right behind you."

"What else?" asked Lorelei. "What more is there to this task?"

"No other restrictions. No other goals. Only a gift." Zafirah reached beneath the table with both hands to produce a short, familiar blade. The sword held to an old design, but was made with modern metals. The black scabbard was new. "You left this on the floor of the nightclub in Beirut. I wanted to return it. I had it sharpened and polished."

Alex accepted the gladius, remembering how far Zafirah had stuck her neck out for him and for Rachel. She could’ve turned them away. She didn’t. "Thank you."

"I have reasons for my faith in you," said Zafirah.

He glanced to Lorelei and Rachel before pulling out his phone with his free hand. "Gimme this guy’s address. I’ve gotta figure this out while they’re still gone."

"Oh, I don’t have his full address." Zafirah winced. "I know his building. He surely has one of the penthouse suites, as they’ll be the largest and nicest. Simple enough, no?"


* * *


Complications mounted as soon as he left the coffee shop.

He didn’t have the straps for his scabbard. He could wrap the sword in his jacket, but carrying his jacket in this weather would look weird. The packing store around the corner would provide an easy long box—and, he realized, a convenient cover. Halfway there, his hopes rose.

"This is good," he muttered along the way."It’s gig economy bullshit. People drop off packages all the time. Hell, maybe it’s better if I don’t have the unit number. If there’s a doorman or a security guy, I can play dumb."

Then he stopped himself. "Shit." He stood outside, watching the clerks through the window as his mind turned. "A doorman will take the package himself. They do it at our building. Fucking bougie living. Hold on."

Alex ducked under an awning and tucked the blade inside his jacket to work with a much more useful tool. The building website wasn’t hard to find on his phone. Floorplans were proudly displayed along with notes about all the amenities. He only had to be careful not to close any of the other apps he was running. "Damn it, this place has a twenty-four hour concierge and controlled entry. I suppose I could follow someone in through the garage... no... pizza, maybe?" He glanced at his bundle. "No, it’s too fucking big for pizza."

"Sorry, did you say something?" asked a passerby, pulling out his earbuds.

"Huh?" Alex held the phone close to his chest. "No, sorry. Just talking to myself."

The guy looked Alex over doubtfully, but kept going. Like people talking to themselves on the street is only a Seattle thing? Alex wondered. Then he let out a breath, trying to slow himself down. Don’t act weird. Don’t act guilty. Confidence. Act like you belong. It gets you into nightclubs without getting carded. It’ll work for condo buildings.

He reconsidered his plans. Confidence was good. The delivery idea wasn’t bad. Maybe both? He tapped another query into his phone.

Fifteen minutes later, Alex ducked into the condominium’s lobby with his jacket back on and a tall, elaborate bouquet of roses in his hand. It was heavier than an ordinary bouquet, but at least he’d re-packed it well after leaving the flower shop. Only a close look would reveal the extra leather and steel tucked inside. It wasn’t visible to the guy behind the front desk, at least. That was all Alex needed.

"Evening," said the man in the suit.

"Hi." Alex took in the lobby’s nice little sitting area with a fireplace, hallway for post boxes, and the elevators. He pulled out his cellphone as if to check his directions.

"Help you with anything?" The concierge looked only a few years older than Alex, dressed in a conservative suit.

"Nah, I’m cool, thanks." Alex moved to the elevators and out of the concierge’s line of sight.

He hoped to look like he belonged as an expected arrival, or at least that the concierge would take little notice of him. His hopes were dashed by the card reader on the elevator. The concierge stepped around the corner to come face to face with him. "Can I help you?" the man repeated.

Alex held his cool. He feigned relief. "Yeah, sorry. I thought there’d be a directory here. I’ve got a delivery here for—shit, the app crashed," he added, gesturing with his phone. "Stupid thing. They keep running updates and then it never works."

"We normally take packages and deliveries at the desk," said the concierge. "Do you have a unit number or a name?"

"Yeah, uh, Masood? Mr. Masood, maybe? I don’t remember the unit number. It was marked as a surprise. There’s a field on the delivery instructions." Alex couldn’t read the guy’s mind, but he saw hesitation and doubt flash across his eyes. "I’m supposed to have this done super-fast. It’s a whole express delivery option thing. Rush order. We try to get it right to the door."

"Right." Unconsciously, the concierge looked to the elevators and then back to his desk.

"Hey, I’m not trying to get you in trouble," said Alex. "Whatever you’ve gotta do is cool. I’d show you the order if I could get this stupid app to load again." He tapped his thumb at the screen of his phone again, deliberately missing all of the icons.

"No, I know he’s got company right now. It’s probably fine," said the concierge. "You don’t look like a stalker."

Alex pressed his lips together hard, figuring a couple of women in his life would laugh their asses off at that line, but they weren’t allowed to be involved in this. Thankfully the concierge stepped past and swiped his access card on the elevator’s reader.

The doors opened up. Alex moved in with a grateful note of thanks and turned to the buttons. Best to say as little as possible and quit while he was ahead. He hit the button for the top floor and looked away until the doors closed once more. "Okay, I still don’t know for sure where I’m going," he admitted out loud. The top floor was marked clearly enough, though. "Penthouses are on the sixteenth floor. Can’t be more than four of them, given the floor plans online."

He stepped out of the elevator into a quiet hallway. Plants and inoffensive decorations lined the walls leading to the hallway junction up ahead. As he’d guessed, the top level was split into four residences. He confirmed it at the intersection. "Cool, I’m at the top floor, four penthouses, still no clue which one I want," he muttered. "Knocking and asking only seems like it’ll create more witnesses to remember me. Be really great if I could summon up a flashback to a past life as a detective."

Alex turned right and walked down the hall. While the penthouse doors on this side didn’t quite face each other, they were close enough. He saw no name placards to make things so easy. Nothing but a number marked the door to his left. On the doorframe to the right hung a tiny, rectangular decoration covered in beaded designs.

I’ve seen this, he thought. Jason had one on the door where he grew up. A mezuzah. Right. He’d read only a little about the jinn since meeting Zafirah, but he remembered they were not all Muslim, at least according to what little he’d found. On the other hand, Zafirah said this guy did part-time work for one of the big demons. Gonna go out on a limb and guess he’s not Jewish, then. Hope this doesn’t turn out to be a lesson in stereotypes.

"Okay, one down, one maybe," he sighed. Alex walked back the way he came and down the opposite hall to check the remaining two doors. Both were unmarked aside from their unit number. Both were quiet—except, no. He heard a thump. Standing closer to the door, he heard a distinctly feminine voice talking, with nothing in response. Someone on the phone? She sounded American from her accent, not Australian, so she probably wasn’t the jinn’s visitor. One more door down, with even more certainty than the first. "One choice is obviously wrong. Another is probably wrong. God, it’s like a multiple-choice test," he grumbled.

The other door remained a mystery. No noise escaped from within. Quiet and unremarkable, which maybe made it all the more telling? Alex clenched his jaw as he went back to the other mystery door. He wasn’t even sure how he’d get through once he made a choice, but he needed something to go on before breaking and entering.

I’ve torn up monsters and demon princes and now I’m stumped over picking a fucking door, Alex thought. God, maybe Zafirah had a point. Maybe the fighting is all I’ve got? Not like I’m ever gonna drive another Sherman. Half the languages I know aren’t even in use anymore.

Still. I know them, at least. And the piano. And everything from ‘Nam. And the sneaking. And the goatherding. He snorted at the last thought. He remembered the goat who’d wandered off in the night, leaving Skorri to stumble and sniff the critter out in the darkness.

Then he caught the faint scent outside the unmarked door. He’d just smelled that recently, too. Mint. Cardamom and mint. Like Zafirah’s tea. Alex looked back down the hall before laying down on his belly to sniff under the door. He caught more of the scent, along with others. He had no hope of identifying them all, but every home had a scent.

His clues were thin. He didn’t like making presumptions or stereotypes. He also had little else to go on. Alex pushed himself back up for a quick check at the end of the hallway. Not a single supernatural dwelling he had encountered used commercial air fresheners. That narrowed it to one choice. "Southeast penthouse," he decided out loud.

The doorknob resisted the lightest twist, much as he suspected. Lockpicking definitely wasn’t in his skill set and breaking it down probably wasn’t the best call. What if the guy was home? Aw shit, what if he is home? Zafirah said he wasn’t home, but was only guessing. She could be wrong. Wouldn’t that be awkward?

He knocked.

Nothing happened. He wondered if that was good or bad. It still left him with a locked door. His thoughts of Googling for "how to pick a lock" were derailed by the sound of the deadbolt turning.

Shit. Think of a name. Shit shit don’t ask for Masood, they might want you to hand over the flowers! Think of a name!

A tall, thin man with a pale complexion opened the door, wearing slacks and a crimson silk button-down shirt. He looked Alex up and down with more appraisal than friendliness. "Yes?"

"Hi," said Alex. "Is this the, um, Alexander residence?"

Irritation flashed in his eyes as he said, "No, you have the wrong—" and then his dismissive annoyance turned to something else. Something serious. Something he wanted to hide, and might have, but for the way he turned a shade paler. He looked Alex up and down again. "You have the wrong address."

"Hey, I’m really sorry to bother you." Alex kept talking if only to keep the guy from closing the door. That note of hesitation was too odd to ignore. "Do you know who it might be? My stupid delivery app doesn’t show the unit number on the order. Calling the office turns into a whole thing. I’ve really gotta get these where they’re going. Seriously, this is a shitload of flowers and if they don’t accomplish something for somebody tonight, I’m gonna lose all my faith in standard expensive romantic gestures."

His babbling monologue bought a look past the guy’s shoulder. The penthouse lay dim and quiet—very dim, in fact. The stranger hadn’t turned on any lights on his way to the door. Other than the light from the hallway, Alex saw only ambient light from the far windows. About the only thing that caught his eye was the bit of his own reflection in the mirrored closet door along one side of the entryway.

His own reflection. Not the other guy—the other pale guy. Aw hell, thought Alex.

He didn’t hide his realizations any better than the stranger. Worse, he understood what the stranger had figured out—and the pale man acted faster. "Slow down."

The stranger hadn’t raised his voice—he’d lowered it, in fact—but the power in his words caught Alex in a vise-like grip. He felt his breath run short. His peripheral vision darkened. He did indeed slow down, from his thoughts to his heartbeat.

"What is your name?" His stare never broke. "Answer my questions."

"A-Alex. Alex Carlisle," he managed through a dry throat.

"Are you here alone?"

Alex forced out his breath. He took in another. The world still ran dark around the edges. He pushed back with all his will. He knew what this guy was, and that his kind could push into mortal minds. A lie could save him. The truth would not. Only a little resistance would help, one tiny victory building to the next. He had to resist. Had to. Had to.

"Yes," answered Alex.

Thin lips curled back, revealing canines longer than they should be. That quiet, forceful voice pushed another command into Alex’s mind: "Then come inside, slowly. Remain docile."

No, thought Alex. No. No. No.

The stranger stepped out of the way.

Slowly, Alex walked inside. The stranger closed and locked the door behind him.





Chapter Seven:
Subtlety and Stealth

"Walk slowly to the island counter. Do not turn around. Do not speak. Obey me."

Trembling, Alex shuffled forward. Without the lights on inside, the darkness in his peripheral vision frightened him even more. His eyes sought out windows, mirrors, anything that might help him track the pale stranger behind him, but of course vampires cast no reflection.

That quiet, powerful voice couldn’t be within arm’s length. Maybe twice that. If his voice was that far, so were his fangs.

He would be strong. Fast. He would shrug off pain that would kill an ordinary mortal, since he no longer needed most of his organs. He needed blood, and Alex had plenty of that.

The penthouse held to a mostly open floor plan. Past the little hallway from the front door, his surroundings opened into a kitchen with an island counter as he’d been instructed. A merged dining and living room stretched beyond that. The broad space ended with long windows and a sliding glass door to a balcony. An office tower blocked one angle of the view, rising almost high enough to match the condominium. Alex could make out a little of the rooftop. All of the windows in the upper levels were dark.

Repeating geometric designs lined the corners to the walls, the ceiling, and the trim of the island counter. Lush carpets covered the hardwood flooring of the living room beyond the kitchen. Every space was clean and neat. Potted plants in the corners made Alex think of palm tree fronds. He felt hot here. His own upper-floor home was kept warm, but this felt like a bit much.

Mail on the island counter bore forwarding stamps along with the name Ellison Thatcher Addington. That fit. The guy looked like he introduced himself with that kind of name.

Alex stopped at the island counter. He still held the bouquet in his hands. Its unnatural weight gave him a focus for his waning physical energy. Ellison’s voice threatened to steal his strength, but he could hold the bouquet. Alex flexed his muscles, softly clenching the bundle with his left hand. He balled the other hand into a fist and released it, keeping it where the other man couldn’t see, or so he hoped. The presence behind him contained all manner of terrors.

The sound of Ellison’s shoe on the tile seemed as quiet as the drop of a pin. Alex thought he heard the rustle of fabric, too. Something soft, barely within hearing.

A new light appeared in the window, reflected off something within the penthouse. It came off the ceiling, Alex realized. The light was soft, white, unsteady. Moving. Tilting.

"Stay still," instructed Ellison. He was a little closer now. "How did you find me?"

"I didn’t..." Alex swallowed. His muscles flexed and released again, feeling thin and weak. "I didn’t know you would be here. I’m looking for someone else."

"Indeed?" Ellison held his position. The light dropped, turning and twisting the shadows. Now Alex saw the light source reflected in the window. It hung below his waist, probably near arm’s reach if he turned around. "Why the flowers?"

Alex touched the rose petals with a trembling right hand. He’d bought plenty of roses before. These were good. Extravagant, too. His fingers fumbled for the center of the bouquet. He swallowed hard. "They’re for fucknuts."

"For what?"

He snapped the hidden gladius from the sheath, spun, and plunged it into the vampire’s neck, all in a single move. Alex felt the scrape of bone against the blade, but that only deflected the tip up and the rest of the way in. Ellison looked back in shock with Alex in a wide, sidelong stance before him, his right arm extended all the way out for the strike. A cellphone fell from Ellison’s hand. That explained the light.

Vampires could move with unnatural speed. It didn’t help them think faster than anyone else. No vampire could move with their spine blocked by metal, either. Ellison’s lips twitched. His eyes froze in terror. He didn’t move another muscle.

"So, my girlfriend pulls the supernatural mindjob mojo on me all the time," Alex seethed. "Turns out you build up a tolerance to that stuff after a while. It’s part of why she does it. Also it’s a consensual kink between the two of us. This? This isn’t okay. This is gross."

Ellison only stared back with the same wordless alarm. He couldn’t speak without air in his lungs. "Blink once if you understand me," said Alex.

He did.

"Okay. Once for yes, twice for no. Are you alone here?"

The vampire blinked once.

"Do you know who I am?"

Another blink.

"Where’s Masood?"

The answer came not in a blink, but a furrowed brow and a pleading look.

Alex rolled his eyes. "Right. Not a yes or no question. That one’s on me." He frowned. "Masood does live here, correct?"

The vampire couldn’t get a whimper out with a blade in his throat, but his expression got the message across. Though hesitating, Ellison blinked once. He even managed a tiny, pathetic nod.

"You work for him?"

Another blink.

"Where’d he put his stupid golden ticket?"

Ellison’s frightened eyes widened with desperate confusion—and nervously glanced past Alex to the living room before snapping back to look at him.

"Uh-huh." Alex took in more of the dark room, never turning his face away from Ellison. Caught with a blade in his neck or not, Alex didn’t want the guy out of his sight. Quick glances brought in a little more information. A hallway likely led to the bedrooms. The cellphone lay on the floor by Ellison’s foot, dark now but triggering new alarms for Alex. He pointed to it with his free hand. "Did you call or text any—?"

Orange light delivered a sudden flash of pain to his side. The impact struck mostly against his open leather jacket. Alex fell against the island counter and then to the floor. Ellison dropped, too, but Alex couldn’t track him amid pain and flashing lights and darkness.

He gathered his wits fast. Though his chest burned and his side hurt, Alex saw and felt no active flames. Not on himself, anyway. New flames trailed from the hands of the man in the bedroom hallway—flames without smoke.

"Of course he reached out," said the new arrival. "Only a foolish guard faces trouble alone. The wise raise the alarm before confronting the intruder."

He was exactly as Zafirah described: a dark goatee, a striking face, and a nice suit. Behind him lurked another figure in bright slacks and a matching blazer. Alex couldn’t make out more than the glint of her blonde hair, but he could make a guess.

"Ellison? Are you alright?" asked Masood.

The vampire let out a choked gurgle. Any noise at all warned of a rapid recovery.

"Good. My apologies for the flame. I reacted quickly. Given our intruder’s state, I’ll assume he is not a rival from among your own kind."

"A Practitioner, then?" asked the woman behind Masood. Her accent marked her as the visitor Zafirah mentioned. Helen something. Alex forgot her last name amid the fireball and the fall to the floor.

"We’ll find out," said Masood.

He stopped short of Alex, wary of the blade—and not wary enough to escape a booted heel against his knee. The bigger man stumbled. Alex scrambled forward, going right from Masood’s spot, but pivoted back as soon as he had both feet underneath him again. There wasn’t much room to work, anyway. He swung at Masood with his gladius.

Helen threw up both hands in a gesture ending with another flash of light in front of Alex. Though soft and white rather than a burst of flames, the magical light created resistance against his swing. The spell turned his slash from Masood’s face to his shoulder. The efreet gasped in pain as Alex tore through fabric and flesh.

Still doubled over, Masood retaliated with another ball conjured from an empty hand. Alex twisted away the instant he saw orange light. The orb flew by into the back of the living room couch, leaving soot and embers. Thankfully, nothing caught fire.

One opponent with magic was dangerous enough. Two were more than he wanted to handle. Alex had to keep them both off-balance. He delivered a brutal kick to Masood’s jaw before the other man could rise and pivoted to face Helen. Her hands were already up to work another spell. A hard left backfist crashed through her gestures and sent her staggering away.

He returned his attention to Masood with a thrust of his gladius. Instead of stabbing into the efreet’s chest, the blade caught only a thick cloud of orange flame where Masood had been. His gladius came away with Masood’s dark blazer as if it had fallen off a ghost.

In another blink of the eyes, Masood became whole and human again, though now without a coat. Blood flowed from his nose after the boot Alex delivered to his face, but that was all Alex noted before Masood’s powerful fist slammed into his chest. Stumbling from the kitchen, Alex bumped into the back of the couch. Then he felt himself lifted from his feet amid another rush of air and soft white light. Helen raised up both hands as if guiding him. She shifted to a shoving motion that sent him flying.

He didn’t go far. The spell only carried him over the couch and into the glass coffee table. Despite taking most of the crash on his back, nearly every part of him found more than enough pain along the way.

"Masood?" Helen asked.

"I’ll be alright." The efreet rose to his full height. Blood ran from his jaw. "It’s nothing that won’t heal."

Aching from head to toe, Alex rallied his strength. He couldn’t quit now. Broken glass rained off of him as he struggled to sit up in the metallic frame of the table. Every muscle let him know their objections. More than a couple of his bones joined in. Undignified noises escaped his throat as he pushed up, but he moved. He had to move.

He didn’t get far. Sharp pings and wrenching noises rang out as the frame bent and broke at the corners. Metal bars curled over his wrists. The entire table frame twisted itself upright and hoisted him up in the air with his arms out to either side.

Alex felt his heart race. He remembered being tied down to a table, and where that led. He’d been handcuffed once before, too, only for that to get far worse. The cops at the university were just that—ordinary cops, not part of a conspiracy, and yet that had been a rocky reminder of his earlier trauma. He struggled, clinging on tightly to the sword in his hand, but he couldn’t move.

Breathe, he thought. Hold it together. Breathe. You’re gonna get through this.

"He shouldn’t be this hard to affect with magic." Helen performed more odd hand gestures, bending the metal to her will. "He is resistant somehow, or carries protection."

"Gotta be prepared when you go out, right?" Alex gasped. He strained against the metal. Even if he got nowhere, the struggle might hide his growing alarm. "Never know who you’re gonna meet."

"Ca-Carlisle," came a choked voice from the kitchen. Ellison struggled to sit up. "It’s Alex Carlisle."

"Is he, now?" Masood seethed.

"Oh great, I’m famous?" Alex wondered.

"Who?" asked Helen.

"Or not," muttered Alex.

"This gets to the story of why I’ve sheltered Ellison for the last few months," said Masood. Wiping the blood from his mouth, Masood moved in around the overturned couch. "The local vampires and the largest Circle in the area strayed into matters of demon lords. They paid with their lives. Ellison was one of very few to escape. Even he doesn’t know the entire tale. But at the center of it was a young mortal named Alex."

Helen glanced back to Ellison slowly picking himself up off the kitchen floor. "I hadn’t heard any of this. Why didn’t you tell the family?"

"After such an incident, I have been careful with what I share, and with whom."

"Smart," grunted Alex. Hanging an inch off the ground in this posture hurt worse than whatever he’d have endured rolling on the floor or staggering around on his own two feet. The only benefit was the spike of energy he got from his fear of restraint—not that it did him any good when he couldn’t break free. "I appreciate that."

"Yes. And now you’re here. Who are you, Alex Carlisle?" asked Masood.

"Just some guy," said Alex.

"You didn’t look into it?" Helen frowned, coming around the couch to stand beside Masood. "You say it’s been months."

"Again, I felt it prudent to be careful. Even taking Ellison in was a grave risk. Ellison, how are you feeling now?" Masood asked without turning away from Alex.

"Recovering." Ellison leaned on the island counter with one hand and clutched at his throat with the other. "He’s resistant to mental influence. Said something about building up a tolerance. I thought I had him under control, but he broke free. That’s when you found me."

"More defenses?" asked Masood. "What else do you have?"

"That sword," Helen spoke up with sudden urgency. "Where did you get that sword?"

Alex looked from one to the other. No one tried to take the blade from him since he couldn’t swing it like this. Playing for time seemed worthwhile. "I got it off a vampire named Cornholio." Masood struck him hard across the jaw. Alex groaned. "Asshole, I’m not even lying."

"Cornholio?" Masood scowled. "Some of us keep up with popular culture. That joke is older than you are."

"It’s what I called him, anyway," said Alex. "Dude had a ridiculous Roman name. Didn’t even make any sense."

"Wait—Cornelius?" asked Helen. "Of Los Angeles?"

"That was part of it, yeah."

"I had heard something happened to Cornelius, but only rumors," said Ellison. "I am not exactly connected lately."

"Oh, that dude is dead as fuck," said Alex. "Not trying to beat around the bush here."

"By your hand, I assume?" Masood looked over exactly that with grim interest. "You bear even deeper stains than one vampire."

"What the hell’s the big deal with my hands?" Alex chattered on. "I know they’re a little spotty. I wash ‘em all the time. I use lotion. Seriously, I take care of—"

"Shut up," Helen snapped. She stared at the gladius, though didn’t get close. "What about the enchantment on the blade? Who worked this magic? Do you know? Answer me!"

Alex blinked. He figured that enchantment had worn off by now, but the blade did hide easily enough within the bouquet.

"Cornelius would have had occultists," said Ellison.

"Not like this," said Helen. "I know this magic. Who is it? A woman? She’s usually a woman. Answer me, or I will pry the memories from your mind if I must. Painfully."

"He’s resistant to mental dominance," Ellison reminded her.

"Resistant does not mean immune," she replied. "It won’t take long to find whatever charm or defense he carries against magic, either. It’s on him somewhere."

"We may not need to take even that long." Masood raised his hand, extended two fingers—and ignited them. "He’s clearly not immune to fear... or pain."

Alex struggled harder with this new spike of desperation. The more he strained, the darker Helen’s expression turned. He thought he felt the metal give, if only a tiny bit. The spell required effort and concentration on her part, but the contest was hardly equal. She stood largely at ease, while he gave everything he had.

Masood stepped closer, pointing his burning fingers at his prisoner’s gut. The fabric of Alex’s shirt would catch fire if he came any closer. It kept coming.

"We should start with the most pressing question," said Masood. "Why are you—?"

With the soft sound of breaking glass, Masood’s head jerked violently to the side. Blood and bits of bone burst from his temple as the tinkle of shards hit the floor across the living room. Suddenly slack-jawed and with his eyes rolling, the efreet staggered on his feet. His companions gasped in shock.

Seizing the distraction, Alex wrenched his bound feet up to kick Masood hard in the gut and knock him away. A second break in the balcony door glass followed, along with another soft flash of white light at Helen’s chest. Hurt or not, she turned away on instinct. The metal bindings around Alex went slack, falling to the floor along with him.

Helen took cover behind the couch. "Someone is shooting," she warned.

Though he ducked low on instinct, Ellison scoffed. "It’s only bullets," said the vampire. "We have greater dangers here." He lunged over the couch to deal with the nearer enemy.

The announcement was all Alex needed. Despite his unnatural strength and speed, Ellison was no heavier than a mortal man his size. In truth, he was even lighter. Alex ducked into the tackle and rolled Ellison over his shoulder. The vampire yelped as Alex launched him through the weakened glass of the balcony door.

Helen rose up behind the couch with a wand in hand. Alex didn’t want to know what magic she intended. He blocked the wand with his left wrist and stabbed forward with the gladius. Whatever protective ward she maintained against bullets didn’t ward off blades. She wasn’t the first Practitioner to make such a mistake.

Helen screamed at the blade deep in her chest. Alex was so close he didn’t even have his sword-arm fully extended. Only the couch broke the space between them. They hung there in an ugly test of leverage, anatomy, and weight.

The sorceress grabbed at his arm with a dying hand. Blood already trickled from her mouth. "I’ll find you," she rasped. "Next time. I’ll find..."

Blunt force crashed into Alex from behind, sending the couch and its occupant toppling over on top of the dying sorceress. Ellison got his arm around Alex, wrenching him away from Helen. The wild tumble cost Alex his sword; he only saved it from snapping in two by letting go and rolling into his assailant.

It was a split-second reaction that turned into something even worse. However much his fear and rage fueled his adrenaline, he wasn’t stronger than a vampire. Now he was unarmed. Alex scrambled and fought to escape the arm around his side and the hand latched onto his shoulder. Ellison pulled close with a hiss. Fangs snapped at the promise of blood beneath the collar of that leather jacket. The sword lay inches out of reach.

Punching over his own shoulder didn’t do the job. Alex opened his fist and jabbed his fingers in Ellison’s eye. Whether by harm or by inducing simple reflex, the trick worked. Ellison let go with one arm to swat the offending hand away. Alex won all the slack he needed to catch the pommel of his blade. He tore the gladius free from Helen’s body with a furious growl.

Alex stabbed over his own head and shoulders as if shoving the blade back into a sheath. For all the resilience of the undead, vampires still suffered when stabbed.

Ellison let go with a cry of frustration and pain. He knew what was coming. One hand came up to stop the blade slashing for his throat. Alex hacked it away and swung again. This time, once his blade bit into the vampire’s neck, he tugged it free and swung again until the job was done. Ellison’s head rolled back with the last cut a heartbeat before he crumbled to ash.

Without an enemy in front of him, Alex sank to his hands and knees gasping for breath. He hurt from head to toe. Sharp pain warned of cuts from all the broken glass here and there along his legs. Probably his butt, too. That was a lovely thought. At least it was over.

Then he heard a soft, low thump, like the ignition of a cloud of gas. Orange light flickered against the ceiling and the walls.

Masood rose from the floor—or at least, he was still Masood from the waist up. Everything below his hips was now engulfed in a cloud of flame. Despite the light and the heat, nothing caught fire. Nothing gave off smoke. Stepping back from the foreboding sight, Alex noticed one more small detail: even like this, Masood seemed unsteady. His eyes fought for focus. He practically wobbled.

Blood still covered half Masood’s face from the bullet that struck his head.

"Filth!" bellowed the efreet. "You invade my home. You murder my guest. You—"

"Motherfucker, I knocked," said Alex. "It was your stupid housemate who decided to pull the mind control bullshit. I mean, I was gonna break in, but...ah, whatever. Stalling for time probably helps you more than me."

Wary of the efreet’s potential defenses, Alex moved in with a rapid feint rather than a lunge. The flames consuming Masood’s lower body sure looked real even if the floor didn’t catch fire. His approach proved wise. Masood fended him off with the wave of one arm trailing more fire in its wake. Alex gave ground as Masood advanced with more swipes from his burning arms.

Only one blow caught Alex across the shoulder. Once again, his leather protected him from the worst of it, but the heat and force were entirely real. Alex hopped back in time to avoid a fiery swipe that knocked the overturned sofa away. Though he’d nearly run out of room, Alex saw his foe’s patterns. He met the next incoming fist with his sword—and ducked rather than gambling on the weapon alone. Validating his prudence, the fist passed straight through his blade. Alex drew no blood but felt the heat of contact through the grip of his sword.

"Ow!" He jerked his weapon back, retreating another step. "Christ, so you can dish it out but can’t take it, huh?"

"Fairness has never been more than a myth," said Masood.

The air whistled past Masood’s head, sharp and sudden and ending with the crack of a bullet piercing one of the kitchen cabinets. This time they heard the bang from across the street, too. Masood flinched.

Alex lunged.

The gladius sank into Masood’s chest, glancing off the sternum and diving deep. Experience and past lives told Alex to go in hard and drag his opponent down. The flames were more than enough to prevent that tactic. Already he felt all too much heat. Alex slammed his left hand into the pommel of his sword. Though impressive and dangerous, the cloudy lower half of Masood’s body offered little traction. Masood practically slid back as Alex pushed him all the way across the living room.

Their slide ended when Masood crashed into the wall. Alex savagely withdrew the blade and stabbed again and again. Though Masood battered at Alex with his burning arms, every blow was weaker than the last while Alex hacked and slashed. Even the flames below Masood’s waist diminished, hurting Alex less and less. Masood’s upper body was tough, but made of flesh.

The flames diminished. Masood collapsed against the wall, leaving behind soot and cracked plaster. Finally, the efreet crumbled in a rush of sparks and embers.

Not for the first time, Alex fell to his knees amid the ashes of an enemy. Nothing else moved. Even the smoke alarms hadn’t gone off.

"What the hell took so long?" he rasped.

"This place ain’t got no fancy doorman we can bullshit past with a delivery scam," came a drawl from inside his jacket. Alex pulled out his cell phone to find the screen cracked, but at least the apps still worked. "We hadda wait for you to pick the damn penthouse an’ then find a vantage point. This sniper shit’s hard, y’all. Jason’s cranky about the cold."

"Because it’s cold as fuck up here," argued another voice on the speaker. "Filthy, too. Are you good now? Can we bail or what?"

Alex raised a weary thumbs up toward the shattered balcony window. He didn’t say anything else. He needed a minute after all this.


* * *


"Hey. Jason."

"What?" He didn’t look up, stuffing the binoculars into his backpack and zipping it shut. Even with that finished, he turned in a full circle to look around the rooftop for anything he or Wade might have left behind. Only then did he realize Wade hadn’t yet responded. "What?"

Wade already had the hunting rifle strapped down in the foam pocket of his guitar case. He grinned at Jason from under his black Caterpillar ballcap. "Good job."

It was cold enough to see the breath escape Jason’s mouth. "Oh. Right. Thanks."

"Seriously. You did good. Would’a been clownshoes up here if I’d been all alone. You’re the one who got us up here in the first place, too." Wade placed the false foam lining over the rifle and laid the cheap guitar over it. It was imperfect, but better than nothing. "Sniping works best if you got a spotter."

"It’s cool." Jason shook his head. "I didn’t think I’d be doing anything, but I get it now. We’re good. And we need to go."

"That all you got on your mind?"

Jason frowned. "Alex stabbed the hell out of some lady. The vampire and that fire guy I get, but her...and we helped, really."

"You killed a lady once."

"That was a vampire. It’s different. Isn’t it?"

"That’s a matter of dehumanizin’ your enemy. Literally, I guess. I mean Lorelei says you gotta be a legit monster to be a vampire in the first place, an’ her explanation made sense. So if this lady knew who she was hangin’ with, an’ she was good with it? What’s that say about her? Besides, it was her or Alex."

"I know. I’m not saying it was..." Jason shrugged. "Mostly, I’m more worried about what shit like that is gonna do to him."

"I think he’s got a good support structure for workin’ through shit. ‘sides, he’s stabbed more people than either of us have killed. Pretty sure he did all the mental adjustment shit to deal with that in more’n a few of his lives. That’s the part I don’t like thinkin’ about. You good?"

"Yeah, I’m good, I’m waiting on you."

"We gotta look chill gettin’ out of here," Wade reminded him.

"I am chill. I’m fucking cold."

"Well, wear more’n a hoodie next time we come out on a night like this." He hoisted the case and started for the utility door.

"I thought I’d be inside someplace. That was the plan, y’know?"

"Yeah, but we needed the ‘inside’ part to look like a date. Besides, you’re the one who’s played all the Call of Duty stuff with me."

The explanation almost stopped Jason on the stairs. "What, are you saying I wouldn’t look believable on that date? And since when do video games count for anything?"

"Look, I got all of one year in the airborne. It ain’t like they sent my ass off to sniper school. I’m out here wingin’ this shit just like the rest of y’all."





Chapter Eight:
Connections

"This is how the wheels fall off the wagon." Lorelei stood on the street with her hands in the pockets of her chic black overcoat, looking to the condominium towers above. "We separate for only a short time, Alex encounters some supernatural buffoon, and we spend the next week immersed in a crisis."

"Is this your way of breaking the pattern?" Zafirah stood beside her, though her eyes were not cast skyward. "Hovering as closely as possible?"

"You would rather we wait out this dangerous errand of yours in the coffee shop?"

"It was my plan. They serve lovely tea."

"You know that phrase has a different meaning these days, right?" asked Rachel.

"Hm?"

"It’s slang for sharing all your juicy secrets. Droppin’ truth bombs."

"Indeed," said Zafirah.

"The phrase may carry more nuance than that," murmured Lorelei. "But she is not wrong."

"Fuckin’ A, I’m not," Rachel agreed.

"I will gladly explain myself once Alex has finished his errand."

"Then our asses are out here in the cold until you’re ready to fuckin’ spill it," said Rachel. Lorelei did not look back, but the corner of her mouth spread in a grin. "Just a couple pissed off supernatural bitches in the drizzle. Pissed off and getting pissed on."

"I have always been so fond of your way of expressing yourself, Rachel," said Zafirah. "You are uniquely charming."

"Gonna put my unique foot up your ass if all this goes to shit," the angel muttered.

"You have never brought me to harm and I have never betrayed you." Zafirah smiled at her fondly. "I would not do so now. You know how I value our friendship."

"How long have you been friends?" asked Lorelei.

"Rachel has not told you?"

"She said you met long ago, when she served in the library of Heaven and you came to steal. We didn’t delve into details."

"No?" Zafirah turned her amusement back to Rachel. "Not at all?"

"Turns out I don’t spend all my time talking about you, Z," Rachel grumbled.

"You bear Rachel’s irritation without insult, which says much," said Lorelei. "She doesn’t share all of Heaven’s secrets with me, but you knew at least enough to get there and steal. You were caught, yet you walked free, suggesting mitigating circumstances for your crime or your motives. And she does call you a friend."

"I am touched," said Zafirah. "It was long enough ago that I would have trouble marking any specific year. Mortals farmed and gathered in villages, at least. It surely wasn’t before the pyramids."

"Fuck’s sake, if you’re gonna whip out the ‘I’m So Ancient’ dick, whip it out. Don’t unfurl it bit by bit to maintain the suspense." Rachel sighed. "It was like twenty-four hundred years. Maybe twenty-six. I dunno. I’d have to look shit up."

"And in all that time, have I ever done anything to harm you? Have I ever asked too much of you or shown my actions to be without reason?"

Rachel’s eyes slid from the rooftops to look sideways at Zafirah, then rolled skyward again. "It’s not my ass on the line here, Z. It’s his. We love that ass, and it’s a mortal ass, y’know? You gotta be careful with those."

"And so here we are, waiting on him out in the rain."

"Have you ever loved a mortal, Zafirah?" Lorelei finally looked away from the towers to the jinn. "Have you lived any of your centuries with no one to love? Let alone millennia? You do not live under the restrictions of Heaven, nor do mortals recoil from you as a spawn of the Pit. We have held Alex when he has awakened screaming in the night because of the hell he has been through on our behalf, not to mention all the rest. Yes. We wait in the rain for him."

Zafirah’s smile disappeared, but her voice did not run cold. "And do you believe in him?"

Lorelei turned her eyes toward the sky once more.

They all heard the bang from above, faint but distinct enough for anyone paying attention. Only then did Zafirah look up along with her companions.

"Rachel?" asked Lorelei.

"Oh yeah. There was a ward up there. Now it’s pierced," said the angel. "Still can’t see through it, though."

"Did Alex carry a gun tonight?" asked Zafirah.

"No, he did not," said Lorelei. "He didn’t know what you wanted of him and suspected a gun might prove more trouble than it would be worth."

A second shot rang out, this one accompanied by a tiny flash of light between towers. "That did not come from Masood’s residence," said Zafirah.

"Nah, it’s cool. We know these guys." Rachel pointed casually to the top of the tower. "One has a guardian standing right there on the ledge giving me the thumbs-up."

"You brought other guardians into this?" Zafirah frowned.

"I didn’t say shit to nobody. Turns out I’m not in charge around here anymore, either. I can’t tell anybody’s guardian what to do. How and when they show up for their charges is their call. But it’s not like he doesn’t see me down here, y’know? He’s not gonna not say hi." Rachel cast a glance up and down the street. "Not like some of the others out here with the drivers and pedestrians and whatnot. Lots of those bitches are blowing me off. Yeah, I see you, Colin! Acting like you don’t know me. Whatever."

They all heard the crack of a third shot. "If Alex already arranged other support, then all this concern for him was what, exactly?" asked Zafirah. "Performative?"

"Genuine." Lorelei still watched the rooftops. "You asked Alex to venture into danger. You said he had to go without us. We wanted to be nearby in case it went badly. If we decide we no longer care for your restrictions, we have wings."

"The presence of your ‘friend’ up on the other rooftop would seem to suggest you decided that some time ago," said Zafirah.

"We took no part other than driving here with Alex and speaking with you in the shop," said Lorelei. "The rest was Alex. You were fortunately rather specific in your wording. You said he could not bring any supernatural aid. He has other friends."

"Hey, Lorelei?" came a voice behind them. Drew and Taylor joined the trio, the latter holding her cell phone. "Jason says it’s over. Uh...actually he says, ‘Three down, Alex is looking pretty Genji.’ I don’t know what that means?"

"Ugh, it means he needs healing." Rachel looked to Zafirah. "Can we go now?"

Zafirah frowned at the newcomers, but not without amusement. "You were in the coffee shop. And you watched us on the street."

"Yeah. ‘sup," said Drew. He looked to Lorelei. "Everything okay?"

"I believe so. Zafirah, this is Drew and Taylor," she explained. "Your errand appears complete. Alex is hurt. We will linger here no further."

"Of course. We should not dally." Zafirah held her hands out to either side, looking up to the tower again. Swirls of hot air rushed around her, intensifying in the space of heartbeats to include sparks until she vanished within the display—and a similar whirlwind appeared on the edge of the condominium rooftop.

"Showoff," Rachel muttered. Her broad white wings appeared from her shoulders in the blink of an eye, stretching out wide. A single beat launched her into the air, with only one more taking her over the corner of the rooftop and out of sight.

"They just—wow," said Taylor.

Drew looked up and down the street. Nothing else was out of the ordinary. "They pull that stuff right out here in the open?"

"You only saw Rachel because she allowed it," explained Lorelei. "You saw Zafirah because you knew to look for her while watching us. No one else noticed a thing. Speaking of awareness, did you see anything odd or out of place in the coffee shop? Or after? Do you believe Zafirah was alone?"

"Seemed like it, best we could tell," said Drew.

"Jason didn’t say how badly Alex was hurt," said Taylor.

"Rachel is with him now. I’m sure he’ll be fine. I should join them. Thank you both. Even if you had little to do, that was no sure thing."

"Couldn’t think of a way to sneak all of us into the building." Taylor shrugged. "Delivery bullshit only goes so far."

"You want us to come up with you?" asked Drew.

"Let’s not press our luck. After whatever mess happened upstairs, the fewer of us there are in the area, the better. It would be best if you meet up with Wade and Jason and move on. We’ll be in touch."

Her friends nodded and turned down the sidewalk. Lorelei stepped under the awning of a storefront, taking advantage of the slight obstruction to make her own enchantments of concealment easier. No one saw her skin turn to crimson or the horns that appeared on her head. More importantly, no one saw the demon wings that stretched through her coat, almost as large as Rachel’s but bearing no feathers. Though her flight was more limited than an angel’s, the distance to the top of the tower was no challenge.


* * *


The rage he’d learned in Skorri’s life kept his energy up in a fight. It helped him endure and even ignore pain. Skorri—and now Alex—could keep going, keep pushing, keep fighting as long as he had enemies left to fight.

Details only settled in after they fell. Then he became all too aware of his pain and fatigue.

Alex stayed on his knees amid the wreckage of Masood’s living room with one hand on his sword and the other on his ribs. He tried to slow and soften his breath. It cut down on his wheezing and hurt a lot less. Gloved or not, his hands hurt like hell, too. His forearm hurt. And his face. And his foot. He thought he might have pulled a muscle in his groin. His legs still stung from the cuts and stabs of going through the coffee table. He was now fairly certain some of the glass from that coffee table wound up in his butt.

The bleeding, at least, seemed relatively light. He didn’t find a mess under his jacket or on the floor. Jason and Wade were there on the phone. Rachel would be here soon.

Inactivity and pain could both slow the passage of time. Alex knew he’d only been waiting for a minute, maybe half that. Every injury on his body complained as if it had gone unattended for a week.

Whistling wind turned his attention to the shattered balcony door. Sparks and embers spiraled in a rapid rush, coalescing into a humanoid form. Alex tightened his grip on his blade, dreading another round with Masood. A friendlier face emerged from the little fiery whirlwind, leaving the embers to drift away on the wet breeze outside.

"Oh my." Zafirah spotted him on the floor. "Alex, how badly are you hurt?" She crossed the living room with quick strides. Beyond her, he saw the glow of a halo shining against white wings. Zafirah crouched beside him, blocking the view. "This was not what I had in mind."

"Nah, it’s cool," Alex slurred, his voice cracking and unsteady. "Face-down on the floor is how I chill. You don’t ever smash up the living room and crawl into a fetal position? It’s a whole therapeutic thing."

"Hey Z, I’ve got this," said Rachel. "Need a little room." Once Zafirah moved aside, Rachel knelt beside him with one hand in his hair and another at his back. Her touch chased away the worst of his pains. "Can’t leave you alone for a minute, can I?"

"Wouldn’t complain if you never did again," Alex sighed with relief.

"We’d never get anything done. Too much banging."

"That’s a bad thing how?"

"I dunno. You’re the one filling your life with school and family and all that other bullshit. Mortals could spend their lives fucking and cuddling, but you all had to go invent this stupid ‘society’ nonsense and that whole ‘economy’ shitshow."

He dropped his sword to point at the living room. "We came up with nice carpets, though."

"You’re normally so ambivalent about home décor," said Lorelei. Her wings folded in as she entered. She wore the same clothes as before, yet kept to her demonic visage.

"I’m not ambivalent, I just know you’ve got better taste," said Alex. "I dunno how I’m supposed to care about a catalog when you’re right next to me being you."

"Yeah, you’re gonna be fine," said Rachel. "Feel better already, huh?"

Alex straightened up, first onto his knees and then standing with Rachel’s help. "Pretty sure I’ve got glass in the side of my butt."

"Sweet." Rachel groped him without shame.

"This got noisy," he warned. "There are neighbors. Do we need to get out of here?"

"The jinn value privacy and use magic to guard it," said Zafirah. "I can take care of the mess and any incriminating evidence easily enough. I doubt the neighbors heard much, aside from your friend with the gun across the street."

"It’s downtown Bellevue. I kinda doubt anyone’s gonna think ‘gun’ the first time they hear a couple loud bangs around here. And I can’t say I’m sorry, either," said Alex.

"Then we have no need to flee." Zafirah picked through the wreckage, looking mostly at the soot near Alex on the floor. "You destroyed Masood."

"Did I? We fought a lot. I stabbed him a bunch and he fell into a cloud of sparks and blew away. But Wade shot him through the head and he recovered from that, more or less."

"A bullet is not the same as a hand stained by immortal blood," said Zafirah. "And so stained yet again. Masood is dead, then. And the sorceress, I see."

"And his stupid vampire roommate," said Alex. Zafirah looked back at him in mild surprise. He gestured to the other streaks of ash along the tile floor. "Some guy named Ellison. You were right about the other two being out, but it turns out Masood wasn’t living alone."

"I suppose it was only a matter of time before they ventured back into the city," said Lorelei.

"Oh, he was here all along. Dude was at the September party. I guess he ran here to hide. He recognized me and tried his gross vampire mind-mojo. Everything went sideways from there."

Feeling better, Alex crossed the shattered living room to the sole undamaged couch by the coffee table. He reached underneath to retrieve the golden paper poking out from the wreckage. Though he recognized Arabic script, he couldn’t read it. "So am I finished with your test?"

"Yes." Zafirah smiled. "Thank you."

Alex held onto the paper when she touched it. He pointed to the only body remaining from among his enemies. "This lady is where all of this gets personal. You wanna tell us what you know about her and her buddies?"

Zafirah’s smile faded as her expression softened. "Of course." Alex let her have the slip of gold. "Did she recognize you?"

"No. She recognized the enchantment on my sword. She was super interested in finding out who put it there. That wasn’t you, was it? Is this another part of your test?"

"Neither," she corrected. "I did not expect you would have to face Robinson here...though I admit this confirms my suspicions on another score."

"What do you mean?" Lorelei’s voice lacked Zafirah’s warmth.

"This is why I come to you, and why it is specifically now," said Zafirah. "Last night—yesterday, I suppose, given the time zones—there was an attempted museum robbery in Egypt. Have you heard of it?"

"Can’t say I have," said Alex. "Was it big news?"

"In Egypt, yes. Thankfully, the intruders did not get everything they were after. A brave security guard foiled them, with a little help from myself. Unfortunately, that was not before they disabled the cameras and murdered three other guards in cold blood."

"Where was this museum?" asked Lorelei. "What were they after?"

"It is in Alexandria. Nothing to be read into that," Zafirah added, winking at Alex. "There are so many Alexandrias. With regard to their targets, the story gets complicated. Tell me: what do you know of the Sea Peoples?"

Rachel blew a lock of hair out of her face. Lorelei shook her head. "I’m afraid I can’t place the term."

"They were raiders in the ancient Mediterranean," Alex spoke up. "Something like 1200 BC. They hit all over North Africa and Palestine for over a century and crushed a lot of smaller civilizations. Only Egypt could stand up to them. Nobody’s really sure who they were or if it was even a single group. Some surviving records refer to the Sea Peoples by the name, but they don’t put it into context. They finally got beaten down after one of their runs at Egypt. I forget which pharaoh that was. After that, they sort of disappeared. It’s not explained whether they moved on or just stopped raiding or got assimilated into Egypt."

The eyes of three immortals fell upon him with quiet surprise. Alex held up his hands. "I’m actually paying attention in my classes."

"Excellent," said Zafirah. She looked to Lorelei. "Does this sound familiar now?"

"It may have been before my time," answered Lorelei. "I can’t be certain. The world was not as connected then as it is now, nor did we keep the same calendars. This was all over long before I first visited Egypt or its neighbors, at least."

"I as well," said Zafirah. "My understanding of this topic began only with the robbery last night. I have not made a modern study of the ancient world, given that I lived in it. Arrogance on my part, perhaps. It is good we have a student of history among us."

Alex wondered if he might blush under Zafirah’s gaze. Beside him, Rachel let out another puff, but this time there was no hair to blow away.

"The museum currently holds an exhibit on the Sea Peoples," Zafirah began. "Naturally, they have only artifacts they can assign to the same time period, as their identity remains mysterious. The robbers targeted a specific stone tablet bearing a series of untranslated inscriptions dating to the era. They got no further than smashing the display case before they fled."

"You said they didn’t get everything they were after," said Alex. "Was there anything they did steal?"

"Not anything, exactly. On that note, let us leave aside the tablet to talk about the robbers themselves. I believe you would find them familiar. Five men, all Americans, all of them skilled and deadly veterans of your country’s military."

"Aw, shit. Those black ops guys from Iraq?"

"The same. I’ve been following them since we met. They remember you, Alex." Her eyes turned to her side. "Curiously enough, they also remember you, Lorelei."

"Their commanding officer was one of my victims not long ago," Lorelei explained. Her tone betrayed no particular emotion. "The man was tied up in all sorts of ugly affairs. I didn’t linger to watch the fallout. After Alex ran into them in Iraq, I looked the matter up but found no news of scandal. Colonel McGinley officially died in his sleep. All of his horrible deeds were swept under the rug."

"Interesting. As a destroyer from the Pit, you tracked your victims no further than the moment of destruction?"

"Not as a habit, no. It was not my role."

"Did you find out what they were doing in Iraq?" asked Alex.

"Yes. You may be relieved to know they are no longer in service to the American army. At least, not directly. Their commander’s death led to their expulsion from the ranks, but their new employer seems able to access many military assets. I have seen them make use of American bases and fly on your Air Force’s planes. The quiet nature of their expulsion has left them able to take full advantage of their employer’s connections."

"Who is their employer? Do you know?" asked Lorelei.

"Yes." Zafirah gestured to the body. "Her family. The story gets more interesting here. In the museum, the thieves were led by a sorcerer calling herself Michiko, though that is not her only name. She and Helen are part of a family of Practitioners spanning nations and continents and century after century…all the way back to the Sea Peoples.

"While they did not acquire everything they were after, they did achieve their primary goal. The team took hold of a particular museum guard, a young man named Abdel. Michiko cast a spell upon him to awaken the memories of his previous lives. All of his lives, all at once…for he has, in truth, always been the same person. Michiko has always been his sibling."

"You mean like—no," Alex cut himself off. "This isn’t like what happened to me, is it?"

"No. The magic used upon you reconnected the memories of your past lives, but you are still Alex Carlisle. Your identity remains the same. Your family, your friends, your 21st Century values and outlook have all held firm. These Practitioners undergo a very different change. They remember their new lives while at heart reverting to the old. The family knows how to locate their own as they are reincarnated into each new life and how to reassert the original identity. Abdel is no more. He keeps the name for the sake of convenience, but in truth Abdel is merely a memory for a far older being."

"Holy gaping motherfuckers, are you shitting me right now?" Rachel breathed. "You’re serious? This is a thing they’ve been doing for how long?"

Zafirah gestured to Alex. "Since roughly the 13th Century BCE, as far as historians can tell."

"How many of them are there?" she burst.

"That much I have not yet learned. More than a handful, for certain. The cycle is not—"

"Wait," Rachel interrupted with both hands up. "Don’t. We need to…damn it. Fuck."

"What?" asked Alex.

"Some of this isn’t for mortals to know, okay?" she explained, and then shot their host a frustrated look. "Or jinn for that matter."

"Too late." Zafirah smiled. "I believe that cat is already out of the bag."

"Yeah, and knocking shit off the fucking countertops," Rachel grumbled.

"It is already known, and Alex is already affected."

"Rachel, she has a point," Lorelei put in, gentler than Zafirah if still cool in tone. "Any risks to Alex came into play months ago."

"It’s not like I haven’t pieced together some of this myself," he added.

"Maybe so, but there’s practical stuff and then there are principles," the angel fumed. She folded her arms across her chest. "Fine. Keep it discreet, okay? Need-to-know shit."

"Of course," said Zafirah. "I don’t believe they can control when or where one of their brood are reincarnated. Souls do not return to the world at set intervals. Their method of detecting a rebirth is unknown to me. The reawakening spell seems simple in its execution, but I believe its preparation is complicated and powerful. It requires a deep connection to the soul’s previous life. Apparently, the best connection comes from the remains of a previous life."

"Oh, this is bad." Rachel rubbed her face. "This is fucked. This is fucking fucked."

"Remains? You mean the body?" wondered Alex. "That whole mess in Iraq was over some old box with a skeleton inside. They said they were there to blow up a cult and the box was secondary. With the way they stonewalled, I felt like it was the other way around."

"I thought of that part of your story, too," said Zafirah. "When Michiko reawakened Abdel in Alexandria, she told him they had located ‘Father.’ Apparently, they have sought him out for some time. I believe that skeleton recovered in Iraq may be the family patriarch."

"Aw, fuck everything," Rachel groaned even louder into her hands.

"How bad is this?" asked Alex.

Her hands fell away from her frustrated scowl. "I can’t really answer that when half of this is shit you shouldn’t know fuck all about in the first place, lover. I’m sorry. And I don’t recognize these fuckers. But it’s pretty fucking bad."

"This family built its original power out of the pillage of the ancient Mediterranean," said Zafirah. "It would seem the passing of ages has not mitigated their ambition. Michiko told Abdel of an upcoming family gathering. She casually mentioned plans for all sorts of catastrophes from plagues to wars."

"Then if they’re running around doing all this shit and messing with this cycle stuff, doesn’t that make them a problem for the angels to handle?" thought Alex.

"You’re fuckin’ well right it is," Rachel agreed.

"Yet they have not," said Lorelei. "And Zafirah has not asked for such intervention."

Zafirah’s eyebrow rose. "You have been rather quiet."

"I have listened. I am still listening."

Alex waited, but Lorelei said no more. His eyes flicked to Zafirah, who regarded Lorelei with a bemused smile. "You said this was a test. You want more though, don’t you?"

"Three days and three nights of your services. Yes, darling, I want more. I want to stop them. I want to investigate this family and put an end to their evils. Together. You and I."

"Why?" He gestured with both hands to Rachel. "She just said it: the angels can handle this. How is this not a job for a divine airstrike?"

"How many monsters roam this world?" asked the jinn. "You have met more than a few. The world holds demons and the undead and creatures of the night you have yet to discover, along with countless walking terrors born of ordinary mortal flesh and blood. You are a student of history, yes? Pick a textbook from any of your classes and open it to a random page. You will find a day the angels witnessed staggering crimes and stood aside."

"That’s not fair," said Rachel.

"It is the truth," said Zafirah. "I speak it in front of you because I know you see it, too. You would take action, Rachel. But I do not expect this to be your decision alone."

Once more, Rachel opened her mouth, only to close it again and look away. "Fuck."

"They killed three innocent men last night out of convenience. Heaven did not intervene on their behalf. I will not wait for intervention now." She favored Alex with a grin. "I somehow doubt you are the sort to ignore this, either."

"What is your plan?" asked Lorelei.

"The family gathering Michiko mentioned is imminent. The event is more than a reunion. They have friends and connections among creatures of the night from across the globe. Grand plans are easier to hatch with allies close at hand for consultation and bargains."

"What, like an evil summit?" Alex frowned.

"No, darling. Like a party. The opulent, excessive, sexy kind, where you can trust no one. It’s even nearby, fortunately enough."

"Nearby? Where?" His brow darkened. "Oh god, it’s Portland, isn’t it?"

"No. They have a veritable castle hidden away behind an expensive neighborhood in West Vancouver. If you want a real sense of their power, consider what it takes to hide such a home in a real estate market like that."

"Van—seriously? The immortal evil wizard cabal lives in Canada?"

"Alex." Zafirah frowned. "Do you think they would live here? Your country is a mess. The whole world sees what goes on here. It’s embarrassing. You should be ashamed of yourselves."

"Fair point." He rolled his eyes. "I like Canada. Go on?"

"I mean to infiltrate and investigate. I would know who these people are and the scope of their reach. I would know the consequences of their fall before I push. And if I come away with some small measure of their wealth or toys, so much the better." Zafirah smiled. "I can think of no better companion than you."

"Are you talking about sneaking around or walking right in like we were invited?" he asked.

"Potentially both. The invitation list is broad enough that we might slip in. With an event such as this, they will not know everyone. We have time to assess our options."

"You wish to bring Alex to this party?" asked Lorelei.

"He is perfect for the role. He can obviously handle himself." Zafirah gestured to the debris all around. "A mortal who is not so ‘mere’ at all, with skills and knowledge reaching back centuries, and bearing such an undeniable appeal?" She looked him up and down with a grin. "Their eyes may fall upon him, but they will never see him coming."

"You ask too much," Lorelei replied.

"Our surroundings suggest otherwise. As does the immortal blood upon his hands."

"We did not go looking for that trouble."

"Nor did I go to my nightclub in Beirut looking for Alex and Rachel or the trouble that followed." Zafirah’s attention returned to him. "Does she speak for you?"

"I don’t take well to anyone trying to drive a wedge between the three of us," said Alex.

"Apologies. Such is not my meaning, or my intent. I take it you deal with it often?"

"A bit," he replied. "And I’m not exactly a solo package when it comes to this stuff."

"The debt between us is yours alone."

"I think you know that’s not how this works," said Lorelei. "You saw that much tonight."

"Yeah, she saw that all along," agreed Rachel. "It was part of her math."

"Perhaps not as much as I saw tonight," the jinn conceded. "I do not complain."

"What about the sword, Zafirah?" Alex pressed.

"Yes. The sword. I don’t come to you out of selfishness, Alex. I come as a friend.

"This comes back to the stone tablet from the museum robbery. The inscriptions are not reliably translated, as I said—at least, not by historians. I translated them using sorcery, for the inscriptions invoke magic. The words expressed a rejection of the past and remorse for deeds done in the scribe’s name. They called for a sundering of the bonds of family and the soul… in this life, and the next. Someone wanted to break free of the family. Someone the family still wants to find.

"Magic sometimes carries marks distinctive of its user. Call it a signature, if you will. The effect is typically subtle. Only those Practitioners who have made a study of the phenomenon will detect it. I recognized the signature on the tablet from an item I had seen only recently. You left it behind in my nightclub."

Alex looked to the blade in his hand. It was well made and reliable, but he never considered it something profoundly unique—except for the work of dear friends.

"I do not come to take advantage of your debt, Alex. I come as a friend. This is personal for you, and for those you love."





Chapter Nine:
Full Disclosure

Onyx looked to the faces around her—the angel, the demon, the jinn she’d only just met, the horny mess of reincarnations she somewhat-regularly slept with, and the fellow witch who was the love of her life—and spoke honestly: "So, this is awkward."

"Might you elaborate on that?" asked Zafirah. "Have you had encounters with this family? What can you tell us about them?"

"I mean this is awkward." Onyx gestured to her visitors from her seat on a Craigslist leather couch. The full bookshelves and low-key pagan artwork made the real statement of her home. Every other piece of furniture came second-hand or from a garage sale. "We had a whole New Year’s party here and it was fine. Now the living room feels crowded with only the six of us."

"Babe." Molly put one hand on hers. She didn’t need to say anything else.

They hadn’t expected company. Onyx was dressed down compared to her usual appearance. It was too early in the morning for more than a dark blouse and long skirt. Black hair hung to her shoulders without any special care. She didn’t even have her trademark Doc Martens on. She wasn’t prepared for visitors and even less prepared for this conversation.

"It was a great party," said Onyx. "Plenty of room at the time. I guess we still had more to unpack."

"Some things always find a way to come out again sooner or later," said Lorelei.

"Yeah, seems like it."

"You have listened intently, but said little," said Zafirah. "If you know this family—"

"We’re sitting here with people I consider family right now," Onyx replied. She shrugged. "Wow. That’s... awkward, too."

"None of us feel awkward hearing it," said Rachel.

"It wouldn’t feel as weird to say it if it wasn’t for all the sleeping together."

"I’m okay with it," said Alex. She let out a single laugh.

Zafirah inhaled as if about to try again, but waited instead.

"My dad is a school teacher in Everett and my mom works for Boeing. We lived in a two-bedroom apartment and I went to a public high school. I only scratched the surface of magic before I met Molly and her mentor, Elizabeth. And I haven’t been living under a secret identity all these years."

"Somehow I doubt Onyx is your given name," said Zafirah.

"Lots of us go by new names," countered Molly. "It isn’t weird. I know her other name." She frowned with a new thought. "Is that why you’re here, Rachel?"

"What do you mean?" asked Rachel.

"Are you here as a lie detector? Maybe you can’t read minds, but you know things the rest of us don’t. You’ve been quiet, too."

"Oh, no. I’m not here to interrogate or fuck with anyone. This shit is a mind-fuck and I wanted to be here for Onyx and for you. And I wanted to be here in case anyone took all this news too far," she added.

"I have been discreet," said Zafirah. "Only the most necessary revelations have been made."

"Uh-huh," grunted Molly.

"I need to talk to Alex privately. Is that okay?" asked Onyx.

"Sure," he answered.

"I do not push this to cause anyone distress," said Zafirah. "These people are dangerous. That is my greatest concern."

"Even if they know who and where Onyx is, she’s surrounded by bad asses right now," said Molly. "She can’t get much safer than this."

"Sucks to say it, actually, but I’ve gotta fuck off and go make the rounds," said Rachel.

"Oh. Well, the rest of us are still pretty tough," Molly corrected.

"You must leave now? Again?" asked Zafirah. "You departed while we were on our way here and only rejoined us minutes ago."

"Part of the job. My schedule is McFucked. I’m on call forever." Rachel stood, prompting the rest to do the same. She stepped close to Onyx, leaning in to include her partner. "Remember the Halloween party and all that shit I’m not supposed to tell you?"

"Yeah?" answered Molly.

"Fate is completely overrated. Your choices are your own." She bumped a fist against Onyx at her shoulder. "I’m out, bitches." With that, she walked straight through the pair and through the front wall of their living room.

Molly turned to go. Onyx caught her wrist. "Not you."

"No?" said Molly.

"Obviously."

"Ah," said Zafirah.

"Would you prefer we step outside?" asked Lorelei. "It’s a small house. Voices carry."

"You wouldn’t mind?" Onyx replied.

"Of course not." The door waited only a few steps away. Zafirah walked with her. Lorelei looked back with a smile. "It was a good party. I look forward to the next."

Lorelei stepped out onto their small porch nestled in a neighborhood of other small houses in the north end of Seattle. Tall evergreen trees broke up the skyline. Smaller trees along the street bloomed with cherry blossoms. Clouds overhead threatened drizzle, if not rain. "I’ve only been to this region a few times," spoke up the woman beside her. "They tell me the winter holds on long into spring."

"We had plane tickets and reservations near a beach in Mexico," said Lorelei.

"When?"

"Tomorrow. Jason will be off to Los Angeles to see his girlfriend, too."

"I looked at the calendar before I called, but I suppose I did not consider that you might have plans," said Zafirah. "My apologies. I have no control over the family’s timetable."

Lorelei looked back to the small house. "Given the danger this family represents, I expect we’re in this for the duration. Especially if it threatens Onyx."

Zafirah smiled. "She seems special."

"As is Molly," said Lorelei. "Though Alex would go equally far if it concerned a platonic friendship. Or even a random innocent. The rest of our friends will also want to help. A life is a life." Her eyes turned to the street. "They mean as much to me, too."

"Oh?"

"If not for those two young women, I would have been enslaved again. Alex would have been killed. We owe them everything, several times over. They are the dearest of friends."

"And more, apparently. It is an unusual arrangement."

"Onyx and Molly had designs on Alex before he ever met Rachel and I. Sometimes I wonder if we got in the way. I wonder that even more now."

"Would you step aside for their happiness?"

Lorelei’s eyes slid sideways with a quiet smile. "Our unusual arrangement has brought us all more comfort and joy. Not less." She turned back to the street almost as if she stood watch. "Nations rise and fall. Eras inevitably end. Lives carry on. You and I are too old to be attached to the status quo of the mortal world. Whatever you’re after, nothing could be worth losing any of them. Or the others."

"Is that a threat?" asked Zafirah.

"Friends don’t threaten. Friends understand. Rachel says you are a friend. I believe her."

"I do not consider any mortal life cheap or expendable. That’s why I am here. I hope to build relationships, not waste them." Zafirah smiled. "I believe before this is over you and I will understand one another perfectly."

Lorelei kept watch over the street, but her eyes drifted to the front door and the window.

"You’re concerned for some danger right now?" asked Zafirah.

"I mentioned our patterns," said Lorelei. "The worst turns always come when Alex and I are apart. We cannot spend every minute together, yet it seems foolish to let him out of my sight with new dangers on the horizon."

"Some separation will be necessary for this."

"Of course. You wish to go to that party, and you will need a date."

Zafirah’s eyebrows rose. She seemed ready to offer some defense, but relented before the first word. "Can you blame me?"

"No." Lorelei’s gaze turned to the other woman, silently sizing her up.

"If another approach seems more effective, we may well take it." Zafirah paused as she caught on to Lorelei’s look. "What is on your mind?"

"Understanding one another," said Lorelei. "Understanding, and unusual arrangements. What do you plan to wear to this party?"


* * *


"I think I have to tell him," said Onyx.

Molly shrugged. "That’s always been up to you."

"Nothing is okay with me if it’s not okay with you, too. Pizza toppings aside."

"Not giving me an inch on that, are you?"

"Never," said Onyx. "I love you, but you’re wrong."

Molly gave her consent without another word. Only by virtue of spending so much time with them could Alex catch the non-verbal cues. Onyx turned to face him. "I don’t know this family. I’m who you’ve always thought I am. This is all news to us. But there are things I’ve never told you, and maybe I should have."

"Okay," said Alex.

"I’ve never known how." Her brow wrinkled in apology. "I still don’t. I haven’t known whether I should, or if it would make things weird. Molly only knows ‘cause—well, I tell her everything, obviously. She’s known all along."

"Hey, we met like six months ago," said Alex. "As close as we’ve gotten, I don’t feel like I know everything or even that I should. It’s not like we moved in together."

"Nah, we’ve only got toothbrushes and spare underwear at each other’s places," said Molly.

Onyx bit her lip. "I really like that part of things. A lot."

"So do I." Alex reached out to hold her hands. "Onyx. What’s up?"

"Growing up, I often felt like someone was coming for me. Hunting, maybe. A lot of it was typical little kid stuff like monsters under the bed. My parents told me I was imagining it, which was fair ‘cause I never had any reason to believe it. Still, it hung on. I got good at looking out for trouble. Really good. Maybe that’s why I’m so good at perception magic. I don’t know these people Zafirah is talking about, but it feels close to home. I can’t put my finger on it and I didn’t want to say anything in front of her."

"You were looking over your shoulder the moment we first met," said Molly.

"Yeah. Well. Like I told you then, it was habit, y’know? Maybe this is why."

"We’ll deal with it. We’ll deal with them," said Alex.

"I know. That’s not really why I wanted to talk privately with you. There’s something else. Something a little more personal between us. With everything Zafirah’s saying, I think I need to tell you now.

"That feeling of looking over my shoulder? I always felt like I was looking for someone, too. My mother said when I was a little girl, I’d wander around asking where to find my friend. She’d ask if I meant any of her friends’ kids or someone from day care. All I could tell her was no, it wasn’t any of the kids she named. It was a boy. That’s all I’d say. After a while, my parents assumed I had a well-developed imaginary friend and left it at that.

"I made friends in school. Lots of friends, boys and girls. I kept on making friends, hoping I’d shake this feeling. Hoping I’d find whoever I was looking for one way or another. I was a generally happy kid. It was just this nagging little feeling in the back of my brain, like when one of your friends doesn’t show up to class and you notice the difference all day long. I couldn’t articulate it.

"High school started and after a while I got a little jaded with the social stuff. That’s about when the magic came on. I dropped out of the social scene bit by bit. After a couple years of poking and experimenting, I wandered into a bookstore…and I met Molly."

"I could see all this about her, too," Molly chimed in. She couldn’t hold back her smile. "Watching the aisles like she was searching for someone. Looking over her shoulder like she was about to get busted. It was all over her aura."

"You told me that story," said Alex. "Love at first sight, huh?"

"Fuck yeah," said Molly.

Onyx rolled her eyes. "It was an early attraction."

"First sight," said Molly.

"She totally wanted to jump me and I was underage," said Onyx.

"By months," Molly countered. "And I wasn’t even twenty yet. Don’t make me out to be a cradle-robber. I waited."

"You loomed."

"Months. You were practically emancipated. I waited."

Onyx sighed dramatically, looking to the ceiling before turning her eyes back to Alex. "That feeling of looking for someone went away after I met Molly. I didn’t even notice it at first." She shrugged. "By this point I’d convinced myself this feeling was all my imagination, anyway. I didn’t dwell on it. I was happy. All-I-ever-wanted happy. Then we met you."

She took a deep breath, looking back to Molly. Her partner nodded.

"You know how people have comfort food?" Onyx asked him. "Safe spaces? Something you run to when you’re feeling shitty or scared?"

"I slept with a stuffed pony until I was thirteen," Alex admitted. He took the snicker from Molly in stride. "There was also the Playstation. And the guys."

Onyx moved to the corner cabinet behind him. She pulled out a cardboard box, folded shut. "You’ve never seen this, ‘cause I put it away once we started seeing each other. I thought it might be triggering for you. Maybe that was an excuse, if I’m honest. Really I was afraid I’d have to explain it."

Once the box was unfolded, she stepped aside. Titles leaped out at Alex on individual DVDs and boxed sets: Band of Brothers. Kelly’s Heroes. The Big Red One. The Longest Day. Fury.

"One day when I was really little, I came across my dad watching Donald Sutherland as a big goofball tank driver," she explained. "I was hooked. Whenever I was down, whenever I was lonely, and especially whenever I was scared, this was where I went."

"World War II movies?" Alex sorted through the collection. There had to be at least a dozen titles, including documentaries.

"Movies about the war in Europe, yeah. Movies about American soldiers in Europe." Onyx shrugged. "It’s not like I haven’t seen others. I’ve seen some foreign films, and…well. Don’t ask me to watch stuff about the Holocaust. I have. It shakes me up bad."

"It’s supposed to shake everyone up," he said.

"Yeah. Still. Kind of beside the point, I think. Maybe. I don’t know. This stuff is…this is where I’d run."

"You don’t think it was more about being with your dad?" He shrugged. "Everybody’s got their comfort zones. It’s not weird."

"Alex, I’m a queer pagan Seattle liberal woman. It’s a little weird." She shook her head. "You know when you drive down I-5 past Fort Lewis and they have those old tanks on display on the other side of the fence near the museum? I begged. I begged my parents to take me there. It’s kind of dry stuff, really, but I didn’t care. I felt like I found…something. The corner pieces of a puzzle, maybe. I liked movies about American soldiers in World War II. I liked old tanks.

"Then we met you," she repeated quietly. "You drove a tank."

"Simon did," he corrected. "But yeah. Simon was me."

"I didn’t plan to jump into bed with you when we first hung out," she said. "Not even close. I had a crush, sure. It wasn’t until we got talking and…and the longer we both talked, the more we clicked. It wasn’t all about the sex appeal, either. It was the friendship. The rest was…" Onyx shrugged. "Awesome. A bonus. Everything escalated. The thing that floored me right out of the gate was feeling like I’d found a best friend. Like I was safe."

"And then came the demons and the vampires and the asshole wizards," Molly droned.

"And when we were both caught on the wrong side of a sorcerer’s wand, you came to our rescue," said Onyx. "With a World War II-vintage machinegun."

"Pretty sure everyone was coming to my rescue in all that," said Alex. "Repeatedly."

"Little back and forth in those kinds of moments," said Onyx. "Point being, when it was all over, that sense of looking for someone went away." She nodded to the box of movies. "Now I think I know why."

His eyes fell to the box again. He looked at the helmets. He looked at the tanks. Feelings and hazy memories played at the back of his mind, mostly of trees and mud and the smell of diesel. He closed up the box. "You think we knew each other?"

"Yeah. I don’t remember it. I don’t know who I was or where to begin. But after everything Zafirah said? I think deep down, I’ve known those people were after me. And I think I’ve been looking for you." Her mouth twitched with a grin as his eyes came back to hers. A faint hue of red overtook her ordinarily fair complexion. "I think I was looking for a friend. All the sex and the cuddling was a surprise."

"I’m here either way," he said.

"No, the cuddling and the sex are pretty important at this point," said Molly. Alex turned the same shade of red as Onyx. They laughed.

"Okay. We’re gonna do this?" he said.

"I think we gotta," said Molly.

Onyx nodded. "Yeah."

"Then we’re gonna need a plan. And you’ve got more friends than the ones here right now."

"You think they’ll want to help?" asked Onyx.


* * *


"First off, Jason’s gon’ kill us for goin’ off to crazy shit in Canada while he’s in LA. An’ then Amber’s gonna arrest our dead bodies when she finds out."

Sierra leaned back against the couch and folded her arms across her chest. Her eyes took in the rest of the crew in Alex and Lorelei’s living room, from the witches to the guys and Taylor. "Maybe he can get the rest of you, but he’s not gonna kill me," she scoffed.

"All’a us," Wade maintained.

"Nah, she’s got a point, man." Drew sat beside Sierra, shaking his head. "How’s he gonna take her out?"

"Computer virus. The kind that overrides your power source an’ makes your monitor explode in your face an’ set your house on fire. Or your phone. Maybe both."

"Man, he might know how to debug a hard drive, but he ain’t no computer science guy," Drew countered. "That boy’s into chemistry and physics and—oh no," he realized. "No, no, that shit’s not okay."

"He’ll be fine," said Taylor. "Amber is more to worry about. I don’t know what she’d say other than telling us not to go."

"You could always try not telling her," Sierra suggested. "Do you want to get the FBI involved in everything?"

"It’s not about involving the FBI," said Molly. She sat with Onyx on a loveseat borrowed from the other end of the living room to make a full circle. "It’s about keeping secrets from friends."

"Do your friends have to know everything?" she asked.

"You’re here, aren’t you?" Alex spoke up.

"I was with Drew when you texted him," said Sierra.

"Yeah, and I don’t freak out when my girlfriend sees my phone ‘cause I’m not a dirtbag," Drew told her. "It’s not like I’d hide this shit from you."

She grinned. "Uh-huh. You need me."

"Might need some resources from our FBI friends, too," said Wade. "Just sayin’."

"Yeah, but last time she was here, Amber talked about her jurisdiction," said Taylor. "This is in Canada, right? Can she even go there on an investigation without it being a whole thing? How big does this get?"

"Jason already knows Zafirah’s in town. He didn’t tell Amber everything about our plans the last time we got into crazy shit," said Alex. "He only told her enough to know something was up. We can keep it to that. He’s got a plane to catch. He might get mad, but he’ll understand. Amber, too. We’re not beholden to the FBI."

Molly and Onyx shared an uncomfortable glance. Onyx didn’t let it linger. "On that note, what about your end, Sierra? What about your—I don’t know, are they your bosses or is it all friends, or what?"

"I don’t plan on telling them anything until I have to," answered Sierra.

"Why not?" Wade shrugged. "You’re new with all of us, right? Why wouldn’t you?"

Sierra glanced over her shoulder to the kitchen, where two more women stood behind the countertop separating it from the living room. "Because my bosses wouldn’t be too crazy about me hangin’ out with a demon lady, y’know? How about we leave them out of this and I’ll leave you out when I talk to them."

"I am grateful, Sierra," said Lorelei. "Thank you."

"What she said," Drew echoed.

"Yeah, well." Sierra looked nonchalantly to her drink. "I guess it’s possible your friends are cool. Maybe. Seems like a good way to find out."

"So that’s it," said Alex, looking to Wade. "This is what we’ve got."

"An’ we’ve already decided we can’t leave all this alone an’ not go lookin’ for trouble or startin’ shit with a bunch more crazy supernaturals? Several bunches, apparently?"

"They’re gonna come for Onyx sooner or later," said Alex. "And there’s the whole threat to civilization thing."

"Uh-huh." Wade nodded slowly. "Okay. First thing. Onyx, you gotta be on the back line on this and you gotta stay there. It ain’t about courage or pullin’ your weight or anything like that. It comes down to tactics. You’re one of our big guns with your magic an’ all. Ain’t like I’m sayin’ you should stay here, ‘cause we might well need you. But if you’re one of their goals, we don’t even want them to know you’re on the board. See what I’m sayin’?"

"I do." Onyx smiled.

"No ‘hidin’ in plain sight’ bullshit an’ no usin’ you as bait. None of that cliché TV stuff. We keep you under cover ‘til this is over. No ‘bring ‘em on’ nonsense, either. They don’t need to bring it. They can keep it at home. Don’t let anything get into your head about takin’ these guys on. This is your spot on the team this time."

"We’re good," she assured him.

"I’m not leaving her alone, either," said Molly. "We can do some long-distance stuff—or at least, I can do some long-distance stuff. Better if they don’t catch a trace of Onyx through her magic."

"Good. Then wherever we set up, that’s where you both stay. It shouldn’t be just the two of y’all, either. Taylor, you did pretty well workin’ with them last time. Maybe we keep the three of you together?"

"I can do that," she said. The witches agreed.

"We don’t even know this place we’re hitting or how many people will be there," said Sierra.

"No, I know," said Wade. "We got a whole lotta unknowns to deal with. Figure we’ll get the stuff we do know out of the way first, right?" He frowned in thought. "That includes gear. An’ wheels. Best if we don’t all pile into one or two cars on the way up. We might need the extra options. Probably ought’a drive up separately, two or three in a car at most."

"If this is shady stuff, we probably don’t want to take our own cars, either," noted Alex. "No reason to put all our license plates on any cameras, right?"

"I can find us wheels anywhere," said Sierra. Then Drew coughed. "What?"

"You know the part of the crew who isn’t here is an angel, right?" he asked. "Like, literally?"

"Sure, what does—oh wait, are you serious? I gotta worry about the Ten Commandments and all that shit?"

"You found out about Rachel like three months ago," said Molly.

"Yeah, but we haven’t hung out! I don’t really know her."

"Why would you think she’d be okay with stealing a bunch of cars?" asked Alex.

"I dunno, I figured with all the arson and rampant fucking in this crowd she’d be cool about shit," said Sierra. The others laughed. "I’m serious. I didn’t go to church growing up. If she’s got some heavenly standards bullshit about working with us, you guys better tell me. I don’t want any grief from her if I break some fool’s kneecaps."

"I can cover a group of rental cars," Lorelei spoke up from behind the kitchen counter when the laughter died down again. "It’s fine."

"Do you defer to Wade often?" asked the woman at her side. Zafirah watched the informal conference with Lorelei, arms crossed over her chest as she lingered behind the counter.

"We listen to him, yes," said Lorelei. "He has a talent for this."

"He has no magical skill and little knowledge of the supernatural. His time in the Army was brief, was it not? With all his past lives, Alex surely has more experience, to say nothing of yourself."

Lorelei smiled. "Not every hero must be the leader. Alex knows when to step forward, when to go his own way, and when to defer to others. That humility is one of the reasons I fell in love with him. Wade has a clear head and clear vision. He knows how to keep his eye on a goal without losing sight of the rest of the field. We trust him. Wine?"

"Please. Thank you for asking."

"I didn’t know if you practiced a faith that precluded it," Lorelei said as she poured.

"Not everyone is fully observant. I was always too much of a partier to adopt such ways."

Lorelei passed the glass and poured another for herself. "They almost went off to war together. It fit the pattern that trapped Alex for all his lives. This may have been the first time he escaped."

"Yet Wade carried on. Pity he didn’t escape the same trap. None of this nation’s wars are just. Not in this century," said Zafirah.

"He might debate you on that," said Lorelei. "Yet I think you would be glad for more young people like Wade in the world’s armies. He saved far more lives than he ended. The Army’s loss was our gain. Don’t let his youth mislead you. His, or the others. They each have a maturity beyond their years."

"Oh!" Wade spoke up. "An’ we’re buyin’ a fuckload of Timbits before this is over."





Chapter Ten:
Road Trip

He awoke to a warm and affectionate body next to his and the unwelcome buzz and ringtone of a cell phone. The latter cost him the former. Lorelei rolled away to reach the phone on the nightstand. She responded to the voice on the other end with only a pleasant, "Hello, thank you, be right there," before she hung up.

"Someone here?" Alex mumbled. He felt around the headboard shelves for his own phone. Light peeked around the blinds, but he doubted he’d overslept.

"Our rental car is here early. There must have been some mistake. We have time yet. Stay in bed if you like," she said. "I’m already awake."

He watched her slip out of bed. He always watched her get up, assuming he was conscious. She knew it, too. Sometimes she didn’t look back. Other times, she did. Today she wasted little time. The glance over her shoulder brought his eyes up from her bare backside before she swept her small silk robe off the corner of the bed.

"Is that robe enough?"

"You know it is," she taunted. Turning once as if knowing when he’d blink, Lorelei went from wearing a robe cut for sex appeal to a more conservative overcoat.

"Oh. Right," he said to her illusion. "Not awake yet."

"If the building staff see the truth on a security camera, I won’t mind." From the bedroom door, she added, "Don’t you dare put on a shred of clothing," and then she was gone.

Her last words signaled something closer to their normal weekend patterns. The thought of it held all its usual appeal. It also renewed the sense of irregularity. They had things to do. This would be a dangerous errand. Lorelei said last night she meant to salvage what they could of spring break along the way, but the issue pulled his mind out of bed if not his body. He wouldn’t need more help waking up than that.

The buzz of his phone pulled him from that train of thought. Any of his friends might have concerns for the job ahead, or it could be Zafirah. That seemed more likely when he didn’t recognize the number. He hit the green icon at the bottom of the screen to answer. "Hello?"

"Jeeeezus loves you no matter how far you have sunk!" shouted a voice backed by an organ and a choir. Alex flinched, pulling the phone away from his ear. "When you have stained your flesh and defiled your virtue, when society has cast you out, Jeeezus still loves you!"

"What the fuck?" Alex grunted. As his ears adjusted to the volume, he noticed a muffle and distance to the sounds, even accounting for how he held the phone away from his ear. Rustling and thumping joined the sermon and music.

"Oops, shoot," somebody hissed. "Sorry, sorry."

"Did you butt-dial me from church? On a Friday?" Alex pressed.

The line went dead. Alex sighed, dropping the phone on the bed. His eyes rolled up toward the ceiling. "Fucking angels," he muttered.

His phone buzzed again. Scowling, he looked at the screen and saw a new number he didn’t recognize, but at least it was a Seattle area code. He hit the green icon. "Hello?"

"Hello? Is this a live person?" asked an urgent woman’s voice. "Please don’t transfer me! You can’t turn off my power!"

"Wait, what?" Alex blinked. "I think you’ve got the wrong—"

"No I don’t. I’ve got the shut-off notice right here. Please, you can’t turn off my power." She sounded close to tears, or perhaps had already shed plenty. "I know I’m behind, but there’s gotta be something I can do. Please."

"Okay, hold on, just—" Alex stopped himself. He knew better than to tell someone to calm down when they were in distress. It wouldn’t help.

"My car broke down last month and they cut my hours at work. I’m almost done with school and..." The woman on the other end sniffed. "I’m trying to do extra work online at home to catch up on bills. I can’t do it if my power gets shut off. I’ve got a little kid. Please. There’s gotta be something I can do."

"Oh man." This was far more raw emotion than he could handle so early in the morning. More urgency, too. He didn’t know what to say. The truth would probably hit her like one more punch she didn’t need. Stalling, the words fell out of his mouth: "How much…?"

"It’s seven hundred and ninety-one dollars." She sniffed again. "That’s two bills and a late fee because I didn’t know when the bill came because it’s issued every other month. Some stupid tweaker keeps stealing my mail and the stupid online system is always down. I’ve tried to get an update and it never goes through. And I didn’t know the rates would be so crazy in winter. It’s the only thing left I can’t cover. If this happens, I could lose everything."

He stared at the opposite wall—the opposite wall of the big bedroom of a luxury condo in downtown Seattle. Lorelei was picking up a rental car they needed only for discretion. It would undoubtedly be a nice ride. They’d be in a hotel tonight, too.

"Honey, I need a second, Mommy’s on the phone," he heard the caller say.

He grew up with a single mom after an ugly divorce. He remembered becoming old enough to understand her stress about bills. He remembered when an extra thousand dollars would’ve solved pretty much all their problems.

Alex got out of bed. The desktop computer came to life with the slide of its mouse. While he couldn’t hope to cover the condo mortgage, he paid their utilities if only for the sense of pulling his weight. He knew his way around the website.

"What’s your name?" He didn’t need it, but it seemed like the obvious thing to ask. It also bought time to get the page up and ready for the rest. "Okay, can you give me your account number and your zip code? And I’m gonna need your email address."

His fingers tapped away as she answered. "Do you see it?" she asked.

"Yeah." He stared at the screen. "Listen, are you a little behind on water, too?"

"Yes." She sniffed again. "It’s all so much. I’m almost done."

"It’s okay. Can you give me your water account number?"

"Sure." He heard the rustle of papers, followed by a series of numbers. Alex typed them into a blank screen for later. "Can’t I… I dunno, is there a payment plan for this stuff?" she asked.

"Probably. You’re not gonna need it. Listen, I’m gonna take care of this. You got the wrong number, but I’ll clear this out."

"Wait, what?"

"You’ll see the confirmation emails in a few minutes. I’ll take care of these right now."

"What do you mean? Who is this?"

"Doesn’t matter. Listen, I’d appreciate it if you’d delete my phone number. I probably won’t answer again. I’m getting a lot of crank calls. Anyway, I’ll cover this."

"What? Why?"

"Because I’ve been really lucky lately and I know how much the world can suck. Stuff isn’t fair. I can do this, at least."

"Oh my god." Her voice faded in and out as she looked at the screen on her phone. She’d know he wasn’t lying about the number now. "Wait, is this for real?"

"Payment sent. The confirmation code is here and it’ll hit your email in a second. I can’t get the stupid bill notifications to work, either, but the confirmations go through."

"Wait, hold up, who are—oh." Her voice faded again with a bell tone on her end. "Oh my god, is that the email?"

"Listen, I gotta go. Take care, okay? Bye." He cut the call and set down his phone. The other bill took only a minute more.

Alex stared at the confirmation screen. He knew his own bank balance. This would leave him with only enough to cover a tank of gas and maybe a couple of tacos. That was easily fixed if he sucked up his partnership issues. Even after the financial damage of the last round of magical trouble, Lorelei still treated money as a trivial matter. She didn’t hoard. Her attitude toward Alex in particular went beyond sharing.

Despite it all, his brain still hit him with phrases like "hitting your girlfriend up for money."

His desk chair swiveled around. Rachel leaned in to kiss him fiercely, pushing him back to set the chair against the desk. Without preamble, her tongue invaded his mouth. Her fingernails dragged down his naked chest. The assault banished any lethargy of waking up.

He didn’t expect her frown when her kiss broke. "Hi?" Alex blinked.

"Fuckin’ sexy bullshit," said Rachel.

"What is?"

"You! This! I love you and I’m fucking pissed and I’m fucking horny."

"That…sounds fun?"

"Good." Rachel bent forward. He thought she was about to kiss him again, but her face tilted away from his. The bottom of her dress flared as she tugged her panties off.

Though already naked and plenty aroused by her touch, Alex didn’t expect her to skip right past any foreplay. Rachel pushed him back in his chair again and sat in his lap with a single loud and beautiful grunt of satisfaction. The rush of sensations had his mind reeling. Her hips rocked against him, pulling his cock deeper inside with another such note. "Better," she sighed, and then attacked his mouth with another kiss. "Better."

Elated with this sudden pleasure, Alex slid his hands around her ass. He let Rachel set the pace. She slowed down soon enough once they were coupled. "Hi," he repeated.

"Yeah, whatever," Rachel grumbled—and then exhaled with rapture. "Hi."

"What’s going on?"

"You know damn well your charity gets me horny." She kept grinding and licked the side of his neck. Her mouth ascended to his ear, where she nibbled and chewed and stole more of his breath. "Fucking fetish play."

Alex almost laughed, but he felt a little too good for that. "I wasn’t thinking about you."

"I know." Her voice shook. "It’s no good if it’s performative. Not like a leather ensemble and whip you can keep in a drawer."

"Are we still talking about me?" 

"No. Leave that stuff to her. Mmh. So good. Such bullshit."

Rachel rocked harder against him. He accommodated happily, willing as ever to give her all she wanted. Complaints fell into gasps and grunts. Whatever bothered her had her uninterested in gentle caresses or even getting out of her dress. She held Alex close and fucked him urgently. Before long, her body and her breath shook on the edge of orgasm.

Her mouth cried out his name at his ear as climax hit, then again as she rode on through her release. Every other note that followed came without forming a full word. Eventually as her spasms subsided, Rachel relaxed against him. "Fuck me, I needed that."

Still holding her close, Alex rocked her softly against his hips. "Do you need more?"

"Mmm, less need, more want," she purred. Despite the welcome, she gathered herself with a sharp breath and sat up in his lap. "I should’ve known this would happen."

"Can you tell me what’s up now?"

"Your phone. This." She tapped at the desktop monitor. "First it’s all a prank, then they start taking advantage of you."

"That? It’s not a big deal."

"It’s a huge deal to the person you helped. Doesn’t have to be about demon douchebags and saving the city. The scale isn’t so important. Good is good." She gyrated against him with another little moan and bit her lip to hold back a joke, but it didn’t stop her. "It’s huge."

"You’re only encouraging me with this," said Alex.

"Nuh-uh." Rachel shook her head. "You do this when I’m not around. I love you anyway. It’s a reason why I love you. They shouldn’t take advantage. That’s the problem. They should do the fucking work."

"There are rules, right?" Alex shrugged. "Maybe that was because I could do something that lady’s guardian can’t?"

"No. It’s not your job. I love you and I’m glad you’re the way you are, but that doesn’t let us off the hook. We still have to do our jobs. Even if you’re hot." She kissed him again, pushing him back against the chair and the desk. "And don’t tell anyone how horny this gets me. It’s bad enough if they’re having their fun with us without knowing that part."

"Lorelei knows," he pointed out.

"Lorelei can know everything. Don’t talk about it outside our place. I don’t want any risk of those assholes overhearing you."

New hands slid down Rachel’s shoulders, caressing her chest and drawing out another moan. Standing behind her lover, Lorelei guided Rachel to lean back against her into a new angle of indulgence. "Then we keep our private pleasures private," Lorelei agreed.


* * *


Bodies floated along the current. Some sank with their weapons and shields. Others drifted on toward the sea. More than a few littered the shores of the Nile, carried by chance or their own last shreds of strength.

Looters would descend upon the dead soon enough, though the first and easiest plunder would be done by the victors. Smoke clung to the air from ships burned by flaming arrows. Cries of despair and defiance still laced the fumes. Here and there, a raider might still present a threat rather than surrender.

She recognized the dangers, but she walked the shore to look over the dead and the wounded anyway. Those who made it to the water’s edge still presented a threat. She knew this enemy too well to take anything for granted.

Blood and mud clung to her sandaled feet and the hem of her black cloak. Those still living were easy enough to check and disregard. She prodded and nudged each body she found face-down along the water’s edge, testing each one before turning them over. Those on their backs didn’t require the same care. She only needed to see their faces. The few women among the warriors concerned her the most. She’d already recognized one woman among the dead and felt better for it.

Lacking any obvious wound, the man at her feet held her suspicion. He didn’t react when she poked. Such a harsh approach troubled her, but the dangers were too great to disregard. Patient study revealed no sign of life. She grasped one arm, twisting as she had been taught to fight long ago, and turned him over. He was unfamiliar and young—tragically young.

It was all tragic, though much less than what the dead had intended.

"Hello, sister," rasped a voice.

She jumped back from the dead warrior, but it wasn’t him. A young Nubian man laid among the rest, rare among the raiders’ numbers yet not unique. He curled on his side with his arms around an arrow protruding from his gut. Leathers and jewels marked him as one of higher station than the common warriors in the mud nearby. She’d been too careful with the body in front of her. She should’ve noticed this one.

Her staff came down in a ready grip. He laughed bitterly. "Oh, now you want to fight me. Do I look threatening to you?" Blood flew with his cough. "I was your closest brother, once."

"Malike?"

"Yes." His grin turned cold. "Born again, like you. Dying after your betrayal. Again."

"As many times as it takes," she replied.

"So it seems." He winced. "As long as you keep finding friends, no? Ramesses, then his son, now another Ramesses."

"He said no one would help me. He was wrong." Her eyes narrowed. "You all seem to keep finding allies, too. And each other."

"Not all of us. I was lucky this time. Some are born too far away to be retrieved." He coughed more blood. "The world is…so much bigger than we knew."

"Then maybe next time you’ll be born far away from all this and live a better life."

"This is not the problem. The problem is you… and whoever helps you. Father meant to fix that. Guess I have to do it for him. Nek pah!"

Though she didn’t know this language, she recognized the power of magic. A sharp swat of her staff turned Malike’s face back into the mud, but the spell was complete. She wasn’t sure what it did—until the dead man grabbed her legs.

Malike chanted more words of magic as she fought to free herself. While the dead warrior made for little struggle, he held her in place for the critical moment her brother required. She turned to face him as soon as she was freed, ready to slay with magic or her staff.

She wasn’t ready to block his bloody spittle or his dying breath. "You will find no one to defend you," he hissed. "Not in this life or the next. No one will save you from us."



"Ohmygod," Onyx breathed. She blinked out of her meditative trance in the front seat of the car, her mind racing with memories. Then she slumped. "Nope. It’s gone. Fuck."

"Wait, what?" Molly could only glance from the road to Onyx. Traffic picked up this close to the border crossing. "What happened?"

"I had it. I had something."

"What did you have?"

"I don’t know. It’s gone." She threw up her hands. "There was a river and it was hot and all the trees looked exactly like these trees, but I’m pretty sure that part’s only because I’m already forgetting. Fuck." Onyx sighed. "Did I say anything? Do anything?"

"Nope. You’ve been dead silent for like twenty-five minutes. I kinda got bored."

"Yeah, well…" Onyx trailed off. She had no more idea what to say to that than she had of the memories that snapped out of her brain the moment she came back to reality. Grumbling, Onyx picked up her tablet and returned to the online article she had hoped would prompt something. "Guess I’m not supposed to remember this stuff."

"Do you want to?"

"Not really. The history is pretty vague, but then you think about the implications and it’s harsh as hell." She scrolled to her last point in the article and came to a stop. "And then you get the crazy details. This feels like the kind of thing I’d remember: ‘To confirm the numbers of the fallen enemy, the pharaoh Merneptah ordered his warriors to take the penises of all those who were uncircumcised.’ Who does that?" Onyx burst. "Seriously? Why are ancient people so weird about penises?"

"Why are men so weird about penises?" Molly countered.

"I don’t know." She threw her head back in her seat. Then she felt Molly grinning even before she saw it. "No, I’m not going to text him to ask. We’re talking about reincarnation stuff, not sexy stuff."

"We could talk about sexy stuff," Molly suggested.


* * *


Evergreens and low brush lined the small hill to the right of the two-lane highway. Much more of the same ran along the highway back toward Seattle on the left. Traffic on this side slowed to fits and starts. Alex knew it would be like this as they got closer to Blaine and the border crossing. He didn’t find it as annoying as the bumper stickers on the SUV in front of him. The flashiest of them read, "Warning: In case of Rapture, this vehicle will be unoccupied."

"I feel like this guy’s gonna be super disappointed when he hits the afterlife," said Alex.

Lorelei looked up from her tablet in the seat beside his. Her knee-length black dress seemed a touch lighter than his jeans and long sleeves, but they didn’t need to bundle up in the car. Warm clothing was a matter of appearances for demons, anyway. "It’s an ancient sentiment. Many crave religion only as assurance they and their tribe are special, while all others are not."

"Never could wrap my head around the idea that one religion is saved and everyone else goes to Hell. Kinda refutes the whole ‘loving God’ thing."

"I have my own thoughts on that particular concept of love." The words carried a bitter edge, but she let it go. "Religions were not always so absolute. I somewhat miss the days of ‘My god is better than your god.’ It’s easier to navigate than ‘Your god doesn’t even exist.’"

"That’s gotta be an afterlife shocker, too," said Alex.

"While I haven’t experienced it firsthand, I gather it’s all a shock to everyone. The religious sorts are likely stunned at how many atheists they find in Heaven."

"Probably not as shocked as the atheists."

She laughed. Lorelei shifted in her seat to face him as he drove, tracing her fingers through his hair. "You don’t talk much about these matters for someone who has had such exposure."

"Should I?"

"That’s up to you."

"Part of it might be all the distractions from earthly pleasures." Alex leaned ever so slightly into her touch.

"Shall I stop?"

"Absolutely never," he replied.

"Excellent."

"Part of it is how Rachel doesn’t want to discuss this stuff."

"With good reason on her part. I do not have the same concerns," said Lorelei. "Nor do I have the same knowledge. It pains her to keep things from you. We have spoken of it more than once. Even I must stay silent on some matters. But I may speak with more freedom than Rachel. She knows this, too. You will always have my ear."

"Yeah, I know," he said. "I guess even with all the things you know and everything I’ve been through, I don’t want to take anything for granted. Not reincarnation, not the afterlife, any of it. I can’t be sure it plays out the same every time, right? Especially after all this."

"Wise."

"The funny thing is, I’m not any more or less scared of dying now than I was before I met the two of you. Dying is still dying, right? No more Alex. Life is more dangerous than it used to be, but it doesn’t change the end result. That’s always been there. I don’t like thinking about what it means for you, though," he admitted. "Life without me."

"One way or another, I will find you, Alex. We will not be apart long."

"Is that gonna be a problem for Rachel’s side of the fence?" Alex grinned.

"Ask me if I care, love."

Red lights flared in front of him. Not for the first time on this stretch of road, Alex pushed the brakes. More such lights beyond the SUV heralded the long wait at the border he knew was inevitable. One open lane awaited in the distance, but he wouldn’t be taking it. "I have a different question," he said. "How is it with all your resources and all your experience, I have a Nexus card and you don’t?"

Lorelei rolled her eyes at his teasing. "I didn’t grow up with a grandfather who liked to take me to see the Canucks play. Road trips to Canada were not among my near-term plans."

"It’s always a little entertaining when demons have to deal with the same bureaucratic nightmares as the rest of us."

"Mortals have only yourselves to blame for such trials. I have TSA pre-check, at least," she muttered.

"You’ve been all over the world all through history," said Alex. "I figured you’d know all the ins and outs like the back of your hand. Kinda looking forward to traveling with you."

"And I with you. When I traveled with mortal victims or other companions, I’ve had to use mortal methods."

"What about when you’re not with mortals?"

"The Earth is riddled with demonic gateways and passages far faster than any highway. They aren’t universally known to every demon, let alone open to all, but one learns the ways through experience. Paris to Singapore is much faster if one passes through Hell along the way."

"Uh. Wow."

"The pathways only scratch the edges of the Pit," she went on casually. "You’d hardly know you’re there at all for some passages. Others involve greater exposure. Use of the passages also typically requires some negotiation or payment when the keepers and travelers serve different princes. I imagine they’re a bit of a mess lately, what with recent events." Traffic slowed to a complete crawl. A faint smile of revenge spread across her face. "Although even now they likely move faster than the border at the Peace Arch."

"This isn’t that bad, but the Truck Crossing is faster, yes," he conceded.

"Then why this choice?" Her eyes narrowed with a suspicious grin.

"It’s nicer scenery. And I figured we wouldn’t mind the extra time together." He said it as if his hand wasn’t drifting up from her knee. He pulled back the dress along her leg without a glance.

"I see." Lorelei sank back against her chair, pushing forward a little in the seat and spreading her legs to invite more.

His hand slowly ran back and forth along her inner thigh. The steering wheel buttons allowed him to kill the stereo without interrupting his caress. He silenced it in time to hear the first heavy breath escape her lips.

Her skin felt warm to the touch. Her fingers traced from his scalp to the back of his neck, but they stopped with a tremble at the first caress of his fingers at the black lace between her thighs. She made no complaint when his touch moved away, but her voice let out a low purr of approval when that touch returned. They never teased one another for long.

"I sensed some hint of this in your desires before we set out," Lorelei murmured. "You had a plan all along."

"It’s not a complicated plan. I only had to keep waiting for traffic to either get clear enough or slow enough that I wouldn’t get distracted."

"Mmh. This distraction is always welcome." The thin barrier of lace welcomed his probing and caressing fingers with damp, intimate warmth. Lorelei sank a little further into her seat and his touch. He gently rubbed the flesh he knew so well beneath the material, dragging more quiet encouragement from her throat.

The SUV ahead of their car moved up a few yards. Alex let up on the brake, closing the gap. His fingers kept working. It wasn’t clear how long they’d have before they hit the booths, but he wasn’t in any hurry now—for either of his tasks.

"You are so good to me," Lorelei breathed.

"I don’t know if I could ever match how good you are to me, but I like trying."

"I feel the same way about you." Her breath grew heavy with pleasure under the soft, steady circular motion of his fingertips. "You embrace me for what I am. For who I am. You love me for it."

"How could I not?"

"Many would not." She tilted her head forward to indicate the SUV, then leaned back again with her eyes closed to savor his touch. "So many would reject me. So many more would want me only as a possession, not an equal. You give me freedom. Trust. Devotion. Everything."

"How’s that any different from you?"

Lorelei let out an unguarded groan. She’d been created for sensual pleasures, both given and received. She also fed on his desires. Alex paid close attention to his efforts and her reactions. The bond between succubus and prey gave him an edge in pleasing her. Even with that edge, he invested great effort at it. She appreciated every bit.

He also remembered to pay a little attention to the road. The SUV moved up, creating more space. Alex got the car crawling forward before anyone honked.

"Deeper," Lorelei breathed. "More."

"Wasn’t sure."

Her mouth spread into a wide grin. "Now you’re teasing me."

"Some women like it better with a little barrier. Didn’t want to assume."

"I like this growth of your knowledge, but you have ravished me for months. You know me. And I know when you’re teasing. More."

His fingers stroked upward to the edge of the lace before slipping inside. He felt hair and skin now slick from all that teasing. She wasn’t wrong about his knowledge. He knew how to curl his fingers, where to probe and where to caress. He read her breath and her tension for his cue to move faster. Panting, wordless pleas guided his pace.

They rolled forward one more car length. The line of booths was in sight now. They’d have a camera on them in moments. Alex wondered if he’d have to stop, and what sort of state that would leave her in. He’d seen her snap into total calm and hide the signs of her arousal in the blink of an eye, but he knew that for an illusion. What would come after such an interruption might be more than he expected.

Apart from all that, a simpler motive kept him going: he wanted to get her off.

"That! That feeling. Yes," she gasped. "There."

Lorelei tensed and groaned with release. She held nothing back, filling his ears with her voice. Her tremors radiated through the car. As the spasms subsided, her groans turned from low and lusty to softer and lighter tones of relief and affection.

Alex delivered the interruption gently, though with a wry grin: "Hey, I’m gonna need your passport. It’s camera time."

Without so much as a glance his way, Lorelei produced the passport in her left hand. With her right, she held his wrist in place at her groin. Her wicked and satisfied smile made him wish he could get a copy of whatever picture the automated cameras would produce.

"Kinda need both hands to do all this," said Alex.

"The light hasn’t turned green yet." Lorelei brought his hand to her mouth. She sucked each finger one by one, looking forward as if it were a casual matter to send a shudder through him with every lick of her tongue and scrape of her teeth. "Thank you." She released his hand when a green light summoned them forward.

Alex wondered how awkward this would be if the border agent saw it all. His heart fell into his stomach when they pulled forward to find a striking brunette in a dark uniform waiting for them. He’d expected someone different.

"Identification, please." She seemed to notice nothing unusual. Her eyes fell upon Lorelei’s passport and Alex’s Nexus card. "Where are you coming from?"

"Seattle."

"What’s the purpose of your visit?"

"Tourism, mostly."

"Mostly? What’s the rest?" she asked.

He blinked. "Er, we’re going to a party. The rest is tourism."

"Where?"

"Vancouver."

"What kind of party?"

Alex fought the urge to say he didn’t know. "Fancy dress." He thought fast. "It’s live-action roleplay nerd stuff. There will probably be vampires."

"Thought that went out of style a long time ago."

"They did, and yet here we are," said Lorelei.

"How long are you staying?"

"Three days." Alex considered how embarrassing it would be to have their supernatural nonsense get held up by a random border check.

"Do you have any drugs or weapons?"

"No."

"Going unarmed to a party with vampires seems unwise, doesn’t it?"

He couldn’t tell if she was joking. She had to be joking, except for her straight-faced delivery and his growing paranoia. "We didn’t want to get in trouble at the border."

"Aw, that’s a good answer." She handed back their identification. "Welcome to Canada. Have a nice visit."

"Thanks." Alex pulled their IDs back into the car and rolled forward as casually as he could. He didn’t speak until he had the window back up. "Holy shit."

"She’s lovely," noted Lorelei.

"Yeah, and now I’m convinced she’s some Canadian freakin’ super-agent."

"She was playing with you. We should come back for her."

He swallowed hard. "They don’t normally do that."

"I wouldn’t know. I’ve never made this particular drive."

"They’re usually nice compared to the Americans, but ‘nicer than Border Patrol’ isn’t a high bar," said Alex. "That was, um. I was afraid of what would come out of my mouth there."

"That was as much a matter of my influence as anything else. My curse has its moments. We weren’t exactly chaste while we awaited our turn."

"Yeah, I thought about that. I was afraid I’d stick my foot in my mouth and get us pulled over for flirting with a border agent. Pretty sure they’d qualify that as harassment."

"Ordinarily, yes. You might give yourself a little more credit. Yourself, and the influences you are under." Her hand drifted to his leg, though she wasn’t as ambitious as he’d been. "You are better at this than you know, Alex. You might consider using it to your advantage. You have every skill and talent you might need."

"We’ve talked about this before. A bunch. I know you’re fine with it. I get flirty. Sometimes it goes somewhere. It happens."

"I don’t mean casual flings. I’m talking about somewhat more utilitarian ends. You have an untapped talent for seduction, Alex. I have seen it many times."

His mouth twisted into a smirk. "We’re talking about me here, right?"

"You don’t get to play shy and innocent with me anymore, love," said Lorelei. "You know you have such talents. I see them daily."

"I think you’re biased."

"By experience, yes. I am also something of an expert in the field. Or do you doubt my qualifications?"

"You’re talking about this party tomorrow night. You’re talking about the people there."

"In the moment, yes. I do not know who you might meet or what options you may have. What I do know is the potential power and utility of this option."

"What, hooking up with the bad guys like I’m James Bond?"

"Using charm and sex appeal to your advantage, yes. If you have some fun along the way, so be it. You know I will not mind. Much the opposite. You do not run the risks shared by other mortals, Alex. You will catch no disease. You will not leave behind any pregnancy. Not as long as we are bound. We both know you would never violate anyone’s consent."

"Manipulating people doesn’t count?"

"I think you can trust your own moral compass on that concern. You know an innocent when you meet one. Those who would think you a target for manipulation are another matter. You are more than capable of turning that to your advantage."

Their surroundings spread out as they continued on, still largely rural, with open ground and tall trees to the right and a small neighborhood off to the left. Alex drove on. Lorelei waited in patient silence.

"I’ve been stalked and kidnapped by someone who wanted me as a mate," he said. "I lost my job because I wouldn’t have sex with my boss. You know what Lydia did to me. What she wanted to do. You were there."

"Yes. I remember. You are nothing of the sort, Alex. You are not the kind of man who preys upon women," she said. "You know full well who and what I am, yet you love me. You even love me because of all that I am.

"I know what you are and aren’t comfortable with," she continued. Her caress turned less seductive than the touch they’d shared at the border. "Lydia cared nothing for your consent. Your former boss and Diana were hardly any better. I suggest no such crime. Seduction is a matter of subterfuge, yes, but one that still requires consent.

"I say none of this to pressure you. Far from it. I only bring it up to let you know you have the option. You know how to use your talents and your charm."

"Maybe. I don’t know if I’m that guy," said Alex.

"I love you regardless."

He nodded, then threw her a confessional glance. "It’s not just you, though."

As usual, the topic made her smile. "You have three other lovers."

"One," he said. "Onyx is okay with the ‘boyfriend/girlfriend’ label for ease of conversation, but that’s still a tangle of feelings. And Molly is Molly. Whatever we are. But yeah. They matter here, too."

"Rachel would not hold you and I to different standards. She has watched me in action once already. Talk about it with her yourself. As for Molly and Onyx, I think they knew who you were when they took you home."


* * *


"Cool digs," said Rachel. She stood between the last pews, arms folded over her chest as her eyes rolled across the cathedral’s vaulted ceiling. "Landmark?"

"Yes, of course." The angel beside her spoke at a volume suited to a library. "The cornerstone was laid in 1899. Our city has grown much since then."

"Cool, cool," Rachel replied. With no mass or other meetings underway, the handful of mortal parishioners were outnumbered by the angels. Most were up near the altar, coming and going and occasionally casting a glance her way. She could walk straight through the pews and the people to find the angel she needed, except for how she couldn’t. Not with a babysitter on top of the chilly reception she’d gotten on arrival.

"I understand you all meet on top of a skyscraper in Seattle these days?" asked her minder.

"Pretty much," said Rachel.

"The city has several large places of worship, doesn’t it?"

"Yep. Nice ones."

"Why the change?"

"It’s functional. No walls on the roof. You can see all around." Rachel shrugged. "The city’s growing like a motherfucker."

"Rachel?" Another angel arrived, hands clasped and smiling politely. "He’ll see you now."

"Peace out," Rachel told her babysitter. She didn’t have to look back to sense his relief.

Walking across the chamber, Rachel noted a thinning of the crowd near the altar. She caught glances and a couple of awkward nods, but nothing more. Soon only one angel remained, waiting beside the altar with a stony expression. "What’s up, George?" she asked.

"Rachel," he replied. "You tell me."

"Gonna be fuckin’ around your city for a couple days. Figured I should swing in and say hi."

"I assume you are here through your responsibility to your charges?"

"Yeah. Them, too."

His eyes narrowed with a dark scowl. "Then I expect you to keep your demon slattern on a tight leash."

"Wow, that’s some serious acceleration you’ve got there," said Rachel. "Straight from zero to snotty bitch in two seconds."

"I take my responsibilities seriously, Rachel."

"You think I don’t?"

"No," he answered. "I have held Dominion here since this cathedral was first built. The previous angel in Dominion asked to be relieved as the indigenous residents were pushed out. It is a solemn legacy passed and received with heavy hearts.

"You claimed Dominion for all of three months, taking over from a disgraced predecessor in a rush and immediately falling to rash action. Do you know how many demons and monsters fled here from your purge of Seattle?"

"Probably not as many as I turned to fucking ash. You could try that. I’d help."

"Thank you, no," came his icy reply. "We are guardians, not hunters. As are you—by title."

"As long as you read that memo," she sighed. "I’m here to give you another. You’re about to have a fuckton more monsters in your city, if they aren’t here already. A local wizard family is having a dirtbag convention this weekend. The party is at their place tomorrow night. You know who I’m talking about?"

"I do not," said George.

"Oh. Well. They’re here. They’re dicks. They’re old dicks. Ancient dicks. Fucking up the cycle of life and death and rebirth with their ancient, rotting, moldy—"

"Stop. Tell me what is going on, without the profane hyperbole."

"I can do that. You wanna help?"

"We are guardians, not hunters," he repeated. "This is clearly a danger to the populace. I expect you to keep it under control, and to keep me informed. Now explain."





Chapter Eleven:
Getting On the Same Page

"Damn. She got us a full suite?"

"Of course, she got us a suite. She probably got suites for everybody." Taylor handed Wade his card key as they crossed the upscale hotel lobby. Her eyes lingered on him. "Guess she didn’t want to make any assumptions if ours has two beds, huh?"

"Seems polite," said Wade. Like Taylor, he shouldered a backpack and dragged along a rolling suitcase. Unlike her, the hand on his suitcase also held a paper bag from Tim Horton’s. "Ever wonder where Lorelei gets all her money?"

Taylor threw him a look as they stepped into a waiting elevator. "Wade. C’mon."

"What?" He rolled his eyes as soon as he caught on. "Yeah I’m pretty sure she’s played ‘sole beneficiary’ since inheritance laws an’ life insurance have been a thing, but she’s out of that game now, right? An’ after we wrecked their apartment, Alex said she told him they’d finally hit the limits on her reserves. So, either her idea of limits ain’t as limiting as they are for you an’ me, or she’s doin’ something for a cash flow."

"Do you think about this stuff a lot?"

"Only when someone throws a lot of money at me. Old military saying: amateurs talk about tactics, professionals study logistics." The elevator rose from the ground floors into a glass-framed tube, offering a view of downtown Vancouver. "Of course, dudes who thump their chests about military stuff usually turn out to be blowhard dipshits, so that’s worth keepin’ in mind."

"I think I can trust your perspective," said Taylor. "Although I’m still working on all the run-punch-and-shoot stuff, so maybe I’ll put off learning about logistics for now. I’ve got enough to handle with the basics."

"Nah, you’re doin’ fine. I mean, you look good when we’ve gone to the range. Drew says you’re doin’ good at the kung fu studio. You’re the only one of us who can even help out Onyx an’ Molly with the magic stuff. An’ you think and act fast under pressure without crackin’. That’s the biggest part right there."

Taylor grinned. "I was afraid you guys wouldn’t want me coming along on this. You were all worried about me last time. And the time before that."

"Worried, sure," said Wade. "I worry about everyone. Can’t beat myself up over it. You’re an adult, right? You make your own choices. Informed choices, too. It ain’t like you don’t know how crazy this shit can get. You’ve seen it. If you wanna jump in after all that, who am I to say no? It ain’t like I’ve got the market cornered."

They found their suite to the right of the elevator bay. Plush furniture, warm colors, and lots of wood trim greeted them in contrast to the sleek modernity of the hallway and lobby. Wade’s eyebrows rose. "Yeah, I think I’m okay with Lorelei makin’ all our hotel arrangements."

Beside him, Taylor’s smile softened. "I do want this," she said. "I like being involved. After the first round of crazy and then the stuff in January, I feel like I can handle anything ordinary life throws at me. It’s not just about helping my friends, although that’s a big part of it. I like being with you guys." She waited until she caught his eyes again like it was casual. "I like being with you."

"Uh. Yeah." Wade rubbed the back of his neck. "I like hangin’ with you, too."

Taylor’s grin twitched with amusement. She opened her mouth to say more, but he beat her to it: "Hey, are you hungry?"

"Not really." She nodded to the paper bag he set on the nearby table next to his suitcase. "We hit the first donut shop we saw once we crossed the border."

"Yeah, but I didn’t really eat. It’s all still in the box. Timbits are a matter of principle. Really, I’m thinkin’ about the others. Wonder if they’re here yet." He pulled out his phone. "I guess we could text ‘em. Oh, hey: there’s Onyx an’ Molly. Cool, we gotta get the hardware from them, anyway."

"We don’t need it right this second." She watched him tap out a text. "You don’t want to chill out here for a bit before meeting up with everyone?"

"Nah, I’m good. You had to put up with me all the way up here. Don’t need to cling to you now that we’re outta the car." He looked up as soon as he hit send. "Unless you want some time alone? It’s totally reasonable. I could make myself scarce."

"No, Wade." She put her hand over his phone. "I just said I’m happy to be with you."

"Yeah," he said softly. Wade looked back at her, though not with the same steady, unspoken question, nor an answer to it. His face displayed more hesitation than anything else.

"We’ve been together a lot lately, y’know," she observed. "It’s not all group get-togethers. The range is neat, but I’m not that crazy about shooting."

He took a breath to summon his courage. "Taylor, I feel like—oh." His phone buzzed. They both felt it. "Hey, Onyx an’ Molly are right next door."

Wade turned back to the exit, leaving Taylor blinking. Her lips scrunched up to one side in a flash of frustration, but she followed him out in time to hear another door open. "Hey," said Molly from the doorway across from theirs. "She got us all suites?"

"We had that conversation in the lobby," said Wade.

"Like three minutes ago," Taylor added, her eyes rolling at him behind his back. "We haven’t even settled in yet. Just got here."

"Oh. I didn’t know for sure if you were staying together or not," said Molly.

"Pairing us up makes sense," Wade replied. "How’s the drive up?"

"Fine." Molly glanced from one friend to the other. Whatever she detected, she didn’t show it. "Did you guys get a big Japanese soaking tub, too?"

"Wow, did we? I didn’t look," said Taylor.

"I don’t think so. I only peeked," answered Wade.

"Damn. Well, maybe the others will have one they’re not gonna use."

"Wait, what’s wrong with yours?"

"Nothing. A tub like that is perfect for a couple of rituals, is all. I don’t wanna mess up ours if we can use someone else’s. Then we can use ours to take a bath."

"Molly, are you mooching someone else’s tub already?" Onyx called from inside their suite.

"Obviously," she called back.

"We probably shouldn’t talk out here in the hallway," said Wade. "Got other stuff to take care of, too."

"Right, c’mon in." Molly led the way into their suite, spacious and comfortable like Wade and Taylor’s but with more modern décor and a milder color palate. The open sliding door to one side of the suite’s living room revealed a large bed with a few bits of clothes and travel bags already partly unpacked.

Onyx produced a guitar case from around the corner of the bed. Dabs of wax along the side bore runes of magic to help the case go unnoticed and unexamined. "Turns out they didn’t look through our car at all. What about you?"

"Nah, they didn’t even blink at us," said Wade. "Can’t be too careful with this stuff, though. Thanks for haulin’ it across for us."

Onyx handed the case over with a wry grin. "Never thought I’d add ‘international gun mule’ to my list of sins, but here we are."

Wade set the guitar case on their coffee table and popped it open to check the contents. Foam molding on the inside held a pair of pistols and a shotgun with a collapsible stock. The cuts in the foam revealed an unpracticed hand, but they did the job. Beneath the top layer of foam sat boxes of ammunition and magazines for the pistols, all sealed in plastic bags.

"Did all your babies survive the trip?" asked Molly.

"It’s a safety habit." Wade took her jab with humility. "I’m checkin’ so I don’t fall into takin’ things for granted. This shit can kill people, y’know?"

"I thought it’d be more than this when you asked for the favor," said Onyx. "Figured you’d have an assault rifle or something."

"We’ve picked up a couple from bad guys here and there, but they’re either a pain to deal with or we ain’t got much chance to practice. Figure we ought’a stick with what we know. An’ I ain’t coughin’ up my money for the sort’a thing that shouldn’t be on the market for civilians. Not unless it’s made for shootin’ demon nonsense."

"Are you talking about someone in particular?" Taylor smirked.

"His merchandise would come with too many questions attached," said Molly. "Sorry."

"Hey, how long have you two been here? You look like you’re getting settled," said Taylor.

"Not long. About fifteen or twenty minutes ago," said Onyx.

"We only just checked in and put our bags down, too. If you want to chill out for a while, we can take off. We don’t want to intrude," Taylor offered. "It’s not like we have to get straight to work. We don’t even know for sure what we’re doing yet."

"Up to you," Onyx replied after only a glance to Molly. "We could go either way."

"Y’know what we ought’a do?" Wade closed up his gun case. "If any crazy shit follows us back to here, we’d better know all the ways out an’ such first. Y’all are gonna be the home base crew, anyway. We should walk around this floor an’ maybe the ground level so we know where everything is. Together."

"We’ve got time," said Taylor.

"Yeah, but this is the kinda thing that you forget to do if you don’t take care of it early on."

Onyx shared a look with Molly. "I guess…?"

"Yeah, it sounds responsible. We can get it out of the way," said Molly.

"Cool. Lemme stow the case in our room while we’re goin’." He led the way out.

Taylor turned back to the others. "How many hints do I have to drop?" she whispered.

"Sorry." Onyx winced, lingering at the door to collect her phone and sunglasses. Another look passed between her and the other witch as soon as Taylor was out, this one a mix of shared uncertainty and guilt. "Should we say anything?"

"I dunno," said Molly. "Maybe if we get Wade alone later? It’s his call."

"Yeah." Then Onyx felt her phone buzz. Molly seemed to get the same message. "Assuming we get the chance. The day’s filling up fast already."

"Nah. There’s always time for the awkward stuff. That’s what makes it so awkward."


* * *


"The home is a virtual modern-day castle. It is built more for luxury and comfort than to withstand a siege, but security is formidable." Zafirah passed glossy prints around the dining table of Alex and Lorelei’s deluxe suite. Each photo showed a different daylight view of the sprawling three-story mansion of white masonry. Broad windows and well-kept gardening softened the image described by their hostess.

"Define formidable," said Drew.

"You’re looking at several acres of privately-owned property hidden away behind some of the most expensive real estate in this city. The grounds are secluded by hedges and thick trees. Any approach by stealth would be difficult. Even acquiring these pictures was a challenge for me. The property is patrolled, surveilled, enchanted, cursed, and I suspect haunted." Zafirah made the tiniest shake of her head. "The latter is difficult to pin down. Death hovered at the edge of my senses, not threatening but surely present, much like a cemetery or some memorial."

Sierra looked up from her seat beside Drew. "I don’t mean to scare you, but it turns out people have lived and died in these parts for a real long time now."

"Your point is taken." Zafirah favored her with a tight smile.

"Bet you a hundred bucks those gargoyles are live," said Molly.

"Shit, living gargoyles are a thing?" asked Taylor.

"Think of it more like a magic-powered robot than really alive," said Onyx. "They’re a thing. We’ve run into one before. It wasn’t fun."

"I suspected as much," said Zafirah. "Then we add that to the list. It is not the worst part." Her eyes turned to the angel leaning on the back of Alex’s chair.

"Yeah, I can’t get in," Rachel fumed. "The place is warded. Like an invisible fucking dome over the property line. I can fly over, I can see in, but I bump against a big nothing if I get close."

"How common is that?" asked Onyx.

"I’ve run into bullshit like this twice, ever. The first time, I got ‘poofed’ into a magic ritual circle along with some random sexy-ass demon chick. Happy ending, but it was still fucked. The other time happened about a week later. That’s when I met you two witches."

"Oh, fucking hell," Molly groaned.

"That is exactly what I said when it happened, remember?" Rachel frowned.

"It’s not the same as what you’re talking about." Onyx looked from her partner to the angel, trying to work out the problem. "We had strands of your hair. That’s the only reason it worked at all. We can’t put a ward like that around a whole house."

"These fuckers have figured it out," said Rachel.

"Do you believe the family may be connected to our original abductor?" asked Lorelei.

"Fuck if I know. I can’t get in close enough to see anything."

"What of the other angels in this city? Have you spoken with them?"

"They never had reason to look. I dragged a couple over to try getting through. They were blocked, too, so it’s not just me. They were like, ‘Oh, that’s weird. Let us know if you figure out what’s up,’ and then fucked off to do their own shit. We can’t count on help from them unless shit gets catastro-fuck bad."

"A whole party full’a monsters and bullshit isn’t bad enough?" asked Wade.

"Not if they don’t go on a rampage outside the house," said Rachel. "Kinda hoping we don’t get to that point, y’know? They really do have their own shit to deal with. I can’t get into it. Sorry. Point being, you’ve got me in your corner except for how that corner is out on the fucking sidewalk unless that ward breaks."

"It seems the social approach is the only viable method of entry," Zafirah continued from there. "Thankfully, I have an invitation for the evening for myself and one guest. Escorts are permitted, though not within the party itself."

"So that only covers the two of us." Alex looked to Lorelei. "You got this?"

She smiled. "Of course. It’s a party. I’ll have no trouble gaining entry. Particularly if I am without a date."

"What kinda escorts are we talkin’ about?" Wade spoke up.

"Exactly what you’d expect for the rich and powerful, and particularly for the dangerous sort. Sorcerers and vampires won’t bat an eye at a chauffeur, perhaps not even a footman if a guest is pretentious enough. And I am," Zafirah joked.

"Wait, and you’re goin’ as her date?" Drew asked Alex. "Nuh-uh. I ain’t your driver or your foot dude. Nah, man."

"Whoa, wait, what?" Alex blinked. "I didn’t even ask."

"Bro, I don’t care if it’s vampires or demons or fuckin’ aliens. I’ve got you. But I grew up with you, too. I ain’t ever playin’ Alfred the Butler for your ass," Drew laughed.

"I’ll drive for them," said Sierra. "Won’t be the first time I’ve played chauffer. I’m good."

"It ain’t the game, it’s the player," said Drew.

"What if I’m the player?" asked Lorelei.

"That’d be different. I’ll go in with you. That’s fine. We’re good."

"How’s that different?" Alex blinked.

"She’s got class, bro."

Laughter swept the table. Drew sat back, proud of himself, until he looked to Sierra. "You know I’m—"

"Don’t ruin the bit," she interrupted.

"What happens with all the ‘escorts’ during the party if they can’t go inside?" asked Taylor. "Their bosses are all a bunch of boogeymen, right? Do the working stiffs all hang out in the parking lot staring at each other? How many of these guys sit in their limos and read a book?"

"You are wise to suspect this is merely a different sea filled with another kind of shark," said Lorelei. "It adds another layer of danger, and another layer of opportunity. I have played the role many times. Some are savvy enough to exploit this avenue, but you might be shocked to discover how many overlook it despite centuries of examples of its importance."

"It is not without danger," agreed Zafirah. "I should point out that harm to escorts will be seen as the gravest offense among all the guests. If mixed company like this cannot rely upon the safety of their servants, the social compact collapses. This is a risk, yet not as dangerous as the party itself."

"If they allow one other escort, I ought’a go in with Drew," said Wade. "He’s more likely to need back-up than Sierra."

The woman at Drew’s side gave him a nudge. "Hear that?"

"It’s all good," Drew relented. "I know who’s got more experience here."

"Our aim is reconnaissance and subterfuge," said Lorelei. She looked around the table, but her eyes settled on Zafirah. "We wish to determine the nature of this family and their plans, nothing more. Hopefully, we leave as quietly as we arrive. We are not here to start a fight."

"Or steal anything," Rachel added. "Which would probably start some shit."

"We seek knowledge of this group and their intentions," Zafirah conceded, her hands spread wide. "I wish to find information that can be used against them. I do not seek a confrontation."

"What do we need to pull this off?" asked Drew. "Suits and a couple of limousines? We already rented cars and smuggled guns."

"Appropriate attire is exactly what we’ll need," said Zafirah. "Our ‘escorts’ require tailored clothing. Expedient service is all a matter of money, which I have, but the sooner we move on it, the better. I’m afraid the three of you must come shopping with me," she added with a wink.

"Don’t bring anything with your name on it," Sierra spoke up. "Leave your wallet and all that shit here. Don’t bring any jewelry you care about. Do not bring your hotel card keys. We’ll figure something out for that. Everyone wears gloves. Everyone carries a pen, a black sharpie, a good lighter, a couple alcohol swabs, and a couple matchbooks from random places. Everyone needs a set of standard-size handcuff keys and whatever size pocket knife they can get away with. And we all need burner phones, obviously. I know the good ones. We set a handful of code words to call for help, to bail out, and to warn of specific threats. We need to memorize the map for two blocks around the party and come up with at least three escape routes and codes for those, too."

No one spoke. Everyone stared. Sierra rolled her eyes. "This shit is basic, guys."

"You might wanna write all that down for us basic kids," said Wade.

"We’ve gotta ponder some party magic," Molly said to Onyx.

"And you get to cast all of it," said Onyx. "I can’t do anything that might trace back to me."

"Ugh. Right. Well, that means you get to do the grunt work."

"Party magic?" asked Taylor.

"Better living through sorcery," said Molly. "It’s not all fireballs and talking to animals. We’ll show you. C’mon." She and Onyx headed for the door with Taylor in tow.

"I’ve got a lot of my own shit to do, but I’ll be by as much as I can," said Rachel. She leaned in between Lorelei and Alex to kiss each on the cheek before throwing some hand signs. "Ciabatta." In two steps, she faded out of sight.

"Does she even know what signs she’s throwing?" Drew frowned.

"Suit time, babe," Sierra said, tugging his shirt. "We gotta go."

"I’ve got suits," he muttered.

"New suit for free from the magic rich lady," she elaborated.

"Guess I can’t argue with that."

Wade held back in the room after getting to his feet with the remaining couple. "Hey, can we talk for a second?" He eyed the door as it slowly swung shut.

"Sure," said Alex. "What’s up?"

"Is this about the task before us?" asked Lorelei.

"Nah, it’s personal. Guess runnin’ over to shut the door would only draw attention." His voice dropped further. "I’m not sure how to ask this. Y’all aren’t still foolin’ around with Taylor, right? She’s said you ain’t, an’ obviously I believe her, but…"

A sly grin spread across Lorelei’s mouth. "But?"

"Never mind, I shouldn’t ask. It ain’t my place."

"No, we’re not," said Alex. "Not since that month. Sometimes she flirts to joke around, but there’s nothing going on. Totally platonic."

Wade rubbed the back of his neck. "Any chance y’all might change your minds on that?"

"Huh?" Alex grunted.

"This is not where I expected this topic to lead," said Lorelei.

"Me neither," said Alex.

"I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it that way. Came out all wrong," said Wade. "I’m bad at this."

Alex made a clearing motion with his hands. "Y’know what? Fine. So am I." He ignored the raised eyebrow from Lorelei. "Sometimes there isn’t anything elegant to say so all you can do is stumble through. We’re cool. What’s up with you and Taylor?"

"We’re more than happy to help," Lorelei offered.

"That ain’t—no," Wade stammered. "I don’t want help. Not that kinda help."

"Okay…?" Alex let his hand fall to Lorelei’s to suggest patience. For once, he wasn’t sure if she was reading someone’s feelings correctly. It was a new experience. "We’re listening."

"We been gettin’ together a bunch since the whole shoot-out at y’all’s apartment. I like that a lot, but I think she’s got the wrong idea. She’s all droppin’ hints an’ gettin’ flirty. Lookin’ for alone time with me. I don’t know what to do about it without hurtin’ her feelings or makin’ shit awkward."

"You aren’t hindered by shyness," Lorelei guessed. "You are uninterested?"

"Yeah," he admitted. "Which I know might seem weird."

"Nah, everyone’s got their interests," said Alex. "Not everybody clicks."

"We’re still talkin’ about Taylor?" Wade replied skeptically.

"Okay, I pined away for her for like three years but I got over it."

"An’ you only needed like four girlfriends an’ a bunch’a other hook-ups."

"I was pretty much over it before all that," Alex muttered.

"Wade, we care for you deeply, and for Taylor," said Lorelei. "We’re here to help. There is nothing wrong with not reciprocating anyone’s attractions. You don’t need a reason."

He let out a huff, looking away from them both. Something still ate at him, wanting to get out and yet fighting to stay in.

"Is it a matter of timing?" Lorelei asked. "You came home from Afghanistan only weeks before I arrived in your lives. Barely more than half a year now. You haven’t seemed interested in anyone I have seen since that first party we attended."

"It ain’t the timing and it ain’t the war," said Wade. "It ain’t Trish from that party. An’ it sure ain’t about Taylor. She’s great. Can’t criticize a thing about her. It ain’t about anyone else."

Insight came to the tip of Alex’s tongue, but he held it in check. He’d been wrong before. The hesitation allowed him a little more tact: "Wade, you know we’re not gonna judge you for how you feel, right? It’s not our business if you decide it’s not. Whatever you tell us, we’re not gonna judge."

"Huh. Y’all might. Especially y’all."

"Why especially us?" asked Lorelei. "Do you think we would hold you to a different standard? Wade, we would never judge you for your attractions."

"I’m aro and ace, alright?" Wade let out a shaking breath and took another one in. "That’s it. Right there."

"Oh," said Alex. "Okay."

"What does that mean?" Lorelei asked. "Is that slang?"

"Yeah. Aromantic and asexual," answered Alex.

"I’m not into guys. I don’t want to get with women. I don’t wanna get with anyone. It ain’t the war an’ it ain’t the Army or my family or any other thing. It’s me."

"Okay," Alex said again. He shrugged. "How long have you known?"

"Man, I been tryin’ to figure this shit out for… I dunno. A while. But I know."

"Oh Wade." Lorelei’s shoulders sank. She shook her head, looking away. "I am so sorry."

"Not really what I wanted to hear, Lorelei," Wade fumed. "I ain’t broken."

"No, of course," she said quickly. "That is not what I meant. I—"

"An’ this is why I didn’t wanna tell y’all," he went on. "I don’t need any apologies or any pity. I didn’t want some ‘coming out’ party, either. Didn’t wanna talk about it at all, but it was gettin’ on unavoidable. I’d appreciate it if y’all could keep it to yourselves an’ forget you ever heard any of it, a’right?"

"Whatever you say, bro," answered another voice. Drew stood in the little alcove leading to the door with Sierra beside him. His brow wrinkled in an apologetic look. "Sorry."

"Aw, this is what I get for not closin’ the goddamn door," Wade groaned.

"We wondered where you were. I didn’t think we’d walk in on something."

"What’d ya hear?"

"Enough. It’s cool." Drew shrugged. "Whatever, man. I’m bi."

"Wait, what?" Alex blinked.

"Man, like you didn’t know."

"I didn’t."

"I thought you all knew," said Sierra.

"I thought you knew, too," said Lorelei. She took Wade’s hand. "My reaction isn’t what you believe. Please let me explain.

"You are my first circle of true friends. Before you, my mere presence would pit friends and family against one another. Most of it was motivated by jealousy. I dreaded the thought of coming between all of you. At that first party we attended together, I steered the three of you toward other women," she explained, looking from Wade to Drew. "You and Jason. It was nothing to override anyone’s consent, nor cloud judgment, but…I soon realized it was wrong of me. And it was utterly unnecessary for any of you. I made false assumptions and acted upon them. I am so sorry."

"Wait, was Trish under some sort of magic?" Wade asked.

"Not at all," said Lorelei. "My influence is more of circumstance than anything else. I dictated no one’s choices. Not even in my darkest days."

He slowly nodded. "That explains a lot about that night. ‘kay. No harm done. Drew?" he asked, turning to his friend.

Drew had clearly heard it, but he still scowled at Alex. "I told you."

"When?" asked Alex.

"My prom night. I texted you," Drew pressed. Beside him, Sierra rolled her eyes.

"You didn’t tell me, you just said—oh shit."

"Yeah, man. I said, ‘Stretch Goals: the prom queen and the quarterback.’ What else did you think that meant?"

"I don’t know, I figured you had a dance-off? It wasn’t my prom."

"No, it meant we hooked up, fool!" said Drew.

"Also why I didn’t wanna go havin’ a comin’ out party here." Wade waved at Drew. "It ain’t just the two of you," he said to Alex and Lorelei. "It’s the whole crew. It’s y’all, it’s Molly an’ Onyx, it’s the whole crew all hookin’ up an’ bangin’ away like it’s the best thing ever. I’m happy for you if you like it. I really am. It don’t freak me out. It’s hilarious. But that ain’t me. I don’t wanna get with anyone, boys or girls or whoever. I went through the motions over an’ over ‘cause I figured sooner or later I’d feel it, only I didn’t.

"One night I’m lookin’ at the internet an’ I find people talkin’ about bein’ ace. I started lookin’ at "Signs You’re Asexual" an’ I was checkin’ off boxes. Then I got to the one that said, ‘Y’all felt like you should check this list,’ and that pretty much settled it. Everything after that was confirmation. But I didn’t wanna have a dumb comin’ out thing with everyone showin’ up one by one like some damn Very Special Episode of…" Wade looked at Alex. "They’re right there in the doorway with Drew an’ Sierra, ain’t they?"

Alex winced. "Yeah."

Wade sighed. "Is everyone here now?"

"Zafirah isn’t," said Rachel from the couch behind Alex. "I pretended to fuck off because I figured she might not leave ‘til I did." She held up her hands in a shrug. "You knew they were gonna tell me, anyway. And you know it’s not a thing for me."

"Yeah," said Wade. He turned to the doorway, which had now become crowded. "Is it shut?"

"Um. Hold on," said Molly. They heard the latch. "Yeah."

"Okay, do I gotta say it again in a full sentence like it’s a spellin’ bee?"

"No." Taylor slipped through the group. "I’m sorry if I made things weird."

"Taylor, you’re wonderful, but I ain’t really attracted to anyone. I didn’t wanna hurt your feelin’s so I kept lookin’ for ways to dodge an’ weave. I’m sorry."

"Oh God. Wade, no. That’s totally normal. I’m not hurt, okay? And don’t feel bad. I did the same thing to Alex all through our junior year."

"Holy shit," Alex muttered.

"Hey, don’t start," she told him. "I got it on with you in a dressing room at my job after you hooked up with my lame-ass boss. You do not get to trip out on me over any of this stuff."

His jaw dropped. Near the door, Molly and Onyx held back obvious laughter. Sierra looked to Drew with raised eyebrows. Taylor ignored it all.

"Y’know what?" said Wade. "I take back all the ‘sorries.’ I’m sorry y’all are so weird."

"You like hugs, right?" she asked.

"Yeah." He wrapped his arms around Taylor. "I like hugs an’ donuts an’ fuckin’ up bad guys. An’ I like my weirdo friends, too."

"You’re laying it on a little thick with the weirdo labels," said Sierra.

"It’s too late for you. Guilt by association now," said Onyx.

"Can somebody break this up before I get warm an’ fuzzy overload?" Wade asked.

A knock at the door promptly followed. From the couch, Rachel let out a grumble. "Yes, Zafirah! It’s all about you. We needed to get together to talk mad shit behind your back."

"Ah. Excellent," came her muffled voice through the door. "I wouldn’t want to be ignored."

"I thought angels couldn’t lie?" Sierra whispered to Drew.

"Where’s the lie? We’re talkin’ mad shit now," said Rachel. She thumped Wade’s shoulder as she passed him. "Got your back, buddy."





Chapter Twelve:
Party Prep

"We start on the inside. Everybody drink up." Onyx stepped aside from the bar of the suite’s kitchenette, revealing several glasses of thick, burgundy-red liquid. She threw a grin to Taylor behind the bar, waiting for the obvious question from the others. Incense and soft chanting added to the atmosphere in the suite, the latter provided by Molly seated on the couch in a spellcasting trance.

The others looked upon the glasses with shared trepidation. All five had arrived as directed, showered and cleaned up but not yet dressed for the party. "Y’all could tell us what this is without makin’ us ask," said Wade.

"Where’s the fun in that?" Taylor replied.

"What are all the little dark bits?" asked Drew.

"Betony and thyme, mostly," said Onyx.

Sierra frowned, naturally the quickest to get to the point. "What’s it for?"

"This will protect you from pretty much any poison for a day or two," the witch explained. "Also venom, as it turns out."

Alex took the first gulp. His unquestioning faith in her made her smile. So did the sudden pause and the unspoken complaint on his face. He realized the others were watching him. "It’s fine," he rasped, and then pounded another gulp.

Lorelei’s lips pursed with amusement. She said nothing as she took up her own glass and drank without further reaction. Alex twitched with his next swallow.

"It doesn’t sound fine. Why’s it thick like that?" Drew asked.

"After all we’ve been through, you still doubt our magic?" Onyx teased.

"Ain’t sayin’ I doubt it. I wanna know why it’s thick."

"That’s from all the calcium carbonate," she told him.

"Calcium—wait, Tums?" Wade objected. "You made us a magic antacid?"

"It might share some common elements." Onyx innocently turned her eyes to the ceiling. Behind her, Taylor snickered. "This is an ancient blend of nine herbs and pomegranate juice. And maybe one or two over-the-counter medicines."

"It’s ground-up Tums," said Wade.

"Also chamomile, I believe." Lorelei set her empty glass aside. "Soothing."

Beside her, Alex exhaled into his glass with an unpleasant note after gulping down the last of his potion. "It doesn’t really blend."

"Maybe not, but now you can eat and drink without worrying what might have been slipped into the mix," said Onyx. "And since it’s ingested, this is the kind of magic that can’t be detected or undone."

"Do you mix this together before you go out on the weekends?" asked Sierra.

"Not so much. This negates alcohol. You can’t even get a halfway-decent buzz. On the other hand, it’s an instant remedy for hangovers, so we’ve kept some waiting at home for us on party nights. Fixes up food poisoning, too."

Sierra drank down the concoction with slightly less reaction than Alex, but she plainly didn’t like it. Drew and Wade made increasingly disgruntled faces as they finished theirs. Playing bartender, Taylor set out water for everyone to mitigate the aftertaste.

With the potions resolved, Onyx ushered the crew toward the center of the room. Molly continued her murmured chant on the couch. On the coffee table in front of her sat a small tray holding a handful of dried bulbous pink petals.

"This spell is a little subtler than the last, and it comes with a warning. It’s optional," Onyx added. "These are snapdragon petals. You put them under your tongue and hold them there for a second while Molly finishes the spell. It’s deception magic. This will help hold your tongue when you want to and it’ll help you sound convincing when you lie. It also comes with a subtle drawback. Magic like this tends to incur a price. Sometimes there’s sort of a karmic payback depending on how you use this sort of magic."

"Depending on what?" asked Alex.

"Who you use it against and why." She shrugged. "Our Practice holds that you get back what you put into the world. If you only use this to undo an injustice or escape some sort of cruelty, it may all come out in the wash. If you use it for profit or selfish reasons, life could be rough on you for a few days."

"So there’s a power and responsibility moral in here?" asked Wade.

"I’m saying there are reasons Molly and I haven’t gotten rich off of magic."

"Who’s the arbiter on right an’ wrong with this?" he wondered.

"I don’t have an easy answer for that," said Onyx.

"It’s bad guys out to do bad shit," said Alex. He popped a petal into his mouth.

Wade and Drew followed. "I believe I’ll be fine without this," said Lorelei.

Sierra demurred with a shake of her head. "I’m good, thanks."

"No pressure," said Onyx.

"I’m used to doing this kind of thing. I’ll be fine." Sierra’s lips tightened with something close to a smile. "The warning is nice. Lots of others would just say, ‘Trust me.’"

"That would be a dick move and that’s not us." Onyx brought the guys to stand in front of the couch and brought Lorelei and Sierra out of the way.

Molly rose to finish her spell. Like many others, it was simple enough: she needed only to speak a few more words in Greek and touch each young man on the jaw. The rest came down to concentration and intent. With a final, wordless moment of focus, Molly let out her breath to relax. "Okay. Spit it out in your hands and don’t make a mess. And somebody lie to me."

"I’ve been thinking we should cool things off and maybe try casual friendship," said Alex.

She jabbed him in the stomach. "Dick."

"It was the first lie I could think of."

"You’re in for a full interrogation as soon as this spell wears off." She hardly seemed angry. Molly wouldn’t have kept poking him if she was bothered. "I’ll know when it’s done ‘cause I’m the one who cast it."

"How long have we got?" asked Wade.

"You’ll be good until dawn," said Onyx. "Listen, don’t try to spin any unbelievable bullshit about the Earth being flat or climate change being a hoax. This only helps you hold it together if you lie. It’s not gonna make stupid lies seem like the truth."

"So all those morons who do believe that shit don’t have magic as an excuse?" asked Drew.

"Even magic can’t cure stupid." Molly eyed Alex before poking him in the side again, this time making him jump. "Alright, we’ve got one more to do. We wanted you to be all showered and stuff because this one washes off. Don’t worry about getting caught in the rain or anything simple like that, but no showers ‘til you’re done tonight. Taylor?"

Their de facto assistant stepped out of the kitchenette with a small bowl of white and pink crystals and a simple glass of water. She held the latter up to ask, "You wanted the stuff you brought from home, right?"

"The rainwater, yeah," said Onyx. With Molly already murmuring the next incantation, Onyx filled in their subjects. "This last one is a protective ward for the heart and mind. It’ll keep any nosey psychic powers or spells out of your head and out of your emotions. Real fear and anger are a different matter. If someone knows how to goad you or scare you it won’t help. But this will blunt the artificial stuff."

"What’s in the mixture?" asked Wade.

"Salt and rose quartz. The potion had a lot of salt, too. Honestly, protective magic is usually a whole lot of salt and clean water. On the bright side that’s cheap."

"What about the nails?" he asked.

"Keep an iron nail in your pocket after this. It won’t disrupt these spells since they’re already on you. It’s a layering thing."

"Damn, we should’ve been doing this stuff all along," said Drew.

"We didn’t know all along. Sorry." 

"Might you take care of Alex separately, and last?" Lorelei requested. "I have one more idea that might help him."

"But not the rest of us?" asked Sierra.

Lorelei smiled at her. "Not unless you wish to be bound to me as my prey, no."

"Cool. Only checking." Sierra turned away with a sharp look at Drew. It only made him grin.

Once again, Molly picked up a chant. This one came in Hebrew, though she needed little time to slip back into focus to cast a strong spell. She wet her fingers in the rainwater, dragged them through the salt, and then traced the fingertips along the base of each friend’s neck and over their hearts. The chant ended abruptly with her last subject. "All set. Go forth and be bad ass. Come back safe and all that mushy stuff. And thank you. For everything."

The crew broke up to finish dressing. Taylor stepped out with the others, leaving Alex and Lorelei with the witches. He didn’t seem to know what was coming. Neither did Molly. Onyx, at least, had her suspicions. She thought about stepping away or turning around to give them a moment, but at a whim decided against it.

"What’s up?" asked Alex.

"Only matters we have spoken of many times." Lorelei slipped one hand around his neck. Her lips met his, first softly, then deeply. Her body slid against him, their arms wrapping around one another.

From the moment the kiss began, it seemed clear they’d forgotten the others in the room. Onyx could hardly blame either of them. She and Molly had seen a lot of the couple, even being intimate with each of them, but rarely saw this sort of thing. The witches shared a glance and a silent agreement: neither of them minded watching.

Lorelei stayed close to him when their lips parted. His breath shook. So did hers. "Make your own choices, love," she told him. "Handle this task however you will. I wish only to give you every possible advantage… including this one."

He nodded. Whatever she meant, Alex understood. Lorelei slipped out of his arms. "Thank you, Molly. Onyx. I should get dressed and meet with the others. We don’t want to show up at the same time." She winked at Alex and left him in the suite.

"Hey." Onyx caught Molly’s eye as Lorelei left. She tilted her head at the door before it shut. "I’m gonna…"

"Cool, I’ve got this," said Molly. "Go ahead."

Onyx stepped out into the hall, letting the door latch shut behind her. As she’d hoped, it left her alone with the other woman. "Lorelei? Can we talk?"

"Of course." She turned back with one eyebrow raised in curiosity. Her stride seemed casual, but as she stepped close Onyx felt a subtle, unexpected intimacy. "What is it?"

"I—um. Couple things." Onyx pulled one of her long, dark curls away from her face and fought the urge to tug on it like she was shy. She was exactly that, of course. Suddenly. Like she knew she would be, now that she thought of it. "Thanks for all this. Everything. Obviously."

"This began with an obligation to another. I felt differently about it once it led to you," said Lorelei. "Some bonds are chosen and cherished."

"Aw, please don’t make me blush," Onyx replied. "I don’t want to make a big deal out of this stuff. It is a big deal, but still. I don’t know if going on about it helps."

"Then say no more of it. What else is on your mind?"

"You and Alex. The kiss back there—will you tell me what you did to him?"

"Nothing out of the ordinary, except for its emphasis. My curse has several influences upon him. His sexual appeal is mostly his own, especially since he’s grown so experienced," she said with a small grin. "I am able to enhance that to some degree. The most significant effect is the hardest to describe, as it is a matter of circumstance. The curse places him in the right place at the right time, so to speak."

"Right." Onyx nodded. "We’ve talked about that. I kinda wanted to hear it from you, is all."

"Then you are not concerned about the matter tonight?"

"Not really. I don’t expect him to hook up with any sleazy bad guy types, and even if…" She shook her head. "I trust him. More to the point, I—what?"

Lorelei grinned, looking past Onyx to the door. "I believe we’re all grateful for your trust right now."

Onyx rolled her eyes. "Yeah, I kinda saw that coming."

"More to your point?" Lorelei prompted.

"More to the point, I trust you." For once, Onyx thought she surprised the older woman. "We run that protective ritual every day, Lorelei. Sometimes even if we’re not leaving the house. It’s part religion, part habit. I’ve never worried about any supernatural influence from you."

"No, but I will fully concede to using other influences." Her smile showed no hint of remorse on that score.

"That’s the part on my mind." Onyx gathered her courage. "You and Molly have hooked up a couple times since New Year’s. I’m fine with that. Totally happy for it. That’s why I’m asking. I see how you and Alex are, and he’s not protected by any such magic. What happens if Molly isn’t protected?"

"Ah. I would not have guessed at this topic," said Lorelei.

"It’s not out of mistrust. I ask because I want to understand how things work."

"Full disclosure, as always? I should say it’s good that you and Molly practice such security out of habit. Alex came to the topic of ‘protection’ a few hours too late with our first time. I take no offense."

"We might have teased him about all that," Onyx conceded.

"The analogy works well here. To give a straight answer: a tryst with me would be slightly more intense without such protection. My partners become more vulnerable. I couldn’t tell you which of those is the cause and which is the effect. Any supernatural hold it may create would be blocked the next time you ward yourself. I believe two things would remain: the physical effects, and a certain increase of natural appetite for more…and not just with me."

"Right. Okay." Onyx heard her breath shake. She knew it wasn’t from fear. Not entirely. "Um, physical effects?"

"Have you ever felt a single scratch of stubble from his face? Ever found his breath or his scent unpleasant?" Lorelei indicated the room behind them with a glance. "Lifestyle and youth grant fitness, but I doubt he would have quite so much definition without me. A basic function of my influence is to encourage lust and sex. I don’t cause complete transformations, but I can…help."

"Huh. That would explain a lot. You, um, said she’d have an appetite for more than you?"

"Yes. She doesn’t strike me as the widely promiscuous sort, but she has several partners. Alex is bound to me as my victim, which would make him a natural focus. Before that, you are her greatest love."

"Oh." Another breath. "I thought it might be more, um… problematic."

"I’ve come to realize the cynical views behind much of my power. All of this stoking of desire is only dangerous when targeting the selfish and those without conscience. The powers are neutral in and of themselves. Where there is trust and communication, it is all in good fun." She raised a curious eyebrow. "Did you expect complications, or hope for them?"

"This is gonna sound silly. Thinking about all the relationship tangles helps me get past all the looming danger. I feel like we can fight our way through bad guys but we still have to deal with all our feelings and baggage." Onyx shrugged. "It’s the assurance that the Big Bad isn’t going to get me out of the real challenges of life."

"That’s an interesting coping technique."

"It’s ridiculous, I know, but I’ll use whatever works."

"No. It is not ridiculous. You are afraid?"

"I’ve been scared every time we’ve had this crazy shit. This time it’s about me. I’m scared and I feel guilty, too. You’re all about to walk into some bad guys’ symposium because of me. And I can’t go."

"This is not because of you, Onyx. This is because of Zafirah. You are at the center of our concerns, yes, but she began this. Rachel and I both suspect she has some agenda we do not yet know. We would be here now despite your connection to this family."

"I’d rather not be connected at all," Onyx muttered.

"Something we all hope to ensure."

"Yeah. Anyway, thanks. I should let you go."

"Onyx. You wished for some distraction from these dangers. A more personal challenge to face, you say?" Lorelei stepped close, her eyes locked with the young witch. Her fingers caressed Onyx along her jaw. "Everything I have ever shared with Molly is yours if you wish. You need only tell me you want it."

Again, her breath shook. Her heart thudded heavily in her chest. She caught herself leaning into Lorelei’s touch at her jaw. When the hand came away, she almost asked Lorelei to bring it back. A shiver of desire ran through her body.

The seductress watched with an alluring smile—and something else behind her eyes. Lorelei meant every word of her offer, and also saw the humor in her timing. This would be in the back of the younger woman’s mind for the foreseeable future.

Onyx shook herself and managed a wry grin. "Thanks, Lorelei. You’re a real friend."


* * *


Her fingers stayed in his hair after she was finished with the spell. Molly slowly opened her eyes and grinned. "You don’t have to close your eyes, doofus. I’m the one casting the spell."

"Maybe it felt nice," Alex replied with almost the same expression. "It still feels nice."

"Hey." Molly’s voice softened. "She’s scared. Not gonna lie: I’m scared this time, too."

"I think we’ve dealt with bigger and badder," said Alex.

"Maybe. None of us have figured out how to be bulletproof yet, either. It’s real every time."

"I hear you. But for once we see the bad guys before they see us, right?"

Molly nodded. "What really scares her is the thought of who she was before. Even if she broke from this family a long time ago, she’s scared of who she may have been before that."

"You’re the ones who helped me deal with all my mental shit," said Alex. "You saw. Who I am is who I always was. The rest is all details. If that’s true for me, it’s gotta be true for Onyx. Have you ever gotten the sense she doubts who she is, or wants to be?"

"That’s what I needed to hear." Molly smiled. "I also wanted to tell you thanks for all this. It means everything." She hadn’t dropped her hands from the back of his head. Molly brought him closer for a long and soulful kiss. She stroked his scalp, almost clinging to him. Then she let him go. "Maybe I don’t need to get mushier than that."

"I don’t mind," said Alex.

"Not exactly the time for it." She poked him. "You’ve got an evil party to get to and I’ve got scrying and stuff to prep." Molly turned to the ritual materials on the coffee table.

Alex slipped his arms around her from behind. "Hey. I’m fine with the jokes, but you know there’s no ‘side action’ for me, right? We’re past owing favors or having to say thanks." He put a small kiss on her shoulder. "And it’s okay to get mushy."

"We don’t have time for where that leads." Molly couldn’t fight her grin or the urge to lean back into him. "I’m teasing Taylor and Onyx about having to do cleanup and grunt work, but as long as I’m stressed I might as well do it myself."

His hands slid over her hips. His lips were close enough that she felt his breath against her neck. "I could help you with the stress."

Rising interest crowded the words she meant to push out of her mouth. Across from the coffee table and behind the couch, Molly saw herself in a wall mirror with a grin she couldn’t fight off. At least he wasn’t looking at it. "We talked about why you shouldn’t tease me."

"Not teasing."

He kissed the nape of her neck. It practically paralyzed her, and he knew it. She’d told him so before, like handing him a fistful of kryptonite. He wasn’t the only one who knew that move. Loving the advance of his touch from her hips to her belly, Molly inhaled sharply. "Did your demon girlfriend get you all wound up?"

"I’m always this sort of wound up. You’ve told me you like that."

"Mmh." More kisses on her neck. Caresses along her groin, none going far enough. She did, in fact, like how he was always wound up. All the shy good guy stuff, the careful communication and thoughtfulness and sensitivity, and then there was also this.

She had feelings about it all. Those feelings spoke up. "If you’re gonna do something, you’d better do it."

Hands over her waist unfastened her belt and her pants. He kept kissing her neck. His touch descended beneath her black jeans to slide along skin and green silk. The fabric proved warm and damp already. Molly stiffened against him, heating up at his touch and wanting more. Her hips swayed, but never enough to interrupt. She wanted to stay still and encourage this, but she had to react somehow. It was all too good.

Molly reached back, fumbling for his button and fly. The whole thing proved troublesome. "I don’t have enough room," she joked—or meant to joke. Her voice came out lower and hungrier than she expected.

"I can get it."

"Then you’ll have to stop what you’re doing," she complained.

"You’re the one who told me to hurry," he teased against her neck.

The slow, wonderful swirl of fingers against her panties continued, but the taunt opened up her eyes. "Yeah, ‘cause you’re getting me really turned on and you’d better finish the job."

He nibbled on her ear. It was another weak point he knew all too well. The move turned out to be a dirty distraction. Eyes fluttering and her breath catching in her throat, Molly wasn’t ready for the sudden, sharp pull against her pants and underwear alike that left her naked from waist to mid-thigh. "Whoa," she grunted, though not to object. Molly tried to turn, but only bumped her shoulder into his. She realized his pants weren’t in the way anymore, either.

Hands returned around her waist. He wasn’t letting her turn around. She liked the game more when his lips returned to her neck and his fingers slid between her legs. Her heartbeat quickened. She grew hotter with the anticipation of more.

Every touch created thrills running deeper throughout her body. The love of her life was likely right outside in the hallway. Probably his, too. Molly stood in the middle of the suite with her pants around her thighs, probing fingers curling inside her to breathtaking delight. She was exposed, vulnerable, and dreading the merest opening crack of the door.

She knew how everyone involved might feel if they were caught. It brought exactly enough fear and guilt to excite her, and not one bit beyond that. Molly loved her life.

Penetration came with plenty of warning, yet the sensation stole a gasp from her anyway. At once relieved and excited to feel him within, Molly’s back arched as she pushed back with her hips. She wanted more. All of it.

The seductive hands that had been at her groin and her belly moved to her upper arms. A slow thrust stole her breath again. The grip on her arms signaled exactly the shift she wanted. They didn’t have time to be romantic. They had time for this. She pushed back, joining a new rhythm, bouncing against him and feeling like her mind might split from the glory of it as Alex fucked her harder.

She tried to stay quiet. Rapid breaths matched their pace, but she didn’t want to moan this time. Not with anyone possibly right outside. Molly glanced at the door with thoughts of being caught like this. Her mind clouded over and her body sank into his assault.

Hell with it, she decided. Let them catch us. It’s worth the grief. So good. "God, Alex, yes," she murmured.

He said nothing. Alex stayed in control and kept fucking her. Dirty ecstasy built, leaving her breathless. He’d said something before about not owing any thanks. She didn’t feel that way about this at all.

Molly felt the edge approach. For once, she didn’t resist the rush. They didn’t have time for a marathon, anyway. She didn’t feel bad about it. She needed this. Now.

He kissed the nape of her neck again. It was enough. Her eyes shut tightly as she melted down. The change of his breath signaled his climax, too, as if he’d held on just for her. Molly let go of every worry and every care. It was all too good. "Alex, oh god," she breathed. She loved it. "Alex, I love you."

Her eyes snapped wide. He’d stopped. No, they’d stopped mid-climax, she realized, but there was still a difference. The afterglow didn’t mask it, no matter how deep it felt. That mirror right across from her confirmed it. His eyes were open, too.

That really had fallen right out of her mouth.

"I. Um," she stammered. She noted the twitch of his mouth in their reflection. "Don’t you dare smile."

"Okay." He failed utterly.

Turning around wasn’t what her body wanted, but she managed it. The awkwardness of their clothes and sweat and all the rest was easy enough to ignore now. Molly absently tugged on his shirt, but she faced him with every intention of being serious.

She liked his face. Even with the sweet grin that was exactly not what she wanted, except for how she did. "That was not…" she began. "This isn’t…"

"It’s okay," he said.

"It’s not."

"It really is."

"No, it’s not, because Onyx," she managed. His brow knit together but his grin stayed. She pushed against his chest, not nearly hard enough to push him away. She didn’t want that. "Onyx hasn’t told you yet," she explained. His eyes widened just enough to make her bury her face against his shoulder. "Oh god that’s not what I mean. I’m not saying it for her, either. It’s not like that."

"Okay?"

Frustrated, she tugged her pants back up. He did the same, still waiting. Patiently. Damn it. "Look, you and Onyx are way more serious than you and me," she told him. "And it’s okay. It’s fine. I’m not saying we aren’t for real, but I… I don’t want to step on her moment."

"You think that won’t still be a moment?"

"I think I just got fucked really good and I’m having trouble with words now, jerk," she grumbled.

He waited again, damn it. Molly took a breath. "I love her and I don’t want to spoil anything with you two." She shrugged. "I love this life. I love what we’ve all got going. I’m not worried about losing her. Nobody’s looking for a picket fence or a chance to steal anyone away, so… I want the rest to go right, too."

"Wow. That’s bizarre and sweet."

"God, don’t tell me that’s the real me," Molly muttered. "I’m fine with the bizarre, but jeez."

"Molly, I love you," said Alex.

"Yeah, I know," she sighed. He blinked. She tapped at her temple. "We can see auras, remember? You think we don’t know how you feel? There are reasons we’re down with all this nonsense." She almost held back, but the truth came out anyway: "Sometimes we catch each other staring because it’s so comforting. We stare at you, too. Everything’s great and we know how lucky we are. We don’t want to fuck it up."

"You haven’t fucked anything up," Alex assured her. "I didn’t exactly expect the Han Solo comeback, but—"

"Awww," Molly groaned in despair.

"No. Hey. Molly," he laughed.

She gathered her courage and looked at him. "I love you, Alex. And it means a lot to hear you say it, too. It means everything you’d expect."

"Good, because I do."

Alex kissed her. Molly leaned into it, reaching up with both hands to touch his face—and then pushed him away. "Damn it, you’re doing it again. I don’t want you to get mushy with me unless we can jump into bed." Then it clicked. "Wait, is this what it’s like?"

"What?"

"Your succubus cooties. We’re having a moment here, but is this how it is for you all the time? You get laid and it’s awesome and then two minutes later something sets you off and you’re all horny and frustrated again?"

"Kinda. I mean, if you can manage the frustration it’s not so—"

"Get out and go to your dumb monster party."


* * *


"Hey, so now we’re all together an’ our new friend definitely ain’t sneakin’ around invisibly listenin’ to us…" Wade began. He sat in the front passenger seat of the car dressed in a black suit. In spite of his stated assurances, he looked suspiciously through the windows into the night. "Y’all know what I’m thinkin’?"

Dressed in a similar suit, Drew kept his hands on the wheel and his eyes on the road. "That she knows more about this family than she’s tellin’ us?"

"Yup," said Wade.

"And she’s got some secret agenda she doesn’t want us to know, too?"

"Yup."

"So maybe we should hook up with Sierra and try to figure out what’s really going on with these people while Alex makes a big-ass mess of the party?"

"You speak as if that is inevitable," said Lorelei. She reclined in the back seat, a black coat draped over her shoulders. Amusement undermined the sincerity of her objections.

Drew and Wade shared a look. "He ain’t told you ‘bout our first dance in middle school, has he?" asked Wade.

"He has not."

"It’s a fuckin’ middle school dance, so most of us ain’t got the sense to do nothin’ but stand against the wall with girls on one side an’ boys on the other, ‘cept the older kids."

"Like me," noted Drew.

"Like Drew," Wade conceded. "And it ain’t even half the older kids dancin’. Everyone else has to cross the gym floor to ask someone to dance, with every other kid watchin’ like it’s No Man’s Land in World War I. Jason didn’t try. Alex didn’t. I sure as hell didn’t."

"I did," said Drew.

"Right. So before the dance, we all get this shit from our teachers an’ the vice principals about how nobody’s supposed to do any ‘freak dancing’ like we know what the hell that means."

"I knew," said Drew.

"Nobody’s got it in them to tell all the six an’ seventh graders not to have any ‘simulated sex’ on the dance floor. But then it’s dance time an’ shit starts up, so old Mrs. Switzer an’ Mr. Blake are out bustin’ kids for bein’ too nasty with their dance moves. Like anyone wants to fuckin’ line dance or Macarena or some shit.

"An’ there’s Alex, too shy to ask any girl to dance an’ no fuckin’ skills anyway. He watches all this shit an’ thinks it’s fucked up. Censorship, he says. It’s oppressive, he says. Discriminatory, he says."

Drew laughed. He seemed ready to speak, but instead shook his head and laughed more.

"That motherfucker’s twelve, an’ he’s pissed off at authority figures slut-shamin’ his peers," said Wade. "So he gets hisself a big-ass cup full of punch an’ crosses the dance floor to Mr. Blake. He ‘accidentally’ bumps right into the guy so’s he can spill it all on Mr. Blake’s crotch. An’ then, while Mr. Blake is all freakin’ out at Alex, Mrs. Switzer comes over like Alex knew she would. He reaches out to her with his hand still all drippin’ with punch like he doesn’t see her coming and gets her with it, too. Then he plays all upset like he’s the one who’s humiliated and needs counseling and reassurance while everyone else laughs their asses off."

"Dude took out two administrators with one cup of that janky punch," said Drew.

"He took them out?" asked Lorelei.

"Mr. Blake couldn’t chaperone the dance lookin’ like he’d wet hisself. That left Mrs. Switzer to deal with Alex, an’ she didn’t want to do that in front of everyone. The other teachers weren’t so suspicious of how kids were dancing. So yeah. Alex saved the Winter Ball for every middle schooler who wanted to play-act at bein’ in a music video for forty-five minutes."

"I see." Lorelei smiled. "You do realize he knows how to dance now."

"More like he remembers how to dance from his last couple lives," Drew grumbled. "Seems like cheating to me."

"He knew before he remembered all that. He also knows how to handle social scenes with discretion. We go out all the time."

"You remember that first party we wuz all at back in September an’ how that ended?" Wade pointed out. "Or the Halloween party when he stepped up to them assholes from Eugene who were talkin’ shit about Drew?"

"This seems like a rather more serious situation," said Lorelei.

"Yeah," said Drew. "This one’s gonna be full of legit bad guys. We’re talking about Alex. He’ll try to hold it together, but someone’s gonna be casually evil to the bartender or whatever and then it’s gonna be on."

Lorelei considered their words and their certainty. She knew Alex intimately, had lived with him for six months, sharing dreams and fears and adventures. She had considered his inevitable discomfort at such a scene, ultimately placing her faith in his judgment and self-control. Yet Wade and Drew had been his best friends since childhood. Even immortal demons could have their doubts. "You didn’t consider bringing this up earlier?"

"It ain’t like he’s plannin’ to go knock over any tables," said Wade.

"That shit happens organically," said Drew.

"And predictably enough that you both take it for granted. We might have planned for this, don’t you think?"

"We did," said Wade. "He’s got you. And Rachel, however she rolls with this stuff."

"And Zafirah," Lorelei reminded them. It wasn’t reassuring.

"Heh. Yeah. Guess she’s about to learn," Drew laughed.

"So, I figure she can think we’re the backup team until she finds out she’s really part of the distraction," said Wade. "In the meantime, the rest of us can poke around an’ find out what’s up with these bad guys. Sound good?"

"Cool," said Drew.

Lorelei shook her head. "Thank you for letting me in on the plan."


* * *


The sex was great, of course. The emotional honesty that followed brought everything to a new level. Alex walked out of the suite on an unexpected high.

He made it two steps before he came to a halt at the sight of Onyx in the hallway. She looked up from her cell phone. The door to the suite fell shut behind him.

"You had sex with my girlfriend," said Onyx.

"…yeah?"

"The minute I walked out the door."

"We figured you might walk in," said Alex.

"Uh-huh. I could’ve brought someone else with me, too. Wouldn’t that be hilarious?"

He winced. "Okay yeah, that probably wouldn’t go over well. Depending on who."

"Whom?"

"Fixating on word choice kinda undercuts the cold anger or whatever signal you’re going for here," he pointed out.

"Cold anger? Is that what this seems like?" Onyx smirked.

He opened his mouth, only to close it again. He wanted to say this act was hot, but he was already hitting speed bumps over word choices. Molly was right. Good sex made words hard.

"We had kind of a moment," he said.

"I can see that."

"Are you looking at my aura right now?"

"Yeah."

"Okay." Alex shrugged. "Guess you know all you need to know about it, then."

"It’s still good to talk these things out." Onyx tugged at his shirt and planted a soft kiss on his lips. "Whatever takes the edge off your problem, tramp. Or hers."

"Y’know, you put the edge right back on when you do stuff like that," he said as she reached for the door.

"Are you complaining?"

"Never. Just saying."

"Uh-huh. By the way, your girlfriend threw some serious seduction at me, too. Like laying out a great big red carpet made of sex."

"Did it work?"

"Thinking about it. Good luck out there." Onyx opened the door and paused. "I’d make this more of a goodbye but I’d hate to add to your burdens," she said, glancing once to his groin. Grinning, Onyx closed the door to the suite behind her.

Alex let out a sigh. "You know you just did," he muttered.

He was halfway to his suite when another door opened. "You’re not dressed yet?" came her voice. Alex turned to find Zafirah in the hallway in a sleek, sleeveless, glossy black gown with long slits up the legs and her hair pulled up and back. Gold jewelry added all the right accents. Her dress hit a magical zone between floor-length formality and showing off an incredible body. "Lorelei and the others have already left."

"I’m. Um." Alex blinked. "Sorry. We wanted them to have a head start, didn’t we? I thought we had more time. Had to say some goodbyes."

She smiled at him. Oh god, that smile. And she had to know it, too. "Perhaps I am early. We should not delay much longer, though."

"Right. I won’t be long."

Zafirah turned down the hall. Alex watched the sway of her hips. Those legs. That… "Aw, hell," he muttered under his breath. With an effort of will, he tore his eyes off her ass and tugged on the doorknob.

It didn’t move. Little details like keycards hit his brain only after he hit the door with his face. He told himself not to look back to Zafirah again and failed.

"Yeah, this is exactly how it is for me," he grumbled.





Chapter Thirteen:
The In, The Out, and The Help

"Announcing the Most Honourable Lord Spencer Kensington III, Marquess of San Francisco and the Eastern Marches." The butler’s voice boomed across the opulent ballroom with dignity and grandeur. "Madame Genevieve du Valois, Knight Commander and Keeper of Whispers."

Guests in suits, tuxedos, and gowns turned their heads toward the stairs to nod or politely applaud. Others kept to their quiet conversations, including a handsome man in a tuxedo with slicked-back hair and a pencil-thin mustache. He brought his champagne glass near his lips as if to muffle his voice. "I suppose putting a neon label on your secrets is one way to get attention."

"Dominic, you know how much a good entrance can mean to people." Kashvi laughed and smiled as brightly as her jewelry and her intricately embroidered silk sari. Her radiance and her apparent youth belied her real age, to say nothing of all her other lives. "If anyone prefers to go unannounced, as you did, we honor that, but we want our guests to know they’re appreciated. It also lets us know who has arrived." She mirrored Dominic’s move with the champagne glass. "And it helps us remember who they are."

Her other companion laughed. Roman was as suave as Dominic, with a dark beard, broad shoulders, and celebrity looks. "I’ve handled our North American relations for years now, but I confess even I find it hard to track. Kensington started out as a baron, now he’s a marquess. There’s no consistency in how they decide these things."

"Roman, you know what San Francisco real estate values are like," said Kashvi. "A ruler of wealth needs an appropriate title."

"It’s vampires playing their usual games," said Dominic. "Delusions and megalomania from those only one step up from the bottom."

"So cross, Dominic," Kashvi teased. "We’re over here slumming with you, aren’t we?"

"Your social charity is so deeply appreciated. I am but a humble servant of lords, fortunate to be blessed with the business and the company of your family." He feigned a bow too elegant to be a display of humility.

"Are you still?" asked Kashvi. "I’ve heard things."

"Grand Vizier Bandar al-Farha, representing the Ashen Scholars," called out the butler. The newest arrival strode in from the foyer wearing a kandora of dark crimson with azure trim along the collar and sleeves and a ghutrah to match.

"Scholars?" Dominic wondered.

"If we introduced every Practitioner’s circle and vampire court by their own language and terms, we might have only confusion," said Roman. "It’s Canada, so tonight we use English."

"Ah." Dominic noted Kashvi’s patient attention. "What things have you heard?"

"Rumors of upheaval in the Pit," said Kashvi. "War between princes and lords. The downfall of great demons. Details vary depending on the source, naturally."

"We’ve seen more than a little sudden turmoil in the shadows on the mortal side of things in the last few months, too," Roman put in. "A few cities have changed hands, especially on the west coast. It’s not just the vampires. Nobody wants to talk about it. Any connection?"

"Arbiter of the Night Realm, Censor of the Ring of Fire," came the next announcement. A short, pale woman with Japanese features in formal silk robes stood at the butler’s side. Many of the vampires in the ballroom turned to offer a slight but respectful bow. "I give you Her Grace, Johanna Mathias."

"Hell is forever at war," Dominic answered. "That is hardly news. Among lords and princes, it’s oddly more insulting if one isn’t attacked at least once every few years. When the raiders and assassins stop coming, it says you’re not worth concern. Rumors are all part of the same eternal conflict."

"So there’s no truth to the whispers?"

"I’d have to know what was whispered, but I doubt I’ll need to whisper my response."

"The Night Rover," called out the butler. "The Stalker in Shadow, the Trackless Terrors of the Lands Between, we present the Esteemed Jackson Tyler and Packmates." The small clutch of men and women cleaned up well enough, but no one mistook them for any kind of high society. Onlookers gathered more from all the beards and feral eyes among the newcomers than their department store formal wear.

Dominic rolled his eyes. "Werewolves dressed as bankers. I need to stop looking."

"They’re useful friends," said Roman.

"I think you know who your most valuable friends are," said Dominic.

"Well then, friend?" prodded Kashvi.

"You tell me. I’m waiting. What’s this juicy gossip you’ve heard?"

"The servants of Baal are all looking for new masters, or places to hide," said Kashvi. "I’ve heard this corrected, that instead it is Azazel’s servants. Others say both. Still others say it is not only them."

Dominic frowned. "That inconsistency might tell you something. Do you think perhaps other big players might benefit from such rumors?"

"I don’t know," she admitted. "You’re all so cagey. We’ve known you for centuries and yet we still don’t know your allegiance."

"Perhaps my liege likes it that way. Perhaps I’ve gone rogue and I have no liege—or perhaps, if we’re indulging in rumors, I am the one owed allegiance."

"Cagey, as she said," noted Roman.

"For my kind, clarity is a restriction. Doubt offers freedom."

"Announcing the Dark Lady Cythera, Mistress of Woe, Daughter of Beelzebub."

"She most certainly is not," Dominic scoffed. His eyebrow rose at the sight of her gown, woven from countless bits of gleaming chitin. "Black widow shells? Really? So cliché." The man on her arm was tall and handsome, but far too pale and vacant about the eyes to even be a vampire. "Spawn might be believable. Daughter implies... ugh. Even magic goes only so far."

"You’re stalling," Kashvi chuckled. "Now I know there’s something to the rumors."

"No, you don’t." He reflected Kashvi’s playful ease without shedding his poise. "There is nothing to it. If you want reassurance, it is all around you. Your family has other friends from the Pit. I see Trevor and Michaelis chatting up your Canadian sorcerer groupies with promises of power. Tanxin is trolling for anyone impressed by the depth of his gold-laden pockets. Estevan over there is sizing up the crowd looking for a soul to—oh don’t look surprised, we all know what he is. And Leanne dotes on your brother with much the same end goal, whether she wears a collar or not."

"The woman in Malike’s lap?" asked Roman.

"The same. You didn’t know she’s a seducer?"

"No. They seem so affectionate together."

"They may well be, but she came to the mortal realm bound by a summoning circle. I’ll bet my shirt on it." 

"Her Dread Majesty Katerina Sorrow, Ghost-Queen of the Northern Coast."

"Oh, that just sounds made up," said Dominic. "I’m not even looking now."

"She’s new," said Kashvi. "Everyone’s got a story. I don’t know much of hers. She drowned, she swore revenge or some such, there were spirits, you know how it goes. Try sailing up or down the coast in this region if she’s unhappy with you. It won’t go well. Besides, we want to be polite to the neighbors."

"You were saying, though?" Roman reminded him. "About the others of your kind?"

"Yes. I’m saying all your family friends and associates are here. We don’t all serve the same masters. Yet you don’t see us scurrying for a place to hide, nor do we beg for favors.

"We are the friends that you want. Or, at least, I am. You know the power and connections I can offer. You know what I can accomplish. Whatever your family’s plans, we need only come to an appropriate price. Hell is as it has always been, and so am I. Have no fear, and pay no heed to rumors." He brought the champagne to his mouth again.

"Destroyer of the Iron Crown, Conqueror of Perdition," announced the butler. "I give you the Lady Lorelei."

Dominic spit in his drink. He turned his back to the entrance, failing to hide his wide-eyed reaction from his company. "I have to go. Literally now."


* * *


"This is fuckin’ silly. Half these assholes don’t even show up on camera. I dunno why you’ve got me sitting in the monitor room." Carter sat back in his chair, arms folded across his chest. His tailored suit hid more than the sidearm in his shoulder holster—and it also looked good on him. It was one more reason not to be cooped up in here during the party.

"You want to try not talking about the guests that way, Carter?" Rico muttered into his lapel mic. Carter saw him on one of the cameras making the rounds through the kitchen. He was in a sharp suit like all the rest. "We’re on the job and you’re not alone in there."

Carter took in the monitor room with a glance. His staff of four didn’t look up from their work. Computer screens relayed live video from every angle of the exterior and rotating views of most rooms inside the house. "Eh. We know these guys. We vetted them."

"I’m not asking again," said Rico. "Take this seriously."

He cut his mic to let out most of his frustrated breath. Then he turned it back on. "Sure, boss. We’re good."

"The clients might be happy with us and they might feel comfortable with their own security measures," Rico said, clearly speaking for the whole team’s benefit. "None of that is any reason to get complacent. Not with the sort of people here tonight. Chatter and confidence won’t make up for the power disparities here. We’re in dangerous waters. Don’t forget it."

"Understood," said Carter.

"Good thing you said something before I tried to pick up on some werewolf chick," said Dwayne.

Low laughter cut the tension on the team’s private channel. Everyone would take Rico’s warning to heart. Everyone respected his leadership. They were all friends, too. They knew how to bounce back from harsh warnings without sore feelings.

"You’re not wrong," said a controlled, foreboding voice beside Carter. The man wore a tux and more than a little jewelry, most of it likely magical talismans. Blond hair hung to his shoulders, framing a thin, angular face. He’d come in with hardly a sound. His eyes stayed on the monitors. Despite his mild tone and friendly words, his voice held a creepy edge. "Between you and I, we hardly disagree."

Carter muted his mic again. "About what, sir?"

"Our guests. At least half are wretches. Especially the ones who don’t show up on video."

"Sorry, are you part of the family, sir?" asked Carter. "I thought we’d been introduced to everyone."

"Not everyone is here yet. I am a late arrival myself." He flashed a broad but thin smile. "I am Jasper. Mother told me you would be here in this room watching the grounds." He held out a small card. "My phone. I also carry an earpiece tied in with the other guards. If there is trouble, don’t hesitate to reach out. I am one who handles trouble."

"Appreciated." Carter accepted the card without complaint. "Seems like everyone in the family knows how to handle trouble."

"Indeed. Some of us are more prepared for it than others, and more eager. Tonight, we focus on diplomacy and friendship." Those dark, beady eyes danced over his thin smile. "I am more inclined toward...sharper approaches to relations. Sadly, I don’t expect you’ll have need of my aid." Jasper turned his eyes back to the screens along the desks and the wall. "With this sort of crowd, there are always those who wait to pounce on any trouble that might rear its head. Many compensate for the lack of social graces with intimidation and violence, or so they hope."

Carter eyed the creepy guy warily. "You don’t say."

"We’ll have lots of posturing and subtle sniping," Jasper went on. "It may seem important in the moment, but in hindsight there is little of value. Every slight a passing breeze, every entrance a fading memory..."

"Shit. Holy shit you are fucking kidding me," Wes blurted over the earpiece. Carter stopped listening to his visitor. His eyes snapped to the screens, but found nothing out of place to match or explain Wes’s alarm.

"What is it?" Rico asked. "We need more than profanity. Talk to us."

"It’s her," said Wes. "Colonel Dalton’s side-chick. In the ballroom, right now. She walked in and they fucking announced her."

Carter found the screen. The sight of her stole his breath, and hardly because of how good she looked. "Uh, Mr. Jasper?" he asked.


* * *


Playing coy or going unnoticed brought only so much benefit and left an ongoing risk of discovery. Instead, the bold announcement of her name sent several rats in suits scurrying for cover, or perhaps for the exits. If she had no reason to hide, others assumed they probably did. As much as she despised the title, she had use for it now.

Lorelei paused at the entryway to thank the butler for his courtesies. Unlike many guests, she entered alone. Draped in a midnight blue, off-the shoulder gown, partly sheer and with slits almost to the waist, she already had plenty of eyes upon her. She also had a welcoming committee of sorts.

A tall, darkly bearded, and handsome man strode her way after breaking off his conversation with a woman in a sari—and a guest whose departure was not entirely subtle. Another guest approached faster, leaping off her date’s lap at one of the tables. She clutched the fabric of a gown far more revealing than Lorelei’s lest she trip over it. The shapely blonde knelt and bowed at her feet.

"Lady Lorelei." Her words came out in a rush. "I beg your mercy. Your call of return reached me too late. I’ve been bound to a summoner and without passage to the Pit, and then I heard you had vanished with no further commands for—for your loyal subjects."

The blonde’s prostration and her flood of excuses brought Lorelei’s eyebrow up. The exodus of insecure demons didn’t surprise her. She hadn’t expected a loyalist, even if entirely feigned as this might be. Yet it worked to her advantage. "Rise," said Lorelei, not missing a beat. "You’ll have to remind me of your name."

"Leanne, my lady." She stood obediently, but kept her eyes downcast. She could have been almost any sort of demon hidden in that skin: a tempter of avarice, a shadow, perhaps even an imp given her display of humility. Surely that body could not hold a creeper. The most obvious answer seemed entirely likely. She wasn’t a succubus—Lorelei would have recognized her—but she was something close, if lesser.

"You are here with a purpose?" asked Lorelei. "You have a task?"

"O-of my initiative, lady. Freelance, one might say."

"I did not come to disrupt my servants. You may return to your affairs. Leave me to mine." She flashed a cold, brief grin. "Speak well of me, but only if you must speak of me at all."

"Of course. Thank you, lady. Thank you." Backing off while she still could, Leanne rushed back to her paramour. He was already halfway there from his earlier seat, looking from Leanne to the other gentleman waiting to speak to Lorelei. The closer one subtly waved him off, leaving him to Leanne’s distractions.

"I think you may have won the best guest entrance for the night." He came forward with easy confidence. The cut of his body and the blessings of his good looks gave him an advantage in first impressions. The clothes didn’t hurt.

"Only among the guests? Am I not qualified for the all-around competition?" asked Lorelei.

"Oh, you’re qualified, but as one of the hosts I have to concede certain loyalties. We’re waiting on the lord and lady of the house." He offered his hand with his charming smile. "I’m Roman. Pleased to meet you...Lady Lorelei? Is that proper?"

She returned the understated flirtation of his tone and touch. "Lorelei is fine. Those obligated to greater formality are already aware of it. I find little benefit in being so distant with others."

"I’m glad to hear that. Are you here alone?"

"Arriving alone and being alone are different things." She hadn’t yet let go of his hand.

His smile broadened. "Then allow me to show you around."

"Pardon me, sir?" The new arrival slipped in at Roman’s side, holding to a businesslike tone. "I’m sorry to interrupt. It’s a requirement of our protocols."

"Mister Rico, hello," Lorelei greeted him coolly. "It is mister now, correct? No longer captain? A pleasure to see you again."

"Ma’am." He hid any particular feelings behind his professional bearing. Lorelei recognized a slight hint of desire, but not the kind he might act upon. He already knew better.

"What’s on your mind?" asked Roman.

"It concerns Miss—Lady Lorelei here, sir. None of the entry points verified her invitation. We aren’t sure how she got in."

"Diligent as always," said Lorelei. "And correct. I didn’t bring an invitation."

"How do you know Mr. Rico?"

"Only through his former commanding officer. The colonel was a successful, well-connected man...until certain debts came due. I took a direct hand in collecting."

"Ah. I see," said Roman. "Would it be rude to ask how you learned of the gathering, then?"

"Word gets around. Was that Dominic I saw scurrying off when I arrived? I’m disappointed. We have such catching up to do. At any rate, I heard of your party and thought it an excellent chance to make the acquaintance of your family." She didn’t apply supernatural influence. The risks were too great—and the right tone and her subtle up-and-down look at him was more than compelling enough. "I would very much like to get to know you and see what we might offer one another."

Roman made the mistake of looking at her as he considered it, which only bent his thoughts in her direction. "Mr. Rico, thanks for your attention to protocol. I think I’ve got it from here, if the lady would be interested in remaining as my guest?"

"Splendid," Lorelei replied.

"Sir?" Rico prompted, but he nodded in acknowledgement of the controlled impatience in Roman’s eyes. "Whenever you have a moment, sir. A little more to relay. Unless there’s another of the hosts to speak with."

"Take it up with Michiko or Abdel," said Roman. "Thank you." He offered his arm. Lorelei accepted it with a smile.

They left Rico behind at the edge of the foyer. Crossing into the ballroom, Lorelei noted the vigilance among many of the guests and presumptive hosts. Only the least subtle stared, but almost all kept aware of her presence.

"Out of good will, I should tell you Mr. Rico’s concerns are understandable," she told her escort. "He’s being a loyal subordinate."

"Thank you for that," Roman chuckled. "We’ve learned to appreciate him, but his concerns would hardly change my mind."

"Oh?"

"Titles aside, let’s not pretend all our guests are on the same scale." He kept his voice low, at once keeping their conversation at least nominally private and creating an air of intimacy. "You arrived uninvited, evaded outer security, and openly announced your affiliation with the Pit. Half the demons in attendance made themselves scarce, and one knelt at your feet. We know better than to throw away an opportunity to make such a new friend."

"Really, Roman? Do you mean ‘we,’ or you?"

He smiled, perhaps more than he intended.



* * *


"You look incredible," said Alex. Zafirah turned from the back-seat window of the town car to beam at him. He wondered if he might blush. "Wasn’t sure if I said so before."

"I sensed you might be choosing your earlier words with restraint," she replied.

"Sometimes I’m afraid I might lay it on too thick without thinking about it."

"I was waiting for you to give me a reason to punch you in the face the first time we met," said their driver. Sierra was within arm’s reach in the front seat. It wasn’t as if the town car had a partition.

If he hadn’t blushed under Zafirah’s smile, he surely was now. "Did I?"

"No. You didn’t cross the line. I could see you staring at it to make sure you didn’t trip and fall, though. You were a little obnoxious, but not like that."

"We’re good?" he asked.

"I’m taking time off work to drive you to a party full of monsters, right? We’re cool. Thanks for asking."

A single stroke along his neck gave Alex a tiny shiver. The caress was subtle enough that he doubted Sierra would’ve seen even if she’d been looking in the mirror. Zafirah’s touch didn’t linger as much as her smile. "I would never mind in the slightest," she told him.

"Yeah. Um." A tremor ran through him. He pushed against it. "I’ll remember that."

"You look dashing in a tuxedo," said Zafirah.

"Thanks." He glanced down at the sleeves of his jacket, then away. "First time."

"Really?"

"First in this lifetime. Guess I remembered how to work a bowtie from someone else."

"You didn’t wear one to your prom? You have those in Seattle, correct?"

"Yeah. I didn’t go. Everyone I would’ve asked already had a boyfriend or a date."

"You mean Taylor?" asked Sierra.

"If you’re not even close to dating, it’s not like you’re committed to only one crush," said Alex. "They all had plans."

"Then why the note of guilt?"

"It was a big high school. I knew plenty of girls. Someone probably wanted to go but didn’t have anyone. Might’ve been glad to go without any romantic baggage." He shook his head. "I didn’t want to go just to go."

"There’s nothing wrong with that. It was yours, too. Whatever you wanted to make of it."

"I kinda stopped thinking about all that a few months ago. Reasons."

Zafirah smiled. "Whatever loneliness you experienced over high school sweethearts seems to have ended in your favor."

"S’up, bitches," said a blonde in the front passenger seat. She hadn’t been there a second ago.

"Jesus!" Sierra hit the brakes on reflex. She let up when she recognized Rachel an instant later. "Don’t fucking do that! I’m driving!"

"Sorry, fine, my bad," Rachel grumbled. "Anyway, the barrier is still there. I can’t tell if they know when I try to cross it, but I’m guessing not. I haven’t seen any reaction. Everything looks calm. Lorelei and the guys got in. I’ll be close unless I have to zip back to the hotel for Taylor and the witches for anything." She rolled her eyes. "Which means, I guess, fine: gimme a phone."

"Glove compartment," said Sierra. "There are two. I labeled them with stickers."

"I’m not as mobile with a phone. If I have to pass through a wall or something it’s gonna stay on the other side," Rachel warned.

"As long as you smash it real good," Sierra replied.

"You’re gonna wait outside the party?" Alex wondered.

"Yeah." She smiled at him. "Don’t worry, babe. I don’t get cold, remember? Besides, I’m just gonna fuck around on a dumb candy game or something now that I’ve got a phone. If shit really hits the fan, I’ll think of something. Take care of yourself." Rachel leaned toward him with her chest fading right through the back of her chair. She planted a kiss on his surprised lips. "I’ll be close by. Sierra, Z, good luck." She opened the car door.

Sierra hit the bakes again. "What the fuck are you doing?"

"I said I can’t fade through shit with this fucking phone on me," Rachel shot back. "Clothes are one thing, bullshit like this is another."

"At least let me pull over, for fuck’s sake." Sierra came to an abrupt stop along a corner. "Here. Fine. Get out."

"Okay, okay, my bad. Zafirah, take care of my guy, alright?"

"It will be my pleasure," said Zafirah.

Rachel scowled. "Don’t tease if you’re not gonna follow through."


* * *


No one could be surprised to find the help sequestered on the opposite side of the house from the ballroom. Chauffers, bodyguards, and servants were expected to lie low while their betters socialized. Their placement kept them closer to the cars and limousines taking up every available space along the driveways and access road.

The unexpected came in the form of a spacious grand pavilion tent. Patio heaters, tables, chairs, and lamps filled the shelter. Though lacking for music, a dance floor, or alcohol to make it a party, the spread of food and drinks on the tables along one end of the tent presented at least some measure of hospitality.

Sierra didn’t try to hide her reactions as she entered. Her wide eyes turned this way and that. "Escorts," mostly men and almost all in dark suits, sat around the tables with paper cups and plates while hardly talking to one another. A pale chauffer idly picked at his fangs. A man heavily tattooed with runes ran his fingers over a circlet of bird skulls while murmuring a silent chant. She saw scars, brandings, mystic sigils, and more than one pair of glowing eyes. The pair that stood out the most belonged with the only significant shadow in the pavilion, a darkness that seemed to waft off a man seated alone in the corner like a cloud of dry ice. Not far from him sat a man with scales instead of skin.

A few stared at their phones, their food, or each other. Some stared right back at Sierra, awkward vigilance meeting awkward suspicion.

"What. The. Fuck," Sierra muttered under her breath.

Motion at one table broke her dreadful trance. The movement itself didn’t stand out, but the friendliness did. She caught Drew’s nod out of the corner of her eye, latched onto him and Wade, and took the long way past the spread of food. The table held cookies, a deli tray, four blends of coffee in heated containers...and others marked for different blood types. Sierra had no interest in touching any of it, but she had to look at least a little nonchalant about joining the others.

"Hey," said Drew.

"How’s it goin’?" Wade greeted her.

She stopped before sitting. "You’re chowing down?"

"Y’all got your priorities, I got mine."

Sierra took her seat. "Anyone talk to you after they directed you over here?"

"Nope," Drew answered. "Only a little bit of talking in here, too. Most of it’s in grunts and nods. The only chatty ones are over there, at the donut end of the tent." He tilted his head toward the handful of men and a couple of women in similar dark suits talking quietly. "I don’t think the rest are used to this kind of thing."

"They’re not, because it’s weird," said Sierra.

"What’re these things normally like?" asked Wade.

"We don’t have ‘these things’ with the rest of the nightlife," she hissed. "We might meet up with another group of like-minded sorts, sure, but never a mix like this. I’m sure you can imagine why. It’s the difference between being an outsider and being the boogeyman."

"Presumably that’s why hardly anyone’s talkin’ except them folks. Seems like a sorta mixed group, but they’re all speakin’ English. Prob’ly the locals. Everyone else is watchin’ and listenin’ in." Wade casually glanced here and there. "Prob’ly to us, too."

"What else do you do in this situation?" Sierra pointed out.

"Can’t really go walk around anywhere."

"Almost as if that’s half the point to all this," she agreed.

"You got any ideas?" asked Drew.

"Sure."

"Well? You’re the one with all the experience here."

She flashed the first grin he’d seen since she arrived. "I wanted to see what you boys would do first. I thought you came up with all the plans."

Wade frowned, looking to his other companion. "Damn, man."

"It’s fine," said Drew. "Relax. I’ve got this." He rose from his seat.

"Anything you wanna share first?" asked Wade.

"Nah, man. It’s not complicated. Gotta get people talking, is all." Drew buttoned his blazer as he strode to the long side tables, where a third man had joined the other two drivers to peruse the offerings. All mindfully steered clear of the others in silence—until Drew arrived.

"Hey, what’s up?" he said casually. A hirsute man with dark and beady eyes looked up at his voice in surprise. "Who you here with?"

"None of your business."

"Is it confidential, or is it embarrassing?" Drew grinned. "C’mon, man, a job’s a job. We all get it. Bills to pay, right?"

"I’m not embarrassed," the stranger huffed. "I am Moonclaw. I stand proudly under the shadow banner of the Prince of the Badlands."

"Right. Cool, cool. Hadn’t heard of him. How ‘bout you?" he asked the tall man standing past him. "The two of you together?"

"Of course we’re not," said Moonclaw. "The Badlands lie on the edge of civilization and dusk. His liege is a mere charlatan playing at feeble magic."

"Watch yourself, night walker," said the tall man. "We’re all here under truce, but the Third Sky and his Seekers will suffer no insult."

Another man standing at the table let out a chuckle. He was broader at the shoulders and arms than any of the rest, with a dark complexion and a guttural voice. "This is why neither of you should talk with strangers in strange lands. Insult has already been given, and rejected. Now what do you do about it?"

"No one here is looking for a fight, enforcer," said the tall man.

"No one dares start one, Trevor. Yes, I know who you are. Word gets around when a Circle expels an apprentice in the southwest. Practitioners have warmer parties than this." He gestured to the spread on the table. "Snacks for the staff notwithstanding."

Conversation at the other end of the tent quieted. Many watched with keen interest.

Aware of his audience, Trevor puffed out his chest in defiance. "You’re no Practitioner."

"No. As you say, I’m an enforcer. A predator. I am the Hound of the Mojave."

"No one claims the entire Mojave," Moonclaw replied sourly.

"Heh." The Hound turned away.

"Cool job titles, though," Drew spoke up before the Hound got far. "Any of you guys get dental with that?"

"What?" The Hound blinked.

"Dental?" Moonclaw frowned.

"Yeah, you know. Dental, vision, primary care." He popped a chip in his mouth. "What’re the benefits packages like?"

"I laugh at blade and bullet and I feast on the souls of my enemies," said the Hound. "I don’t need a benefits package."

"Does that cover dependents?"

"What?" the Hound repeated.

"Dependents. You know, family?"

"What family do you think the Hound has?" asked Moonclaw. "Or I?"

"You plan on staying that way forever?" Drew shrugged. "I mean, maybe you feel like you’ve got a sweet gig now. What happens when you meet someone? Is this all you want?"

"He’s got a point, you know," spoke up a newcomer behind the Hound. He was a husky man, blond and friendly-faced. "That insurance system you have down in the States is crazy. It’s downright predatory. I don’t know how you live with it."

"I don’t," the Hound growled.

"No, but that’s what I’m saying," Drew pressed. "You don’t. But it ain’t about just you. See, what happens when you get a girl and she runs into bullet or blade or a hit-and-run or whatever? Then you’re in the emergency room tryin’ to get her approved for a CAT-scan without insurance. Can’t really Hound your way through that, can you?"

"Who the hell are you, anyway?" asked Trevor.

"I’m Dave," said Drew. "Dave McBloodScythe. From Clan McBloodScythe. We’re out in Bremerton. It’s in Washington state, out on the peninsula."

Back behind him, Sierra felt her throat seize up. Wade turned away to keep from laughing.

"I have never heard of Clan McBloodScythe," growled the Hound.

"Yeah, we’re small. But. We got benefits. The co-pay’s been kickin’ my ass, though. That’s why I’m asking around. Seein’ what the other packages are like."

"Can’t say I blame you," said the friendly Canadian bodyguard beside the Hound. He held out his hand. "Steve."

"Dave," Drew lied again, shaking hands.

"Like I say, that system is crazy," Steve went on. "Pure greed. Nothing more."

"Yeah, and the little guys get screwed," said Drew. "We need something like you’ve got up here. Universal coverage, even for the likes of us."

"That’s socialist!" blurted a pale chauffer at a nearby table.

"You’re a vampire, why do you care what’s socialist?" asked Drew.

"Oh my god, here we go," Sierra murmured with dread.

The vampire stood. "I’m an American vampire, damn it! We’re a capitalist society!"

"Uh-huh, and look where it’s got you. Sitting out in the tent with donuts and whatever’s in the thermoses over there. Where’s the upward mobility, man? This ain’t about who’s a vampire and who’s a werewolf. This is about class."

Wade grinned at Sierra. "Naw. Not yet. We give this another minute to keep spinnin’ up. Then we go."





Chapter Fourteen:
Here’s That Attention You Ordered

"I hate staying behind."

"You and me both."

"It’s not exactly the kind of party I want to go to, but I hate not being there."

"Yep."

Taylor hesitated, looking up from the implements on the countertop to Onyx close by on the other side. "I don’t mean anything personal."

Onyx poured another tiny mound of salt onto the last small slip of paper. With that step of the assembly line finished, she folded the first slip together into a small packet and tied it closed with string. "Didn’t take it that way. Although it is personal for me."

"Are you mad they asked you not to go?"

"No. It makes sense. It makes perfect sense. That’s the problem." Onyx wound the string too tight around the second packet, tearing the paper. Salt spilled out. She moved onto the next one in line. "This is about me, but I have to stay behind while most of our friends risk their necks for me. I know it would be stupid for me to go out there. That doesn’t leave me feeling less stupid for staying behind." Onyx finished another packet before her words caught up with her. "I’m sorry. I didn’t mean you."

"Didn’t mean anything personal by that?" Taylor grinned.

Onyx let out a long sigh. "No. Far as we can tell, you’re the only one of us who can handle a gun and hold down an active spell. You’re ideal for hanging back here with us."

"Anyone can learn the gun stuff." Taylor looked down at the packets. "Is that for canceling magic?"

"You’ve been learning," said Onyx.

"I read the first couple books you and Molly told me about. Kinda hard to get too far into this with school going on, but I picked up a little. Seems like anyone can learn that much."

"Anyone can learn the basic principles from a book, sure. Knowing which books to trust is the first real trick. Putting it to work is a level up. Also, it’s important to remember there’s more than one way to fulfill the principles. Different Practices have different philosophies. It can feel like the magic works in completely different ways, but there’s a kind of cart-before-the-horse thing going on when it comes to sorcery. This stuff here is on a basic universal level.

"Salt is good for diminishing or disrupting magic. Iron, too, but that gets into symbolism. It’s why a nail in your pocket wards off magic but a nail driven into the ground or a wall can anchor a spell—depending on your Practice. Water’s also good, but water is another component that can be used in more than one direction."

"Because it’s so easy to manipulate?" asked Taylor.

"Yeah." Onyx gestured outward with both hands. "It flows away, so it can wash away magic, but if you’ve got it contained that changes the game. Salt is a different matter. You can’t really fling loose salt very far. Wrap it in a container that bursts, though, and now we’re talking. There are spells for unwinding magic if you need to do it delicately or channel the power some other way, but that’s draining and it can get you into a contest of wills." She tapped the countertop. "The only effort you need to put into this is a good throw."

"I’ll try to remember that," said Taylor. Then she winced. "Should we have sent this with the others when they left?"

"I passed a few around. Alex knows a little theory. I made him read the same book. Lorelei understands this stuff, but she’ll do what she’s gonna do. These are for us."

"You think we’re gonna need ‘em?"

"If this goes the way things usually do?" She shrugged. "I also don’t know what else to do with myself. I can’t do anything active if they might recognize my magic." Onyx looked past her friend to the open doorway to the spacious bathroom. "This is kind of how we are at home. If Molly is working, I feel like I should be working, too."

"Turns out I’m not doing a whole lot," Molly called back. She appeared in the doorway. "I moved the literal birds-eye view from my brain to the water in the tub, so it’s easier to hold. But I can’t get anything more than that. The birds don’t want to move in close. They get a sense of danger and pull back. Either it’s the same barrier Rachel hit or it overlaps.

"Anyway, I’d swear I’m looking at an Oscars after-party. There’s a big tent for all the drivers and flunkies. A handful of people are out on the patio at any given time. Most people are inside and the birds aren’t getting a good angle to look through the windows. I’m of half a mind to blow off the scrying and get naked and get in the tub."

"Molly," Onyx deadpanned, "what did I say about getting naked in front of company?"

"I’m not gonna complain," said Taylor. Then she froze up when they both grinned back at her. "Okay, I’m joking here."

"You sure?" asked Molly. "We have a lot of the same side-action in common."

Taylor slapped her hands over her face. Onyx laughed. "We’re kidding, too. We aren’t predatory. It was funny."

"I know," Taylor said directly into her hands. "I get it. I’m still a dork." The hands fell away. "Are we doing sex life confessions? Now doesn’t feel like the time but I’ve got plenty."

"Oh hell we’re up for that anytime, but we should do that with wine," said Molly.

"Cool." Taylor glanced to Onyx. "I’m not after him. It was an awesome weekend but I’m not up for the whole poly thing."

"You don’t have to tell us, Taylor. We’re good either way." Her smile didn’t last. "Molly, you’re right. We need wine. And free time. And something useful to do until then."

"You can come on in here and watch aerial TV in the bathtub."

"Sure, I wanna see," said Taylor.

Onyx followed, not bothering to hide her pouty face from her partner. "I should be proud of you for figuring out the image transfer thing in the tub."

"But you can’t because you’re preoccupied?" asked Molly.

"Preoccupied, tense, and bored. I need to do something."

A buzz at her waist stopped her complaints. Onyx plucked the phone from the pocket of her slacks. The number matched one of the burner phones, but not one Onyx had labeled already in her efforts to keep busy. "Hello?" she answered.

"Hey, it’s me. I’m outside the party bored as fuck and this stupid phone won’t even load up a dumbass mobile game. What’s up over there?"

"Rachel? Um, not a lot. We’re trying to watch the party via some bird friends, but they want to keep clear kind of like you have to. Hey, wait a sec." Onyx moved into the bathroom, looking down into the large tub. As promised, the waters held the overhead image of the sprawling mansion, the adjoining tent, its full driveway and the surrounding grounds. The view turned as Molly’s volunteer slowly wheeled in the night sky. "You’re outside the property? You’re invisible, right?"

"Nobody should see or hear me," Rachel answered. "Of course, I’m saying that in front of an invisible fucking wall that shouldn’t be able to block me, so I suppose that’s not something I can take for granted... while I fuck around out here in the open... in a white dress... with a fucking halo. Y’know, I imagine my wardrobe seems pretty limited, but it’s not something I’ve had to think about a lot until the past few months. I’m starting to see the value in the Gloom Girl look you and Molly are rockin’ all the time, is what I’m saying."

"Where are you, exactly?" asked Onyx.

"I dunno, Goth-curious? Is that a thing? I’ve got some ordinary clothes for playing mortal, but I let Lorelei pick all that out."

"No, I mean, where physically?"

"They’re back at the crib. I didn’t think I’d be playing Normal Girl on this trip."

Molly stood close by, frowning. "Did she say ‘crib?’"

Onyx slapped her hand over her face. "Rachel."

"I mean, that’s it, really. It’s not like angels never change clothes, but it’s not weird to keep on wearing the same basic idea for a few hundred years. Changing up all the time comes across as materialistic and vain. Then all the other bitch-ass judgy angels throw their judgy looks at you and say their judgy shit behind your back, and then—"

"Rachel," Onyx repeated.

"What? Sorry," Rachel sighed. "I’m irritated and bored. My bad."

"You said you’re at the barrier, right? Where are you? We can see from overhead. Magic."

"Uh. The main driveway is a little to my left. I’m by the fir tree closest to the street. There’s a streetlamp nearby. I don’t see any signs."

"That’s fine. I think I know where you are. You want something to do?"

"Obviously."

"Okay, we’re going to try to map out what this barrier does and doesn’t cover. I’m gonna need you to push on it as you walk or fly all the way around it."

"Sure. I’ve tried a lot of angles already, though. Seems consistent all around."

"Magic doesn’t always work the way it seems to at first glance. Sometimes it’s a bluff. If we take some time to study this thing, we might find a weak point or figure out how and where it’s anchored. Hold on." She put the phone against her collarbone and turned to Taylor. "Can you find some paper and a pen or a pencil? I’d ask Molly but she has to hold down the spell."

"On it," said Taylor.

Onyx caught a grin on Molly’s face and a gleam in her eye. "What?"

Molly pointed to the phone and whispered, "You’re giving orders to an angel. It’s hot."

"Oh shut up," Onyx sighed. "Rachel? Still there?"

"Yeah. So for what it’s worth, the barrier has an inch or two of give to it, but then it won’t go any further. It feels kinda like when your hands and knees are driving into the mattress, y’know? At some point there’s no give anymore and you’re just pushing until your elbows or your hips buckle."

Onyx winced. She put the phone to her shoulder again. "Yeah, it’s this angel, though."


* * *


"Sir, Madam, I’ll need to see your invitation, please." He was taller than Alex and twice as thick, with every bit of him under his dark suit looking like muscle or bone. Guests were met in the foyer rather than being kept outside on the sheltered doorstep, but a guard dog was a guard dog even if he wore a tie.

Alex wondered how fitting the canine analogy might be. Or perhaps lupine.

"Darling?" Zafirah stayed arm in arm with Alex. "You have it, don’t you?"

He pulled the envelope from inside his jacket. The doorman removed the gold leaf invitation for a close look, reading every word despite having likely read the same script countless times tonight. He looked the pair up and down. Alex could only guess at the magical or otherwise supernatural ways he examined and evaluated guests—or maybe this was all an ordinary act by an ordinary hired security goon. Maybe he was a local thick-necked bouncer pulling a one-night doorman gig.

"Welcome," he said with the same grave tone. "The butler will be pleased to announce your arrival as noted on your invitation if that is your wish. As you can see, there are only a handful of guests ahead of you." He barely tilted his head to the others lingering in the foyer. "Our grand hosts will make their entrance shortly."

"Thank you." Zafirah intercepted the return of their invitation so smoothly no one but Alex knew he had reached for it, too. With her arm still around his, Zafirah walked to an open corner nearby.

"Keeper of Memory," the butler called into the ballroom. "Weaver of Sands. Presenting Sumaya bint Wani Badi."

Zafirah smothered her laughter. "Oh, I see I’m not the only trickster here. What a delight." She noted the perplexed look on her companion’s face. "The Wani Badi Khalid is an oasis in Oman. Sumaya is toying with all this. She’s not even from there. But she’s a Si’lat, another of my kind. She’ll become someone else in the next five minutes if she feels like it."

"Great, can I do that?" asked Alex.

"I don’t think we can get away with calling you a jinn, darling. Many believe the vampires are the most numerous of the supernatural, but it’s far more likely our kind. Still, plenty of us know each other. We’ve been around a while and we talk. I think you’d be found out." She turned to face him directly, holding both of his hands low in hers. "You seem more pensive than before. Is it only a matter of finally being here?"

"More than that. I didn’t know they’re shouting everyone’s names. We’re not doing that stuff, right?"

"Oh, we must, darling. It’s important to make an entrance."

"Yeah, I was afraid you’d say that."

"You’d rather move in quietly?"

"Why would I not?"

"Alex." She threw him a doting smile.

"See, that, right there. That’s a problem."

"Why?"

"What do you mean why? It’s a bunch of fucking monsters here. Why would I want any of them to know anything about me? Like my name? The last couple times that got out, I wound up getting kidnapped. Repeatedly. And worse."

"You would rather lie low and handle this with subtlety and stealth? To come and go unheard of and forgotten?"

"And you wouldn’t? What was all that about the jinn going unseen? Looks like it works for you folks. Seems like a good idea." He glanced over his shoulder. His nerves didn’t show on his face or carry in his voice, but he felt them loud and clear. His date surely recognized them, too. "I don’t like arrogance. Never have. I never wanted to be that guy. And I only felt stronger about that after having one puffed-up supernatural asshole after another come at me, talking a big game right before eating it in the dirt. Lorelei, too. Why would I want to do that?"

"Ah," said Zafirah. Another announcement rang out, but neither listened. "Alex, they came at Lorelei because they thought she was weak. They threatened your city for the same reason. Seattle had its powers, and now those powers are gone. Ambitious rivals sensed a vacuum, and likely still do." They were close already. She drew closer. "They came at you because they had never heard of you."

"Coming in here with an arrogant title like the rest of them will change that?"

"These waters are filled with monsters and sharks. They search for weakness. Humility will not help you here." Her fingers slid down the lapel of his jacket. Her eyes never left his. "It is not arrogance if you can back it up."

He didn’t have a retort. He also didn’t have a plan. "What are we supposed to tell them?"

Zafirah held up the small sheet of gold leaf. "It’s on the invitation."

"Madam? Sir?" asked a voice. "Your time has come."

She gave him the tiniest nudge. Alex turned to follow the usher with Zafirah on his arm once more. He hadn’t gotten a read of the invitation’s new text. At the arched entrance, Zafirah handed over the gold slip.

"If I might be so bold?" Zafirah smiled playfully to the butler. "Give the last bit a little growl, would you?"


* * *


She gathered the small crowd without effort. Men and women gravitated to the table on their own, mostly guests but including at least a couple of the hosts. Lorelei had to concede the presence of the latter might have been another draw to her spot. Kashvi and Roman held obvious influence. Guests wanted to earn or keep their favor—and Roman clearly wanted hers.

"Daughter of Beelzebub?" Lorelei laughed. She sat turned to one side of the table with her smile bright.

"That’s what she claims," said Roman. He held the seat closest to hers, turned to face her directly, smiling and keeping her entertained even amid all the competition. "We can’t exactly verify that sort of thing. Even if we could, I imagine it would be rude."

"Or a foul experience for the verifier," said the only other demon in sight. Rather than being relegated to the other side of the table, Victor stood among a small arc of guests around Lorelei’s spot. In a rarity among the crowd of black suits, Victor’s tuxedo was white. Lorelei knew him well enough to catch the absurdity. "I haven’t talked to her about it."

"Why would you?" she replied.

"Your friend, Dominic scoffed at it, too," said Roman. "Right before you arrived and he took off. I wonder if he’ll turn up again?"

"I hope so. It’s not like I hold grudges," said Lorelei.

Victor laughed. "Sure, you don’t."

"I don’t, Victor." Lorelei feigned the slightest hurt. "I pay them off. That’s what I like about you. I don’t owe you anything."

"To my eternal relief." Victor bowed.

"How do you two know each other?" asked Roman.

"Oh, Victor and I go way back. Istanbul? Not Constantinople?"

He rolled his eyes. "Song references. You haven’t changed."

"One might say we were in similar lines of work, Victor and I," Lorelei explained to Roman. She didn’t want him to think someone else had the majority of her attention. "Parallel enough to get along if we avoided competition."

"What line of work is that?" Roman wondered.

"That’s a conversation for a more intimate setting. For myself, at least. You probably already know Victor’s, hence his presence. He’s a most formidable hunter."

"A quality known to us, yes," Kashvi spoke up. "We have been fortunate to exchange favors over a great many years. We are happy to know another friend with such skills. Dominic is also a valuable resource, though he was rather evasive with us tonight on any question reaching beyond this world. I wonder if either of you are as coy."

"We might wait until we get to know one another better," suggested Roman. "It may be more sensitive than we suspect."

"Now I am curious," said Lorelei. "What’s on your minds?"

"Rumors of downfall and chaos in the Pit," said Kashvi. "Realignments. Revolution, or perhaps merely revenge. The mortal night has heard much the same. Great powers have tumbled, so the whispers say, but they do not offer names. I cannot say I’ve heard yours before, Lady Lorelei. The manner of respect I see from your kind here tonight suggests much. Care to shine any more light on it all for us?"

Again, Victor gave a respectful nod. "I’ll defer to the lady’s judgment."

"Oh, I’m hardly your lady, Victor."

"You’re the lady here in front of me, Lorelei. I can assure you I will suffer no penalty for my prudence and respect." His eyes turned to the sorcerers, still more or less ignoring the others in close orbit. "I will say the lady is generous when she speaks as if we’re on the same level. I wouldn’t be much of a friend if I let that go without recognition."

"A friend to me, or to the family?" asked Lorelei.

"Both. I did not arrive with an announcement or with titles."

"Some titles are harder to decipher than others," said Roman. His charming, confident grin never entirely diminished. He had nice eyes. "I know how to interpret many. Not yours."

Lorelei sent Victor a warning glance, but with a playful disguise. "We like to be enigmatic when in the mortal world, don’t we?"

"Not even a hint?" Roman chided. "You’re the conqueror of Perdition, or so you claim. That at least seems to tell us something. The reaction to your arrival lends you some gravitas. With a connection like that, I’m starting to wonder if you might have something to do with the rumors we’ve heard."

"Or her conquests could be hundreds of years in the past," said Kashvi. "Even thousands."

"The newest are my favorite," said Lorelei. "I came here to get to know you better. In turn, you will doubtlessly learn about me. There’s a story to every good title."

"Mistress of Desert Winds, Pathfinder of the Forbidden," called out the butler. "Announcing Zafirah, the Thief of Heaven. Her escort: Alexander, the Scourge of Hell."

Lorelei froze. No. No, she did not, the demon thought. She processed past denial rapidly and turned her expression to mild interest...but a moment too late.

"Titles and stories, was it?" Roman’s grin said more. He’d caught her surprise.

The die was cast. Lorelei played through. "Some stories should be heard as warnings."


* * *


Alex heard scattered, muffled laughter, but also the sudden end of a few conversations. Some in the hall looked up with mild curiosity. Others ignored the announcement entirely. A handful here and there turned to look with much greater concern.

He saw suits, tuxedoes, gowns, and robes. Most outfits looked modern, though some held to ancient designs. He saw ordinary faces, pale faces, and a few with unnatural tones. He saw fangs in the smiles of strangers and eyes that glowed in eerie colors. Everyone affected pleasant behavior and every single one of them was surely a monster of one sort or another.

They descended the short stairs into the ballroom arm in arm. Most of the interested faces turned back to their conversations. Some didn’t. Now standing level with the rest of the guests, it was easier to fade into the crowd.

Lorelei was somewhere in the party, probably at the center of one clutch or another. A small throng off to the right of the entrance seemed likely. Zafirah drifted away from that side of the ballroom. "Is there anyone you’re looking for?" asked Alex.

"With an entrance like that, company will find us," said Zafirah. "Take in our surroundings. Such fine dresses, such a nice setting, and even a few sights you have never seen, yes? If nothing else, we have each other. We’re only in a party full of strangers until we meet someone."

"Pretty sure we’re not all complete strangers here," he muttered.

"No. No, indeed."

"Madam Zafirah? I did not catch a form of address in your announcement." She swept out of the crowd and their path with casual grace, bringing along a man in a tuxedo. "I am Michiko, one of the hosts, and this is Abdel." Alex did a double-take at the pretty woman in a slender and elegant silver gown. As if to acknowledge his reaction, she looked Alex up and down with her eyes sparkling and added, "He’s my brother."

After six months of Lorelei’s influence on his life, Alex had become much better at reading signals and body language. The good thing about the succubus curse was its passive nature. It drew on natural desires rather than creating them. The bad part about the curse was that it was indiscriminate—and always on.

Michiko wasn’t the only one with telling body language. She brought along an entourage of guests, all of them sticking as closely as they could while remaining polite. Alex noted barely-concealed scowls and frustration among her tiny following. They wanted Michiko’s attention. Zafirah had only just arrived, yet she’d already stolen something.

"I prefer no form of address besides Zafirah," said his date. "A pleasure to meet you both."

"The pleasure is all ours. We have heard of you from our friends among your people," said Abdel. "We cast something of a wide net tonight, but we did not know it might bring the fabled Thief of Heaven among us."

"Fabled? Oh, tell me more about me," said Zafirah.

"The stories vary so widely," said Michiko. "They tell us of your beauty and charm. They tell of contests won and tricks played upon the jinn and others. And they all agree the exploit of your namesake is real and true, but they’re never consistent about what you stole. Was it a weapon? A secret? A soul? It changes every time, showing no one knows for certain. But they are all certain it happened. Did your adventure end long ago, or are you still searching for a buyer for your stolen treasures?"

"If I answer, the stories might end. Speculation is so good for publicity."

"Publicity? Is fame your true desire?"

"I have many desires. If I wanted to be famous in a modern sense, I would go into movies, or perhaps become one of those social media influencers. Yet modern fame demands a face and a voice and it never ends. You cannot put it away at your whim. If one becomes fabled, however, one has the satisfaction of fame and the chance to walk through the market unbothered by fans—and one can still get into the best parties and make the most interesting friends."

"Then let me ask you this: are you still in the trade?" wondered Abdel. "Was Heaven your only mark, or do you steal from more earthly realms as well?"

"Words like ‘steal’ and ‘thief’ are so limiting, Abdel," said Zafirah. Alex felt her arm curl in closer around his. "I acquire the forbidden."

"All for yourself?" Michiko threw Alex another only half-subtle look.

"That depends entirely on the context. I am not averse to exchanging favors with my friends. It’s my understanding your ball is held in part to make new friends."

"And to reconnect with old friends, yes," said Michiko. "Some of those old friends told us those stories about you. Others thought you would not set foot in such a ball as this. Moral limitations and the like, or so it sounded."

"Ah. Of course." Zafirah rolled her eyes. "I can imagine. You show a single scruple here and there and soon everyone assumes you must be some paragon of virtue. I can assure you, I am here among your other guests without regret."

"Wonderful. Then you are exactly the sort of friend I want to make." Michiko’s attention turned to Alex once again. "And what of you? I assume there is more to your pairing than convenient contrasts."

The entourage of monsters listened and watched. Alex knew better than to try to imitate Zafirah’s sophistication, but he could follow her example. "Not sure I’d ever think of it as convenient. Nicknames don’t count if you give them to yourself."

"Fake jewels are perfectly passable accessories at times," said Zafirah. "Boasting of them as the real article invites embarrassment."

"Matching by contrast is fair," said Alex. "Zafirah is all the finesse. I guess I’m the muscle."

"I like muscle. You look like the sort built for stamina," said Michiko.

"Ahem," grunted Abdel.

"Hush, brother. I’m making new friends."Before Alex knew it, she had his free hand in hers to gently draw him back. "We should find a spot out of the way of the other guests. I must get to know you both better. How is it none of us have ever met?"

"Miss Michiko, Mr. Abdel? A moment?" a voice broke in. He stepped out of the crowd in a dark suit, moving close enough to suggest familiarity and trust. "I apologize for the interruption. There’s something you should know."

"Aw hey, what’s up, Rico?" Alex watched the other man stiffen and throw back a cold glare. "That’s a nice suit. Almost didn’t recognize you without the fatigues and the dirt and blood. How you been?"

"Mr. Rico, the two of you have met before? How do you know each other?" asked Michiko. "Are you also acquainted with Zafirah?"

"I’m afraid we haven’t met," she answered readily.

"Not her, no, but..." Rico hesitated. He was in front of the same entourage as the rest of them. "We ran into Alex in the Middle East recently. Unexpectedly. I’ve told you about it."

"Yeah, that time you and your buddies got captured by a bunch of ghouls and a great big fiery anime villain." Alex smiled. "How’d you get out of that mess? Who bailed you out?"

"Ah! You’re that Alex," Michiko exclaimed with delight.

"He’s dangerous, Miss," said Rico.

She laughed. "Of course, he’s dangerous. Everyone here is dangerous, Mr. Rico. That’s exactly who we wanted to invite. Many of our guests have checkered pasts and even some hostility between them. How are we supposed to have a decent party if we all hold onto every grudge and every bruise?"

"I’m sorry, but we have some concerns," Rico tried again. "There’s more to it."

"Ugh. Then take it up with Roman. I’m sure he’ll listen." She no longer looked his way, and thus missed the barely-restrained flair of Rico’s eyes and his clenching jaw. Alex paid closer attention. "If you or Roman wish to find us, we won’t be far. In the meantime, I’m happy to hear our guest’s version of the story. I’m sure it will be entertaining." She tugged Alex by the hand again but let it drop to beckon to Zafirah. "Come. Let’s find an open table."

Many of those nearby turned to join her. ‘An open table’ still meant most of her entourage. At a glance, the only one who didn’t follow was Rico. He stood alone in his frustration, bristling either at Michiko’s dismissal or perhaps additional slights. He didn’t have the look of a man enjoying his work.

"So are you doing security tonight? You mic’ed up with your guys?" Alex leaned in close to speak directly at Rico’s neck. "You fuckers owe me a new leather jacket and a cell phone." Then he continued on with the small crowd. "Catch you later."





Chapter Fifteen:
Social Graces

"We had a secret temple in the South Pacific. An unfortunate tsunami wiped out our acolytes centuries ago. It remained untouched until raiding tombs and stealing artifacts became all the rage in the 19th Century. Someone removed the entire complex right down to the last shaped stone...but I won’t name names."

"Are you casting blame or working your way around to admitting envy?"

"Ladies, please," Michiko laughed. "As much as we might hope for alliance and concord among all our guests, I assure you a centuries-old slight will not be worked out at this table. The servants haven’t even replenished our hors d’oeuvres."

Laughter followed, smothering the argument between the shadows and glowing eyes in Vera Wang and the other woman whom Alex suspected was at least half tentacles. Though seated in the center of the action, Alex stayed quiet and kept to the sidelines. This was worse than the ‘mandatory socializing’ nights when he worked at the law firm. He couldn’t converse with the bigshots with any knowledge or experience and he heard the endless echo of class issues, but at least with the firm he never wondered if any of the attorneys ate people.

Sliding contact along his shoe reached up his ankle. Alex shuddered as the sensation continued along his shin—and halfway around it. Though the shadow lady still seethed, the other woman glanced at Alex with inky black eyes and a playfully innocent smile.

Alex raised his foot, pushed back on the appendage beneath the table, and swallowed his feelings. God, he thought, she’s gotta be sitting two yards away from me.

"It does turn to the reality of our world, however." Zafirah remained at his side, oblivious to his plight. "Colonialism plundered much of what remained of the ancient world. True artifacts of power and ancient lore almost never turn up in public museums, but it does happen. There are more archaeologists and treasure hunters among the mortal world than there are of us." She tilted her head to reference the women with the dispute. "Little of it resurfaces in public."

"And when it does?" asked Michiko.

"When anything of mystic value remains on public display, one must consider the likelihood of some supernatural hand at work. Ancient beings sometimes prefer the company of ancient things. A ruin, a monument, or perhaps even a museum as suggested. I’ve known several who prefer such a residence."

"Really? Tell me more." Michiko leaned in with rapt attention.

"It’s easy to forget how young the ‘modern’ world really is, along with how slow some of us of extended age are to move. Depending on one’s perspective, we’re still in the midst of a real estate rush. All sorts of interested entities might move in on a new museum, or even trade residence in established galleries as certain exhibitions move in and out. All to keep close to the relics of the past."

"She’s teasing you, Michiko," said Abdel.

Alex felt a different tease along his leg again. This time it rose up along the inside of his calf and worked its way upward. He pushed back.

"Not at all," said Zafirah. "I apologize if I gave the impression. I find the topic amusing, but I hardly intend to make sport of it. Why? Does the subject interest you?"

"It runs contrary to my understanding and my experience," answered Michiko. "I’ve lost count of the museums I’ve visited and rarely sensed the presence of..." she waved her hand. "Entities."

Zafirah mirrored Michiko’s interested lean, her brow furrowed as if pursuing some engaging riddle. "Are you often provocative in your museum tourism?"

Laughter swept the table. Alex saw his chance. Rather than pushing away, he swiftly curled his foot around the offending tentacle and stomped it hard against the floor. The black-eyed woman across the table yelped in surprise and pain. The laughter covered her reaction.

"I’m sorry, Alex." His movement drew Zafirah’s attention. She turned back to him with her hand on his. "I don’t mean to leave you out."

"Nah, it’s cool. I don’t have much to contribute to this. Michiko’s right, though. The servers haven’t come back yet. Can I get you a drink?"

"I would love some champagne, darling. I’m not picky. Whatever the bartender recommends. You are too kind." Half an hour ago, the combination of her smile, her eyes, and her caress over his hand would have troubled his sensibilities. Now he was grateful to let her chase away the creepy crawly feelings given by the other woman he left pouting across the table.

"Don’t be long, Alex. You haven’t gone ignored," Michiko added. She had a nice smile, too.

He kept up his return grin until he turned fully away and not a second longer. "Sexy bad guys are still bad guys," Alex muttered.

Plenty of eyes followed him across the end of the ballroom to the bar along the back wall and its cathedral-like windows. Few of the faces seemed overtly hostile. He assumed most were good at hiding it. Doubtlessly a few of these people merely thought of him as an appealing snack. So far, he couldn’t guess one from another.

The bartenders seemed normal enough. He arrived with only a pair of guests ahead of him, their backs turned and heads covered by dark, hooded robes. The closest bartender gave Alex a nod. "What can I get you, sir?"

"Hi. Could I get a glass of champagne? Whatever you recommend. And some water, please," said Alex. The bartender turned to his work, leaving Alex with at least a momentary façade of normalcy and a chance to breathe easy.

Then the robed figures turned around. Vertical black pupils centered in big yellow eyes stared from scaly, golden-brown faces. "Hello and good evening," they rasped in unison.

"Uh. Hi."

"You are...Alexander?" asked the closest. The reptile’s up-and-down look was less subtle than the others Alex had caught tonight, but also without the same meaning. Then the tongue extended from the reptile’s mouth, slowly moving from left to right. The other one mirrored the action, right to left.

"Y-yeah. Hi. Who are you?"

"Ah. Yesss." The first one paused. Lips spread open and curved upward in what looked like a practiced motion. Eyes widened as if hoping for approval, but this was all body language Alex couldn’t understand for sure. "We are from far sssouth of here. On the sssame coassst. Under the cssity of Los Angelesss. We take names that are familiar to the sssurface. I am Sssepulveda. This is Topanga."

"Hello and good evening," Topanga repeated with another exaggerated nod.

"You, too."

The tongues made another appearance before darting back into inhuman mouths. "You are not of the dead, yesss? Nor one of the predatorsss. You are—" Sepulveda licked the air again. "You are human? Mortal?"

"Yeah."

"The females like you. We have noticssed. We are observant, but do not underssstand. We do not often converssse. Can you explain sssomething?"

"I can try," Alex answered hesitantly.

"We underssstand human mating," Topanga began.

"Oh boy." Alex braced himself.

"A biological imperative. We know you...enjoy it."

"But," Sepulveda continued.

"Uh-huh?" Alex winced.

"Does it...hurt? If you do not?" asked Topanga.

"Um. Wow. Does it hurt if we don’t mate?"

"Ssso many ssseem ssso...desssperate," said Sepulveda.

"No. No, it doesn’t. Well—not physically, no. It can make someone sad or frustrated, like if they thought they would mate but they don’t." The answer came out of his mouth with relief. At least their question led to a straightforward answer. Then he blinked. "Wait. You live under Los Angeles and you don’t know this?"

"We have watched, yesss. From hiding. We live deep beneath. We have long kept to ourssselves, but more sssince... ah... sssince people of your ssskin appeared. It was easier before. We could converssse before. Sssometimes."

"Oh. Yeah, I imagine lots of things got screwed up when the Europeans came along," Alex thought out loud. Not for the first time, he wondered how many more layers of history he had never learned given the realities of magic and monsters. He’d never even known about lizard people until tonight.

"Sssensitive topic," Topanga replied solemnly.

"Mmm. Yesss. Not for parties," agreed Sepulveda. "Then you do not feel pain? Of the body?"

"No. God, no. Not from not having sex."

"But ssso much is made of it. The anger. The rage. Violencsse. Why?" asked Topanga.

"Oh, you mean guys specifically? Men?" asked Alex.

Topanga and Sepulveda looked at one another, each tapping their chests questioningly, then looked back. "Yesss. Males."

"Right. Men who get super angry about not having sex are just entitled assholes."

"Oooooh," the lizard people intoned in understanding.

"I mean, you can be sad if you think something is gonna work out and it doesn’t. Maybe a little frustrated. Throwing a whole tantrum about it is different. That’s not physical pain. That’s stupid."

"Pardon? Your drinks," said the bartender. He produced two small glass serving bowls of shimmering water.

"Thank you," Sepulveda intoned. "We are grateful. We mussst go." With that, Sepulveda and Topanga collected their drinks and shuffled off.

Their departure revealed one more patron at the bar. Her young and pretty East Asian face struck a contrast from the pair of lizard people. Alex realized their eye contact was probably unintentional given the way her gaze snapped back to her empty glass. She looked up again at movement from the bartender as if it was a lifeline. "Can I have more water?" she blurted.

The bartender paused with the wine glass and the water Alex ordered. His hesitation made Alex tilt his head. "I’ll wait, no big deal."

With his permission, the bartender handed the glass off to her. She opened her mouth as if to remind him of something, but without prompting the bartender also produced a salt shaker. Alex watched her twist the cap off, upend its contents into the water glass, and swirl for only a couple seconds before she downed it. Then he noticed a second empty salt shaker by her other glass.

Her blue sequined dress struck Alex as more "senior prom" than "high society." Perhaps that was more about her apparent youth than fashion. Then he considered it might be the tension she couldn’t entirely hide. He waited for the bartender to move off before he spoke. "Tough scene?"

"Huh?"

"This party," said Alex. "Ball. Whatever. Is it just me, or is it kinda hard to talk to people?"

"You seem fine with it." She overcame a reluctant pause. "Aren’t you?"

"Those lizard guys there are the nicest people I’ve met tonight. So far, anyway," he added. "I guess it’s good if I don’t seem as out of place as I feel. Thanks." He smiled. "I’m Alex."

She looked at his outstretched hand. "I heard. What does ‘Scourge of Hell’ mean? Is that, like, from Hell, or did you go do something there?"

"If I downplay it, will that come off as a sign of weakness?"

"I’m wondering if you’re another demon."

"No. Demons are way slicker than I am."

"That’s true," she murmured, and then shook his hand. "Katerina."

"See, that’s downplaying."

"Oh." She stood straighter, making him wonder if she realized he was joking. "I am Katerina Sorrow, Ghost-Queen of the Northern Coast."

"Wow. Does that make you a queen of ghosts or queen of the coast?"

"Yes," she answered. "Gets me invited to parties with wizards and monsters, too. As long as they want their ships to move and their ghosts to stay chill, anyway."

"Nice. Is that a ‘your majesty,’ then?"

"They asked when I got here and I said yes." Her lips twitched with a disappointed frown. "I don’t think most people heard them announce me." She gulped down half of another water glass before she realized it was his. "Oh god, I’m sorry."

"No worries," Alex chuckled. "It’s only water. I’m mostly using it as a prop. Gotta have a drink so you look like you’re having a good time. That’s how this works. I think." He frowned. "Of course, now that I think about it, I wonder if that even matters in this crowd. I bet most of the others are putting on an act, too."

"You think?"

"Yeah. We’re surrounded by assholes."

That made her laugh. "We?"

"You’re not sizing me up as an enemy or a snack. The literal kind," he added. Katerina glanced away and bit her lip. He pretended not to notice. "Are you here with anyone?"

"No. I’m kinda new to this whole scene. Not sure if I’d want to drag someone into it with me, either. You’ve got a date, right?"

"Yeah. She’s a little more experienced with this stuff. I’ve been around the block a couple of times, but usually not for the socializing."

"Just scourging? Whatever that is?"

Alex caught the bartender’s eye. He didn’t need to say anything more. Another glass of water would be on the way. "I might’ve had some disagreements with some demons."

"Were they entitled assholes?" Katerina grinned.

His face lit up. "Yes. Yes, they totally were."

"Sorry. I don’t know anyone here. Almost didn’t come, but I figure I need to learn sooner or later." Katerina shrugged. "Guess that boils down to mostly eavesdropping. I don’t know what to say when some vampire comes to talk to me."

"Oh, you can totally get away with blowing off the vampires. Everyone’s used to it."

Her eyes widened. "Seriously?"

"Well, the vampires don’t like it, but nobody’s gonna be offended on their behalf."

"That explains a lot. I had this Marquis of Wherever talking to me and people gave me this look like, ‘Why are you talking to him?’ Is this high school?"

"That’s not the first time I’ve heard that comparison." Alex looked over his shoulder to the broader party beyond them, but he didn’t see the woman on his mind. He kept his attention on the one he was with instead. "The more noise someone makes about being important, the less important they are. It’s all about how much noise other people make on their behalf."

"Huh. I guess that makes sense."

"Listen, if you’re looking for someone to hang out with? I don’t know how the night’s gonna go, but you can hang with us. You should probably be ready to ditch us if things get weird. Come to think of it, that’s probably the best way to handle a party like this," he considered. "Anyway, we’re here, and my date is cool."

"That’s really nice of you." She glanced past him to the swarm of people around Zafirah and the hosts. "I’m not sure that’s the best place to be, though."

"It probably isn’t. Surrounded by assholes, like I said."

"Yeah." Her brow knit with a question. "How do you know I’m not an asshole?"

"You’re the only person here who looks like they’d rather find a friend than a victim."

"Wow. Do people in this scene have friends?"

"I do." He looked over his shoulder. "Honestly, I should be getting back to mine, too. Wanted to offer."

"Thanks, but…if this is high school, I think I know a snake pit when I see one. It’s not you. It’s them." She grinned at his laugh. "I appreciate the offer. If you want to talk again, call my name on the coast. I’ll hear."

"The whole coast?"

"Yeah. Anywhere. I’m the queen."


* * *


Wielded in concert, the power and influence collected at the table could easily rival small countries. Anyone in this crowd could marshal sorcery, arcane lore, vast wealth, or virtual shadow armies. Ostensibly it was Roman who held this informal court, but he focused entirely on Lorelei.

He wasn’t the only one. She knew how to play them all to her advantage.

"It’s not that I am disinterested," she said to the sorcerer in century-old martial regalia standing by her seat. "I am always happy to engage in all sorts of alliances and bargains. Friendship, even."

"Then why the note of reluctance?" wondered the man in uniform.

"I wonder what you have left to offer," she admitted.

"We have many—er—what I have left?"

"As you say, you are a man of advanced arcane power. Do you believe that came at no price? Or that what you have done with that power is of no lasting consequence?" She smiled gently as he grew pale. "I’ll keep your offers in mind, but don’t worry. We’ll meet again soon, one way or another."

Mumbling an excuse, the sorcerer backed out of the conversation. Lorelei noted the silence of her remaining audience. "I may have exaggerated a little," she assured them. "The man interrupted us."

Once again, she got laughs. Most were not uncomfortable. She saw no doubt in the eyes of her primary audience. He sat beside her with eager, icy blue eyes and the smile of a man who knew his own animal magnetism. "You handled that elegantly."

"Oh? I thought it too blunt. So many interruptions. The attention is flattering, of course, but hardly conducive to getting familiar." She tilted her head at the last notes of the current song. He caught the hint.

"Do you dance, Lorelei?"

"I do." She accepted his offered hand. "Excellent."

"Roman," spoke up one of their crowd.

"Lady Lorelei?" ventured another.

"We’re not going far, my friends. You aren’t forgotten," said Roman. He walked Lorelei out to the center of the ballroom. 

"I’m sorry, who isn’t forgotten?" asked Lorelei. "Were you talking to someone?"

He laughed. "In theory, I have connections to remember and diplomacy to handle tonight."

"And in practice?"

"In practice I know the most important people in the room when I see them." He glanced to the small orchestra, only a dozen in all but skilled and polished. "I wonder why they haven’t moved on? Ah," he said as the conductor turned to face the entryway.

"Lords and ladies, esteemed guests, your attention please," came the butler’s loudest call yet. He stood alone at the top step. "Announcing our grand host, She Who Rules Over Sand and Waves, the Lady Teheret, and with her as grand host, returning in glory and power, I give you Lord and Conqueror Gerhardt Stein."

They appeared as the butler made way, greeted by applause and even cheers from around the ballroom. Teheret wore a purple gown with sparkling trim to match the jewels at her neck and in her dark hair. Her youth was offset only by her mature and confident bearing and some skillfully applied makeup. Despite the effort, she still nearly looked like an adopted daughter beside the bearded, fit, hard-eyed man in the tuxedo holding her hand.

She dispelled any such doubt by speaking first. "We do not stand on ceremony and speeches. Tonight is for celebration. We are grateful to all for your presence and your warm welcome. Thank you."

"We are nothing if not loyal to our friends and allies," said Gerhardt. His voice carried the same stern masculinity as his gaze, but no trace of foreign accent. "I am glad to see so many who would stand with us."

They descended into the ballroom to a second round of applause. The orchestra took up their instruments, signaling the next waltz. Roman turned to face Lorelei with a bow that seemed more flirtatious than chivalrous. She acknowledged it with an amused grin.

He danced well. He understood how to make the most of the contact offered by the waltz, too. As Lorelei suspected, his tuxedo held a great deal of hard muscle. His eyes held ambition—but not the foolhardy kind that would make him easy prey.

"No delay to greet the grand hosts?" Lorelei teased. "You’re the one overseeing this party. Nothing to relay to the ruling couple?"

"Kashvi has as much authority as I do. We have ways of sharing what needs to be shared. No insult will be taken. We all know our duties. As I said, I know how and where to prioritize." He punctuated the line with a kiss on her hand, timed perfectly within the dance.

Again, she offered no more approval than a grin. "What do you hope to gain from diligent diplomacy? Words of friendship are tactful. Presumably your sensibilities are less sentimental."

"I wonder how much someone of your stature even needs to ask," said Roman.

"Are you so certain of my stature? Did someone whisper in your ear while I wasn’t looking, or have you discerned my nature on your own?"

"I’m a Practitioner and a scholar of arcane lore. I am not without my own senses. The rest is easy enough to see through the reactions of your kind. You’re more than temptation. You’re more than a hunter like Dominic. It’s clear you are one of the higher powers of the Pit. Thus, I wonder how much you already know."

"You have ambitious dreams of worldly power and plans to change the course of history to your liking. You gather allies tonight to advance those plans. I don’t need you to tell me. I like to hear desires spoken out loud," said Lorelei. "It pleases me."

Still dancing, Roman’s grin spread wider. "The world is out of hand. Too many people, too much high technology, and too few responsible hands behind it all. The computers and all the machines aren’t so bad in themselves, but no one is really in control. It’s been bad enough with all those nuclear weapons in the hands of whoever gets elected. At least a strongman ruler knows there’s someone else waiting to backstab their way to the top the same way he did. It’s a control. Now any wild genius with a computer and not enough guidance could wreck everything. Or some billionaire with a dangerous idea and plenty of marketing. We’re already on our way."

"Are you telling me you want to take over the internet?" Lorelei nearly laughed. "All of this is to marshal the shadows against the tech sector?"

"That’s part of it. The problem is complex. So are the solutions. We don’t want any of this blowing up in our direction. On the bright side, our friends here more or less agree." Again, Roman knew how to use the waltz to make his point. He swept out one arm to indicate their fellow dancers and other guests. "Everyone fears exposure. Everyone has seen a magic or supernatural advantage surpassed by tools sold on the street.

"As I say, there are also too many people. They’re harmless enough on their farms and little workshops if they mind their place, but the numbers are still too much. We need to reduce all this to something manageable. But we must do that while balancing the technological threat.

"And then there are the politics among our own." Roman’s voice fell as if confiding in her. "We’re talking about big moves and big changes. Naturally, everyone wants to know who gets to be in charge of what follows."

"So you wish to plunge the world into a new dark age, but you must first negotiate who will rule over which ashes?" Lorelei maintained her façade of amusement. "Ironic that a party such as this could only be held in the sort of world you wish to destroy."

"I had that thought, too, but we can’t let a little thing like irony stop us. We don’t want to destroy the world. We want to make it safe and manageable. You aren’t wrong, though. We’ve spent centuries building and rebuilding our connections. That’s why our alliances have lasted so long when other efforts to build networks in the shadows have fallen apart. We’ve been patient and steady. But it’s true, only in the last few decades could we pull everyone together at short notice. We don’t want to wreck that along the way."

"What a puzzle for you."

"One that would be easier to manage with the help of the right friend. Someone powerful, with the sort of name to frighten demons."

"And what would I gain?" asked Lorelei.

"What do you want?"

"What does the Pit ever want, Roman? Do you know? Consider this a test."

"Of course. You want souls. I see endless opportunities for you in the changes ahead."

"Perhaps. I do not bargain on speculation."

"We can always arrange something up front. I’m happy to handle negotiations personally."

She raised an eyebrow. "Negotiations are give and take. Are you so eager to give?"

"I suppose that depends on how much is given and how much is returned." His gaze swept over her body. "I might."

He was good-looking, powerful, witty, and fit, with all the confidence of knowing it. Lorelei was already tired of him. She took in the rest of the room as their waltz neared its end. The party remained unchanged despite the arrival of the grand hosts. She noticed only one small point of irregular movement: a handful of husky, unhappy guests in suits and dresses that looked not quite right upon them, stomping toward the back corner not far from the bar.

She knew who they would find there.

"You flirt boldly with the grasp of Hell, Roman. Your family, too, but you are the one to dance with me. You flirt with this danger like someone who has done so many times before, never to be caught. Have you some form of bail no demon can refuse? Or is it all charm?" 

"If a power like yourself was angry with us, I think we would know it by now." The music ended. Roman drew her close. "You didn’t come for us. You came to us."

Lorelei ran her fingers up the lapel of his jacket and looked into his eyes. "Let me show you why I came." His grin widened. She took his hand.


* * *


"Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you, Alex." Michiko leaned back in her chair to get a clear look past Zafirah. "Forgive us for all the shop talk. I’m sure you can’t blame us for our fascination with your date."

"She’s fascinating. Can’t argue with that," he replied. The grin it gave Zafirah meant a little more to Alex than he wanted to think about right now.

"And not likely the sort to waste her time with a mere pretty face," said Michiko. "Our security specialist took your arrival as a grave concern. You do not seem like one of the jinn, nor do you carry yourself as a Practitioner. I can rule out less subtle natures. Tell me, Alex, how do you come here among us? How do you make your way in the shadows?"

He realized Zafirah wasn’t coming to his rescue. He also knew he didn’t have an answer for this. "Are you asking what kind of spooky thing I am, or how I make a spooky living?"

"Spooky," Michiko laughed. "How adorable. I ask whatever answers the question. You intrigue me. Tell us about yourself. If you are reluctant to discuss your nature openly, we can respect that. There is always more. Where are you from?"

"Oh, Parts Unknown. The Valley of the Shadow of Death. Somewhere Over the—"

"Alex is from Seattle." The low but feminine voice drew attention. His heartbeat picked up as she emerged from the crowd in old and formal-looking Japanese silks. "The court of Lady Anastacia took an interest in him early last autumn. She had him brought to a party at the home of her steward, Lord Blackthorne. The mansion burned to the ground. The Lady and her entire court vanished."

"We heard something of this." Michiko sat up, her eyes even brighter now. "Our Practitioner contacts in Seattle all went dark at about the same time. Alex, was that you?" The whole crowd around the table watched. Though ready to move, Alex didn’t know where the hell he could go. He didn’t see much point in trying to deny or deflect. Michiko looked to the woman in silks staring at him from across the table. "Mathias, tell us more, please."

"Lord Mayor Wentworth of New York and Consul Cornelius of Los Angeles organized an effort to learn what happened. When confronted, Alex goaded Cornelius into a duel and slew him outright. Then came the werewolves, who also wanted him. We all fought." Her eyes narrowed. "It ended in fire. Few of us escaped."

Michiko looked at Alex like she’d discovered all his embarrassing pictures from junior high. "Oh, Alex. Who haven’t you antagonized?"

"They came after me." Alex kept his cool, though it took more effort than he let show. "It’s not like I go around starting shit with random monsters."

"Hey!" barked a new voice. The standing audience at Michiko’s table parted under shoving and jostling from burly men in cheap suits. The biggest among them, bearded and bald, loomed over Alex with an angry look in his feral eyes. "What’s your problem with me?"

"Huh?" Alex blinked. "I don’t know you."

"Ah. Alex, meet Hugo," said Abdel. "And company, of course."

"Don’t play dumb! I know what you said," Hugo pressed.

"I don’t—wait, what?"

He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. "Them lizard people told me you said I’m an entitled asshole!"

"What? No I..." Alex paused. Remembered. Sighed. "Yeah. Yeah, I did."

Hugo’s face reddened—before it grew hairier. The hand leading to his accusing finger grew fur along the back, too. "Motherfucker, I will rip your god damn head off."

"Not here, you will not," warned Abdel. "We are agreed. We are under a compact of peace. Everyone has enemies and past disputes. Insults are inevitable. Handle them elsewhere. We will have no bloodshed here. Not even from you, Hugo."

"Fine." The seething werewolf leaned in for a dramatic sniff of the young man still in his chair. "I’ve got his scent. I’ll find him later."

"Oh god, not this shit again," Alex grumbled.

"What?" Hugo grunted.

"You are late to the revelations about our guest," said Michiko, amused as ever. "Alex has left a trail of bodies along his way to our home. Sorcerers and vampire lords. Are you sure you want this vendetta?"

"Sorcerers are still human," growled Hugo. "Still mortal. Most ain’t nothin’ but hype. I’ve put down lots of walking corpses, too. I know every creature of the night by scent and by sight, and I know a pretender when I see one. Ain’t nothin’ special about him."

"Look again, little werewolf. Look closer." Lorelei didn’t have to raise her voice to catch everyone’s attention. She sauntered through the small audience, releasing the hand of some handsome guy or another along the way. "If your eyes could truly see, you would note the blood on his hands. You boast of slaying the monsters of this world. This one has slain far greater."

"Bullshit," Hugo retorted.

"If you are so adept at identifying creatures of the night, you might consider why every other demon in attendance steers clear of this table. They linger over at the bar now. All but me."

"I believe her." Michiko looked at the young man’s hands resting on the table. Her smile faded. She looked to her brothers first, then to Lorelei. "Who?"

"The first was negligible. The second was Baal himself. He wasn’t the last." At her words, Michiko did a double-take at Alex. She wasn’t the only one to recognize the name. The big man at Lorelei’s side looked as if he couldn’t have heard her correctly, but she placed a hand on his arm. "You were correct, Roman. I played coy. The rumors of upheaval in the Pit are true."

Lorelei turned her eyes to Alex. His body hardly knew whether to react as if threatened or aroused. "I heard you have been looking for me," she said.





Chapter Sixteen:
Party Fouls

"What brings the Scourge of Hell out of Seattle?"

"My date."

"Oh? So you aren’t here looking for me?" Lorelei sat one chair apart from Alex and Zafirah at the ballroom table, turned to face him, with Roman sitting close by at her shoulder. "I hear you have my picture on your cell phone."

"Nah. That’s old news. I had a problem with a mutual acquaintance." The explanation came easily despite all the subtly overlooking eyes and eavesdropping guests. Whether by his own wits or Molly’s spell of deception, he kept his cool. "I was hoping you could help me out with him. Didn’t have much to go on to find you, though. Only a picture and rumors. That’s how I ran into Rico and his buddies." He shrugged. "Turns out my problem got resolved right after that. Haven’t had to look for you since."

"Resolved," said Lorelei. "So that was you."

"I had a little help."

"Hardly." Zafirah leaned close to stroke his arm. "That same quest led Alex to me. I only provided a little transportation. He did the rest. I stood back and watched. Glorious. After that, I wanted more of him in my life."

"I would imagine," said Lorelei.

"Who was this problem?" asked Roman.

"No one of consequence any longer," said Lorelei. "So. A date, then?"

"Yes," said Alex.

"No other agenda?"

"My date is all the agenda I need."

Lorelei smiled. "You are surrounded by ancient souls and great powers, Alex. Humility does not play well in this crowd."

"Y’know, I’ve heard that." Alex grinned. "It doesn’t change my priorities. Every woman I’ve ever gone out with has left me feeling a little humbled."

"So you’re into having your ego bruised?" asked Roman.

Alex laughed. "No, I feel lucky to have their attention. You’ve never felt that way about anyone? Who have you been spending your time with?"

"I have felt greatly appreciated all night," said Zafirah. "Like a queen, one might say."

"That’s the idea," replied Alex.

"Flatterer."

"Or perhaps a player?" Lorelei suggested. "Does the humility only serve as a lure?"

"Don’t get me wrong," said Alex. "Depending on who we’re talking about, I’m all in with getting stepped on. Gotta establish some trust first."

"Trust," Lorelei repeated.

"Yeah. We’re talking about an intimate moment, right? Trust is important." Alex considered it with a tilt of his head. "Boundaries are important, too. Structure. Support."

"A safe word isn’t enough?" she teased.

"Not until I’m sure she’s gonna respect it," he grinned. "That’s where the trust comes in. I’m putting myself in a vulnerable state for her enjoyment. Okay, it’s for mutual benefit, I’ll admit. The vulnerability is still real, though, otherwise what’s the point?"

"I hear a little too much sincerity in those thoughts to dismiss them as mere banter," said Lorelei. "I also sense a certain self-awareness. You know the dangers of these waters, yet you carry on anyway. Why?"

His eyes flicked to Zafirah, then back to Lorelei. "You’re both smiling."

"We are amused—and both, I suspect, intrigued."

"Then why would I stop?"

"Again, we are not your only audience," Lorelei reminded.

Attractive monsters and sorcerers in tuxedos and dresses carried on with their party. More than a few surely watched with practiced subtlety. Alex hadn’t forgotten, but he gave it all a shrug. "You’re not?"

"Didn’t you say your date was your only agenda?" asked Roman.

"Sure." Alex never broke eye contact with Lorelei. "We can build on that."

Zafirah laughed. "I knew exactly what to expect when I asked him out."


* * *


"You can slow me down anytime. Say the word."

"I know."

"Seriously. ‘Jason, slow down. I wanna chill.’ That’s all."

"Or I could not." Amber smiled at him through the soft faux-candlelight of their table. She wasn’t dressed for fancy dining, nor was he. The dim restaurant was only a break from more active pursuits.

"We talk online but we’re hardly together. I don’t want to waste that running around like... like..." A small rumble off to their side prompted screams and yelps. Jason watched the boat sink into the water with tightly-packed rows of teens thrilled at the sensation. They were in no danger—not with the unseen chain pulling them along a routine path. "Like I’m a kid."

"It’s an amusement park. Everyone gets to be a kid here."

"Yeah, if you’ve got a week’s pay to spare for admission," he muttered.

"If I saw you as a kid, we wouldn’t be together. I’ve dated overgrown kids."

He fought off a bigger grin than he wanted to show. "I’m just saying."

"Jason, do you want to slow down?" asked Amber.

"Maybe a little?" he admitted. "Today’s about done anyway. I know we’ve got a whole week to run around and we’ll slow down a little, but it’s good to know we can chill together, too."

"Hi folks," the waiter announced. "Are you ready to order? Need any more time to decide?"

Amber still had Jason fixed with a grin. "He’ll have the rib-eye, rare," she said. "Jambalaya for me."

He blinked, but didn’t say anything until the waiter left. "That steak is fuckin’ expensive."

"I knew you wanted it."

"Yeah, but damn."

"It’s my vacation and they pay me decent money these days," said Amber. "Plus, you just dropped a day of LA tourism for Netflix and chill, so I’m probably coming out ahead."

"Yeah?" Jason grinned.

"Kinda having fun with the tourist bit. I haven’t had anyone good to share this city with until now. But I might get mushy about some quiet time, too. Don’t tell anyone else."

He bit his lip. "Sooo, that scored me a lot of points?"

"It’s that whole honesty and consideration thing," said Amber. "It’s nice to know you’ll tell me about your feelings. And the dumb stuff."

"I spilled as soon as I could. It wasn’t like we could talk about that in the airport."

"We’ve been over it. I’m just giving you shit," she assured him.

"You know how it is. I gotta back my buddies up. I’d back you up, too."

"My back-up has tac gear and federal authority."

"Yeah? Well, I’m what they’ve got." Jason shrugged. "I’m sorry it’s dumb. And I know it’s dumb. But I’m not sorry I helped."

"I’m not mad," said Amber.

"Might be a little bit."

"I’m mad that it’s dumb," she conceded. "I’ll confess I kinda hope we’ll have less dumb when you move down here and they can’t buzz you whenever—"

His cell phone vibrated on the table. Their gaze locked.

"Okay, it’s totally not that," said Jason.

"Uh-huh," said Amber.

"If it is, it’s not my fault. It’s theirs. I’m like fifteen hundred miles away."

"Jason."

"It could be a spam caller."

"Or it could be dumb."

Sighing, Jason turned over the phone. He didn’t recognize the number, but answered the call anyway. "Hello?"

"Hey! Sorry to call you outta the blue." Wade’s unusually soft voice was suspicious enough, but his first question doubled the sketch factor: "Hopefully this’ll only take a second. Need your help with somethin’."

"What’s up?" Jason frowned, wondering why Wade wasn’t calling from his own phone.

"Y’all got any idea how to get past a keypad lock with a fingerprint reader on it?"

"Dude."

"Pretty sure that’s what we’re lookin’ at here, anyway. It’s got a keypad and a little glass bit next to it just like the fingerprint reader at my gym."

"Dude. I’m with Amber right now."

"Oh, it’s cool. She ain’t got nothin’ to worry about. We’re outside the country right now. Tell her we said hi."

"You’re—what the fuck?" Jason hissed.

"What is it?" Amber frowned.

"Where the hell are you?" asked Jason.

"Canada," said Wade. "So it’s like bein’ in America, but it’s not America, y’know? Anyway, you got any ideas? Kinda pressed for time."

Jason propped his head on his hand with his elbow on the table. His eyes lifted to meet his girlfriend’s. "You’re calling me from Canada to ask how to get past a number-and-fingerprint security system?"

"Yeah! Look, it came up right after you took off. We were gonna tell you later. Anyway, I figured you’re the one obsessed with that channel about breakin’ outta places."

"What?" hissed another voice over the phone. Sierra hadn’t been in their lives long, but Jason recognized her. "That’s why you called him?"

"Hey, I thought you said we need to keep it down," Wade countered.

"You’re already on the phone! I didn’t know his expertise came from fucking YouTube!"

"It ain’t just that. It’s science stuff, too," Drew spoke up in another whisper. Then, defensively, "What? He’s my boy."

Across the table, Amber stared at Jason with a hardening jaw. "A code and fingerprint system," she said. He nodded. "In Canada." He nodded again. She stared.

Together they asked, "Inside or outside?"

"Inside," said Wade. "Basement hallway, in a big mansion."

"Hallway," Jason grunted.

"Oh hey, is that her?" asked Wade. "Tell her we said hi."

"Can he turn up the thermostat?" asked Amber.

"Uh...yeah, I guess?" Wade answered. "It ain’t far. Why would I do that?"

"It’s to mess with the motion sensor, dumbass," said Jason.

"What motion—? Oh, guess you’re right. I thought that was only for movies?"

"It’s in the movies ‘cause it works. Turn it way up. You need to match your body heat."

"Okay. What about the keypad and the print-reader?" asked Wade.

"What brand?" Jason and Amber sighed together.


* * *


"Couldn’t tell you the label. A tuxedo’s a tuxedo to me," said Alex. "I got expert help."

"Then who are you outside of tuxedos at opulent parties?" asked Lorelei. She rested one arm against the table, still elegantly posed.

"Jeans and leather jackets. I’m good with slacks and collars but it’s not my default."

"I suspected as much. You don’t come from money, then."

"Food stamps, originally."

"Do they still call it that?"

"Nah, you basically get a debit card now, but names kinda stick."

"And yet here you are," said Lorelei.

"The food stamps are where I came from. We got out of that eventually."

"Ah. How far have you come since then? You came into that slick tuxedo somehow."

"I’m basically a kept man these days. Like a gigolo. Maybe a little more sincere."

She laughed silently, but didn’t hide her smile.

Others were less impressed. "There are other words for that," said Roman.

"We could use them, too. I don’t see anything wrong with it," said Alex.

"Do you pursue this as a trade or is it only a matter of current circumstance?" asked Lorelei.

"Mostly circumstance. I have gotten the suggestion I go professional with the whole thing, though," he admitted. "It’s not the worst idea. I seem to have the knack for making people happy."

"It does require a certain shamelessness," said Roman.

"Not sure why there should be any shame," Alex replied.

Roman scowled. "The rest of the world has understood for thousands of years. It’s not hard."

"I like to hear respect for the trade," said Lorelei.

She didn’t look his way, so Roman forced a smile into his voice as well as his face. "Then I might open myself to a new enlightenment if you’ll indulge me in your perspective. It may have to wait a moment, though. If you’ll pardon the interruption, Lorelei?"

Her name and his change of tone cracked her focus on Alex. The backdrop of conversations and bodies around them shifted. Roman stood as neighbors and onlookers parted for new arrivals. He offered his hand to coax Lorelei out of her seat.

"Lady Lorelei, allow me to introduce you to our grand hosts," said Roman. The pair looked as they did at their announcement, a hard and serious bearded man beside a radiant and beautiful woman barely into adulthood. "Lord Gerhardt, Lady Teheret, this is the Lady Lorelei, Conqueror of Perdition," Roman added with a grin. "Not someone we expected, but she’s a most intriguing surprise."

"We have been informed," said Gerhardt. "Your lack of an invitation was an oversight out of ignorance on our part." He offered his hand and accepted Lorelei’s in turn. "Please accept our apologies along with our welcome."

"No apologies necessary," Lorelei replied. "Affairs in my sphere are not often made public. I hardly hold anyone to blame for the results of a discretion I have encouraged."

"Discretion aside, we know your titles are accurate." Teheret spoke with gravitas in jarring contrast to her radiant youth. Despite her pleasant manners, her underlying severity was at least as intense as Gerhardt’s. "We are honored by your presence."

"You are too kind," said Lorelei.

"Not at all," said Teheret. "We have had many associations with the Pit, yet rarely have we conversed with one of the Princes. None have ever visited us in person."

"I take pleasure in the unprecedented," said Lorelei. "It has served me well of late."

"Tonight we seek a break with pattern and precedent ourselves," said Gerhardt. "That is the goal of our gathering. I wonder if that prompted your decision to attend?"

"Not exactly. My original intentions for tonight were far more casual and personal, though I have heard a little of your plans from Roman. Is this a serious endeavor?"

"The world is both dangerous and soft," Teheret replied. "Civilization has become a threat to itself and any that might follow in its wake. Empires rise and fall, eventually to be replaced by new societies. That much is acceptable. The looming calamities of this modern age are such that there may be nothing and nowhere left to rebuild after the next collapse. It must be dismantled in a controlled manner. We could not be more serious."

"Though not too serious to enjoy ourselves," Roman added.

Catching his hint, Teheret mirrored the sentiment with a crease at one corner of her mouth. "Does the Pit feel the same?" she asked.

"The Pit doesn’t care that much, in truth," said Lorelei. "Hell always gets its due. But I am at least idly curious about what’s to come next. World domination?"

"No," said Gerhardt. He gestured to his sides with open hands. "We have far too much respect for our many friends to pursue such a vision. We are all powerful and proud. We would not enlist allies in a cause that would make them lesser.

"Whatever rises from the ashes, we will respect our differences and our boundaries. Instead of vast nations, we will return to independent cities. At most, our own faction might stand as an honorable check on the overreach of growth and ambition among peers. A Sparta, if you will."

Someone snorted.

Gerhardt’s eyes flared. His attention turned to the interruption, as did others.

"Sorry." Alex shrugged. "Didn’t mean to mess up your roll there. That’s not how I would describe Sparta, is all."

"Indeed." Gerhardt took a stiff step closer to Alex, fixing him with a cold glare. "Have you a superior suggestion?"

"You mean to your smashy-plan?" Alex spoke as if oblivious to any tension. He gestured to the small audience. "You guys are all freaked out about climate change and social fragility and all that, right? You figure it’s all gonna come crashing down, so you should do something before it crashes down on you. But you like plumbing and electricity and roads." Alex pointed to the passing canapé tray. "You like all the infrastructure that brought all those ingredients together for those munchies and everything that went into making that tux and that dress.

"You guys have wealth and influence and power. All of you. It’s mind-blowing. You could put that to fixing these problems you’re all worried about. You could keep the toilets and air conditioning. Everyone would be happy and you’d still be rich and powerful…but you’d rather see it all burn and rule over the ashes. That’s the plan you’re pushing." He shrugged. "I guess I might have a couple better ideas."

Gerhardt’s glare grew colder. The younger man smiled brightly. "Oh, hi. I’m Alex."

"Yes," said Teheret. "I spoke with Her Grace, Mathias this evening, along with others. Our family counted the Lady Anastacia among our allies, as was the Lord Mayor of New York, and a number among the Brotherhood of Apollo. Others as well. All of them now gone. Such a list."

"It’s a list of people who could’ve left me alone," said Alex.

"And our man, Mr. Rico?" asked Gerhardt.

"Already explained, it seems," Roman spoke up.

"The Scourge of Hell was searching for me," said Lorelei. "Their encounter was the result of sorcery gone awry and a natural misunderstanding that followed."

"As we said, we know the truth of your titles. Is his legitimate?" asked Teheret.

Lorelei chuckled. "Oh yes. It fits him well."

"You seem unbothered," Teheret observed.

"I’ve no reason to be concerned. No harm is done to my interests."

"I do not consider the matter harmless." Gerhardt stared at Alex. "Yet we come together under a compact of peace, which we mean to honor. Unless the Scourge comes with a different agenda?"

"Only a date," said Alex.

"Yes, Alex here is a professional," said Roman. "Talented, too. Such a good escort he lost track of his date several minutes ago."

"Huh?" Alex blinked, looking to his side—and then his other side, and then behind himself.

"Oh drat," said Michiko. "I wasn’t done speaking with her."

Searching the little crowd, Alex made eye contact with Lorelei only once. They couldn’t drop their charade. He knew her well enough to catch her surprise. They’d become too wrapped up in one another and lost track of Zafirah before Gerhardt and Teheret even arrived.

He didn’t excuse himself or offer farewells. Alex moved off in search of his date with only one word under his breath: "Fuck."


 

* * *


 

"Alright, he’s gone." Carter looked over his shoulder, making sure the monitor room door didn’t open right back up again as he spoke. "Stepped out for a minute. Private channel so we can talk. Rico, they just blew you off?"

"Back to back," came Rico’s voice. "Roman couldn’t be bothered about Lorelei. Seemed like his raging boner took over his brain functions. Michiko jumped right in on Alex and his date. When I tried to talk to her she said they don’t hold grudges."

"Didn’t stop him from being a wise-ass over the mic," Austin grumbled. Carter looked up to his screens, where he found Austin crossing from a hallway to a new post at the ballroom entrance.

The monitor check took Carter’s eyes to Wes walking the ballroom floor right before he spoke. "Yup. Sounds like he holds a grudge."

"Yeah, and we’ve seen Lorelei grab men by the dick before," said Dwayne. He stood to one side of the open double-door exit leading from the ballroom into the hallway and the rest of the mansion. "We know where that leads."

"That’s what I told the big bosses when I caught them before they entered," said Rico. "Told them about the colonel and the fight in Iraq. The boss lady repeated that same line we got from Michiko about how magic pulls on itself. Said coincidences are more common, people get drawn together without intending it, something like that. She also said relations on this level are complicated and yesterday’s enemy can be tomorrow’s ally."

"Did she pat you on the head and call you a good kid, too?" muttered Carter. He regretted it as soon as it came out of his mouth.

"Almost," said the team leader, entirely to Carter’s surprise. Rico usually shut down that kind of talk. He had to be frustrated to let it slide. "The boss man gave me a, ‘Thanks, we’ll handle it,’ like he’s telling me it’s above our pay grade."

"Maybe it is?" Dwayne ventured. "I was watching when Lorelei came in. A couple of VIPs took off like they owed her money. Little bro’s squeeze ran over and knelt in front of her, too."

"Saw that," said Carter. "I replayed the audio to make sure I caught it right. ‘Conqueror of Perdition.’ Internet says that’s basically Hell."

"Lots of these people came in talking wild shit about themselves," said Austin.

"Yeah, but there ain’t nobody kneeling for the rest of ‘em," said Wes. "What the fuck are we into here?"

"Magic and monsters," Rico answered. "We already dealt with zombies and fire spirits. We knew this goes deep."

"Ain’t the part I’m really worried about," said Dwayne. "I don’t know what we’re doing here if the bosses won’t even listen to a warning."

"Getting paid with solid benefits," said Austin. "If they don’t want to listen, that’s their call."

"I think they are listening," Rico countered. "The big bosses, anyway. They’ve got a different perspective. Different priorities. ‘Need to know’ is nothing new for us, right?"

"So we let it go and if they get hurt it’s on them? Fine by me as long as we get paid—and we don’t wind up as someone’s lunch," Austin noted.

"That last bit is what I’m worried about," said Dwayne.

"Ditto," Carter agreed.

"Yeah," Rico grunted. He paused. "Alright, we told ‘em what we know. The bosses get to make their own calls with it. Nothing we aren’t used to. We’re still on the job. Dwayne, Carter, stay on your posts. Austin, Wes, let’s do a sweep of the house."


 

* * *


 

Tall, cathedral-like windows lined the north and east walls of the ballroom. To the south laid the entrance; at the north stood the bar. If she did not leave the way they came, that left only the entrance to the rest of the house on the west side. Alex found his attention drawn to the hallway before he’d finished his sweep of the ballroom floor in search of his date.

Two men in dark suits stood guard at the hallway entrance. One recognized Alex, seeming to catch his gaze both times Alex looked his way. The second eye contact with Dwayne encouraged Alex to find another way to examine the passage. Staring would only draw attention, and he had enough of that already.

The tall windows provided a natural solution. Reflections in the glass even discounted many in the crowd, though that also brought an unsettling reminder of all the vampires. The reflection trick gave Alex a better view of the hallway’s length, allowing him to identify two more guards in suits marking out the limits of traffic. Bathrooms awaited in the hall for those with such needs, but no one would likely be allowed to venture beyond them.

Alex let out a frustrated breath, wondering if Dwayne or anyone else might follow him right into the restroom if he made the trip. A glance at his reflection confirmed Dwayne’s watchful eye yet again. Despite all the ballroom’s distractions, Dwayne stayed locked onto him.

With that path closed off until he came up with a way through, Alex turned his attention back to exhausting his immediate prospects. He would kick himself if Zafirah was only steps away in a conversation with someone else, but he didn’t expect to find her.

"Ah! There you are," came her voice—but not her face as he turned toward her. Inky black eyes amid skin only a shade lighter stared back at him, along with a mischievous smile that had creeped him out before. Now it seemed less predatory. Her soft volume set a tone of discretion. "My apologies, darling. You’re doubtlessly being watched. I had to change into someone less conspicuous before I approached you again."

"Someone...less?" Alex murmured.

"Not many would want to pierce the illusions of this image," she chuckled. "If this is the best one can look, what does that say for the truth beneath the cosmetics? I have more than one way of going entirely unseen, but then you’d be talking to yourself."

"Where the hell did you go?" he asked quietly. "Is it even safe to ask?"

"We have to take some risks. Conversation is only one of them. While you had the heads of the family and their favorite children occupied, I slipped away and made a sweep of the rest of the mansion. I take from your manner that my absence was noticed."

"Yeah, everyone got a good snarky laugh out of it," he muttered. "The whole building?"

"Much of it. I can move swiftly and with stealth if I am alone. You gave me enough time to scout the center of the house and the opposite wing. I only needed to determine which rooms offered resistance to know where I must go next."

"Where you must? Why do you need to go anywhere? What are you looking for?"

"Secrets, darling. This is a family of power and intrigue. Even if we convince them we are worthy allies, they will tell us only so much."

"Yeah, I think I probably blew it with the worthy ally bit already," said Alex.

"You walk a tightrope and you remain standing. Still, all the more reason for an aggressive approach in the time we have left," said Zafirah.

"What are you looking for, then? Like a vault or a secret room?"

"Possibly. If they were truly paranoid, they would remove the greatest treasures entirely, secreting them away somewhere else—but then it would all be out of reach. Better to keep what they value where they can defend it, and use it if necessary. At least some of this family lives here, though likely not most. They want the comforts of home and they want their power and treasures accessible. I know where to look now because I know where I cannot go. Not easily or quietly, at least."

"Where’s that?" asked Alex.

"Several bedrooms are warded against magic, and specifically against jinn. Probably against other supernaturals as well. A mortal might fare better."

"They wouldn’t ward against me, too?"

"It’s worth a test before I try anything less subtle. Surely it’s not the only barrier."

"Gotta get me out of the ballroom either way," said Alex. "You said you can go unseen. Can we teleport from the bathroom the way you sent me home from your nightclub?"

"It’s not exactly teleportation, but no. This house inhibits that magic thoroughly. We have other options, though they all carry risk."

Alex glanced once more at the exit. Dwayne and the other guards remained on alert. Zafirah might sense other obstacles, but the first one Alex saw was a human barrier. He wasn’t able to cast spells or go invisible. Alex generally had to rely on human solutions. He didn’t have one at hand—until he looked at Zafirah’s disguise and remembered he did.

His shoulders sank. He looked at the window. Considered. Sighed. "Whose bedrooms?"

"The patron and matron of the family, of course," said Zafirah. "The doors are all shut, but I can recognize the magical signatures on the wards. Abdel has a room here, as does Michiko."

"Uh-huh." Alex found Michiko looking his way through the crowd. "What if they open up the door and let us in?"

"That would be lovely of them, of course. An open door would open the wards."

"Cool. Stay out of sight but stick close."

"You have a plan?"

"More like a chronic personal problem," he muttered.

The only way to do this is like you’re gonna go through with it, Alex told himself. His eyes fell briefly to the leg exposed by the slit in her dress, and her hip, and the rest of her. Not like it’s a stretch of your credibility.

Michiko smiled at his approach, turning away from a conversation lively enough to continue without her. "Hello again," she said. "What brings you back?"

"I had a free moment. Saw you looking my way," said Alex.

"The view is pleasant, though you look a little lost."

"That’s less about where I am than who I’m with."

"And now she is not with you?"

"Wandered off. I’m not sure where."

"I thought she was your only agenda?" Michiko teased. "Was that a professional priority, or a personal one?"

"If the client doesn’t take the matter seriously, that’s her concern," he said. "Lots of people here. For all I know she saw a chance to talk with an old friend. Leaves me free to take up missed conversations, at least."

"Conversations... or new clients?" Michiko grinned.

"I suppose that all depends on how long and how public," said Alex, half matter-of-fact and half innocent. "If she comes back and finds me, I have professional obligations to uphold. If I’m not here when she turns up again, well..." He shrugged.

Michiko’s sly smile broadened as she looked him up and down. "Your profession intrigues me. I should very much like an in-depth consultation on what you have to offer."

"I appear to have time right now."

Her hand slipped into his. "Come with me."

She led him casually through the ballroom. Alex didn’t look for Zafirah, let alone Lorelei. One would hopefully be close; the other always knew his desires, whether he intended to go through with anything or not. His body reacted the same either way. As they reached the entrance to the hallway, Alex turned his mind to the obstacles ahead.

One of those obstacles greeted him with a cold glare.

"Dwayne," Michiko said without so much as a glance, "I have a private matter to attend. If any of my siblings should inquire, please tell them I said to mind their own business."

Alex replied to Dwayne’s glare with a smile and kept walking.


 

* * *


 

The hallway stretched wide beyond the stairs, with polished hardwood walls decorated by paintings, tapestries, and standing plants. As noted, many doors lay open, though others did not. Alex felt isolated and exposed in the passage, particularly once they rounded the corner and continued on. That was when the primary flaw of his plan hit him like a brick in the gut: he hadn’t communicated how far he was willing to go with this to Zafirah.

He could only hope she was close by. The woman at his side made clear assumptions. "Do I detect a hint of nerves?" Michiko teased.

"Hm?" Alex stalled.

"Your breath has changed. Your steps slowed. Your eyes wander. Do you sense danger?"

Lying might backfire, he told himself. Straight answers don’t buy any time. He thought fast enough to reply with only a natural missed beat: "Are you saying there isn’t any?"

"Grave and terrible," she said, grinning up at him. "Was the confidence downstairs mere bravado?"

"Wouldn’t call it that, but downstairs was a different situation. I try to keep this experience real. Seems to get return business."

"Then let’s be real." Michiko slid up to him, her curves against his body, one hand running up his chest and his neck. "You won’t want me to let you go at all."

She pulled him into a kiss, hot and sensuous and skilled. He kissed back as he’d done many times, especially in the last few months: sometimes serious, sometimes only for fun. Lots of women. His body reacted as always.

It wasn’t the same.

You got this. She’s a hottie. You can do this. She’s a hottie. It’s cool. Everyone’s down with this. You’re good. You got this. James Bond.

She peeled off of him with her eyes sparkling as if to acknowledge the reactions of his body and how she appreciated it. All systems go. Ready for action.

It wasn’t the same.

Michiko led him on with one finger hooked in his jacket. Every door in this hallway was shut. She took him to the second on their left. "My rooms," she said.

"Rooms, plural?"

"I have other homes of my own. None of us would share a single roof at the cost of freedom or comfort." She turned the doorknob without ceremony, but Alex heard quiet latches and locks. "We’ll have all the privacy we need."

She wasn’t joking about comfort. Michiko opened the door into a tiny entryway not unlike the foyer of his condominium, which in turn opened to a spacious room dominated by a grand four-post bed in the center. Every other piece of furniture was just as ornate: the armoire, the couch, the bookshelves. To either side, Alex saw adjoining rooms, one apparently a living room and the other the sort of library room Onyx and Molly would kill for—complete with a circle and sigils etched into the concrete floor.

Candles and gentle lamps established a sense of intimacy. Alex wondered if they’d been on all along or if they lit up when she opened the door. There was magic at work here. It reminded him to step through the door slowly, pushing it open a little wider and leaving space behind and to one side of himself as he entered. "This is a nice place," he said.

"No tours tonight." Michiko reached under his black bowtie and pulled, smoothly loosening it and drawing him in with a single motion. Alex slid his hand down the edge of the door behind him before he let it go in hopes of giving Zafirah time to sneak in. It fell shut once Michiko pulled him away.

He played cool while doing his best to sell his interest. He didn’t mind all the touching. Not really. Much. "You don’t want to take it slow?" he only half-joked.

"No." Michiko unbuttoned his collar and stroked his neck. She slid her hands under his jacket along his shoulders, pushing the fabric away and giving a slight noise of approval. With a sudden jerk, she tugged it down his arms and pulled it close to pin his elbows to his side. Grinning, Michiko spun and put him on his back on her bed.

"Whoa, I’m not into restraints," said Alex.

"That’s fine." She slid one knee up along his hip. The slits in her dress allowed complete flexibility. "I don’t need the physical sort. Before I’m done, you’ll never want to leave."

Michiko straddled his hips with a slow, hot grind. Deft fingers unbuttoned more of his shirt. "You don’t mind if I’m on top, do you? It doesn’t feel like that’s a problem."

His core muscles tensed as he sat halfway up to finish escaping his jacket. "Getting undressed this way might be a little awkward."

"Only one of us wears anything complicated." Michiko leaned forward, laying across him as she captured his lips with another kiss.

His hands moved more or less on autopilot, much like his mouth. Michiko’s dress went up her back all the way to the neck, covering a fit body and what felt like a lacy bra. Alex found a zipper and tugged it downward, loosening fabric until it caught on something thin but strong.

"Ah ah," Michiko interrupted. She sat up again to finish the deed herself. Her dress peeled off from the shoulders, revealing smooth skin and the obstacle that stopped him: a thin silver chain bearing a pendant inscribed with runes. "Be careful with the jewelry. Call it our first and best line of protection for tonight."

"Gotcha." Alex sighed, though not about the pendant.

"What is it?" The dress fell halfway down to her hips, confirming his idle suspicions of sexy lace and everything it held. The curious tilt of her head suggested she’d heard something in his voice.

His body was more than ready to go—perhaps ready enough to pull more blood from his brain than he wished, because the truth came out before he could think of a clever lie: "I don’t know if I’m up for this."

Michiko’s eyes flared. "If you’re up for this?"

"Look, you’re objectively hot. Maybe I could get by on that. But you’re disrespectful to the wait staff and I feel like you’re not taking my boundaries seriously. Also there’s the whole evil murder-wizard thing. You’re kind of awful."

Fury grew in her eyes with his every word. By the end, he even detected a glow. Michiko snatched at his throat, but he caught her wrist and wrenched it away. A dangerous heat emanated from her hand. She hissed words he didn’t understand, the glow in her eyes intensifying—and then her eyes rolled back, followed by her head. Her body went limp. Michiko fell to his side in a graceless slump.

Looming over Alex at the foot of the bed was a woman with long, unkempt black hair and a faded denim jacket over a grey shirt. Apparent lack of care for her image did nothing to undermine her beauty, yet the sudden pit in his stomach overwhelmed any attraction. Tension coiled around his shoulders and neck. Her irritable expression and dark-eyed stare only compounded his fears.

"You were never going to fuck her," she said. "I don’t know what’s worse: leading her on so you could get in here, or objectifying her to motivate yourself."

He looked from the woman standing over him to the woman on the bed. Michiko was pale and felt cold to the touch. Alex swallowed hard. "Is she dead?"

"Her soul was mine for the taking and long overdue... and I didn’t feel like waiting through some tedious fight. We can skip the introductions, too, can’t we?"

Alex sat up, carefully watching her while he slid his legs out from beneath Michiko. He’d been scared before. He knew danger… but this woman filled him with a dread he didn’t feel with any of the monsters downstairs. She was lovely, normal, and terrifying all at once.

"Lorelei introduced me to your buddy Drew a couple months back," she hinted.

That only confirmed his sense of dread. "You’re Lilith?"

"Good. They told you about me." Her eyes narrowed as if she paused to re-read something written on his face. "Rachel held back. You’re used to that, though. You know she doesn’t tell you everything. Lorelei, too. You know and you accept it." A slight curl crept across her lip. "Trust and compromise. How sweet."

Lilith stepped away from the bed to plop down unceremoniously on the couch. That cleared the path between Alex and the door. As he eyed the exit, she said, "Zafirah couldn’t get through the ward after all. Michiko was stronger than she anticipated, but that’s not such a problem now. She’ll get through as soon as we’re done. I’ve bought us a few minutes to talk first."

He climbed off the bed. "You can warp time?"

"Oh, your other girlfriends told you magic can only fudge a couple seconds here and there?" Her air of irritation briefly eased. "Those two are a little too forgiving for my tastes, but I suppose that’s their call." Her frown at Alex said exactly what they were too forgiving about. "They’re correct, for the most part. I’ve become uniquely capable thanks to recent events."

Alex held his spot, unsure whether opening the door would do any good. Questions came to mind, along with probable answers. He reminded himself not to make assumptions. "You don’t look like you’re here for the party."

"I didn’t even know about this family until this party. Enough of my acquisitions are here to catch my idle curiosity. Unique capabilities again. I only meant to swing through to see who else was involved. Should’ve expected you’d be here."

"I owed a favor."

"Sure. You have a personal stake in this, too," said Lilith. "And there’s that whole ‘threat to civilization as you know it’ thing they have going on."

"Are you here to get involved in that?"

"I don’t really care."

His sense of danger never left, but conversation and her general manner—cranky though she seemed—suggested no imminent threat. The body on the bed silently argued the point.

"Oh, don’t get all dreadful," grumbled Lilith. "You’ve seen dead women before. Even made a few yourself in your other lives. I saved you the struggle and the mess."

"What about the rest of them?"

She snorted. "Cute. You go from ‘oh no, a dead body’ to ‘hey can you kill them all for me?’ like flipping a switch."

"You did mention a threat to civilization," said Alex.

"And I said I don’t really care."

He looked back to her face. Still cranky, but still unthreatening. Still disinterested. He didn’t ask why. He figured it out for himself. "Hell always gets its due."

"You really do listen to her," said Lilith. "You’re really in love with each other, too. Believe it or not, I rather like Lorelei. We don’t hang out, but we share some things in common. If she’s happy, I’m glad for her."

He wondered how she defined being glad. A raised eyebrow dared him to ask. He didn’t take the bait. "Is that why you’re here?" he asked. "Looking out for me for her sake?"

"Not exactly. You die whenever you die, and that’s what she gets for loving a mortal. She chose that road. I’m not looking out for you... but I am here for her sake, and yours by extension, and everyone you care about.

"All your troubles up until now came looking for you," she explained. "Baal, Azazel, and Sammael picked those fights. The same goes for your earthly troubles. Now here you are outside your city looking for trouble on your own. Granted, you have personal connections this time, but you’re thinking about the bigger picture, too. What happens next?"

"What do you mean?" asked Alex.

"I mean you deal with whatever problem gets in your face. You look out for your own and whoever’s in need around you, and that’s all fine. But what happens after this? Do you go out looking for the next problem when this one is done, or do you mind your own business?"

The receding tension in his shoulders crept back in. "That sounds less like a question and more like a warning."

"Little of both," said Lilith. "Like I said, this whole sorcerous family and their plans? I don’t really care. It’s not my problem. Maybe you stop them, maybe you don’t. You’re all in terrible danger here. Real and true danger." She sneered. "But you’re all plucky."

He blinked. She continued.

"I don’t have a problem with anyone wiping away this garbage society. Their plans aren’t my plans, but I can probably co-opt them. Or I could fix whatever’s left when they’re done. Using these tools might be easier than doing everything myself, but it’s a bigger mess along the way. So maybe you stop them. Maybe you don’t. Back to my question: if you pull it off and live through this, what’s next? Do you get in my way?"

"What are you planning to do?"

"Make the world a better place, one step at a time." She grinned. "It turns out I want a lot of the same things you want. Equality. A safe environment. Justice. Freedom. Peace."

"Those words all sound bitter from you. Or sarcastic."

"After all I’ve been through it’s the only way I can get them out. How many people have you enslaved?" she asked abruptly. "You fought for Athens. You fought for Rome in Gaul. How many people did you put in chains?"

His hands clenched. "Turns out I was never very good at that part."

"Not good, or not willing?" A grin played at her lips. "You knew right from wrong, even when your whole society told you otherwise. Sometimes you refused and took a stand. When a noble stand wouldn’t work, you helped people escape and covered yourself with ‘mistakes’ and ‘failures.’ You cut people loose when no one was looking. Whatever saved a life. But it turned your stomach to stop there and to live with so many people who didn’t care. Even amid a brutal society, you knew right from wrong, and you were hardly the only one."

"Yeah, ordinary compassion doesn’t generally show up in the history books," he said.

"That only shows there’s no excuse for everyone else." She gestured to the window. "How many billions of people live in this world? How many of them are oppressors and abusers? One in ten? One in a hundred? Even a fraction still means millions upon millions. Some powerful, some famous, some ordinary brutes. Some no one would suspect for the monsters they truly are. Entire systems and ways of life...and I’m not only talking about far-off lands, either."

"What are you planning to do?" he asked again, no more comfortably than the first time.

"So many things," she said. "I’m not here to tell you. It’s not that I’m worried, but you are the mortal who slew Baal. Sammael’s blood is all over your hands, too. There’s also a tiny part of me that wants Lorelei to be happy, and you’re a big part of that. So, if you live through your current fiasco, do you get in my way, or do you go live your life and leave Hell to collect what it’s due?"

His fear didn’t leave him, though it turned from one kind to another. He was getting used to this. "Only what Hell is due?"

"You might be surprised how large that number is."

"How many others get caught up and crushed along the way?"

Her gaze hardened into a dangerous glare, but stopped with a new grin. "I’m not talking about a peaceful rapture, if that’s what you mean. This is fire and blood. But since you ask, maybe I can leave you to handle that part. You might be of some use after all."

"What do you mean?" he asked warily.

"Times up." A tilt of her head and a soft thump at the door turned his attention for a heartbeat. He looked back again to an empty couch.

The door opened in a silent rush, seemingly on its own until Zafirah faded into view at the foot of the bed. Her hands were raised as if to weave magic, but any such intention ended with the perplexed expression on her face. "You’re alright?"

"Yeah." Alex stepped past her to close the door.

Zafirah turned from him to the half-undressed woman on the bed. "Is she dead?"

"Yeah. I’m a little freaked out about that," he admitted. Zafirah looked to the body and then back again as if she saw a laundry list of diseases written on his face. "I didn’t kill her," he hissed, fighting the urge to shout. "I was stalling and hoping you’d put her to sleep or something. Instead she keeled over and suddenly I had a fucking demon queen in my face wanting to talk about my future."

"What?"

"You ever meet Lilith? I just did."

Zafirah’s eyes widened. "You’re not joking."

"Nope. Wouldn’t make that shit up. Said she didn’t care what’s going on with the party but she wanted to talk to me about later, if I live until later. And I guess she had an outstanding marker on Michiko here. She disappeared as soon as you came through the door."

"The ward still blocked me," said Zafirah. "We were apart for only a moment. I wanted to be stealthier, but with you in danger I broke through."

"Yeah, I stalled as much as I could because I didn’t know if you were in the room or not."

"Stalled," Zafirah said. She looked to the body on the bed.

"I didn’t want to go all the way here." Alex grabbed the corner of the duvet and swept it over Michiko. "She murdered a bunch of museum guards, right? I’m sex trash, but I haven’t ever hooked up with anyone I didn’t actually like on some level. Can we move past this? I’m kinda ready to get out of here and take my soul through a car wash."

Zafirah scanned the room, starting with another look at the door. "Her wards are weaker now, but not entirely faded. We are still secluded. It will not last. The rest of the room itself is ordinary. Lovely, but nothing bears her magic."

Alex pulled his jacket off the bed as he followed Zafirah to the adjoining library room. She stopped at the entrance, waving both hands up with fingers purposefully bent. The air shimmered at the doorway. "She was careful," said Zafirah. "Not so trusting as to forego privacy among family."

Stepping through the doorway, Zafirah gave the room a long, careful look. The ritual circle etched into the floor, the marble bookstand set just outside it, and each shelf filled with books all fell under her scrutiny. Alex waited inside the doorway, saying nothing until he felt useless. "Are you looking for something in particular? Like a Book of Shadows?"

She flashed a smile at him before returning to her search. "Yes. I don’t believe she would call it that, but every Practitioner possesses something of the sort. Any as old as the members of this family may need more than one...and we don’t have much time. Subtlety helps us little now."

Zafirah snapped her fingers over her head, producing a bright spark and a gust of hot air that whirled once around the room. Most of the books on the shelves jumped in place, though they all settled back. A few never moved at all. She crossed the room to pluck one from the shelves with interest. "Here we are. Hm. No. Valuable, but no."

Curious, Alex pulled another of the books that hadn’t moved. It was thick and heavy, bound in leather with a cloth band holding it shut. No title appeared on the cover, nor runes or sigils, only an intersecting pattern embossed on the borders. The band would not slip from its ring. He didn’t see a catch or a pin. "This one won’t open."

"It’s old." She took the tome from him with interest. "It’s parchment rather than paper. The binding has two colors in its threads, one likely to reinforce the other." Zafirah brought their find to the bookstand, studied for a moment more, and slapped her fingers across the ring. This time she produced a flare rather than a spark, but nothing caught fire. The band slipped loose. She opened the tome to page through its contents with widening eyes.

Each page contained considerable text, though most was written in symbols Alex didn’t recognize. Notes scrawled at the edges touched on his memories: he could read in Greek, and he knew Arabic and Hebrew when he saw it. Molly and Onyx had taught him the commonality of those languages in magic, along with others. "I haven’t seen that kind of script before," he said.

"I have," Zafirah whispered. "In Alexandria. The museum." She paged through further, soon coming to simple drawings of hand gestures and an ancient illustration of a man’s head with those same gestures laid upon him. Zafirah’s breath caught. Another page revealed even more of the strange script. "This is it."

"It’s what?" asked Alex.

"Answers I’ve sought for centuries." Her voice wavered. "Millennia."

"Didn’t you say you only found out about this whole crew after we first met?"

"Yes. This is why it mattered so much to me."

"Whoa, what about the whole evil conspiracy starting downstairs?"

Zafirah turned to him, her eyes no longer filled with the confidence he’d always seen. She looked near to tears. "You can’t know what this means."

"I can’t?"

"No. Your lovers might."

"Uh-huh." Alex looked back at the bed. "We’ve gotta focus. Not much time, remember?"

"Yes. Of course. We have to go." Zafirah closed the book, winding the cloth back through its rings. "Alex, we need this. That gathering downstairs is too much to fight. We cannot defeat them now, but we may in time. This is now," she said, gripping the book. "This is their magic. I can learn them through this... and I can get it out of here, but not with you."

His neck tightened. Shoulders tensed. So did his gut. "It’s gonna be on as soon as that book leaves this room, isn’t it?"

"Almost certainly. There are protections on it I cannot easily unbind, and likely others upon the room itself. It’s what I would do to protect its contents. The hosts may soon sense a death in their home as well. The wards of privacy on this room fade already."

Alex nodded. The little library had no windows. The bedroom did, but he doubted anything would be that simple. Zafirah was a millennia-old master thief. She had to be miles ahead of his thinking already. He could take her word for the necessity—if he could trust her.

Whatever magical power laid in the book, Alex saw no greed or ambition in her eyes. He saw heartbreak. "You can’t know what this means," she said.

"Okay. Go." Alex pulled his cell phone from his jacket. "I’ll tell the others to bounce. If I can get back to the party quietly, Lorelei can probably pull me out on her own. They think she’s a scary demon queen. If she wants me for a snack, they’ll probably let her have me."

"And if not?"

"If that doesn’t work, then it’s a fight. Usually that means the building catches fire," he grumbled. "We probably don’t want the book here if that happens."

"I don’t want to abandon you," said Zafirah.

He held the reflexive sarcasm in check. That was for the bad guys. "I believe you," he said. "If it’s as important as you say, that book is your job now. You’ve gotta go."

"You’re sure?" she asked.

Alex lit up the phone, texted, "86," and hit send. "It’s done. Let’s move."





Chapter Seventeen:
Last Call

"I’m back to where I can see the party. Still nothing but dingleberries in nice clothes."

"That’s good, right? It means no blow-ups." Onyx looked back and forth from the live phone video to Taylor’s sketch. She devoted less attention to Rachel’s commentary now that they had the major features of the house down on paper. After the struggle of talking an angel through using a cell phone camera, they had a spread of dark and blurry photos on a tablet. The sketch provided a useful composite.

Nothing in the design of the house or the grounds struck her as an obvious magical channel or barrier. The greenery around the house didn’t follow steady lines. The driveway and a couple of garden paths created natural breaks through the boundary, but Rachel didn’t feel a change in the barrier’s strength at those points.

"I dunno," said Molly. "Some of these assholes could probably shoot someone and go right on with their ball."

"Kinda what I’m thinking," agreed Rachel.

"That’s a comforting thought," said Taylor. With the house and the grounds laid out, she kept at her diagram by adding small circles to account for gargoyles and other prominent features on the outside of the house.

Onyx pondered the additions, seeing no pattern to indicate one particular barrier technique or another. Molly had little to add after ruling out the last few possibilities they knew. Neither were experts on magic outside their own Practice, but Onyx at least had a talent for recognizing others. She still couldn’t piece this one together.

To make things all the more frustrating, she felt like the answer was on the tip of her tongue, as if it would suddenly be so obvious she’d kick herself. Yet it didn’t come.

"It all looks normal, though," said Rachel. "Like I know they’re a bunch of assholes, but their suits and dresses cover up the smell."

"Also a comforting thought," muttered Taylor.

"Tell me that’s not an actual thing for you," said Molly.

"What? No. I mean, it’s not a smell, always. I can... ugh. Fuck it. Never mind."

"Nah, if it’s a thing, it might help us figure this out," Molly reminded. "Every detail, right?"

"Okay, it’s not a smell, except when it is. I’ve got a nose. Some fuckers actually stink of evil for real. But it’s not usually about smell, it’s..." Rachel let out a loud sigh. "I’m not supposed to talk about this shit."

"You’re not supposed to be our friend at all, right?" asked Taylor. "We’ve never hung out."

"I want to," said Rachel. "You rock, Taylor. I’m sorry. But that’s part of it, yeah."

"Okay, but here we are now," Taylor suggested. "Already being a little naughty, so what’s a little more?"

Silence. Another loud sigh. Then, "Oh, you’ve noticed before, anyway. I can usually see more than you can with your eyes. Pretty much all my senses tell me more about people than yours. I can see stuff about people. See inside them, kinda."

Molly held out a fist for Taylor to bump. "Like when we first met and you started talking about how Onyx and I feel about each other, right? I thought you were reading our minds."

"Not your minds so much as...well, who you are," Rachel grumbled. "It usually doesn’t count for nearly as much with fuckers like these, because by the time they’ve gone full fang fuckstick or squiddy-sorcerer their souls are pure garbage. All you can see then is, ‘I’m a murder shitbag! I ate my gym teacher! Girls should smile more!’ It’s in their voice and their scent and it’s all pukey and gross."

"Note to self," said Molly. "No squiddy sorcery. Whatever that is."

"I’m not supposed to give out morality cheat codes, but if some goopy tentacle fuckface from another dimension ever offers you anything, just say no. Probably can’t get in too much trouble for giving that one away as a freebie.

"Anyway, the problem is I can’t see anything weird here," she continued. "With so many total assholes, I ought to catch the evil out of the corner of my eye. It should look like a derailed freight train full of radioactive cockbags. But they look like just another bunch of rich dipshits. I can see it, but I can’t really see, y’know? And this barrier is spongy, like there’s some give, but I can’t get through. All the way around."

"Wait." Onyx looked at the sketch again. The driveway and sidewalks should have been natural weak points. From the pictures, the ground wasn’t level all the way around, either. "All that is consistent, right?"

"Far as I can tell, yeah," said Rachel.

"You figuring it out?" Molly grinned.

"There’s no way to anchor it around the edges like the barriers we have at home or at their place," said Onyx. "The grounds are too uneven."

"So it’s gotta be anchored to a central point," Molly agreed. "We thought about that."

"Right, and it’s not like any of the guests had to do anything special to get through," Onyx continued. "Not normal people, not demons, not jinn, and apparently not all the vampires and the other nonsense in there. It looks normal to Rachel, only she’s blocked. I think maybe it’s meant to block angels specifically. The house itself might have a normal boundary ward anchored along the walls. They can let people in by opening the doors but it’s still going to block any kind of magical scrying. Rachel sees a whole different effect. It’s two different barriers."

"Oh my god that is stupidly obvious," Molly groaned.

"No, it’s not," said Taylor. "You said like three times you don’t know how other Practices work. We took the time to get all the clues rather than jumping to conclusions. Even now you don’t really know, do you?"

"No, but I feel like I do." Onyx looked back to the sketch. "Rachel, does this make sense?"

"So far, I guess," came the angel’s voice. "Most of the time these sorts of fuckers get by on being rare and low priority. They lie low and we have shit to do, so they get by. But it’s not like we never see them. I’m not used to running into actual barriers."

Onyx locked eyes with Molly, thinking it through. "If it’s reaching out to affect the area around the house, it’s probably somewhere outside. It’s anchored on a central point, and it goes all the way around the house."

"You think it’s on the roof?" Molly looked at the pictures on the tablet, but the distance and blur of shadows were more than their novice photographer could overcome even with their guidance. "Rachel, what’s the roof made out of?"

"I dunno. Shingles, mostly? Like ordinary roofs?"

"You can hide a lot of patterns in a bunch of shingles," said Molly.

"Can we test this idea without breaking anything or setting off an alarm?" asked Taylor.

Chimes and loud hums interrupted their thoughts. Molly’s phone buzzed along the countertop. Taylor reached for hers in her pocket. Onyx felt hers vibrate, too.

"Oh fuck," said Rachel. "Hey, 86 means, ‘Everyone bounce before we get bounced,’ right?"

"That’s what we decided," said Molly. "Could be bad."

"They could need back-up any minute," said Taylor.

Molly looked to Onyx. They didn’t need to talk things like this over. "Taylor, you good to drive?" Molly asked.

"Yup." Taylor got up to leave without another word.

Onyx snatched up the phone still on speaker. "Rachel, we’re coming closer in case anyone needs back-up. I think I know how to break the barrier, but it’ll be messy."

"Whatever. Fuck ‘em, they’re probably insured," said Rachel.


* * *


"All we have to do is cut off the cheap oil," said the vampire.

"You’re a century behind," said the wizard. "Cut off the cheap oil and you could kick the West into finally going green. You’d be doing them a favor."

"But it would surely spark a war."

"We’ve had wars over oil already. That’s how you know it isn’t big enough. You want a real war? Taiwan is where you should look," said the demon.

"Whoa, whoa, too far," said the wizard. "Way too far. That gets out of hand at the start."

"I thought ‘out of hand’ was the whole goal," said the vampire.

"No, we want a controllable collapse, not something that leaves us all glowing. Listen, if you want to bring things down, you need a plague. One we can cure with magic. It really wouldn’t be that hard to get one moving," the wizard mused.

"Nothing blood borne," the vampire objected. "Don’t go mucking up our food supply."

"Or ours," said the werewolf.

"You do realize this will inevitably impact your own kind, right?" said the wizard. "We aren’t talking about all of us ruling over what’s to come." She gestured broadly to the party around them. "It’s only all of us ruling. That’s the idea."

"Oooh," said the werewolf.

"Hm," said the vampire.

The demon turned to one of superior station. "What do you think, Lady Lorelei?"

"I think I need another drink." She turned from the conversation only to pass the same topic at the next table, and the next.

Roman came with her, of course. "I believe the corporate world calls this the spitballing phase."

"Charming. I suppose if one is to bring civilization to ruin, it’s best to do so through sound business practices. Will you market-test this? Put together a focus group?"

"The process may be a little obnoxious, but it creates buy-in." He held his nonchalant smile in place to suggest he sympathized with her mood—whatever her mood might be. He had tactful noncommitment down to reflex. "What’s important is getting everyone on board with the idea and bringing out their capabilities."

"What, a magically guided Ebola pandemic? Or do you think one of your supernatural friends will whisper into the right ears to start World War III?"

"It’s more feasible for this crowd than it sounds."

"Then how has it not yet happened?" asked Lorelei. "Do you think no one has tried?"

"Not in unison, no," said Roman. "That’s what makes this different. We’re able to work out a functioning network and alliance."

"I think there are other powers you haven’t accounted for in all this." Lorelei plucked a glass of champagne from a passing tray. "Some on the same level as your friends, and others higher. Or is that why you ply me with your smile and your company and ignore the rest?"

"We know how to deal with those others, or we wouldn’t have brought things to this point. As for you and I, you weren’t expected tonight. Can you blame me for making the most of the opportunity?"

He delivered the line well. Coupled with his physical appeal, it would have worked on so many others. Lorelei hardly lifted an eyebrow. "Intriguing as all this has been, I came pursuing concerns of my own."

"Of course." His smile diminished, first in frustration and disappointment he failed to fully mask, and then with consideration. "We could help with that."

"You hardly know my intentions," said Lorelei.

"Between his grandiose title and his encounter with our people in Iraq, I suspect I can figure it out on my own."

"It’s not a grandiose title," she murmured across her glass. "You want no part of this, or him."

"That may have already been decided." Roman tilted his head toward the exit leading to the hallway. Gerhardt spoke to Dwayne in hushed tones while Teheret looked over the ballroom with a steely gaze. "Father has been out of circulation for a while, but he’s still the same man he always was. He doesn’t take well to mockery."

Lorelei feigned indifference. "Is this a peaceful gathering, or is it not?"

"It’s peaceful until someone transgresses...or provides a pretext of a transgression." Roman shrugged. "I haven’t seen either him or his date. We were hoping to make friends with the jinn. She seemed useful. The rest may come down to how carefully he treads for the rest of the night. Or, as I say, the damage may already be done."

"Damage," she mused.

"Hm?"

"Oh, I’m thinking back to my reasons for attending the party in the first place."

"You said he was searching for you. Something about a mutual acquaintance?"

"Sammael. They had a personal feud." Though her glance was dry, she wanted to confirm he understood who she was talking about. "Alex beat the Angel of Death senseless in the middle of a Beirut nightclub."

"The Angel of Death?" Roman’s brow rose with interest. He looked back toward the hosts and shrugged. "The warning is appreciated, but it’s not much to worry about. Angels aren’t as impressive for us as they might be to others."

Roman missed Lorelei’s double-take. His comment held a disturbing lack of bravado.

The thin, tiny phone secreted in her dress hummed. Sorcery and demonic tricks allowed her to hide it without a break in her figure. Her tail allowed her to retrieve it for a glance with no one the wiser.

She recognized the number, of course. The first message went to the whole group: "86."

A second message appeared solely for her: "Coming your way."


* * *


"Reception’s gone. Got no bars on my phone."

Sierra kept working at the lock. Watching over her shoulder, Drew scowled at Wade. "What’s wrong? You trying to post a selfie while we’re infiltrating?"

"No, I’m making sure we still got communications—which we don’t," said Wade. "That ain’t good." He looked over the painted but otherwise bare corridor. They were at the center of a long hallway, with only a handful of doors along one side. "Got a lotta concrete around us, but it ain’t like we’re in an office tower."

Noise from the latch announced the end of Sierra’s work. She winced along with the others at the sound, but at least it was open. The electronic locks had been easier. Standing straight again, she looked to Wade and Drew only once to make sure they were good with pressing on.

Not for the first time, Wade appreciated her technique as she opened the door: stealth, control, using the thick and heavy door as cover as she scanned each foot, taking nothing for granted. She knew her stuff, probably better than he did.

Cooler air spilled through the open doorway. The lighting stayed about the same on the other side. More importantly, nothing reacted or made noise. "No guards, no motion sensors," she whispered. "Nothing I can see."

They closed the door behind them, assured it would not lock again after Sierra’s work. As in the other hallway, the passage felt more commercial or professional than anything residential. The closest door along its length was made of metal, with a single window to reveal an idle generator and several liquid metal drums inside. Another similar door guarded tall, orderly but ordinary storage shelves full of boxes.

"Thought it was bad to keep a generator indoors," murmured Wade. "Who does that?"

"Someone who wants to button up and be prepared for anything," answered Sierra.

"Seems like an awful lotta that," Wade replied. "Like a whole-ass bunker down here."

"They had cameras and sensors in the other hallway. Why not this one?" Drew wondered.

"At a guess? They wanna know who goes in and out and when, but they don’t wanna record what happens in here." Wade nodded to the path ahead. "Center door, like before. If I’m keepin’ track correctly, that’d be around the center of the house."

"Stop," Sierra murmured, holding up one hand. "You smell that?"

"I don’t recognize it," said Drew. Wade only shook his head.

"Sage," she said after consideration. "Burnt sage. Faint. It’s not what my friends use, but it’s a cleanser, I think. Banishes spirits and ghosts." She turned around to peer at the floor behind them and frowned. "Shit. The floor is salted."

"Huh?" Wade glanced back. The trail was faint and distant, but he could make out the softest footprints in the concrete floor. They’d walked across a powder so fine it didn’t make a sound or a crunch under their feet. "Aw damn, is that like a trip-wire?"

"No, it’s an anti-magic measure," she explained. "They want to keep out anything magical."

"Sure does leave a trail, though. One more way they’ll know someone came through here, just like the locks an’ the rest. We gotta get done fast," said Wade.

Drew ran the light from his mini-flashlight across the floor. "All that salt ends right before the center door," he noted. "Maybe they wanted room for some magic of their own?"

Sierra threw him an approving grin before continuing on. After a closer look, she motioned for them to follow as she stepped in front of the door. Unlike the rest, this one held no windows. "Warded," she said. "They’ve got tiny little sigils etched in the door frame here, see? It’s mostly European stuff. I don’t know this shit, but it’s gotta be a ward."

"Are we gonna blow up?"

"I don’t think so. This stuff is usually against other magic. I think it’s to keep supernaturals out... or maybe in. Or both. No guarantees. This is all layer after layer."

"Along with another digital lock to keep us ordinaries out," said Drew.

"We inserted ourselves as a new user to get past the last one. Maybe the same code will work on this one, too?" said Wade. "It’s all we’ve got to go on."

"No signals means we can’t call Jason for help if that doesn’t work," Drew grumbled.

"If it don’t work, we haul ass back to the waitin’ area and play innocent ‘til it’s time to go." Wade checked his phone again, but knew it would come up with nothing. "Unless an alarm goes off, an’ then we run like hell. It’s the same risks we’ve been takin’ all the way here."

"You’re right," said Sierra. "I’m good. Let’s do it."

Drew keyed in their new code, receiving the same soft tone and green light as before. This time he took the door with Sierra and Wade ready to react.

Irregular, constantly changing light greeted them from along an opposite wall along with a dozen different voices. Television screens bore logos ranging from Chinese characters to Arabic to the slightly more familiar marks of Telemundo and CNN. Somewhere beneath the constant chatter of anchors and narrators, David Attenborough spoke wistfully about grass. No other light contrasted against the glare of the screens, all arranged for an audience of one.

Thick chains held him on his knees in the center of the room, arms twisted and outstretched in perpetual, uncomfortable tension. Thinner chains held his head upright and in place. Old, tattered shorts served as his only clothing. Scars and black sigils branded across his bare back told of long torment, but the bent and withered appendages sprouting from his shoulder blades somehow made the worst statement. Where broad and strong wings apparently belonged, he now had only broken and nearly bare ligaments and bone.

All three intruders stepped forward out of instinctive compassion and horror. Then they all noticed the strange ritual circle carved into the concrete surrounding the figure. White powder filled the etched barrier and the sigils within, along with a scattering of gemstones and sconces fixed in place. Dried blood stains marred the floor all around him.

Not one of the chains included a visible latch, or a lock, or a pin. As far as the eye could tell, all of this was meant to be permanent.

His head tilted to one side as much as the chains would allow. It wasn’t enough for eye contact. The restraints prevented any other body language, but something in his breath and the tremor of his body spoke of weariness and despair.

Warily rounding the outside of the ritual circle, Wade was the first into the prisoner’s sight. That aching fatigue turned to shuddering breaths and a look of shock, doubling as Drew and Sierra came into view around his other side. His mouth fell open and tears streamed from his eyes. In front of him now, they saw more scars and brands on a face that was likely once handsome with piercing dark brown eyes.

"You’re not with them," said the prisoner.

"Nah," Wade replied. "No, we ain’t. What’s your name?"

"Y-you shouldn’t know," he said. "You shouldn’t know... but you do know what I am. You’re Wade... Drew... Sierra. You know about us."

"You’re not a demon, are you? You’re an angel," Drew guessed.

He tried to nod. The restraints made it impossible. "Joel. I am Joel."

"How did they catch you?" asked Sierra.

"Magic," he said. "Ancient magic and treachery. She didn’t... she didn’t know..." His eyes snapped from one to the next. "You know her!"

"Aw hell," said Wade.

"It’s not her fault," Joel moaned. "She didn’t know what they would do. She fled. I told her to go. You have to go, too."

"How do we get you out?"

"You can’t. Not now, not like this."

"Bullshit. There’s gotta be a way." Drew moved forward.

Sierra caught his shoulder. "Don’t cross that circle. We don’t know what will happen."

"The other shit didn’t stop us."

"That doesn’t mean it’s the same, and we don’t know what it could do to him. We don’t know what we’re doing down here."

"We can’t leave him here," Drew argued.

"You must," Joel pressed. His voice wavered. "You must tell the angels I am here. Find the one you know. Go to a place of worship and shout it if you have to. Tell them where I am. Tell them I’m alive!"

"Damn," Wade grunted. He turned around to take in the rest of the room, hoping to find any kind of clue or useful tool. That made him think of the tools he already had—right before he spotted a few ugly options on a table in the shadows under the television screens. He pulled out his cell phone. "Sierra, behind us. Can you use any of that?"

"Use what? Oh." She snatched a short blade from the table, whirling it only once to check its weight. "Drew," she said before tossing him a police baton. "It’s better than nothing."

"The fuck is this stuff here for?" Drew asked, and then looked back to the tortured angel with a wince. "Oh. Never mind. Wade, what are you doing?"

"Takin’ pictures," Wade explained before the first flash of his cell phone. "Could be someone we know might understand these markings or what to—aw, you’re kidding me," he said.

"What?" asked Sierra.

"Message just got through. Alex sent an eighty-six."

"Shit. He wants everyone to bail out on their own? Now?" Drew hissed.

"You have to leave," Joel pleaded. "You’re in terrible danger. You have to get out of here. Now. Before they come."

"Oh, we’re already here," came a voice from the doorway. A single figure stepped in, tall and thin and dressed in a suit without a tie. Unsteady light from the televisions flashed across a thin face and a creepy grin. He kept his hands low behind his hips. His calm voice held an eager edge. "These rooms are locked because they are off limits. I’m sure you all know that."

"Jasper," the angel breathed. "They call him Jasper in this life. He’s dangerous..." Joel winced. "I’m sorry. I’m so sorry."

"That the royal ‘we’ you’re usin’?" Wade asked.

The newcomer blew out a slow and steady breath from left to right, taking in the room. His grin widened. "Ah. I wondered what might have slipped past our notice, but you are nothing much. Not demons, not jinn, not even vampires. You’re all so ordinary. Yet that touch of magic about you says you are working for someone." Jasper’s eyes narrowed. "It’s almost familiar. Someone here for the party? Or someone more distant?"

No one answered. Voices from the screens on the back wall chattered on, filling the silence. Jasper grunted with annoyance. "Alexa, mute."

The screens went silent. Drew blinked. "Aw shit, Alexa’s part of this whole conspiracy, too?"

"We’re not fools," said Jasper. "It isn’t hooked up to the internet."

"Yeah, everybody thinks that," Drew muttered.

"Answer my questions before this gets unpleasant," said Jasper.

"You still ain’t answered mine," noted Wade. "Ain’t moved outta the doorway, either. You’re stalling. That means we shouldn’t."

"Thinking the same thing," said Sierra. She took a step forward. Jasper’s hands snapped out to his sides, each suddenly holding a short, slightly curved sword. She snorted. "Wakizashi? And you’re a dual-wielder? Okay."

Scowling, Jasper brought his blades together near the hilt and slashed them outward again. As they scraped together, both took on a bright orange glow of unnatural heat. She answered it with a grunt. "Whatever."

Sierra moved in around the right of the ritual circle. Drew and Wade took to the left. Whether he deemed her the greater threat or the easiest to take out of action, Jasper came at Sierra first. Her underhand grip allowed her to hold her knife along her wrist, ready to block and parry. She surprised Jasper with her speed by fully ducking his first swing and batting away the second. The move allowed her free hand a jab at Jasper’s hip, forcing him a step back, but she couldn’t press the attack. Sierra sprang backward to avoid blades swinging in at two different angles.

If her speed surprised their enemy, the others did not. Drew saw an obvious opening against Jasper’s shoulder and took it with all the reach his weapon offered. A heated blade cut straight through his baton before the blow landed. In a single spin, Jasper kicked Drew away, nearly cut through Wade’s face with his second blade, and finished with another lunge at Sierra.

She ducked low again to make him overextend. Jasper came in with more control than Sierra hoped, swinging without losing any balance. A feinted parry and another swift crouch suckered him into grazing one of the chains holding Joel’s outstretched arm in place. Sparks flew and the angel cried out, but nothing gave way.

The unexpected contact left Jasper open for one critical second. Sierra’s boot thrust against his hip. Forced back, Jasper stepped into a harder kick from Drew straight into his kidney. Shoved back and then forward again, Jasper seemed to lose nothing to the blows. He drove at Sierra with another flurry of slashing blades.

It was all too fast for Wade. Drew had always been quick and good in a fight, but this was a new level and likely all from Sierra’s coaching. Wade didn’t know if it would be enough against Jasper. Their enemy showed frightening skill and had far superior weapons on his side, to say nothing of whatever magic was up his sleeve. The Army taught Wade how to fight, but in a hurricane like this he would only be a liability. He needed a weapon.

Jasper didn’t get caught by the same mistake twice. He shifted back and forth, fending off any threat with a quick slash and following through with another. Unarmed and unequal to the reach of those swords, Drew could only feint until he had a real opening, and Jasper knew it. Their opponent recognized Sierra as his greatest threat. "I only need one touch," he seethed.

A shapeless black mass flew at him from across the ritual circle. Jasper flicked his blade to deflect, but Wade’s discarded blazer only wrapped itself around the sword and caught fire. Though surprised, Jasper flashed his other sword at Sierra to fend her off before she could exploit the opening. He couldn’t do more than flail his entangled weapon and the burning jacket to deter Drew.

It wasn’t enough. Instead of another strike and withdrawal, Drew changed up the game. He rushed in with one wrist up to block Jasper’s forearm. Next-level training from Sierra made him faster and sharper, but football and street skills hadn’t left him. Drew filled his hands with cloth and leather at Jasper’s hip and collar. He placed one foot in between his enemy’s and spun the swordsman hard.

Blades could defend against many attacks. They did no good against a solid wall. Jasper came head-first into unyielding concrete, dropping one glowing hot sword to clatter against the floor. Drew used all the energy of the rebound to wrench Jasper backward for a repeat.

Even from this, Jasper recovered and counterattacked. His elbow slammed against Drew’s jaw before the younger man could complete the attack. Drew tried to hold on, but Jasper still had the presence of mind to slash at Sierra with his remaining blade.

This time, she only had to worry about one weapon. Like Drew, she blocked with her free arm against Jasper’s swinging elbow. Her knife came up and under Jasper’s extended arm to cut deep into his throat. Gurgling, he hardly even noticed as she slashed across his chest while pulling the knife out again.

Drew didn’t realize how badly she’d cut him, either. Growling with effort and focus, Drew heaved Jasper into the wall of news and documentaries. Screens shattered and sparked with the impact. Jasper collapsed without further resistance.

"Holy shit." Drew stepped back, unwittingly clearing the way for Sierra to snatch a fallen sword off the floor—and promptly run it through Jasper’s torso. Drew’s eyes went wide. "Holy shit."

"Magic," she grunted. The blade had already gone cold. She stabbed Jasper once again for good measure. "Can’t take anything for granted."

"Yeah, but damn."

"I’m inclined to do worse." She stood tall, looking to Wade. "Good move with the coat. You, too," she told Drew.

"Didn’t wanna get in y’all’s way," said Wade.

"You have to go," said the prisoner still restrained in the middle of it all. "You have to get out of here. Go!"

None of them liked it. Beneath tension and resolve, Wade saw heartbreak as Drew and Sierra looked back at him. No one wanted to leave the prisoner, nor did they want to leave without their friends. None of them would leave unless someone got moving first. "We all agreed to a plan," said Wade. "None of it works if we can’t be counted on to stick with it. He’s right. Let’s go."





Chapter Eighteen:
Graceless Exits

No one impeded Alex on his way back to the ballroom. He fixed his tie on the way, grateful for whichever past life had picked up that trick. Any imperfection to that or the rest of his appearance would hopefully work to his advantage. Michiko had taken him up to her room. It was a party. Things happened at parties.

The outcome sure wasn’t his normal party experience. He didn’t need to bring that part up.

Alex made it past the guards in suits watching the hallway and through the entrance to the ballroom before he noticed Dwayne’s absence. He figured he was in for at least a dirty look, but didn’t spare the time to wonder if the change meant anything.

The ballroom seemed the same as he’d left it. Only a handful of people were on the dance floor, but lively conversation continued all around. Everyone looked engaged and entertained. Best of all, Lorelei was easy to spot as usual.

"Oh, but you must preserve the Riviera in all this," she told the vampires and the cultists and that one guy who seemed to think he was her date now. "And the Bahamas, across the board. Oh, and Baja. I love Baja. In fact, Mexico on the whole should be spared. They hardly deserve this."

"What about Texas?" asked a sorcerer.

Lorelei laughed. Alex knew her laughs. He wondered if the guy had the sense to feel bad.

"I’m starting to think you don’t take this seriously," said the sorcerer.

"She may be the one person here who doesn’t have to," said Roman.

"Nonsense. How am I supposed to plan a vacation with all this going on?" she scoffed. Alex didn’t need to wait for a break in the conversation. She turned to him as he arrived. "Alex, you’ve returned. Did you find your date?"

"I did. That’s all resolved. No reason to worry over her." He dropped the code-phrases with a casual smile. "You and I had a conversation to finish."

"Of course." Lorelei stood from her seat.

"She’s not the only one," said Roman. He nodded to the center of the ballroom.

They turned, only now realizing the music had faded. Guests made way to either side as if under some choreographer’s direction, opening up a clear lane between Alex and Lorelei at one end and the grand hosts at the other. Gerhardt held a hand in the air, presumably as the signal to the rest. Beside him, Teheret held a round shield, resting the bottom edge in front of her feet. Along with it, Alex thought she might be holding her tongue, but her eyes turned to Gerhardt as the ballroom hushed.

"Alexander," said Gerhardt. "An auspicious name out of history, though I doubt anyone lives up to it now. You came into our home tonight under the assurance of peace, as did all of our guests. Hospitality is owed, and given. Old feuds and grudges are set aside in the interests of all." He gestured broadly to the crowd. "We all bear grievances. We all understand the importance of moving forward as friends. Out of everyone here, only one has inflicted any deliberate harm upon the hosts, and thus upon the hospitality granted to all."

No one else spoke. Alex minded his surroundings. Lorelei still had him covered on one side, though she made like the other guests and watched rather than giving away their connection. A table blocked some space behind him. This at least didn’t seem like a set-up to grab him while distracted. He wondered how he’d been busted, and for what.

"Tonight you insulted our plans, our accomplishments, and our guests," said Gerhardt. "Honor will be defended."

"Oh. Wow," Alex huffed. "This is about hurt feelings?"

Teheret’s deliberate patience turned to a scowl. "What did you expect?"

"No, no, it’s cool." Alex waved at Gerhardt. "He’s on his thing. Insults laid. Cool. So what do we do, then? Pistols at dawn?"

The response did little for Teheret. Gerhardt gestured to someone behind him. From out of the crowd, a pair of long metal spikes rose up on wooden shafts. Gerhardt accepted one of the spears without breaking eye contact. "No pistols, no dawn," he said. "We resolve this directly, as men should, and we resolve it now. You claimed an understanding of Sparta amid your insults. Let’s see that put to the test."

The man at Gerhardt’s side tossed the spear upright through the air. Alex caught it as it came down. He hadn’t handled one of these in this lifetime, but the wooden shaft in his grip felt familiar, even natural. The weight and balance felt right. The metal at the top was surely steel rather than iron or bronze.

It still seemed absurd. His challenger stepped forward into the long open space between them, holding his spear like a warrior of old in a tuxedo, and yet... Alex frowned. Skeptically. "This all seems historically inaccurate to me."

"You’re unfamiliar with the concept of defending your honor?" asked Gerhardt.

"With spears in a ballroom? The performative macho bullshit for an audience is all standard, but spears?"

Gerhardt whirled and spun the spear over and under his shoulder, slamming its back end down on the floor twice.

Wait, thought Alex. He’d hardly read every history book, but a flourish like that might not survive on a page. Alex remembered it personally. Aw hell. This really is Sparta bullshit. He’s one of them.

"Mathias tells us you have some talent with a sword," said Gerhardt. "I would think the Scourge of Hell would know more than one weapon and more than one battleground."

"Uh-huh." Alex glanced at his weapon again. At least it looked solid. He pulled his bowtie loose and unbuttoned his collar. "So it’s you, me, and a couple pokey-sticks? That’s all? Anything else?"

Still glaring, Teheret turned the shield and rolled it across the floor in a perfect arc toward Alex. He stopped it before it fell flat. "Oh wow," he said again. "Wow, I finally get a shield this time? Right on!"

Some in the crowd laughed with derision, others in surprise. Alex caught a look of veiled concern from Lorelei, but she held her distance and her silence. He couldn’t blame her. If she stepped up to disrupt this, her cover might be blown. Until an opportunity arose, they both had to play this through. Spectators spread out to make room. Lorelei moved with them.

She knew Alex could take care of himself.

Alex hefted up the shield. Like the spear, it was at least sturdy and solid, crafted of firm oak with a thin bronze sheet over the front. The leather straps were a bit more modern, though he wouldn’t complain about that. As soon as he had it on his arm, he heard another pair of taps from Gerhardt’s spear. With a similar shield on his arm, Gerhardt was ready to go—and he waited no longer.

He came in with spear over his shield, fast enough to build momentum but not too much to control. Alex knew the value of forward movement in a fight and claimed his own while he had the room. In contrast to Gerhardt, Alex held his spear underhand and against his side, both for control and as a ruse. He had no comrades to his sides or his rear to limit movement with the long shaft, and nothing to lose by coming off as an amateur.

Every guess and expectation Alex had for the first pass came true: Gerhardt kept his spear rather than throwing it in a clever gamble, and he was ready when Alex feinted low only to hop to the right. Alex ducked his face and shoulder under the shield for the jab he knew would come as a result, felt the impact, and darted backward. Better that than continuing the turn at the risk of Gerhardt predicting the rest.

This wasn’t a replay of the Halloween fight with the old Roman vampire. Gerhardt had heard that story already, which was likely why he wanted spears. He wouldn’t be suckered the same way. His predatory grin after the first pass confirmed it.

"I see you know how to hide behind a shield," said Gerhardt.

"Oh my god, that’s entirely what it’s for," Alex grumbled.

"Yet still limited by the strength that holds it."

The hint was obvious. Gerhardt put too much into his next lunge to go around, and thus Alex blocked it with the shield. A second came in faster and harder, this time against the outer edge of the shield, tipping it closer inward on Alex—and therefore pulling it off center. The barest gap at his left side was enough for someone as fast as Gerhardt. It was all part of the same move: jab at one side, withdraw, and jab again at the other. Alex turned away and avoided the worst, but the tip of Gerhardt’s spear grazed the back of his left shoulder and dug across his back.

Reflexively, Alex swung his shield to prevent a second attack. He turned into the move and launched his own, but Gerhardt easily kicked the low lunge away. In truth, all Alex wanted out of it was a chance to stagger back and break the momentum. Gerhardt allowed it, most likely for the sake of the show.

Contact and maneuver left them in new positions. Lorelei now stood behind Gerhardt, able to catch her lover’s eye when Alex looked past his shield. Roman and all the other bad guys hadn’t left her side. She remained blasé about the whole demonstration while others cheered.

Her bored glance at Gerhardt spoke volumes to Alex. She would intervene if things got worse.

"Not your sort of entertainment?" asked a low voice at Lorelei’s side.

"It’s more than the entertainment," she replied. "Two men have made a play to leave with me tonight. Only one of them relied on his father for help."

Roman’s smile faltered.

"I see the Scourge of Hell bleeds like anyone else." Gerhardt spoke more to his audience than his opponent. "Such a title implied otherwise. Did I overestimate you, Alex?"

"No." Alex winced. His back hurt, but everything worked. The cut was superficial. The break allowed him to catch his breath, too. He wondered why Gerhardt accepted that. "No, you haven’t figured me out. You haven’t found the trap yet. That’s why you’re still goading and showing off. You’re afraid to commit."

"Again, you make the same mistake that brought you to this," said Gerhardt. "I fear nothing. Not in ancient times, and not in this age. Nor have any who followed me."

Alex laughed in spite of everything. "Still with the Sparta bullshit? You’re like a shitty bro meme in a tuxedo. C’mon, man, I know the truth."

"Truth is ancient, as am I," Gerhardt fumed. "You are young, and know nothing of truth."

Gerhardt feigned a stab, then rushed closer and harder with a second lunge, forcing Alex to block. He kept the initiative but none of it got through the defense. The night may have been full of intrigue and lies, but Alex was sincerely glad to have a shield for once.

He knew how to use it, too. Looking over the shield was dangerous. Ballroom lighting made for useful shadows beneath the barrier. Alex saw the raise of Gerhardt’s spear-arm before the bash of shield against shield to force him back and off-balance. Gerhardt knew Alex would have to open up on the right to launch an attack and was ready to make it costly. He didn’t expect Alex to stab under his own shield for the lowest target he could reach.

The spear plunged through Gerhardt’s shoe and into his foot, stopping only against the floor. Alex jerked it out again as his opponent snarled with pain. He shoved upward with his shield and swung low with the tip of his weapon, cutting deeply along the opposite thigh. Staggering back, Gerhardt swatted and blocked a third attack. His shield offered Alex a broad and solid target for a full-force kick. Gerhardt stumbled away on injured legs.

Experience and instinct took over. A quick toss allowed him to switch from underhand to over-the-shoulder grip as he charged. He slammed the edge of his shield against Gerhardt’s, tipping it downward to allow an attack over the barrier. Alex rammed the spear into his enemy, burying the head well below the collarbone.

Gerhardt shouted in pain. The crowd gasped. Face to face with Gerhardt, Alex seethed. "The truth is, Marathon was last night for me—and I didn’t see any fucking Spartans there. Still kinda mad about it, too."

Alex shoved Gerhardt over, letting the spear go rather than fighting to pull it free.

With his foe down, Alex watched rest of the crowd. Before he found a friendlier face, his gaze fell on Teheret. She rolled her eyes and sighed with all the gravity and grief of a mistaken order for coffee. "He’s going to be impossible for the rest of the night after this."

The man on the floor growled with anger and pain. He sat up and tore the shaft from his chest. Blood from his wounds turned from pouring liquid to a crumble like powdered rust. With another breath, the flow of each injury ceased entirely. The dust vanished almost as quickly as he stood, his clothes still torn but his body unmarred. A faint red glow barely reached through his white shirt beneath his bow tie until he was on his feet.

He didn’t let go of his spear or his shield.

"Oh, you cheating motherfucker," Alex grumbled.

"One does not show a child his place by stooping to his level," Gerhardt rasped. "This is not sport. This is real." Gerhardt raised the weapon high and spun it overhead. The tip took on a soft white glow, brightening into a steady circular stream as the spin continued.

"Your skills are commendable and cleverly hidden," said Gerhardt. "Sadly, I see nothing equal to the challenge you face."

Alex paid less attention to the posturing than the situation. He didn’t need a lecture or a rant. He needed a way out of this nonsense. The crowd blocked the path to the foyer and the exit into the hallway. Opposite the hallway, Alex could run to Lorelei, and past her to the bar and the tall windows behind it, but even if he could get through those windows, what then? Did the other set of tall windows behind Gerhardt offer a better escape?

Only a nice, pleasant porch and dark open ground awaited through those windows. Beyond that stood an even darker tree line... and a single, brief arc of flame in the distance.


* * *


Frustration with the barrier turned to fury once Taylor and the witches hung up. Rachel saw nothing out of the ordinary from her side of the invisible boundary, but the text message told her the whole scene had gone to shit one way or another. She couldn’t trust anything she saw from the outside, anyway. Not considering all she already knew.

She also knew one way to beat this barrier, at least if Onyx and Molly were right. That would be a whole thing, though. If shit wasn’t on already, it sure would be if Rachel tried that. She had to keep trying other ways until she couldn’t.

"Ass-fuck-demon-shit-cunt-waffle!" Rachel rammed her shoulder against the barrier over and over. She hadn’t tried a relentless assault until now, but her efforts changed nothing. The slight, flexible sensation remained, but it was ultimately too strong to break through.

Her burning sword could get in a foot or two deeper, but that same spongy resistance left her dragging it. The flames made no difference. It wasn’t as if the invisible barrier caught fire. Or got worn down. Or reconsidered its bullshit position on transparency and compromise. Or took a fucking coffee break from being a rabid possum asshole for five fucking seconds.

"Stupid gaping assface fuckmonger!" Rachel growled with another kick. Nothing. She’d even tried digging under it, not that she admitted to being that silly until one of the others asked. Fuck it. At least she thought three-dimensionally. More than three, really, but the barrier specifically kept out anything from Heaven while letting every other kind of supernatural and otherworldly creepy-crawlies through. She glared at the impenetrable nothing.

Still fuming, Rachel let her glare refocus at the porch and the windows to the ballroom on the other side. Crowded bodies signaled a change, and one she couldn’t see through directly. Rachel took to the air with a single beat of her wings and stayed in place to look over the mass of heads and shoulders. From there, she saw everything that mattered: spears, shields, and two guys in tuxedos battling it out. Wards or no, she recognized Alex.

"No, no, no—yeah! Yeah!" Rachel cheered. "Fuck him up, babe!" She didn’t need to know who the other guy was. Only an asshole would pick a fight with Alex. She saw Lorelei on the edge of the crowd, too. Whatever the fight was about, Alex stepped away with the other guy flat on his back, holding the business end of a spear with his chest. Maybe they had it handled.

Then the bad guy sat up. Rachel didn’t need to see the rest.

"Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fucking fuck." She whirled to find the best possible tool. This would be difficult. She wasn’t as strong as she was before. It would be messy, too, but with all the wealth on display and the security measures to hide all the supernatural fuckheads here shitting up the place, Rachel could leave the clean-up to someone else.

Her sword flashed against a nearby tree, shorter and thinner than the evergreens but fit for the job. A couple of quick slashes cleared away some branches that might tangle things up. A harder, lower stroke cut straight through the bottom. Her sword flickered out of existence as she caught the falling trunk.

"C’mon, girl," she huffed. "You’ve got this. You flipped a van. Do this. You’re a guardian fucking angel. Motherfucking wrath of God, let’s go!"

Rachel heaved the tree trunk over her shoulders and charged. Near the edge of the barrier, she launched herself up with all the strength her legs could provide. Higher than any athlete could reach, she beat her wings with a strained shout for a final burst of energy. Though generally not fit to carry more than herself, the effort produced the slightest gain.

She hurled the trunk over her head in an arc to the roof of the mansion. The barrier held firm against angels. She felt it even now, stopping her in her flight.

It did nothing against ordinary wood.

Her missile tumbled through the air, up and then downward again, arresting her breath. Her prayers for a direct hit were answered when it crashed into the center of the roof. White light flashed from the point of impact. Debris bounced into the air, some glittering and the rest utterly mundane in the shadows. Rachel felt the barrier against her body fade away, allowing her to fall through before her wings carried her across the well-manicured grounds.

More white light flashed from within the ballroom below. She sensed the magic now. The stench of undeath and other evils caught her nose. Further wards and defenses covered the house, but none of them could block an angel’s sight nor they slow her down. "Okay, motherfuckers. It is fucking on."


* * *


The crowd enjoyed this twist in the show. Lorelei hardly found the reaction surprising. In her experience, most supernaturals identified more with power than any professed standards of honor and fairness. This audience would never cheer for an underdog. Thankfully, Alex expected as much. He glanced left and right to track his surroundings as Gerhardt whirled his spear, but only made eye contact with one person.

Lorelei raised one hand to cover a yawn.

"Suppose he wishes his night had turned out differently," Roman muttered beside her.

She gave no reply. Behind him, Lorelei’s tail snaked up his back and over his shoulder. Demonic illusions and the distraction of the fight ensured no one would ever notice the arrow-shaped tip pointed at Roman’s neck.

A loud crash overhead snapped most out of their entertainment. Chandeliers shook and some in the audience cringed, but nothing followed. Those most invested in the fight held their focus on the center of the room.

Gerhardt snapped his spear out of its spin and pointed it forward again. The tip still glowed. The display bought its owner a moment to catch his breath and heal up, too. Snarling, Gerhardt sprang forward with another attack. Lorelei inhaled to ready her intervention.

Though Alex raised and tilted his shield to deflect in time, the glowing spear punched straight through his defense and nearly his head. Gerhardt jerked it back and thrust with a second puncture aimed closer to the heart. As soon as he pulled his spear free, Gerhardt locked shields and shoved Alex over. Seeing her opening, Lorelei opened her mouth—and held back.

Blinding white light streaked down from the ceiling onto the fight. Rachel landed between the combatants with her wings spread wide. One kick to Gerhardt’s shield to send him tumbling away. A wave of her hand conjured up her burning sword. "My turn! I wanna play! I even brought my own stabby-stick!" Rachel shouted.

Amid the crowd, a single figure winced. "Not her again," said the vampire in silk robes. Mathias promptly headed for the door.

Gunfire erupted at the exit into the main hallway. Both of the guards in suits opened fire with well-aimed shots at Rachel’s back, her shoulders, and even her head. "Ow! Ow ow fuck ow stop it!" she snapped. Alex stayed on his back rather than drawing their fire. Hardly even staggering their target, the two men hesitated. She cast an irritated glare. "Are you serious? An actual motherfucking angel shows up and you don’t have a second of existential doubt? What the shit?"

Though the guards acted first and then doubted, the monsters and sorcerers shrank back. Few had ever encountered an angel in the flesh. Even the remaining demons in the room gave ground with the rest. Only the hosts stood firm. Teheret stared Rachel down as friends and guests shuffled away. "We do not fear your kind here," she said. The young-yet-ancient matron of the family snatched at Rachel with clawing hands from across the room.

Everything happened at once. Rachel growled as her wings bent and feathers shredded under Teheret’s magic. At another side of the room, Kashvi hopped up onto a chair with a wand extended toward the angel, gesturing and pulling from another direction to add to the strain. Roman reached into his jacket for some tool or another. Alex scrambled off the floor to take Teheret down—only to spot movement and light emerging from another direction in the crowd, too late to do anything about it.

The bright spear left Gerhardt’s hand at full force, crossing the distance in the blink of an eye. Rachel swung her sword to deflect the glowing missile and caught it in time, but her blade passed straight through without effect. The spear plunged into her gut with a sickening noise. She let out a choked cry, held upright only by the pull of magic against her wings.

Alex flung his broken shield at Teheret without technique or form. The disc hardly sailed, but it came close enough to force a dodge and disrupt her hold. Rachel’s right wing pulled inward like a wounded limb.

In the same instant, Lorelei grabbed the table at her side with one hand and flung it back on Kashvi. Her tail appeared in a curl around Roman’s neck to hook and slash through his flesh, casting him aside in a bloody mess. With both sides of the spell broken, Rachel slumped to the floor. Lorelei rushed forward with fire streaming from her mouth, forcing Gerhardt to abandon his charge. Though sending him tumbling away with smoke trailing from his clothes, she hardly hurt him as much as she wished.

"Rachel." Lorelei crouched at her side. The spear remained buried in Rachel’s belly, its shaft resting against the floor.

"Oh fuck it hurts," Rachel managed through gritted teeth. Blood pooled beneath her. The burning blade flickered out of existence. "It shouldn’t hurt like this."

Alex closed in, his back to Rachel and Lorelei as he took in the swarm of enemies all around. Whatever dread or hesitation the guests felt upon the appearance of an angel evaporated with the sight of her wounded on the floor. He worried for her life, wanted to get in close and tend to her injury and pain... and knew better than to turn his back on any of the ambitious, hungry eyes staring back at them.


* * *


"Whoa, wait, hold up." Wade didn’t have to try hard to get attention. They’d only cleared the first corner from the holding cell. No one had yet fallen into the overwhelming urge to run, but they all felt it. That worried him. "We ain’t got a plan for getting out of here."

"What plan, dude? We gotta go," said Drew. "We got the message and an angel tellin’ us it’s the only way to help him."

"Okay but past that door are motion sensors an’ cameras an’ whatever other bullshit." Wade pointed to the waiting door near the end of the hall. "Then we gotta get through a whole patio party full of the Supernatural Chauffers’ Union. We just killed a guy and we’re carryin’ swords, for Christ’s sake."

"I’m not throwing these away now." Sierra held Jasper’s pair of wakizashi low but ready.

"Couldn’t have formed a whole-ass union already," Drew muttered. Sierra elbowed him.

"It’s time to haul ass," she said to Wade. "We move fast and deal with whatever gets in our way. I don’t like it either but we don’t have time to be fancy. That text means it’s time to bounce and we probably got it late. We have to take the risk."

"Yeah, but there’s gotta be a way to be smarter about it," said Wade.

"I’m open to ideas if you’ve got ‘em," said Sierra. "Drew?"

He shook his head. "I dunno. Bad enough we’re bailing without the others. We don’t know what shit they’re in."

"Alex was in the clear enough to send the text," she pointed out.

"Yeah, but it doesn’t mean they’re still okay. This ain’t exactly our first fiasco. Usually the building is on fire by now."

Wade’s eyes lit up. He turned around to check the side doors. "Y’know, I thought about it, but I didn’t stick with the idea ‘til now."

"What?" asked Sierra.

Wade found the door he wanted, complete with its small window looking into the room with the generator and fuel tanks inside. The handle turned without resistance. "We need cover. Some kind of distraction."

"Aw, hold up," said Drew. "You aren’t serious."

"Not yet. Gimme a second." Wade looked over the contents of the room: the large generator, exhaust tubes and cables, and most importantly the pair of metal drums against the wall complete with industry-mandated warnings. "Okay, yeah. I’m serious."

"Oh hell no," Sierra hissed. "Are you crazy? We want to get out of here, not blow the whole place up!"

"It won’t blow up the whole place. These are thick concrete walls an’ it’s only a couple drums of fuel." Wade looked around for tools and caught Sierra’s doubtful expression. "I had a whole class on this in the Army."

"A class? What kind of class?"

"I dunno, it was like four hours. They signed me off on some qualification or another. I barely even remember which." Wade pulled a claw hammer from a nearby tool kit. He swung low to jam its teeth through the bottom end of one fuel drum. Liquid sprayed from the rupture, quickly spreading across the floor.

"Dude, what about Joel?" asked Drew.

"He’s around two corners. We’ve got a bunch of solid walls between this an’ him. Plus, if it knocks him loose, he might be better off for it. From the shit we’ve seen with Rachel, I’m pretty sure the smoke won’t hurt him."

Wade stepped back. The others were already out the door. He fished the book of matches from his pocket. "This ain’t gonna blow up instantly. It all needs a couple seconds to get hot first an’ then it explodes, so we’ve got time to run."

"Great," muttered Drew.

At the doorway, Wade lit a match and held it to the matchbook for a stronger flame. He made himself watch his throw rather than looking away and screwing it up. As soon as he saw its arc, Wade took off after his friends. The rush of ignition filled the air at his back.

The door to the secure hall flew open at Drew’s push. Sierra and Wade plunged after him into a hallway silent for all of a second before a pair of men in suits stepped into the passage at the corner up ahead with pistols drawn.

"Freeze!" one of them barked. "Do not move! We will shoot!"

"Drop the swords now! Now!" ordered another.

Sierra stopped, but didn’t obey the second order. Drew held his spot behind and to her side. Last in line, Wade noticed shadows of at least a couple more lurking behind the corner. He also recognized them from their descriptions. "Oh hey guys," he told Rico and Wes. "Funny story."

"Down! I will not tell you again!" Rico demanded.

"Okay, okay," said Wade. "Let’s do what he says."

"You’re serious?" Sierra snapped.

"Yeah. Hands on your head, right?" He covered his ears. "An’ keep your mouth open."

"What?" asked Rico.

Drew didn’t ask. He did as Wade said. Sierra dropped her blades and did the same. Rico and his men caught on only a heartbeat too late.

The explosion rocked everything from floor to ceiling along in a deafening boom. Overhead lights blinked out, replaced only by the orange glow of flames as the security door flew open. Those ready for the explosion barely kept their footing. Rico and Wes fell against the nearest walls to stay upright.

Sierra had her blades in hand before either man regained their balance. Slashes and stabs took her past them and around the corner. Wes let out a cry at the new wound across his midsection. Rico jerked away from the danger, but he couldn’t get off a shot without Wes in his line of fire. Half a second later, Drew had one hand on his gun and the other driving hard into the side of Rico’s head.

Following in their wake, Wade kicked Wes hard and rolled him over. He spared only seconds to grab the mercenary’s pistol and fish though his pockets with a grunt of, "Thanks." With his hands full, Wade chased after his friends.

Two more guys slumped against the next corner clutching at bloody wounds. Halfway down the hall already, Sierra looked back to make sure the right people followed. Drew kicked another fallen pistol out of reach.

"This clever and fancy enough now?" Drew shouted.

"Yeah," answered Wade. "Yeah, I’m good with runnin’ for our lives from here."

"At least we’ll fit in with everyone else," said Drew.


* * *


"The angel has a name," said Teheret. "And unusual friends. Hardly a pose one expects from a lord of Hell, no matter the circumstance."

On her knees at Rachel’s side, Lorelei touched the spear still embedded in the wound. Rachel gave a bitter, wincing nod. From there, she could only grit her teeth and tense up with pain while Lorelei pulled it out. Blood coated the head of the spear and Rachel’s dress.

Standing over them, Alex didn’t dare look down. He kept his eyes on the grand hosts as they reunited, but he also had to watch the rest of the crowd. The angle and the cathedral-like windows made it at least somewhat practical. Not everyone cast a reflection, but he could at least track the reactions of others.

Guards at the hallway exit reloaded their pistols. Predators in shabby suits crept forward with inhuman hunger in their eyes. Some guests watched from safe spots behind others. Many looked eager to exploit an opportunity. A handful of others tended to more pressing matters.

"Kashvi?" Teheret called without taking her eyes off the scene.

"I am fine," came her daughter’s voice amid gawkers and wrecked furniture. "Roman is hurt."

"Then tend to him immediately," demanded Gerhardt.

"I’m already on it, father," Kashvi muttered.

"Where are the others?" demanded the lord of the house. "Where is Michiko? Where is Jasper?"

"Michiko stepped out with this guy earlier," reported one of the guards. Both had their weapons trained on Alex. "They went upstairs. He came back without her."

"The jinn is gone, too," warned Kashvi. "She vanished before Michiko did."

"Search the building," Teheret ordered. "Find her."

Alex said nothing. Better to leave them wondering—though the dark look in the eyes of both parents suggested they didn’t have to think too hard about it.

"Can you heal this?" Lorelei asked softly.

"I’m trying," Rachel gasped. "It’s bad."

Gerhardt eyed Alex. "You take a defiant stance for one who is unarmed and exposed."

"And you would have escaped by now if you were able," said Teheret. "The angel is struck down. This Prince of Hell seems like little of the sort. And Alex here is...what, exactly?"

"Such a curious thing you told me a moment ago," said Gerhardt. "Why are you here?"

"I answered that one already. I’m on a date," said Alex.

"Hardly," said Gerhardt.

"It’s turning into a shitty date." He kept watching the crowd. Some directions were thinner than others. "Next time we should go straight to the nearest bar."

"It is your natural environment," said Lorelei.

"You expect to have a next time?" Gerhardt scoffed.

"Surely." Lorelei grasped the spear below its bloody tip and spun its shaft around to Alex. He took the weapon without a second look. Rachel grunted as Lorelei hooked one arm under her shoulders.

"Babes, I gotta tell you something," rasped the angel.

"What?" Alex stared down the hosts.

"This whole romantic defiance thing is really fucking hot."

A loud boom rocked the ballroom and cut most of the light. This time, it was more than the ceiling. Even the floor shook. 

Easily strong enough to carry their wounded lover, Lorelei swept Rachel off her feet and ran for the bar at the other end of the ballroom with the angel cradled in her arms. Right beside them, Alex thrust his spear at the first body in their way. The blade slashed across his target’s face, breaking not only the man’s resistance but also those closest around him. Lorelei opened up their path further with wicked slashes of her tail.

Light chased away the shadows ahead. On her knees tending to Roman, Kashvi raised a hand suddenly engulfed in flame. Halfway through another thrust, Alex continued the motion rather than reversing it. The back end struck Kashvi across the head and knocked her out of the way.

A mass of teeth and fur rose up as Kashvi fell. The tattered remains of a sport coat and a split necktie sent the phrase "entitled asshole" through Alex’s mind before he made the best of such a big target. He stabbed deeply into the werewolf’s broad shoulder and pushed back against the claws reaching for his face. The shaft proved long enough for the job. Leverage and momentum did the rest. Alex wrenched the werewolf aside and even pushed himself onward with the effort, tugging the spear free.

Gunshots chased after them. Darkness and chaos spoiled the aim of the first rounds. Lorelei’s wings appeared with a sudden snap, one covering Alex on her right before the gunfire grew more accurate. She winced with pain, but her wings could withstand bullets far better than Alex. She could also clear more room. Her demonic visage fully unveiled, Lorelei roared with a stream of flames to send everyone ahead and to their left ducking and diving for cover.

"Such a badass," grunted the angel in her arms.

Lorelei vaulted up onto a table rather than dodging it. "I am not made for this." Her tail cut down a hand reaching up with a wand. She kept going.

"Could’ve fooled me," said Rachel.

Pain erupted along Lorelei’s back with a new and shorter flash of light, this one accompanied by the crackle of electricity. The gunfire continued. Something struck her leg, sharp and metal but thankfully not so deeply as to halt her escape. "Alex?" she shouted.

"Keep going!" he yelled.

A shadow wielding a pair of swords threatened from a mostly clear path to his right. Alex kicked a discarded chair in the shadow’s way to delay the threat. Someone in a dress hissed at him with fangs bared. She threw out one strong arm to block the spear she had every reason to expect, but not the sudden low sweep Alex put through her legs. He trod over the vampire’s face without a second thought.

The protection of Lorelei’s wings left him with her leap onto one last table and then through the air to get over the bar. She landed on the other side in a deep crouch. Rachel groaned, but managed words through her pain. "Is this gonna cover us?"

"My wings might," Lorelei answered. She stretched them out low across the back of the bar. "We aren’t staying here."

"Good. This party sucks balls."

Not everyone between Alex and his destination threatened a fight. Many dove out of his path. At least one stood out of his way while presenting a new danger. Alex saw a tuxedo coat fly open with purple-hued trails of sorcerous light and a mad scream on the wearer’s face. His new enemy produced a pair of submachineguns, which seemed worse than all his teeth.

Reach and momentum landed before the gunman’s aim. Alex drove the spear into the sorcerer at the hip to turn him away from a clear shot. Bullets flew wildly in a brief burst before the man fell on his back screaming. Alex scooped the closest gun from his grip and sprayed bullets in a broad arc across the ballroom.

The magazine emptied rapidly, but the burst of suppressive fire got him to his destination. Alex hurled himself across the bar without any of Lorelei’s grace. Glasses and cocktail napkins flew as he rolled over and flopped down onto the floor. He still had the spear, but abandoned the empty gun along the way.

"You good?" he asked, pushing himself to his hands and knees.

A new storm of gunfire tore into the bar. More than one sorcerer apparently snuck serious firepower into the party. Lorelei groaned as her wings and back absorbed the bullets. As with his stolen weapon, the roar passed quickly as ammunition drained. "So far," she grunted. "The Iron Crown left me with some new strength, though I think I’ve found its limit."

"Where’s Zafirah?" Rachel wondered.

"Gone," said Alex. "Told her to go. I figure that boom means Wade’s team is good. It’s down to us." Given the lower lighting, he saw little in the reflections of the tall windows to either side. Their enemies had to be coordinating and angling for a better attack or they would be swarming over the bar already. It was the break he’d hoped for when he chose this path.

"Our amusement wears thin," Gerhardt bellowed from the other end of the ballroom. "You will not escape your fate."

"That way." Alex pointed to the tall windows over the racks of bottles behind the bar. Cracks already showed from stray bullets. More than a few broken bottles lay on the floor around them, along with their contents. Alex hurled one unbroken bottle over the side in a show of resistance. "You go first."

"No holding actions," Lorelei warned.

"What? No, I’m only staying for the arson."

"Right," she said. Then, to Rachel, "Hold close."

Tucking in her wings and her wounded burden, Lorelei launched herself up through the drink rack behind the bar and the windows beyond. Bourbon, vodka, and glass exploded in her wake. She came down on damp grass and soil outside. Much of the bar and the windowsill covered her from behind, but bullets and magic still chased after her overhead.

"Hey," Rachel croaked, "are you still wearing stilettos?"

"Hardly my first party to end badly," said Lorelei.

Alcohol and shards of glass rained down on Alex. The greater share spilled around him rather than on him. His tuxedo was already wet and cut from his landing. He had to be careful, but had no time for care.

On the bright side, it didn’t appear much in the way of mixers or the ice chest had taken any hits. The vapors in his every breath indicated this brew was perfectly flammable. Alex had his lighter out in a heartbeat. Ignition took him from satisfaction to near-panic even faster.

"Face me, mortal! Face—oh shit!" The knife-fighting challenger’s voice turned from shout to shriek as he came over the bar. He landed in flames and fell backward to make his predicament even worse, knives clattering away.

"Might need that," Alex grunted. He scooped one knife away from the flames and dropped it in his coat pocket. If anyone else meant to attack over the bar, the screams from the fire likely made them reconsider. Spear in hand, he stepped up onto the back shelf and dove through the space Lorelei cleared.

He found her crouched against the windowsill. She’d waited for him. Even with Rachel injured, they both waited. It wasn’t what he’d envisioned, but plainly that was silly in the first place. "Tree line," he grunted.

"Hold close. I will conceal us," she agreed.

Massive, heavy thuds to their either side interrupted her plans. Hulking figures of concrete stood in their path, both with muscular arms spreading for an attack. Neither gargoyle made a sound besides the soft grind of stone, but the angry expressions carved into their bestial faces said more than enough.

Alex had only one weapon in hand. He rushed in front of Lorelei and Rachel, hoping to draw in the one on his side while he attacked the other. Instinct made him reverse the spear to jab the gargoyle under the chin with the back end rather than snapping the tip.

The impact left his foe utterly unmoved. Gargoyles, he realized, weighed every bit as much as they looked. Stone or not, the statue proved faster than Alex expected. He ducked one swinging arm but caught the other across the shoulder. The blow sent him sprawling.

His first thought bore fruit, at least: the second gargoyle followed him as its chosen target rather than turning on Lorelei and Rachel.

"Get me close," Rachel rasped. "I’ve got this."

"You’re still hurt," Lorelei argued. Alex rolled away from a two-fisted blow against the grass. He scrambled to his feet only to duck another. Lorelei wanted to get into the fight, but couldn’t put Rachel down.

"Fuck it, no time. I’m good," said Rachel.

Lorelei moved in behind one gargoyle. Rachel reached out with a bloody hand. Flames stretched out from her palm as she curled in her fingers. The blade never grew to full size, becoming no more than a dagger, but Rachel landed single thrust deep into the gargoyle below its waist.

Stone crumbled to ash. Everything between hips and thighs disintegrated. Rachel brought back her hand with no more flame in her grip, but the job was done. The gargoyle fell backward without an ass to hold its lower body together.

"We will not speak of this," said Lorelei.

"You wish," Rachel countered.

The other gargoyle still fought. Alex dodged another blow, but wondered how long he could do so. The only weapon in his hand bore at least some magic, or it did when Gerhardt wielded it. He’d gotten it deep into a werewolf. That didn’t happen with ordinary weapons. Alex jerked back from one more swing, gave ground as the gargoyle advanced, and stabbed for the head. The tip went straight into the gargoyle’s gaping mouth.

Light shimmered within the shadows. The gargoyle grew stiff and still—and leaned forward as its posture dictated. "Aw hell," Alex grunted, pushing back hard.

"They can likely track the spear," Lorelei warned. "We must go."

He gave up the struggle without argument, bending back and low rather than to the side. The spear propped up the gargoyle for a full second before snapping in half under its weight. By then, Alex was on the move.

"Tree line?" he asked.

"Tree line," Lorelei huffed. Her wings came out again. "I don’t know how well I can hide us. We’ll have to keep moving."

"Rachel?"

"I’m alive," she grunted. "For now."

He looked back over his shoulder only once. The fire in the ballroom didn’t last. Dark shadows emerged from around the far corner of the house, opening up another angle of pursuit. Alex shut up and ran.


* * *


Though the fire burned bright and sudden, Teheret needed little power to quell the worst of it. Tongues of flame diminished as she brought one hand down. Smoke turned obediently toward an empty corner of the ballroom. She stared through a shattered window into the night.

Gerhardt stomped over to her fuming with anger. She knew this would come. Over a thousand years apart, with an unknown number of lifetimes in between, he still reverted to form. "You couldn’t ensnare them?" His posture and quiet tone carried a message to onlookers that he might be conferring with his wife rather than scolding her.

She knew it was both, of course. After that same thousand years and more of holding their family together and leading it herself, Teheret found his fury less compelling than in earlier times. He was the same, but she was not. "All three had their defenses." Her eyes stayed on the hole in the window. "Could you not feel them?"

"I tried a different approach," Gerhardt seethed. Even now, many of their guests watched him. His voice had whipped up resistance and pursuit against their enemies. Now they had an incident to manage, lest it become an embarrassment.

More than one incident, in fact. Teheret hadn’t forgotten the other problem. This one had to be addressed first. "I could not hold the angel alone, nor did anyone else catch the other two," she explained. "We also do not know where the jinn went. The demon employed some magical stealth once they were outside. I cannot see them now. Fortunately, that means they are likely cut off from aid... and we have friends capable of sniffing them out."

"I was getting to that," Gerhardt grumbled.

"Of course," said Teheret. "Then let me attend to other problems."

Gerhardt turned back to the expectant crowd. Some watched for weakness while others saw an opportunity to curry favor. He focused on the latter. "My friends, we do not know the meaning of this intrusion, but we have all been deceived. If we want answers, we must—"

"Tear his guts," interrupted a louder, far more bestial growl. A werewolf rose from a broken table to roll his wounded shoulder. Blood marred Hugo’s fur, but the puncture seemed healed. He looked to his pack, scattered around the room but all shifting into the same monstrous and hungry form. "Kill. Kill!"

The wolves weren’t alone in their rush to the shattered window and the porch exits. Guests at either end of the ballroom followed. Among them, Gerhardt and Teheret caught sight of Abdel. He nodded and hurried out to join the chase. Their son left behind Roman still on the floor, wounded but awake with Kashvi tending to him.

Teheret turned from the scene. She had not accounted for all of their children yet. Nor did she have an explanation for her other concern. Dutifully, one of their guards in suits came rushing over at her summons. "What was that boom?" she asked. "Something shook the whole house."

"We had an explosion in the basement, ma’am." He had his finger over the earpiece connecting him to the rest of their guards. "Jasper was there." Her eyes widened, but the guard kept talking. "There’s more."





Chapter Nineteen:
Please Don’t Go

"Fire! Holy shit, fire! Everybody run, the house is on fire!" Wade crashed through the doors to the patio at full speed. Drew came out only seconds after Wade, and Sierra after him—at the head of a billowing black cloud.

Heads turned and drivers rose from their seats. Some reached inside their coats or behind their hips for concealed weapons. A handful of drivers turned for the exits upon the sight of smoke. For all their faults and character flaws, the vampires had good reason to fear flames. As with any crowd, movement from some compelled movement from others. Chauffers and bodyguards who might otherwise stay in place shrank back from the smoke.

Wade kept moving. His gamble required commitment to the bit.

Not everyone lost their cool or took the implications for granted. Moonclaw stood from his chair but only scowled at the man bearing the warning. "What kind of fire? How?"

"Who the fuck cares? We’re leaving," answered Drew.

"What of your liege?" The Hound looked from Drew to Moonclaw and back again as Drew closed the distance. "You came here in service to another! Would you abandon them?"

"Man, ain’t nothin’ in my contract about burnin’ up in a house fire," Drew replied. "I didn’t sign anything about giving two weeks’ notice. I’m out!"

Moonclaw and the Hound watched Wade, Drew, and Sierra pass. Moonclaw pointed to the latter. "Wait. You. Why the swords?"

Sierra halted and turned as if expecting a fight, then whipped her paired wakizashi behind her back—and then realized it was too late to hide them. She pointed one at Wade. "He startled me!"

"Then why leave with him?" Moonclaw asked.

"Not him, him," she said, pointing at Drew.

"They came together," said Moonclaw.

"Yeah, but that one is hot."

"Sweet," Drew grunted.

With or without a suitable explanation for the fire, the smoke more than established the reality of the problem. Grey fumes filled the top of the pavilion tents and spread in every direction. Nervous looks and movement among the help encouraged the rest to take action. Some rushed for their cars. Others plunged into the house entrance or ran around to the front of the building to save their employers.

Cars, black SUVs, and a handful of limousines awaited in the grassy meadow outside the pavilion. Wade pointed to one corner of the de facto parking lot. "We’re over here."

"I got here later," said Sierra. "Mine’s closer to the road. Besides, I’m driving. Unless one of you has any training for high speed escapes?"

"Nope," said Drew.

She flashed him a grin as they ran. "How did you ever manage without me?"

Drew only scowled at Wade. "I do not know."

"Hey, my shit works out," Wade countered. The loud pop of gunshots from the pavilion made him duck. "Mostly."

Rico and his guys stood out at the pavilion through body language and muzzle flashes. Wade pulled a confiscated pistol from his coat pocket and fired back, putting little effort into his aim. Suppression and delay counted for more than hits. Darkness and shadows put Wade in safer conditions than the pursuers still in the lights of the pavilion. Headlights and engines came to life all around, cutting that advantage short.

Drew didn’t get into the front passenger seat of Sierra’s car until Wade caught up to them. He fired off only a couple of shots, but it was enough to cover Wade for the last few yards. Neither even had the door fully closed behind himself before Sierra tore out of her parking spot and spun the car around in the grass.

"Seatbelts," she reminded. Sierra threw the car into drive and hit the accelerator. One more violent swerve brought them behind a black town car roaring ahead for the same escape. The lead car farther up ahead proved even more aggressive as it smashed through the gate at the end of the driveway, clearing the path for any who might follow.

"Damn, they really did panic," said Drew.

"Fire and bullets do that," said Wade. "Most of these guys prob’ly don’t know one side from another. They don’t care about us until the boss tells ‘em to care."

Headlights appeared in the rear window, but nothing in the way of bullets or fire chased them down the driveway. They nearly made it to the gate before an impact rocked the car from behind. Its force pushed the back end downward. Though the shocks recovered and the wheels kept rolling, Sierra understood the new weight even before she looked in the mirror. "On the trunk!" she warned. "Wade, look out!"

A gloved fist crashed through the rear window. The new passenger swept his arm from side to side to clear out more glass. Moonclaw glared at Wade with glowing red eyes on a face of predatory rage. "Deceivers!"

Wade tilted his pistol up at Moonclaw and fired. Despite the motion of the car and the bounce through the gate and onto the street, he had no trouble hitting his target. Moonclaw’s face jerked to one side, but the bullet against his cheek didn’t take him off the car. Nor did Sierra’s driving.

That gloved hand grabbed Wade’s shoulder with painful strength. "No bullet will harm me," Moonclaw declared over Wade’s cry of pain.

Twisted backward in his chair, Drew had already come to that very conclusion. He snatched up one of Sierra’s new blades set carefully along the space between the front seats and stabbed at Moonclaw’s arm. Where the bullet failed, the blade plunged right in over the elbow.

Moonclaw let go of Wade with a yelp. He reached for Drew with that same hand, one baleful eye staring back through the hole in the window now filled mostly with Moonclaw’s shoulder. It was all Drew noticed as he stabbed at their attacker again.

The space hardly offered enough room to work with a sword. Drew couldn’t wind up or strike with precision. He ran as much risk of hurting Wade as his enemy. He couldn’t land a solid blow, but he didn’t need that. As it happened, he only needed to turn the blade and pull backward while Moonclaw’s hand closed at the wrong moment.

Two fingers fell along the other side of the blade. Moonclaw screamed and jerked his arm out of the car. With another hard swerve, Sierra sent him flying off the trunk to tumble along a dark stretch of pavement.

"Holy shit. Wade, you okay?" Drew asked.

"Yeah." Wade rolled his shoulder with a wince. "I think I’m good."

"You’re sure?" asked Sierra. "Open up your shirt. Make sure he didn’t puncture you or leave any unnatural marks. We don’t know what that guy is."

"Prob’ly right," Wade groaned. He already doubted he’d find anything but more pain as he got his coat off, but he saw the value of precaution.

Sierra glanced to Drew. "Hey. Good job."

"Not the first asshole to jump onto my ride," said Drew.

"Yeah, but now this car is marked," Wade thought out loud. "Shit."

No one had an answer to that worry. Sierra kept driving. Only then did they realize their cell phones were buzzing. Drew picked up his. "Hey, I’m here."

"It’s me," Onyx answered on the other end. "Tell Sierra to take the next left. We’re coming to meet you."


* * *


"Forget your fears. Smoke and flame are paltry threats in the presence of magic." Teheret entered the basement at something short of a run. She opened the security door with a simple tug, releasing dramatic black clouds to the alarm of her escorts. Irritated words and a few gestures brought the smoke under her control. With a circular wave of her hand, she spun the clouds into a single condensed flow only a foot or two in diameter. She pushed it all up and aside to travel along the upper corner of the passage and out of her way.

The thick cord of smoke led to another door, this one hanging partly from its hinges. Bright flickering orange light and intense heat warned of what awaited on the other side. Scowling, Teheret held up another hand to halt her armed escorts. "Stand watch. None but family may come or go. If anyone else tries to pass, kill them. Do not hesitate."

Her guards clearly had questions and doubts. A single backward glance silenced them all. She saw acceptance, obedience, and guns at the ready. Nothing else mattered. Teheret continued on alone, whispering the words of a charm against heat before tugging the door open. At the door, she cast a stronger spell to quell the flames. The inferno died off within a single breath. Past blackened walls under emergency lights, Teheret found one more unlocked "security" door, and behind it the answers to her concerns.

The angel remained where he belonged. Not a chain or a mark in his circle appeared out of place. The rest of his chamber laid in ruins, along with the body of her son.

Her alarm diminished. Her anger grew.

Jasper lay amid the broken plastic and a pool of blood beneath shattered monitors. More than one fatal wound marred his body. The rest of the room suffered from smoke, now cleared out by Teheret’s magic, but no other damage.

"What happened?" she asked.

Joel answered only with a defiant stare.

"You haven’t looked at me like that in millennia" Teheret examined his bonds again. Nothing had changed, from the physical to the magical. The ward held as strongly as the chains. "Who did this, Joel? Who did you see?"

He didn’t answer.

"You know the pain you will suffer for your silence. You know the cost of resistance, yet here we are." She tilted her head in thought. "No creature of the night could be worth the cost. Are you protecting someone else, then?" He kept staring. Her lip curled. "Who did you see and what did they say?"

Nothing.

Her breath deepened. Her heart pounded with rage. Teheret seized his jaw and stared into his eyes. "Then let’s start with what you will show me whether you like it or not." In an ancient tongue she asked, "Where are my children?"

Joel groaned in pain and resistance but the spell took hold as always. White light shined in his eyes. Like mirrors, Teheret’s own eyes took on the same effect. Though her physical vision went pale and opaque, in her mind she saw with something clearer than imagination or memory.

Kashvi knelt over Roman on the floor of the ballroom tending to his wounds. She looked as if she might be nearly finished, paying more of her attention to the activity around her. Roman, too, looked on with anger covering his likely embarrassment. Abdel rushed into the night amid a hunting party of tuxedos, dresses, shadows, and fur. Malike only now emerged from a room in the middle of the house with his collar undone and his tie missing. He tucked his shirttails into his pants, trailed by his worried demon playmate.

Jasper was dead on the floor. She knew that image would come. She didn’t expect to see Michiko still and lifeless under a blanket on her own bed. Fury built as the image passed, only to double and deepen with new alarm as she saw one more of her daughters. Helen laid in complete darkness on a metal slab. Only by the light of Joel’s vision could Teheret discern the days-dead white pallor of Helen’s skin and the tags on the tarp covering her body.

"Damn you," breathed Teheret. "Did you know about her? How long? How...?" Her thoughts trailed off. The spell should have ended with the last of her children, but this time something lingered. Again, Joel groaned. Teheret stared.

Fleeting images touched her mind, this time with the haze of memory rather than the clarity of divine sight. The memories weren’t Joel’s, but he had seen them. He’d seen the connection. Teheret saw dark curls framing a young, fair face and a preference for black clothes. She sensed feelings of deep if somewhat wary friendship and a name that had to be made up.

The spell ended. Teheret stared at a helpless, bearded face. She slapped him hard and strode out of the room.

"Seal off this hallway and post guards," Teheret ordered the men outside. She pointed to one, though any of them would do when they all wore the same earpiece and microphone set. "Get my children from the ballroom. Quickly. Tell them this is far more important than that fiasco. We cannot let these intruders escape."


* * *


"What did I tell you? Weeks, not months." Kashvi strode out of the ballroom foyer onto the porch with her dress covered in blood. The donor of her added colors followed, rubbing his similarly stained neck. "A thousand years apart, and within weeks we have the next great mother-father feud."

"It’s always the parties," Roman grumbled.

"They’re not feuding yet," spoke up one more sibling trailing the pair. Kashvi and Roman glared over their shoulder at Malike. Behind him, his pet demon in the short dress lingered in the open doorway.

"Father doesn’t know yet, Malike," Kashvi replied in her most withering tone. "Wait for it."

"Don’t be the one to tell him. Let mother do that," said Roman.

"No. I disagree," said Kashvi. "Go ahead, little brother. Tell father this is more important than running down someone who insulted him. While you’re at it, you can tell him you were fucking your conjured whore while the rest of us suffered an ambush. And embarrassment."

Malike threw his arms out to his sides. "How was I to know? It was a boring party!"

"And what about you, anyway?" Roman’s eyes narrowed at Malike’s "date" in the doorway. "Malike surely included some sort of bond when he summoned you up from Hell, but it didn’t keep you from running to kneel at Lorelei’s feet."

"That was a show of respect! I was obligated!" Leanne answered quickly. At Roman’s frown, she added, "I wanted to make a good showing for Malike’s benefit."

"Bullshit," said Roman.

Her shoulders slumped in a pout. "It was better than snubbing her and pissing her off."

"What else do you know about her?" Malike pressed. "You are bound by your summons to answer me with the truth."

Leanne rolled her eyes. "You already pulled that card. Trying again won’t make a difference." Malike blinked. She shrugged. "I told you, it happened after you bound me. All my info is second-hand, but it’s consistent. Hell hasn’t seen such a battle in ages."

"But you can’t tell us anything else?" asked Malike.

"You caught the part about a battle in Hell, right? Even if I’d been there, I would have stayed in the back and left as soon as I could. It’s all way over my head."

"One would expect far more from a prince of Hell than what we saw tonight," said Roman.

"She got you, didn’t she?" murmured Kashvi. She already had her back turned to her brothers and her arms raised to the sky. Arcane gestures with her fingers invoked magic that soon came to her lips.

Trees lining the driveway rustled with movement. Crows emerged from nests and boughs with all the cranky complaints of an unwanted awakening as they took to the sky.

"They don’t see as well at night," said Roman.

"No, but they are available, and we haven’t time to be picky," said Kashvi. "Besides, the car is marked. I’m sure they will do the job."

A pair of black SUVs pulled up to the porch steps. The passenger side door of the first flew open before it came to a stop. Rico stepped out to open up the back door in a grim, wordless welcome to his employers.


* * *


He’d been here before. More than once. It never ended well—at least, not for Alex. Nor for anyone else he’d ever been.

They couldn’t run fast. Not with Rachel in Lorelei’s arms and the need to stay so close for the sake of her stealthy enchantments. Hedges and tall wooden fences presented frustrating obstacles to their path, but nothing they couldn’t handle. The terrain reminded Alex they weren’t that far off the beaten path. The mansion had neighbors.

Past another hedgerow, Alex pointed to adjacent greenery and a simple storage shed offering cover from two angles. Lorelei moved with him to put the shed between them and their pursuit.

"Can we talk?" Alex whispered.

"Nothing is certain." Lorelei glanced back over her shoulder, but more than that, she listened. "Every edge or detail may matter."

"Rachel? How’re you doing?" he asked.

"Fucked up," she admitted. She had kept both arms around Lorelei for much of their escape, but now she clutched her bloody stomach. Though her halo provided the advantage of light only her lovers could see, it had now diminished to little more than a candle. "I keep trying to heal it, but I’m not getting anywhere. If I stop trying it might get worse."

"Then don’t stop trying, love," said Lorelei.

Alex risked a look at his phone, holding a hand around the screen to diminish the light. Text messages covered his screen. He typed quickly: "We’re running. Stay clear." Then he put it back in his pocket. "Everyone else got out. They’re coordinating, but I don’t think they can get us."

"What about Zafirah?" asked Rachel. "Anything from her?"

"No," he answered. "I don’t know if she can find us while Lorelei hides us, anyway. She has to know who she’s traveling to, right? That’s how it worked before."

"I suppose she must also have some interest in trying," Lorelei muttered.

"Nah, Z’s one of the good guys," said Rachel. "Fuckin’ pain in the ass sometimes, but still." The angel inhaled sharply, her face tensing in pain. "Motherfucker."

"We must get you to your peers," said Lorelei.

"We could try there?" Alex gestured to the large house across an acre of lovely landscaping. "Lights are out, but if anyone’s home they might have a guardian?"

"Too risky." Rachel winced. "Puts innocents in danger."

The soft rustle of leaves prompted Alex to put his hand up in warning. More movement at the hedgerow followed. With Lorelei burdened, Alex moved around her to look.

A huge grey wolf scanned the spacious yard with dark eyes and an active nose. The rustle brought a second, larger black wolf through the bushes. A third newcomer followed, this one fully human with fair European features set in a vigilant scowl. He clutched a submachinegun in both hands.

The grey wolf stalked off to the right. It moved forward only a few steps before sniffing intently. Though it stared toward the storage shed, it didn’t appear to lock onto anything.

"You’re sure they’ve been through here?" asked the gunman in the tuxedo.

The wolf snorted once.

"Your senses are sharper than mine. I might enhance them further if you’ll trust me."

The wolf hesitated, but gave another single snort in response.

The gunman reached for the back of the wolf’s head with a murmur on his lips. Alex groaned inwardly. This guy wasn’t a random shooter or even a vampire. He was another Practitioner, and the wolves had to be the shifting kind.

The wolf tensed, sniffing once more, and crept toward the storage shed. A low growl rumbled from its snarling lips. The wolf’s forelegs thickened unnaturally, spreading and growing ahead of the rest of it. A dark stain at its shoulder identified the wolf as one Alex had already tangled with tonight. Apparently Hugo was all better now.

"Get her out of here," Alex whispered.

"Not without you," said Lorelei.

The werewolf’s head snapped up with its suspicions confirmed.

Alex had been here before. He remembered this part. Will at least had guns and grenades for it in Vietnam. Skorri had a blade he could trust. Alex had the knife in his pocket from the clown at the burning bar. He also held all of Will’s anger—and Skorri’s.

"No time. Go."

The werewolf rushed forward with a snarl. Alex tore the blade from his coat and lunged with an even louder growl than Hugo could muster.

No amount of rage could outmatch a werewolf’s strength and mass. At best, Alex blunted the charge. Hugo led with his jaws as he crashed into Alex. A rising forearm came up perfectly to block Hugo’s mouth and push his teeth up out of the way. The knife in his other hand drove deeply into Hugo’s chest before they both hit the ground.

A furry, clawed hand wrenched Alex away by the shoulder. Still on the ground with the beast, Alex roared with all of Skorri’s fury and stabbed again. He dug viciously into Hugo’s furry neck at the expense of all else. Claws slashed down his left arm, but it didn’t matter. He stabbed and slashed and raged. The knife dug under Hugo’s jaw to cut something vital. Alex was still digging when he realized the werewolf had gone limp in the wet grass.

Hugo didn’t come alone. Alex remembered that. He spun off his defeated foe to face another coming from behind.

A burst of flame cut between them to throw the wolf off its charge. Alex heard his name from the same direction that produced the flames—the wrong one, he thought as he turned. Lorelei stood over the fallen body of the Practitioner with Rachel dangling in one arm. In her other hand, she held the man’s submachinegun. She tossed the weapon to Alex rather than fussing with it.

Alex dropped the knife to catch the gun. This time he stepped back and aside from a lunging wolf rather than charging in. He let the gun do the rest. Bullets tore through muscle and fur in a rush of smoke and blood, leaving the beast sprawled on the ground.

He held the gun steady, fully expecting the wolf to shrug off its wounds. He’d seen it before. Then he remembered he was holding a Practitioner’s weapon. Perhaps its owner had known the resilience of werewolves, too.

Lorelei lifted Rachel in both arms once more. They shared a single look as silence fell in the yard, broken only by movement and hushed voices not far from the protective hedge...

...and by the vibrating phone Alex felt in his pocket.


* * *


"You kids rely too much on your cell phones."

Sheng dropped his shoulders, turned away from the car, and sighed at the night sky. "I’m thirty-four," he said.

"So? Thirty-four and you can’t change a tire?" asked his mother-in-law from the back seat. "I don’t mean to be harsh, but one shouldn’t need a cell phone for everything."

Sheng spun back on the open windows of his car and leaned in. "The tool doesn’t fit. I can’t change a tire without the right tools."

"Easy now," said a voice behind him. "You know how Wen gets. Hold steady."

The words slipped into his ear without sound. He couldn’t see the angel. The advice came to him with no more compulsion than the counsel of a friend, but he heeded them. Sheng grumbled, "I called roadside assistance. Sorry it’s an inconvenience."

He glanced only once to his wife in apology before turning away from the car. His guardian angel followed. So did his wife’s.

"Thank you for that," said Amit. "Wen will still be Wen, but better this than a real blow-up."

"I’m sure it’ll be fine," replied the other angel. Li couldn’t hold back his grin. "Unless she finds out he dialed the wrong number."

Amit’s face lit up with mirth. "You didn’t!"

"Oh, I might have," Li replied innocently.

"How did you get it?" asked Amit.

"Word spreads. I hear they’re even here in town."

Oblivious to the angels behind him, Sheng held the phone to his ear. "Hello? Roadside? Yeah, I’m in the West End and I’ve got a flat—"

"Rachel is hurt!" burst a voice on the other end. "We need help!"

Sheng blinked. So did the angels. "I’m sorry?"

"We’re on the edge of North Vancouver around all the fancy houses below the ridge. We’ve got werewolves and wizards all over our asses. Rachel can’t heal whatever they did to her. We need help!"

"I don’t—what the hell?" Sheng looked dubiously at his phone.

"I know you fuckers can hear me and I know how fast you move! Get your asses out—" A rustle silenced the line.

Sheng watched the call blink off from his screen. Only then did he remember he had the app for roadside assistance. He glanced over his shoulder to confirm no one else heard his flubbed first call.

He didn’t have anything to worry about. He was all alone outside the car.


* * *


The magazine didn’t last long. They never did. Alex retreated into the shadows and hurled his confiscated weapon off into the darkness to his left. It wouldn’t make as much racket as his bullets, but anything to make an enemy guess or doubt was worthwhile. He didn’t have anything to reload with, anyway.

Lorelei waited only a few steps back under another tree with Rachel. "This way, love," she urged him. Alex ran for the cover of her magic and her wings.

"Love?" asked a low voice of surprise—or perhaps disgust. He emerged from the shadows of the trees still wearing his white tuxedo, but his mortal disguise was gone. Short, dark horns jutted from his crimson face. Leathery wings and a thick, barbed tail completed his demonic features. A curved black blade tilted low and away in his hand. His stance didn’t warn of an attack, but he blocked their path. "Is that sincerity I hear?"

"Victor," said Lorelei.

"Who’s this guy?" asked Alex.

"Exactly the fuckface he looks like," Rachel croaked.

"Not the time," said Lorelei. She watched Victor. "Not if we can pass without a fight."

"I didn’t believe you gave up your crown to Lilith," said Victor. "I thought it absurd. It had to be lies. But here you are, like this." He looked her up and down with a sneer. "Lorelei, what happened to you?"

Crushed leaves and snapped branches closed in from behind. Alex saw movement in an arc covering every path except the one through Victor.

"I don’t have time to explain. Do you let us pass, or no?" asked Lorelei.

"Do you have anything left to offer me?" Victor replied.

"I do." Rachel held out her middle finger. "You get this, motherfucker."

Victor tilted his head in contempt and tensed for an attack. Then he gasped in agony as a blade of pure flame cut through him from behind. A second slashed clean through his other side, leaving a charred line much like the first.

"S’up, bitches." Rachel waved weakly to the angels. The wide-eyed demon sank to his knees before falling face down into the soil in their wake. "Watch out for anything that glows white out there. It fucking hurts."

Alex hardly saw their faces amid the glow of their halos. They didn’t linger, passing him and his lovers without a word in a rush toward their pursuers. The angels faded out almost as fast as they appeared, but then he caught glimpses of their light from among the trees—and the flames of their swords.

He heard screams. Something or someone burst in an orange flash of fire. Something else flew through the darkness and crashed into a tree with a sickening thud.

"Do you know them?" asked Lorelei.

"Pretty sure that was Amit and Li, but I’m kinda fucked up right now," answered Rachel. "Gotta be more out there, too. Can’t you tell?"

"No," said Lorelei, though the shouts and random gunfire backed up Rachel’s words.

"Oh yeah," Rachel confirmed after another look. Then she winced with pain. "That’s a party."

"None of this is celebratory." The voice came with a new appearance of divine light, brighter still than any so far tonight. Alex winced as the figure from out of nowhere stepped closer. The others were hard enough to discern beneath their halos; this one he could barely look at.

"Hey George," Rachel hissed. "How’s it going?"

"Give her to me," said the angel. He held his arms out to Lorelei. "We will care for her."

"She was stabbed with a spear bearing some enchantment I do not know," Lorelei told him. "Her own powers could not heal it."

"Oh, that’s a little better, though," Rachel said when the other angel’s hands reached under her back and her legs. "Not great but better."

"We will care for her," the angel repeated. "Let her go."

"And the bad guys?" Alex looked out into the night. The flashes and shouting had all fallen away again.

"Already dispersed. I am sure you can slip away without further harm."

"Dispersed? You mean they only got chased off? That’s a whole mob of monsters out there."

"We are not here to clean up your mess, Alex Carlisle," George replied. "Nor do we owe Rachel any more than we owe the rest of our peers. We will care for her. Ask no more of us."

"Babes, I gotta go." Rachel looked back as George slipped her out of Lorelei’s arms. Rather than stepping away, they floated upward in a fading light. "Stay safe. Watch the others. I don’t know when..."

The night closed in, leaving them stranded outside the edge of the city.


* * *


Navigation by bird sounded much more viable before they got in the car.

Taylor drove. Onyx handled the phone. Molly tried to track their friends moving in an entirely different car after violence and amid likely pursuit, all on the other side of a city none of them knew beyond infrequent tourism.

"I still can’t get used to the traffic lights blinking green," Taylor fumed.

There was that, too. Onyx let out a tense breath. "Have you been here before?"

"Yeah, a couple times. I’m fine, don’t worry about me."

Onyx turned back to her phone conversation. "Nobody’s hurt?"

"Not really, no," said Wade. "Little knocked around and bruised but we’re good."

"Up here," she heard Drew say in the background. "Go left." Apparently, like Onyx, Drew was in charge of navigating.

"Hey Onyx," Molly spoke up from the back seat. She kept her eyes closed to concentrate on her connection to her remote observers. "Ask if they’re in the car with the broken back window."

"Is your car beaten up?" Onyx relayed.

"Oh yeah," answered Wade. "This car is fucked. It’s movin’ fine but we had some asshole jump on the back. Rear window’s broken out an’ he cratered the trunk."

"That’s them," she said to Molly. Then, into the phone, "We’ve got you now."

"Is anyone followin’ us? We ain’t spotted anyone yet."

"Did you hear that?" Onyx turned back in her seat, but instead of a verbal answer she got an outstretched hand. "Taylor, you good without navigation for a minute?" she asked. At Taylor’s assurance, Onyx took Molly’s hand to share her spell.

Her eyesight quickly blurred out of anything she was used to, but fortunately what replaced it offered perfect focus. Molly’s new owl friend kept the rental car in the center of his vision. The back end of the car looked ugly but functional. Sierra drove fast through a residential area, thankfully with only light traffic this late at night. At first, her only concern was the owl’s ability to stay within sight. Elevation helped only so much. The poor guy was clearly straining.

Then the owl turned his head. Onyx saw nothing but ordinary cars moving along at their own pace until his sight focused on several black birds gliding along the same path.

"Crows shouldn’t be out this late," said Molly.

"Yeah. Yeah, you’re right," Onyx agreed. If anyone followed close by, they drove with enough subtlety to blend in. The owl turned his head back toward their friends, taking in a sweep of the city and the darkness of the harbor they had to cross. They had only two options.

Onyx let go of Molly’s hand, returning her vision to normal. She put the phone to her head again. "Wade? Listen, you need to haul ass to the West End, but don’t go straight to our hotel. Stick to the big streets. You need to be out in the open."

"So we are being followed?" Wade asked.

"Yes, by some birds. They’re using magic. We have a better chance of shaking off any magic in public areas. Witnesses are a good thing. More eyes mean weaker magic. It’s way harder to do the flashy stuff and we’ll have more places to lose them."

"Sierra, head for the West End," said Wade. Then he added, "Magic or not, they’ve got plenty of guns. They might be willing to go for it, even in public."

"Hopefully we can avoid that," said Onyx. "We need to ditch your car and shake the bad guys. Turns out Molly and I have had a lot of practice at ghosting people in nightclubs."

"We can’t all pile into one car. Either we pick up another one or we hoof it," said Wade.

"We’ll be better off on foot," said Onyx.

"We’re ditching the car?" she heard Sierra ask.

"Yeah," said Wade. "Someplace public."

"Drew, there’s a bottle of drain cleaner under your seat. Grab it," Sierra told him.

"Okay—wait, why in the fuck is there drain cleaner under my seat?"

"Because I couldn’t fit both bottles in the glove compartment. I don’t ditch a car and leave all my DNA behind. Seriously, how did you ever get along without me?"

"We...we’re friends with witches?"

The phone went quiet. Then Wade asked, "Uh... don’t take this the wrong way, but do y’all witchy type people use ‘ghost’ in the same sense boring types like me use it?"


* * *


Their wardrobe had its benefits. Even dressed to move and fight if necessary, they all looked natural in a nightclub.

Music bumped and so did the crowd. Much of the club offered little room for anything other than close dancing or slow navigation through all the patrons. No one would be able to break into a run, but that applied to pursuers as well. Shoving people out of the way wouldn’t work when there was hardly anywhere to shove them.

A blazing gun or two would change that whole dynamic. Wade wasn’t wrong to worry about that. But the restraint showed by their pursuers so far indicated the enemy didn’t want that kind of noise and attention. If they wanted a spectacular fight, they’d have gone for it on the highway. Instead, the chase led all the way here.

Onyx stood at the corner of the bar with her cell phone in hand and her eyes on the window and doorway. People continually drifted in and out, but she had to live with that. It was hard enough to get any space at the bar and harder still to maintain it.

"I said, do you come here often?" shouted a man on her right. She hadn’t asked him to repeat himself. She hadn’t looked at him, either.

"I’m Pete," he tried again.

A man and woman passed by the window to meet with the bouncer at the front door. Onyx focused on their auras, looking for anything more than the ordinary glow and color of moods and connections. She saw nothing.

"Why the frown? Something wrong? Maybe I can make it better," said Pete.

Onyx glanced away from the window only once—and then, only to her phone. Their last text said they’d ditched the car right up the street. They had to come in through this way. So did their pursuers.

Taylor already had the way out the back. This was more her scene than the witches’. Molly rustled up more help from the local wildlife to cover their escape since the bad guys would likely keep using the same trick that brought them this far. It fell to Onyx to watch the front and ensure the clean break.

"Fuckin’ bitch, I’m trying to say hi," Pete burst. "Don’t come out here looking like that if you aren’t gonna talk to anyone." He snatched up his drink and stormed off, or at least tried as best he could in light of the thick crowds.

With the slight drop in random noise, Onyx found it easier to listen toward the doorway. Her old trick of leaving behind an earring would be better, but she didn’t want to drop anything with a sign of her magic or a material connection. Passive magic centered on herself was all she could use until she saw something worth the risk.

Her tension held but her spirits lifted when Drew, Wade, and Sierra came into view. Their suits were perhaps a little formal for the club, but looking sharp never hurt. "You just getting off work?" the bouncer asked. "All good. Go on in."

Drew caught sight of her after he passed through the doorway. Onyx tilted her head toward the back of the club. A quick scan was all he needed. Apparently, Drew knew his way around the club life, too. That hardly surprised her. She stayed in her seat as he led Sierra and Wade into the mob. Bodies would provide cover and concealment. Every second helped.

More people followed through, first one couple, then a quartet. Onyx gave each party a good look but saw nothing out of the ordinary. No signs of magic, nor even a malevolent mood. She wasn’t sure how much of a lead her friends could have on the bad guys.

Then several more suits passed by the window, all worn by men, including one in a tuxedo. Each of them bore a slight warp in their auras that spoke of magic—particularly the deceptive and misleading kind. It wasn’t the perceptive magic she expected, but it made for the same opportunity.

Onyx knocked over the salt shaker at the edge of the bar. With the lid already loosened, the shaker’s contents spilled out no more than an inch toward the window. The dispelling power of salt and the symbolic value of the gesture were what mattered most. "No more," she said in Greek, and blew across the pile.

"Wow, more suits?" the bouncer laughed, and then stopped. "Whoa, whoa! Hold on. You all smell like a house fire. What gives? Oh my god, is that blood on your tux? What the hell? Hey, Mike!" Another bouncer stepped into the doorway to back up the doorman.

It was all the gamble Onyx could afford. She turned from the bar to follow her friends.

A hand caught her arm, forcing Onyx to turn back to keep her balance. A smiling face greeted her: feminine, light brown, smiling, and deeply alarming. "Sister!" shouted Kashvi. Onyx knew her name instantly, and nothing more with it besides a sense of horror and resistance as Kashvi pulled her into a hug Onyx didn’t want.

She pushed back. The embrace lasted no more than a heartbeat, but Kashvi got one arm around her shoulders and reached for her head. Onyx felt a tiny splash of water across the top of her scalp from a vial in Kashvi’s hand. Words of some foreign tongue fell from Kashvi’s mouth.

Onyx screamed. Her mind reeled. Terror seized her chest and her senses. She had to run. She had to get far from her sister, across the sea and into the night. Away from them all and as far from herself as she could get, too. All of it right now.

Though she pushed free from the embrace, Kashvi still held her arm with a strong grip. "You always make such a scene," Kashvi chided.

"No!" Onyx shouted. She turned from Kashvi’s casual, cruel laughter in search of any escape.

Spiky red hair and a leather jacket passed in front of her with a raised fist. Molly planted her brass knuckles straight into Kashvi’s face. The punch tore Onyx free and rocked Kashvi back, head first and body following on the way to the floor.

Onyx ducked into the crowd with Molly’s arm around her shoulders. She covered her face with one hand. Her throat clenched up. Tears flowed along with the water dripping from her hair. Lights flashed against bodies that bounced her left and right through the crowd. She was in a cave, and a nightclub, and the darkness of desert sands, all with a voice urging her to run.

"This way! This is the back!" Molly shouted.

Bodies in black clothes awaited at the end of a dark hallway. Four faces looked back to her, two men and two women, mostly born of different peoples, all of them young. All concerned. All of them friends.

The terror held on. Every step and every desperate breath also gave her horrors time to sink in with the power of memory. Her fears weren’t born of imagination or the unknown. She knew the hunters all too well. They were too close this time. They’d already caught hold and left her wounded. Capture felt inevitable—except she wasn’t alone this time.

"What happened?" asked Wade.

"Magic! I don’t know," Molly answered. "She’s moving. Go!"

Drew pushed open the door to a dim alley and then immediately threw his arm back to stop everyone.

Two men in suits barred the way. Both tore guns from their coats, just small enough to hide but big enough to require both hands. Onyx heard shouts and commands, and then the loud bangs of gunfire. Both men jerked violently and fell out of their path.

Taylor swiftly ducked around Drew with her smoking pistol, sweeping one angle of their escape. Losing only one beat but not a second, Wade and Sierra leaned in to check the other way. They rushed out, scooping up weapons from the fallen, urging the rest to move.

If Drew even stopped to ask, he did so only with a look to Molly. He scooped Onyx up in his arms and hauled her out the door. Molly followed with words of magic chasing their heels.

She wanted to run on her own feet, but she could hardly breathe. The world closed in around her. Everything blurred through tears she couldn’t hold back. Drew carried her faster than she could move on her own. City lights bent away and alley cats leaped out to disrupt and distract any who might follow, all at Molly’s request. This time, she wasn’t alone.

Onyx held on and wept.





Chapter Twenty:
Wreckage

The ships set out before dawn. Dozens pushed off from the rocky beach, leaving behind the litter and charred wood common to any campsite. Every sailor and passenger trusted the secret wisdom of their leaders to guide them through weather and dangers most others would try to avoid in any voyage.

One observer on the shore wondered how many of them had any choice.

"Why must they go?" Onyx wrapped herself in her black cloak against the chilly offshore breeze. "Why must they fight?"

"Egypt stands against us. Ramesses insulted your father. Given a chance to apologize, the brat insulted us again," said Teheret. Her mother usually went on these voyages. This time, she watched from the shore with their youngest daughter. "There’s nothing for it now."

"They offered more than we did for copper from Alashiya," said Onyx. "Is that an insult?"

"Who told you that?" Teheret frowned.

"I heard him talking about it." Onyx nodded to the largest ship. "If Ramesses said something insulting, Father would have let us know. Over and over again."

"Some insults are unspoken," said Teheret. "You don’t like being insulted."

"I don’t fight people over words or better prices in the market. Or take ships to raid."

"No one insults you to that degree because you are the daughter of those who do," scoffed her mother. "We have sheltered you from much because it seemed to help your magic flourish, but you are a woman now. Do you not understand how we have attained all we possess?"

Onyx hesitated. She already felt a pit in her stomach. Now it only worsened. Her eyes turned to the sails. "You always said people follow us for our wisdom and our magic."

"Hah! Yes. They follow us for wisdom and magic—after they see the power of both. No one bows to us after a simple display of knowledge. First, they must see it is in their best interests, and then they must be given direction. People must be led somewhere." Teheret shook her head. "Your brothers and sisters understand. You have been too sheltered for too long. The world is harsh. You must be harsh to survive it."

"This is not survival." Onyx waved to the boats. "This is..." She started walking.

"Do not turn your back on me," said Teheret.

"Or what? Will you and father send your raiders after me over an insult?" Onyx shot back. "If that is who we are, maybe I’m better off alone."

"You are far too soft for that life," said Teheret.

"Have I ever fared poorly on my own?"

Teheret held back her retort. She knew better than to lay a challenge she didn’t want Onyx to accept. Not when it came to her independence. "No," she admitted. "I didn’t bring you out here for a fight."

"No, they left for the fight," Onyx huffed. "A pointless fight. People will die. Over what?"

"Don’t overreact. You make too much of this, and all out of assumption." Teheret held Onyx’s arms. "Yes, your father is upset. You know how he gets when he senses insult. That isn’t the same as going to war. He senses a threat behind that insult—and even then, there need not be a fight. It is far more likely he talks all of this through without anyone getting hurt. Such a conversation is easier when one shows up with force. It is still only a conversation."

"Isn’t that kind of conversation called a threat?"

"Kings expect this," said Teheret. "Egypt made the mistake of thinking us less than them. It is a necessary step in gaining respect. We have fought and warred, yes, but never lightly."

"None of this feels right."

"Words from a soft heart. You must admit at least to that." Teheret tugged at Onyx’s cloak. "It wasn’t just your taste for black wool that kept that sheep alive for so long. That was mercy, too. Don’t try to tell me otherwise. I know you better."

"You know when to change the subject." Onyx tried to hold firm, but her heart ached. Maybe it was soft. She didn’t want to be right about her family. Or her mother.

"I brought you out to talk about other things." Teheret sighed. "Your father will not go to war with Egypt over mere words. This is about trade and ships and who can sail where. We fight only in defense of this family. I promise."

"We’ve had a lot to defend against," Onyx remarked.

"Yes. The world is harsh."

"You didn’t call for me to send the ships off. What did you want to talk about?"

Teheret looked around, then out to sea again. Men and women weren’t far away, most there to see off the ships and some to pick through everything left behind. None were in earshot. "Did you see it again? With the family?"

Onyx folded her arms across her chest. She, too, looked around before speaking, entirely out of instinct. The presence usually retreated when she spoke of it. She didn’t sense it now. "I did as the ships loaded up, but he left before they set off. He didn’t go with them."

"He?" Teheret asked with interest.

"I don’t know. I never see anything clear, only a white light. But I feel like perhaps he is male? He isn’t a jinn. I know that now, since you introduced me to one. He isn’t a ghost, either. Something else." Onyx frowned. "He used to follow Malike, too, but not since the last voyage. Malike came back different."

"Malike was attacked and had to defend himself," reminded Teheret. "You have seen violence before. You are not that sheltered. Yet it is one thing to see, and another to hold the weapon. That leaves a mark."

"Yes," said Onyx. Her frown remained. She’d seen the mark in his aura, and in all the rest of her family. Malike’s story wasn’t as consistent as his pride. She wondered if he was truly the one defending himself in the fight. "He doesn’t appear with Malike anymore."

"Then who does he visit?"

"Now?" She hesitated. She didn’t know whether to share this, but didn’t know how to avoid it now, either. "Only me."

Teheret’s brow knit with concern. "I will teach you more defenses. You must be on guard."

"What kind of defenses?"

"Those of the mind and the spirit. This presence must follow us for some purpose or another."

"I’ve never felt any danger. He’s never taken any real action, only watching over and..." Her voice trailed off. Not wanting to say the rest, she shrugged it off. "I think he’s a friend."

"Many pretend to affection when they only wish to use you. Trust not in anyone’s words or their manner, but in their actions."


* * *


She noticed the spirit more than once in the following days. He turned up at odd moments. It was impossible to predict his appearance. In particular, she sensed him while her mother tutored her with defensive rituals to ward her mind and emotions. As always, she saw little more than white light at the edge of her vision. He didn’t want to be seen, but had to know he’d been detected—and yet he still came to her.

She didn’t feel threatened. Even with the ritual defenses in place, Onyx felt no different than before...at least, not where he was concerned. He still felt like a friend.

She wondered about her mother, though.

Onyx learned magic from an early age. Her whole family practiced. They taught her to defend herself. They taught her how to ward off disease and predators, how to heal herself when injured, and even how to deflect and evade the weapons of man. Several such spells were a matter of simple daily ritual and habit. She wore them as commonly as she wore a tunic or sandals. 

She wondered why no one had ever taught her to ward her mind and spirit before now.

In fairness, she didn’t tell her mother or the rest of her family everything, either. She didn’t tell them about the other spirits of white light she saw. She didn’t share the patterns she saw in whom the spirits accompanied, and whom they didn’t. They tended toward the poor, the weak, and most especially the kind. She rarely saw them among warriors, and the few exceptions were often those disfavored by the family. She saw them among traders who were gentle and giving; she did not see them among the sort who proved dishonest or brutal to their workers.

She never, ever saw them among the beast-men or the pale people of the night allied with her family. Onyx never exchanged more than a passing word with them, either. A warning in her mind urged her to keep her distance. Her family laughed and said it was good to have frightful friends. She saw no real friendship in their eyes. The warning made more sense.

She also knew her unseen companion disliked the cave where her parents consulted with spirits. Onyx disliked it, too, and was forbidden from entry. None of that stopped her. She entered late in the day when no one was around to examine the chamber. She saw candles and carvings, bowls and bones and blood from sacrifices. She found a great circle, triple-layered with wax and salt and ash, and sigils on the inside.

Hidden among the implements on a table, Onyx found a copper circlet embedded with bits of red leather and black shavings from some animal’s horn. None of it matched any beast she knew. She also found clay tablets inscribed with glyphs and runes offering a few more clues.

The ritual circle reached beyond this world to someplace she didn’t want to visit. It all filled her with dread, but the techniques were instructive. She could piece together the rest.

Outside in the village and in the fields, the world was warmer and better. Things felt brighter still with her father and most of the warriors gone. The spirit of light came nearer, too.

"I know you’re there," she said—and then he was gone.

Alone at night in her room she felt him again. She rose and asked, "Will you speak with me?" but he fled.

He came again the next day while she walked the shore in search of shells. This time, she didn’t speak first. She watched from the corner of her eye until the light drew too close. Then she snatched out with her hand with a laugh. "Got you!" she cried, though of course she grabbed nothing. He vanished.

Onyx nearly overlooked the strands of wavy brown hair between her fingers. She caught them before they blew away on the wind.

He wasn’t a jinn. Wasn’t a ghost. Wasn’t anything of the sort her parents and older siblings consulted in their cave, either, leaving behind the stench of sulfur and smoke…but her mind turned back to that cave and what she learned there.

The hills held other caves. She could always find one of her own.


* * *


The ships didn’t return for days. Teheret gave no sign of any unfortunate fate. She had ways of assuring that much. Onyx kept to her chores and her studies. She said little when Teheret asked about the spirit, but Onyx kept watch. She also kept busy in her spare time.

In the hills not far from home, she found a suitable cave. Materials took more effort. Candles were readily available, though the amount of wax she needed took some trading. Ashes were only a matter of deciding exactly what to burn. Salt proved the hardest. She could gather only so much before she had to pilfer and trade.

The circlet required some creativity. She worried the absence of the one in the cave might be detected. Copper wasn’t easily acquired, nor did she have the skills to shape it. She also thought it might not be the right tool at all. The spirit felt decidedly different from the lingering mood in the other cave. Where that magic required metal, her thoughts on this bent more toward life. She gathered vines and grasses to fashion a circlet of her own along with the strands of his hair.

He appeared now and again while she worked, about as often as he ever did. Onyx made no further effort to speak. She didn’t want to scare him off. Soon after he left her one evening, she finished her final preparations and hurried to the hills. Timing would be critical.

Diligence left her with a wait. Ambition turned to boredom. With nothing more to do in her cave, Onyx meditated to regain her focus. Eventually she worried she might cross from meditation to sleep.

Then she sensed his presence. This time, she didn’t even have her eyes open. The light didn’t shine against her eyelids like the sun, but she felt him near. She heard a voice that was distant and beside her ear all at once.

Casually, Onyx stirred from her meditation and got to her feet. Her three-layered circle spread out to the edges of the cave walls, wide enough to go unnoticed by an unwary eye. Its edge lay only a single step backward from her spot. She crossed the line with her circlet of vines and hair in her hand.

The presence stopped short at the line and could not follow.

"Hah!" Onyx laughed. "I’ve got you! Show yourself."

Nothing changed. Words played at the edge of hearing. Along with them she felt a pang of guilt. It left barely a dent in her playful sense of triumph. No cruelty touched her voice, but she wouldn’t let go now. "No, no. You’ve danced around with me long enough."

"Onyx, please. You must let me go." This time, she heard the voice like any other. A man’s voice. "This is dangerous for both of us."

Her eyes widened. "So you are real!"

"Yes. I am your friend. Please, let me go."

"Not until you show yourself. What are you? Who are you?"

White light filled her vision. Onyx stepped back, worried at first but never frightened. Her eyes adjusted, soon making out a man’s shape. The glow shined brightest from an arc of pure light around his head, but also from his tunic and even the broad, white wings from his back. Wavy brown hair hung from his head around a handsome face.

"Every answer I give puts you in danger," he pleaded. "Onyx, I am your friend. I would never hurt you. But we were never supposed to meet. Not like this."

"Why? Why do you follow me?"

"Only to watch over you. Only to guard you."

"From what?"

"Onyx, please."

"No, tell me," she pressed. "You know my name. You know where I sleep. Everything. Don’t you?" His expression deepened her sense of guilt, but her need for answers pushed back against it. "What is your name?"

"If I tell you—"

"Who are you?"

"Joel," he relented. "My name is Joel."

"Why are you guarding me? And from what?"

"It’s my role, Onyx. It’s in my nature."

"If you’re my friend, why can’t you show yourself? Why can’t we be like other friends?"

"That’s complicated. I cannot. I’m sorry."

"But you can protect me? How? My family rules this village. Warriors have sworn to follow my parents. We have magic. Allies."

"Yes." Joel bowed his head, but not in deference.

"Why do I need a protector?" Her questions kept coming—but when he did not answer the last, one more haunted her than the rest. "Why don’t you watch over the others anymore?"

Again, he hesitated. All the joy of her discovery and triumph vanished. She needed answers. He needed his secrets. They pulled at one another, begging and pleading in silence. "I failed them," said Joel. "You are still a bright soul. You are benevolent and kind. You know right from wrong and that guides you. The others..."

"What? How is that different from the others?"

"You know they aren’t the same," said Joel.

"Malike can be a bit of a bully and Father can be cold, but..."

"You know it’s more than that. You’ve been raised to believe they are normal, but you sense the lies. No one wants to believe the worst of their family, Onyx. In truth, they have helped you with that. Your family has hidden much from you because they know you would object and resist. They would rather use you to their own ends. Magic and power corrupt so many, but they haven’t corrupted you." His voice wavered. "You’re all that’s left."

Her chest tightened. Words came out in only a whisper: "What are you protecting me from?"

"Step back from him, Onyx," commanded a voice. She spun around to find her mother at the edge of the light from Joel’s halo—and her father. He wore his armor and helm, both stained with dried blood. They walked forward with purpose.

"Onyx, you must release me," Joel urged. "You don’t know what they’ll do!"

"And do you know?" asked Teheret. At Onyx’s side before the younger girl could make any choice, Teheret snatched her wrist. Her eyes fell on the circlet. "What’s this? Part of your enchantment, I assume?"

"He’s a friend," said Onyx. "We were only talking. He’s done no harm—"

"We heard all we need," said her father. "You’ve done well. Leave this to us."

"Leave what to you? What are you going to do?"

"Give me the circlet, Onyx," said Teheret.

"No. What are—ow!" she cried.

Teheret twisted her arm harshly. Her father held Onyx in place.

"Stop! Don’t hurt her," shouted Joel. "She’s your daughter!"

"Silence," her father shot back. "She is my daughter, and it’s time she learned what it means."

"What are you talking about?" Onyx pleaded. With no leverage and no way to move, Teheret pried the little circlet from her hand. "He’s not an enemy! Why are you doing this?"

"Because we’ll never get another chance." Her father’s scowl turned to Teheret. "She is still an innocent child. We should have taught her better than this long ago."

"You didn’t want to deal with all the fuss," said Teheret. "Besides, look at what her innocence has brought us."

"Just as well it’s tonight. She’ll have to learn the truth now, anyway. Malike! Tamar!" he called. His stern eyes returned to Onyx while they approached, both in bloodied armor and carrying their weapons from the voyage. "You’ve outgrown little black sheep and feeding strays. We’re moving on. It’s time you grew up."

"You’ll understand later," said Teheret. Something in her voice suggested she didn’t care if that proved true.

"Father? What—who’s this?" asked Tamar. She and Malike stopped short of their parents, their eyes wide with interest at the sight of Joel.

"We’re about to find out." He shoved Onyx into their arms. "Take her back to her room. Don’t let her go, no matter what kind of tantrum she throws. We have more important matters to attend tonight. Go."

Tamar and Malike obeyed. They dragged Onyx from the cave despite her uncooperative feet and her cries of protest. She got only one look back at Joel before they turned the corner of the cave, and he at her—and somehow, he seemed more worried for her than himself.

Outside, a full moon and a clear sky made for easy sight, but more light shined from torches and fires along the shore. They hadn’t returned from their voyage alone. The beach was lined with more boats than they’d set out with, along with dozens more people.

Onyx saw pushing. Shoves. Beatings with clubs and whips. Ropes strung from one neck to the next. "What’s going on? Who are those people?"

"They are what’s left from the ships we found off Egypt," said Tamar. "No sense killing them all. We have warriors and followers enough to keep slaves in line."

"Slaves?" Onyx looked on in horror.

"Who do you think works our fields? It’s no less than in other lands, sister," grumbled Malike. "Egypt will provide whether Ramesses likes it or not, just like everyone else. Don’t make a fuss."

Behind her, Joel cried out in terrible pain. Onyx looked back and called out his name. Tamar and Malike dragged her away.


* * *


"It’s like everyone ripped off their masks all at once," said Onyx. "Like they’d struck it rich in their stupid raid and humoring me all my life paid off in spades, so why bother with the pretense anymore? And I felt so stupid for not seeing it all along." She pulled her knees closer to wrap her arms around them, leaning forward from the pillows. Her tears had mostly dried out. "It’s not all there. They didn’t call me Onyx; my brain fills in the blank because I don’t even remember what they called me. But I remember this part so clearly and I feel as stupid now as I did then."

Molly sat beside her, boots still on because the hotel could afford new sheets. She’d erected a virtual pillow fort for Onyx with herself to one side as the gate. "Like the angel said, it’s hard to see the worst in your own family. You get raised to think bullshit is normal."

"You knew your family was fucked up," said Onyx.

"Not until my teens, once I had the rest of the world to contrast against my family. They couldn’t hide TV and movies and books from me forever. Also, they told me every girl who feels the way I do about girls would burn in Hell. Even then it was a struggle."

Not for the first time tonight, Onyx put her head against Molly’s shoulder. "Still nothing?"

"On the phones? No. They’re all right here," said Molly. "What happened then?"

"They tortured him," said Onyx. "A lot. I don’t know everything they did. They kept me away from him. I know they mangled his wings. I saw the feathers. They must’ve figured out how to hide him from the other angels. I don’t know." Her eyes watered up again. Her voice cracked. "God, how long has it been?"

"Hey. You didn’t know." Molly put her arm around Onyx. "You couldn’t know. You said he wanted you to run, right?"

She nodded. The tears didn’t last this time. No matter how awful she felt, her body could cry for only so long. "We moved on soon after he was caught. Just packed everyone and everything onto the boats and took off...south. Desert-like. North Africa, I guess? The names were all different back then.

"The family had ambitions. Vendettas. Especially for Egypt. All those prisoners made it hard to move, so most got traded away for whatever was needed. Weapons and allies and..." Onyx sniffed. "All those people."

"Also not on you," said Molly.

"I know. It was awful. You know it happens all through history, but seeing it..." Onyx wiped her eyes. "They didn’t trust me with anything. People watched me all the time. I wasn’t treated like one of the slaves, but I was basically a prisoner. Eventually I escaped and got to Joel, but I couldn’t help him. He told me to run. Said no one there would help me. I had to get far away to find help, so I took a boat, and... and after that it gets blurry.

"I remember other lives. Lots of them, but only bits and pieces. I don’t think it’s the same as what happened to Alex. It’s not like what Zafirah described about that guy in the museum, either. I remember stuff, but I’m still me."

"It’s a different spell. You had your wards up. Alex didn’t have any. Probably none of them do when the family comes for them," said Molly. "We know they figured out the reincarnation bit somehow. Seems obvious it has to do with that angel. If they’re all born normal, they don’t have any defenses up when they get that reconnecting spell. You did."

Onyx considered it. "Alex says it’s like every life was last night. They’re all at once in a kind of blend unless something makes him fixate on one life. With me, it’s just the oldest, and a few pieces here and there. Mostly magic. I think they were always looking for me. Sometimes they found me, but I always knew magic. I always got away."

"Alex always took at least one level in bad ass with every life," noted Molly. "His lives all ended badly, too. But that was all because an angel was fucking with him. Maybe Joel helped you somehow?"

"Maybe. I think sometimes I caught on to them chasing me and sometimes it was a gut feeling like I grew up with. Seems like the last time around was when I’d figured out the most in all this. That was Europe, and the war."

"Hence all the war movies?" asked Molly. "And Alex?"

"I think I met him then, but he died. And then they caught up with me, and I...did something to make sure I’d find him again." Onyx stared at the foot of the bed. "I don’t remember much of the rest, but it all feels lonely. Like I was always looking for a friend. Someone who could help me deal with all this. I feel like I was alone every time, like I couldn’t count on anyone when the bad guys came. Simon…Alex was a shock. That had never happened before. Nobody ever stuck up for me."

"Sounds like a good reason to look for him again."

Onyx put her hand in Molly’s with a small smile. "Found you instead. It wasn’t him with me tonight. It was you."

"I’m good." Molly kissed her head. "Besides, he hooked us up with all his friends. They were there for us when it went down. I feel like that counts."

"I was completely out of it. Did Taylor shoot somebody?"

"Fuck yeah, she did. Two assholes," Molly elaborated. "They’re all right outside, too. You’re not alone."

Onyx looked to the quiet cell phones on the bed. "What the hell are we gonna do about this?"


* * *


"I’m too worried and too tired to hit on you, but I kinda want to anyway." Alex trudged on with his hand in hers, breaking the silence only as the hotel entrance came into sight. "Feel kinda guilty about it."

"That’s the curse at work, love," said an equally worn-out Lorelei.

"Which? The lust or the guilt?"

"The lust. I can feel it in you."

"Comes with the guilt, too, right?"

"Yes. We’re both worried and it’s inappropriate and I feel entirely the same."

His eyes fell to her legs and drifted back up. "I think it might be the torn-up look you’ve got going on. All the cuts in that dress do something for you."

"We are what we are." She squeezed his hand. "Never apologize for it. Never to me."

"Still feels wrong when we don’t know."

"Yes," Lorelei agreed.

Her powers kept them concealed along the final leg of their journey. Without a single word of a plan, they stopped outside to scope out the hotel lobby before going in. At this late hour, hardly anyone was around besides a single attendant at the front desk. Alex surveyed both the lobby and the street around the plaza before shaking his head.

Lorelei pointed to a set of plush chairs off to one side of the lobby. Furniture and a good angle hid much, but at a second look Alex noted the yellow brim of a ballcap under a grey hoodie poking up from behind a chair.

"Wade," said Alex. She nodded. They pushed through the revolving doors.

Despite his deep slouch into the chair, Wade proved fully alert when the doors opened. He put his phone away and stood to meet their approach. "Wondered when y’all’d get back."

"So does your mom," Alex replied.

"Man, I ain’t Drew. Don’t pull that mom shit on me."

Alex relaxed and hugged him with relief. "Okay yeah, I thought Sierra was paranoid with the whole password thing, but now I’m relieved. We had a rough exit."

"You look it. Did y’all walk back?"

"Only until we got to a road with some traffic," said Lorelei. "Both of our phones were damaged. What of the others?"

"Everyone on our end is here except Zafirah. Ain’t seen nothin’ from her but a text." Wade ushered them around a corner to the elevators, breaking the sight lines from the entrance. "Shit got rough for the rest of us, too. Where’s Rachel?"

Alex and Lorelei exchanged an uncomfortable glance. "She got hurt bad," said Alex. "We had to fight our way out. The father of the family hit her with a magic spear and she couldn’t heal it. She’s with the other angels now."

"Shit. I’m sorry," Wade replied. "Any idea how bad it is?"

"Took her and vanished," said Alex.

"They will surely do all they can for her, but they would tell us nothing," added Lorelei.

"Son of a bitch." Wade grimaced. "We got chased out, too, but not before we got a look in their basement. It’s like a bunker complex. We found an angel chained up in there."

"What?" hissed Lorelei.

"Said his name was Joel. Looked like he’d been there forever. Tortured, wings torn up. It was all heavy chains and magic bullshit, and then we got caught and had to fight. Wasn’t anything we could do for him." Wade looked away, his hands clenched into fists in the pockets of his hoodie. "He told us to run and get help. We didn’t have any other options."

"No, you didn’t," Alex agreed. "We were all outgunned in there, okay? It’s not on you."

"Yeah, well once you’re upstairs you can also tell that to..." Wade shook his head. "One thing at a time. I figured we’d tell Rachel, but if she’s out, what do we do? The other angels gotta take it from here, don’t they?"

Then it was Lorelei’s turn to look down the hallway—and at the nearest clock. "I’ll see about that. Tell me everything."


* * *


Last call wasn’t long off. The hotel bar would close down soon. Weekend regulars and a conference kept a scattering of people around for all the usual reasons. Moods throughout the bar ranged from loneliness and boredom to a little genuine engaged conversation. A few hook-up hopefuls lingered here and there. They all noticed when she walked in.

Her red dress hugged every heart-stopping curve from her neckline to her upper thighs. Legs from a fashion magazine carried her to the bar. She took up an empty stool between a pair of men, swept her long black hair over her shoulder, and waited with a smile.

At first, no one spoke to her. Some couldn’t muster the courage. Others couldn’t come up with a suitable introduction. The bartender didn’t have that same problem. "Hi. What can I get you?"

"Whiskey, please. For a start."

The bartender hesitated before he stepped back to grab it. "We’re not open for much longer."

"I think you’ll be open long enough." Her sultry voice threatened to stop his heart, and those of the two men beside her.

"Do you have a plan?"

"Not of drinking." Her eyes took in the air around him. "I’m here to find an angel."

"Anyone in particular?"

"George, if he can make it," said Lorelei.

"Not sure I know a George. Is he a hotel guest?"

"He’s a local. If he can’t get here in time, I might settle for someone else. Surely I can find a good man here." Lorelei turned in her seat to take in the whole bar. "I’m almost in the mood to positively devour someone right now."


* * *


Alex entered the hotel suite to immediate hugs. No one had gone to sleep. Drew was up first, throwing his strong arms around Alex with relief. Taylor came next in a full-frontal embrace and buried her face in his shoulder. Before she let go, Drew hugged them both. Hearing the noise of his return with Wade, Molly came out of the bedroom and grabbed him. She made way for Onyx the moment her partner emerged.

He let her go to find Sierra leaning against the table directly across from him. She gave only a nod. "S’up."

"You’re all okay," he breathed.

"More or less," conceded Onyx.

"We haven’t seen Zafirah," said Taylor. "Where’s Lorelei? And Rachel?"

"Rachel’s with the other angels. Shit got crazy and she was hurt. Lorelei’s looking in on that now. Figured I should see all of you."

"She’s alive, though, right?" asked Molly.

"Yeah. It was a little while ago. Took us a bit to get back."

"Then Zafirah’s the only one who hasn’t turned up," said Drew.

"She texted to confirm we all made it back, but that’s all," said Taylor. "Did she ghost us?"

"No. She found a magic book of family secrets and couldn’t leave with it and me at the same time. I told her to go. Then I tried to bounce with Lorelei and everything went to shit." Alex shook his head. "Lorelei and I talked our night out on the way back. The rest of us have to get on the same page." His look around stopped at Onyx. "How are you doing?"

"Better if everyone made it back." Onyx hugged herself uncomfortably. "I’m...my head is a mess. It kinda helps to be around other people. All of you. I didn’t realize until now."

He reached out for her, only to hesitate when he noticed Molly’s arm at her side. Awkward looks flew between the three along with bit lips and apologetic shrugs.

Sierra groaned and made for the refrigerator. "Drew, you’d better not fuck anyone else in this crew. All the constant boundary shit is too weird."

"Alright," Wade spoke up. "It’s ass-o’clock an’ we’re all wasted but we ought’a do this now. Everyone find a spot an’ let’s debrief or share notes or whatever we’re callin’ it."

Alex turned to find a seat, only to feel a tug at his arm. Onyx pulled him back to the couch with Molly. "We’re good with being weird," she said.

"You sure you’re up for talking about all this?"

"Yeah, I broke that ice with Molly a little bit ago. Gotta face it now."

"The whole reincarnated family thing is for real," said Alex.

"Different life. I’ve got a family and it’s not them." Then her eyes lifted as she noted silence all around except for her own words. Drained or not, her cheeks summoned up a blush of red. "That was maybe more poignant than I intended but it’s cool."

"Good, ‘cause they’re all high-class fucking garbage," said Alex. "The party was exactly what Zafirah said. Bunch of magic assholes all hanging out trying to figure out how to end civilization and take over the world like it’s what you talk about at parties."

"You said Zafirah got some book?" Taylor spoke up. "What was it?"

"It was a magic book. Like a book of—" A knock at the door interrupted him. It held to the pattern Sierra worked out with everyone. "Lorelei can’t be done already."

Closest to the door, Wade looked through the peephole. "Speak of the other devil," he grunted before he opened the door and stepped aside.

"Oh, you’re all here," Zafirah sighed. Her dress and all her jewelry from the party dazzled a bit less with her visible weariness, though she was nowhere near as torn-up as her date. "I’ve been so worried."

"Where have you been?" asked Drew.

"Searching for Alex. The wards blocked my return to the mansion. They sent out hunting parties. I could only shadow them in case they picked up your trail." Then she frowned. "Where are Rachel and Lorelei?"


* * *


The patrons were pleasant and polite enough, if not all at their best. Alcohol and a late hour could wear on any mortal. Lorelei sensed longing and natural lust, some of it complicated by prior commitments. No one’s advances went too far. The staff, in particular, were the soul of hospitality.

Not every local lived up to the city’s reputation.

"I don’t appreciate threats," said a deep voice behind her. The difference between the angel’s voice and the mortals around her was easy enough to catch. No one else reacted to his words, nor the bright ambiance that came from his halo—or the flickering glow of his burning blade.

Lorelei smiled at her mortal company. "Gentlemen, you’ve been lovely, but I think the night has caught up with me. Goodnight." Objections and sad groans followed as she spun off her barstool, but no one blocked her. Even the angel with the fiery sword and its glowing white pommel made way for her exit. "I had no intention of harming anyone," she said under her breath. "You can put the sword down."

"You deliberately suggested otherwise." George stalked out of the bar beside Lorelei, fading through tables and chairs without ever taking his eyes off her. "Your message was clear."

"So is your disdain. I have urgent news and had to overcome your reluctance to speak with me somehow."

"Then speak. Be quick."

Lorelei turned to an empty corner near the exit before she answered. "What has Rachel told you of our business here?"

"Everything, as I required. She elaborated on your debacle tonight, too. It took some work to sort out her story between her wound and her incessant vulgarities."

"Then she is conscious? She is healing?" asked Lorelei.

"Stable. Her wound is stubborn, but we will overcome it." George scowled. "This meeting had better be more than a ruse to inquire about your ticket to privilege."

"If you are interested in brevity, you would not provoke with insults in your every response." Lorelei’s gaze hardened, but she left it at that. "We had other companions at that mansion. They discovered a captive angel in the basement."

For the first time, his face showed something aside from contempt. "How? Who?"

"These were mortal friends, and not sorcerers. They could not decipher the wards, nor find a way to free him. The angel was held by thick chains as well as magic. He has been tortured and maimed. He pleaded with our friends to tell his peers. He said his name is Joel."

"I know of several by that name," said George. His brow knit with thought. "I believe one may have been lost to us long ago. That was thousands of years past, and on the other side of the world."

"It appears we found him."

"Appearances are not always truth," the angel grunted. "To find him here and now is absurd."

"The family controlling that house reaches back three millennia to the Mediterranean," said Lorelei. "They have the power to wound an angel. Why is this hard to believe?"

"I can think of many reasons to doubt."

"Then investigate yourself. You have far more power and resources than we few."

"You are a demon here at the behest of a thieving and scheming jinn. Do not presume to command me," George seethed.

"Ask the guardians of my companions," said Lorelei. "I can only assume they were elsewhere when Joel was discovered, but my friends are still under Heaven’s light. They have guardians of their own. If they haven’t come to you with this news already, they soon will."

"The only guardian over your mortal friends lies wounded while other angels tend to her," said George. "Months ago, Rachel dragged their guardians into a fight with your former lover, Sammael. All four were hurt. None have yet fully recovered. Rachel shared in their duties to ease their burdens." He tilted his head in curiosity. "I see she didn’t tell you."

"No," Lorelei admitted. The reason why seemed obvious. "Some things are not my business."

"Indeed."

"We respect our boundaries," Lorelei added with a colder tone. "Nothing more need be said. You still have an angel held captive in your Dominion. What will you do about it?"

"I have a second-hand report from a demon about the schemes of mortal sorcerers," George replied. "And yes, I have a wounded angel on my hands. This house and its inhabitants are a concern. Thank you for bringing them to my attention," he added icily. "I will investigate in my own time. Until then, my already busy Dominion is currently crawling with werewolves and other vermin. We are guardians, and so we shall guard."

Lorelei listened with wide eyes. "You’re going to leave one of your own in chains because the warning came from me?"

"I will investigate in my own time." His eyes narrowed. "Rachel said you do not trust us."

"Only because I know the angels leave many to suffer when they might otherwise help."

"You also know there aren’t enough of us to save everyone." His lip curled. "Too many angels abandoned Heaven for Hell. Too many mortals abandon Heaven’s light for an easier path. You are clearly familiar with both. A true penitent would accept their burdens with humility. I have no interest in the judgment of pretenders."





Chapter Twenty-One:
Self-Care

The downshift always felt every bit as surreal as the crazy stuff.

Hit a party thrown by wizards. Show up as the date of a fire spirit, too, because sure, why not? Grab some grub, hang out with freaks and cultists and monsters, call out the 1% to their faces, get in a fight with an ancient reborn wizard who takes everything personally. Set the place on fire. Run for dear life. Fight in the woods. Hand a lover off to her shitty coworkers and try not to freak out. Stagger back to the hotel.

Eat a vending machine power bar and a Pop-Tart because it’s too late to find anything decent. Dump the tux in a corner ‘cause that shit’s ruined anyway. Try to figure out how the shower knobs work again as if it should be less confusing the third time.

The shower felt good once it got working. Warm water poured over his shoulders and down his naked body. Blood, sweat, and dirt fell away. Fatigue crept in.

So did his worries.

Alex rubbed his face and leaned his forehead on the shower wall. His hair was washed and his body all soaped up and rinsed, but getting out of the shower felt like work. It felt like losing this moment to whatever came next, too.

"Nuh-uh," Drew had told Zafirah in the other suite minutes ago. "We’re a player down an’ there’s also whatever bullshit they did to Onyx. Those assholes are still out there plannin’ to end civilization or whatever. It ain’t about favors owed now. We need each other. You’re on the team for the duration."

No one had any problem with that. Lorelei agreed. Even Sierra nodded. Not a passive grimace or a shrug, but an actual nod of agreement. Zafirah said something short and lovely in gratitude, or maybe it was ordinary and the lovely was all in her voice. But after the share-and-compare, no one knew what else to say until Wade said the obvious: "We’re all exhausted and sore. Nobody’s savin’ the world tonight. Let’s get some sleep."

Alex needed to sleep, but didn’t know how.

His earlier lives knew loss. Some didn’t live long enough after those losses to process them. Some of them did. None of their memories helped here.

Plastic slid against metal behind him. Steam swept out through the open curtain until Lorelei pulled it closed again. A searching look in her eyes turned soft. Lorelei stroked his cheek.

"She is alive, love. She is alive and safe, sowing discomfort with casual vulgarities and truth. Whatever their grudges, the angels would never give up on her, no matter the cost of healing her. It’s only a question of time.

"Everyone escaped. Onyx is still herself. You and I stayed together, and here we are."

"Can you feel me worrying about all that with our bond?" he asked.

"No. I share all of those same worries myself. Empathy is a talent even for those without mystical connections." Her hand on his cheek moved around his neck. The other slid up his leg and his hip. "We share that, too. We share that and more."

Lorelei kissed him softly, deepening with slow passion. Her naked body stepped into his. The comfort of her touch sparked a hunger for more as always. Alex kissed back, pulling her close as desire pushed fatigue aside. She already had his breath shaking before the first kiss parted.

"That was a good preamble," he conceded.

"Something else for both of us," she said. "I need this, but…my feelings are in the way, too."

"She would tell us to get it on."

"Without a shred of tact," Lorelei agreed.

"She’ll feel it, too. She’ll know we’re alright," he considered.

"It’s what she expects. What did she call us?"

"Sex trash," said Alex. His hands slid down to her ass in a move she reciprocated along with a hungrier kiss than the last. Electricity built amid flowing water and smooth skin. The last random practical thoughts in his mind made their final statements before they perished. Only one or two got through to action, or at least speech. "You needed a shower?"

"Only to rinse off." She turned with him, putting herself between Alex and the flow of water, never letting go. Then her nails dragged down his back—and her lips moved down his chest, and his abdomen, and finally wrapped around harder flesh between them.

"Oh whu-whoa," Alex groaned. She devoured him in a single motion. No teasing this time. If arousal banished most of his thoughts before, the pleasures of her mouth drowned out nearly all else. He heard and felt the water, though now most of it fell on Lorelei’s dark hair and her shoulders. She settled in, her head moving back and forth in front of his groin, and made him forget about the rest of the world. Sensation like this overwhelmed all the rest.

She ran her fingers through her hair twice, letting the water do the rest, never once letting up on his cock. When Alex thought he might lose balance, her hand returned to his ass. She didn’t let go. Not until the hot water began to wane.

Lorelei stood again, eye to eye with the same dreamy look he felt. It shifted to a predatory spark. The shower turned off behind her without the help of her hands, which once again ran through her long black hair to send most of the water falling to the floor all at once like magic. Or perhaps an illusion. Or maybe no big deal. He couldn’t spare it a thought while looking at her like this and still riding this high.

"My love. You’re mine."

"Are you taking charge here?" he murmured.

"Only because you are exhausted, yet we both have needs."

"Cool," Alex replied.

She pushed back the curtain and led him out. Alex felt the bath mat under his feet, and then more of the same along the way out. A downward glance at Lorelei’s naked backside continued until he noticed the path of towels from the bathroom to the bed, where yet more covered the duvet. "You planned this."

"Yes." Lorelei tugged and spun him onto his back on the bed. She crawled on top of him, wet hair dangling along his chest and then the side of his head. "I knew you would not deny me, and I knew drying off would be so tedious."

Her mouth covered his. Sliding hips quickly matched up, need once again pushing off the usual joy of lengthy foreplay. Lorelei brought one knee up along his thigh, spreading to invite and to claim. Her kiss turned to a groan at the first brush of his cock against her lips and fell into more of the same when he pushed inside. A slow and long thrust left her trembling against him, and then another, and another.

She pushed back. Settled in. Found a motion, and a slow rhythm, and soon claimed full control. Alex gave back in every grind and stroke, but immortal lust held all the power here. 

They rode together, kissing until they couldn’t, moaning in tandem and trembling against an oncoming climax. She didn’t stop. Alex didn’t want her to stop. He held her tight and thrust with her into a shared, shattering release that left them shaking in one another’s arms.

The aftermath passed quickly. Lorelei kissed one side of his neck, stroked the other, and began her grind again. Soon she was half-upright, claiming more and more. Lorelei fucked him with no angel to mitigate her passion or its drain on their partner, nor the layers of mystic control that once brought them together. Nothing but the love beyond all that lust.

It was all either of them needed. Even when he passed out.


* * *


Onyx didn’t expect to fall asleep easily. The security of a locked, deadbolted, and warded hotel door with friends in every neighboring room helped. Molly’s embrace helped more. She usually didn’t wear anything to bed, but tonight she wore the bare minimum including one of Molly’s t-shirts, all just in case. Her wand was in close reach. She went to bed only after she renewed her personal wards and charms. She expected to lay awake all night.

As it happened, the long evening and body-wracking emotional turmoil took a lot out of her. Onyx was out cold before she’d thought twice about it.

The Vancouver cityscape made sense mostly because she was asleep. She didn’t wonder why she was out so late at night, or where she was going, or why she was alone. She didn’t question the lack of people out in the brightly lit West End streets. The context of the night blurred in the way of dreams.

Answers turned up with black fur and a piteous meow. The cat peered out from behind a tree, scrawny and wet and seeming terribly lonely. "There you are," said Onyx. "Kitty, I’m not going to follow you around all night. Do you need a friend?"

He meowed again and shrank from her approach. Maybe her boots intimidated him. Perhaps her long coat made her silhouette too big. Most of all, she kicked herself for relying on Molly to do all the real animal communication. "I don’t speak cat. You’re sad and alone, huh? I can tell. Hungry, too. Right? Can I help?"

She crept a little closer. He scampered off. Onyx considered giving up on him if that’s how he wanted to play it. She followed anyway. He wanted a friend but didn’t know who to trust. It was a mood she knew all too well.

Her sympathy took her out of one neighborhood and into the next. The cityscape changed fast. She didn’t worry about finding her way back. The stray required all of her focus, lest he fall out of sight and out of her ability to help.

He kept her going all the way to a waterfront. Off in the distance she saw a pier with a luxury liner near glass towers, but the kitty’s trail brought her past trucks and forklifts. Stacked cargo containers made up a charmless neighborhood. The cat meowed again from the entrance of the metal maze. This time, she kept her distance.

Onyx reached into her coat for her wand.

"I tried to come to you, but it didn’t work." A striking young woman with East Asian features emerged from behind a nearby forklift. She held up empty hands from a fur coat that surely had to be both real and expensive. "Presumably you have your mind warded with magic. I had to lure you out somehow. You always had a soft heart."

"Do you mean ‘I’ or ‘we?’" Onyx looked around, wand out, taking no chances.

"It’s only you and I. You didn’t exactly welcome your sister. Also, the family is a bit smaller after tonight." She lowered her hands in a casual approach. "Your wand is irrelevant. No magic thrown in a dream has any real effect."

"Uh-huh. So which one are you?"

"Really, daughter?"

"Oh god, you’re Teheret, aren’t you?" Onyx grumbled.

"’Mother’ would be more appropriate."

"I’ve got a mother. She’s not you."

"Then why hide behind a name from neither her nor from me?"

"Because I’m not an idiot," said Onyx. "I’m not giving you a name. I’m not here to help you hunt me down."

Teheret sighed. "You are the same little girl who ran away from home when you saw the parts of your family you didn’t like. You’ve been running and hiding ever since. Life after life. No matter where and when you have been born and reborn, that is who you are. You know it now. More than ever, I suspect."

"Because Kashvi threw a spell on me without my consent?"

"You know her name," noted Teheret.

"Yeah, from the last time she came after me. I got away then, too."

"You died last time," said Teheret. "It wasn’t the only time you slipped away in death. Do not rush to such extremes again, daughter. You have run from your family, not your enemies. Even now, we mean you no harm."

"What does ‘even now’ mean?" asked Onyx.

Teheret frowned. "Too much has happened in one night to believe it is unrelated. You appear to have made many friends in this life. Unusual friends. Alex and the jinn? Lorelei? The angel, Rachel? And the others? Together, you have left three of your siblings dead in a matter of days. You have also severely embarrassed us. Especially your father."

"Seems to me the guy you’re talking about does that to himself."

"Do not joke," said Teheret. "Of us all, he has changed the least over all this time. He has been away from us longer than any save yourself. His return was something else that your friend Alex nearly disrupted. You were not reawakened until Kashvi worked her spell. That leads to more questions.

"Who started this feud against us? Is it the demon? The jinn? Yourself? The names in play would seem to suggest possible answers, but the appearance of the angel refutes them all."

"You kidnapped and tortured an angel," Onyx shot back.

"You caught Joel," Teheret began.

"Only to talk to him! I would’ve let him go!"

"And in capturing him, you allowed us to break free from the cycle of oppression Heaven has inflicted since the birth of humanity. Demons warned us of the angels before then, but you were the one to prove their claims true."

"What the—?" Onyx didn’t know where to begin. She decided she didn’t care. "You took all that knowledge and ran around looting and burning more cities. The ones you already took on weren’t enough, were they?"

"Until Egypt, yes," said Teheret. "You ran off to betray us to Ramesses, and then Merneptah after him, and then the next Ramesses when that wasn’t enough. You told them how to detect our approach and how to negate our magic in battle."

Onyx blinked. Then it clicked. "Oh yeah, that was me, wasn’t it?"

"Yes," Teheret answered gravely.

"Cool."

"Not cool. It took centuries to bury the secrets you shared." Teheret shook her head. "That is also in the past. Daughter, we can put that behind us."

"You threw a fancy dress party to plan out the end of the world."

"Oh that," Teheret sighed. "It’s fine, daughter. We can include you and yours."

"Wait, what?"

"These feuds happen," her mother went on. "Do you think we’ve gone on this long without ever coming to cross purposes among ourselves? Your siblings have killed each other more than once. It’s annoying, but sooner or later there’s a reincarnation and a reawakening and we get the family back on track. There might be some hurt feelings, especially after the way your friends killed Michiko and Jasper. They’re bound to be sore when they eventually remember. But they’ll get over it.

"The only complication is this angel, Rachel. I have to imagine there’s a story there, but if she’s in league with the demon we’re bound to find some flexibility. Or not. We can handle that, too. As for the rest, these things happen all the time in the shadows. It’s fine. Oh, close your mouth, dear. Don’t be so dramatic."

Onyx couldn’t pick her jaw up until that remark. "Bitch, you aren’t old enough to drink!"

"I am your mother," Teheret fumed.

"You’re a psycho," said Onyx. "And I’m done here."

Onyx spun to walk away, ignoring Teheret’s voice—and found herself on her side in a tangle of arms and blankets amid a dark hotel room. She was fortunate not to bump heads with her frowning partner.

"Did you just call me a bitch psycho?" asked Molly.

"What? No."

"Seems kind of backwards."

"Stop. No. I had a dream." Onyx sat up in bed, pulling enough of the sheets with her to draw a plaintive grumble from Molly. Dim lights from the nightstand clock and charging phones caught the threads of her dream. She held on. "It was Teheret. She talked to me."

"Like in a memory or like actually talking to you?"

"Talking to me."

"Okay, that’s new and freaky." Molly reached for her wand on the nightstand.

"She said she couldn’t find me because of my wards. She lured me out into…" Onyx got out of bed to pull back the drapes. City lights poured in, mostly from the ambient glow beneath their window. They didn’t have the greatest view. Towers near and far blocked much of the line of sight. Through the gaps between them she saw the darkness of the harbor separating the bulk of the city from the north side.

Minimal traffic moved back and forth at this hour, but the expanse didn’t lay entirely idle. She saw lights on the water. Some were small. Others lit up bigger vessels.

"Teheret is the mom, right?" asked Molly.

"Yeah. She doesn’t look like it. She looks younger than us, but it’s her." Onyx stared out the window. If the industrial area was even in this same direction, she couldn’t see it, but could that have been a ruse? Or was it convenient?

"What did she say?"

"She wanted me to join the family. Acted like all this could just blow over. Bygones, let’s all forget about it, come out for dinner and we’ll all make nice. No big deal about all the killing, shit happens."

"Sounds like a psycho bitch," Molly agreed. She got out of bed. "Are you looking for them?"

"No. I mean, yeah, but they’re not here. I’m pretty sure she was hoping I’d let something slip about where we are or the others. Lots of gaslighting bullshit. I didn’t tell her anything. I think she can’t find me with my wards up."

Onyx kept scanning the horizon. "They’re leaving town. It’s what they do. They’ve had a big fight and now they’re vulnerable, so they’re on the move again. They’re taking to sea."

"You want to wake up the others?"

"I don’t know. I couldn’t tell you where they’re going or what ship they’re on, or if they’ve even left yet. But it’s what they do."

"So the Sea People thing is literal?"

"Kinda." Onyx frowned. "For the father of the family, at least. Maybe the others humor him? I don’t know, but the dream was by the harbor and it makes sense. They can’t stay where they are. Not after we found Joel. And with all the wards they need, they probably can’t get him on a plane."

"I could summon up some more bird friends and try to look for them, but if they’re hiding him from the other angels, they’re probably hidden from me, too." Molly shifted gears. "Do you remember Joel well?"

"No," said Onyx. "I only met him when I caught him and one other time when I snuck in to see him. He told me to run. It’s all blurry and distant. I guess that means I only met him twice, but it also feels like I knew him all along back then."

"Suppose that’s how it’s supposed to work. Except Alex said not everyone gets an angel, and us supernatural types aren’t on the list. You were a Practitioner back then, too, weren’t you?"

"Maybe that changed at some point? The world’s more populated now." Onyx stared out the window. "They’re out there, and they’re moving…and I don’t know what to do about it."

"Same thing we decided on before we went to bed." Molly slid an arm around her waist in a comforting hug. "If they’re on a boat, that means they aren’t coming after us. Nobody’s up for anything else tonight. Think you can get back to sleep?"

"No. Not ‘til I do something about it. Tell somebody." She shook her head. "Something."

"Okay, who do we tell?" Molly considered.

"Lorelei and Alex, obviously. But that’s, um…"

"Yeah. That’s also obvious," Molly agreed without needing to share the thought out loud. "I like Zafirah, but I’m not sure I want to go to her first like she’s in charge. Okay, got it. Grab your robe and c’mon."


* * *


"You’re sure about this? Why’d y’all come to me?"

"Because Lorelei was all beaten up and exhausted," Molly answered before Onyx could get a tactful answer out. "If she hasn’t fucked Alex straight into a coma already it’s because she’s still going at him."

"Ah." Wade’s tired eyes blinked hard. He sat across from the pair in his suite wearing only gym shorts and a loose shirt. "Right."

Onyx threw Molly a look. Molly shrugged—and then her eyes snapped wide. "Hey I didn’t mean—uh—aw, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bring it up."

"Huh? What, the sex? Fact of life. Why’s that weird?"

"It’s not weird, but I know we get fixated sometimes. Joking and not-joking," Molly added.

"Oh. Christ, I live in the same world as everyone else. I’m just not interested in all the same stuff. Ain’t ever seen the joy in scary-assed movies but other people seem to like them just fine, too. I get the jokes. Glad you’re havin’ fun. Whatever."

"It’s how she recharges all her magic," said Onyx. "Source of her mojo."

"Yeah, I caught on. Guess you’ve got a point."

"Truth is, Alex follows your lead, too. So does Lorelei sometimes," explained Onyx. "You’re good with the quick plans."

"Maybe not so much with the magic stuff, though," said Wade.

"We haven’t come up with anything on that end, either," said Molly. "Zafirah might have a few options we don’t, but we thought we’d come to you first."

"I got the impression she’s tapped-out tonight, too," Wade reasoned. "None of us are up for another fight if we can help it. On the bright side, if the bad guys are on a boat, that means they ain’t comin’ here."

"Do you think there’s anything we can do?" asked Onyx. "I don’t have any ideas, but I didn’t want to roll over and leave it until tomorrow without doing anything."

"Yeah, I hear you." Wade stared at the discarded pile of his suit at the foot of the bed. "That’s all you saw? Only a few minutes before y’all came here?" They nodded. He reached for the coat and retrieved the dismantled phone inside.

"That’s not yours, is it?" wondered Molly.

"Nah, mine’s on the nightstand over there. Burner phone’s right here." Wade slipped the parts back together easily. "I got this off one of them hired guns before we left. Got a hunch or three." With the phone reassembled and powered up, Wade scrolled through the contacts list. "Not a lot of numbers here. Single letters for contacts. I’m guessin’ R is for Rico, y’think?"

"What are you gonna do?" asked Onyx.

"Call ‘em up."

"Why? Can’t they trace that?" asked Molly.

"Not unless they wanna call the cops. Or if they’ve got a hook-up with Canadian intelligence or the NSA or whoever. Figure we’d be dealin’ with a different problem if that was their deal. Besides, if they’re the type I think they are, they make sure it ain’t easy to trace their phones."

"What are you gonna say?" Molly frowned.

"The truth, mostly. How much you wanna bet these wizards are shitty bosses?"


* * *


"I can’t get anything off this," Carter grumbled from the parked SUV’s back seat. He tapped at the laptop across his knees more in frustration than any real effort. "It’s every camera, every drive. The video is fine right up into the fight and then it all goes white. Doesn’t come back until Alex and Lorelei are out the window and half the crowd chases after them."

"Shit," Rico grunted. He stood by the open side door of the van with Austin beside him. "Do you think it’s a matter of hardware? Maybe you need a better rig?"

Carter shook his head. "We could look around for better tech but I don’t think it’ll make any difference. The camera feeds all show the same corruption. I don’t think it got blurred out or scrambled. I think the problem came from whatever the cameras saw. Everything kept rolling but whatever it was, the cameras couldn’t see it."

"Then it’s best if you don’t worry about it further," said Abdel. He stood outside the van behind Rico and Austin. Like the others, he’d exchanged his outfit from the party for darker and more rugged clothing, if a touch more expensive than theirs. "Some things are better left unrecorded."

"Would you mind telling us what happened?" Austin frowned. "Nobody’s taking notes."

"That is reassuring, but I believe I’ll take advantage of the gap—for your sake. Leave this part of the evening to us." Abdel flashed a conciliatory grin. "Tonight’s events were unfortunate. You all played a key role in preventing the worst possible outcome. It’s possible your actions turned the entire mess around for the better in the long run. Gerhardt and Teheret will see that when they cool down. Eventually, they will be grateful. Try to steer clear and stay quiet until then." With that, he walked away.

"I’m not reassured," muttered Carter.

"Me neither," said Austin.

"Yeah. I’ll try asking one of the others, but I doubt we’ll get more out of them," said Rico.

"The others who are left," Austin pointed out. "They don’t seem nearly as pissed about Michiko and Jasper dyin’ as they are about their party getting fucked up."

"That’s their lookout."

"How are Dwayne and Wes doing?" asked Carter.

"They’re sore, but I guess Kashvi patched up the worst of it," answered Rico. "She said they only need a couple hours of sleep. Soon as we’re underway, they can—" He stopped at the hum of his phone. One look at the screen turned his face to an urgent scowl. "It’s Wes’s phone. Can you record and trace?"

"It would take a few minutes to get everything set up," Carter apologized.

"Fine. We don’t want to lose this." Rico motioned for Carter to make room in the vehicle and followed into his vacated seat. Austin threw the door shut and climbed into the front. The SUV didn’t provide real silence, but some privacy was better than none. He hit the answer key. "Yeah?"

"Hey, is this Rico?" came a southern drawl.

"Who’s this?"

"Aw, you know who. We were in the basement hallway."

"I remember. Didn’t turn out so friendly," said Rico.

"Yeah, that’s true. Listen, normally I wouldn’t call, but I had a question: did y’all ever get a look at what was in that basement, or did they keep you out?"

Rico looked to his teammates. He didn’t answer—except through his silence.

"Uh-huh," said the Southerner. "They abandoned that house after the party, right? Or they’re in the process now. Any chance you saw ‘em move a mystery package out of the basement? Maybe somethin’ big enough to fit a whole person, maybe a little more?"

"You could always come back and take a look for yourself."

"Nah. Like I said, y’all are on the move. I get it. I’m wonderin’ if you know, or if they’ve kept it from you."

"Why don’t you tell me what’s in there?" asked Rico.

"Oh, I can. One other question first: did you see who crashed the party in the ballroom?"

"This is all rhetorical stuff, isn’t it?" Rico replied.

"Alright. Wanted to ask first. Nobody likes all that need-to-know bullshit, right? Not even professionals like y’all. If your bosses have told you what’s up, I guess it’s still the status quo for everyone. But if not, it might be somethin’ to think about.

"That box? Crate? Whatever they’re usin’ to keep the basement goodies hidden? There’s a guy in there. Been chained up an’ fucked up for a long time. Long time. Biblical times. Only he ain’t just a guy. You can tell from the halo around his head an’ what’s left of the wings stickin’ out of his back. Another one of ‘em dropped in on the party tonight. Didn’t go super well for her, but she’ll be back. An’ she’s got friends. Lots of friends."

Rico threw a frown to his teammates. "You’re threatening us with angels?"

"You clowns work for motherfucking sorcerers," the voice scoffed right back at him. "By now you know your old boss got fucked to death by an actual demon. Alex found y’all in fuckin’ Iraq captured by a great big fire giant an’ a bunch of fuckin’ zombies who ate one of y’all’s buddies. You just chaperoned a party full of vampires an’ werewolves an’ fuck all whatever else. So yeah, I’m tellin’ y’all angels are real, and you are in the deepest of all possible shit."

"Are you telling me this out of the goodness of your heart?"

"Naw, I’m tellin’ you all this ‘cause it works to my advantage. The question is whether you’re smart enough to do somethin’ about the mess you’re in before it’s too late for you. See, I know y’all are ex-Army. I know exactly what types."

Not far enough away for comfort, a ship’s horn blew. Rico winced. "You know what Lorelei has told you," he cut in.

"Yup. Sure do. What I don’t know is exactly what kinda awful shit y’all did for Uncle Sam, or if that was less about Uncle Sam and more about that boss Lorelei took out. That’s all on you. But I can imagine. I also know how it works for you guys. You’re tight-knit. Pissed off at how the Army did y’all wrong after all your trainin’ and service and everyone tellin’ y’all you’re ‘special.’

"Turns out you ain’t special an’ the rules really do apply to you. Maybe you know it now. Maybe your current bosses make y’all feel special instead. But all that shit you did in the Army, and the shit you’re doin’ now? There’s still a price for all that y’all ain’t paid yet. Takes a lot longer to pay that price. Forever, turns out. Angels are real. Demons are real, too. Had a few of ‘em at that party tonight. Start doin’ the math about the rest, Rico. Some things last longer than that paycheck you’re getting. I don’t know all the rules for redemption. I can’t tell you what it takes. But I know it’s possible, an’ I know if y’all wanna get anywhere you better fuckin’ start somewhere.

"So maybe find out what’s in that box, Rico. See if I’m lyin’. And maybe figure out a way to get on the right side of it before it’s too late. Be seein’ you." The line went dead.

Rico looked to his companions. Carter frowned and looked back down to his laptop. The final clear video frames displayed Lorelei in her full wings, horns, and devil’s tail. Austin scowled uneasily.

A truck rolled by their SUV, towing a trailer toward the ship loaded with contents they were not allowed to see.


* * *


"Yup, sounds like they’re sailin’ away." Wade dismantled the phone once again. "Might be a rush to judgment but I heard a horn an’ at this hour that probably ain’t normal. Good as we’re gonna get for confirmation. Anyway, that’s done. I’m goin’ to sleep."

Molly and Onyx stared back at him. "That’s it?" Molly asked.

"Yeah. Like we said, can’t really go after ‘em tonight. This is the next best thing."

"We just tell them their bosses have a kidnapped angel and then we go to bed?"

"Sure." Wade shrugged. "If y’all found out your bosses put you on that kind of hook without tellin’ you, how would you feel about it?"





Chapter Twenty-Two:
Friends and Frienemies

"Why didn’t you wake us? Why didn’t you come to us first?" Zafirah’s posture was far too pensive for such a plush chair.

"On account of there bein’ no way any of us were up for more nonsense last night," answered Wade. "Look at this crew an’ tell me I’m wrong."

Some of those around the suite’s coffee table wore whatever they slept in. Groggy faces slowly pulled into morning awareness over a continental breakfast. On a couch beside Onyx and Molly, Taylor seemed to pay more attention to her laptop than the conversation.

"We had options," said Zafirah. "We could have discussed them."

"Most of us were beat up an’ wiped out, an’ I gotta imagine Onyx needed a night’s sleep after the whammy they put on her." He glanced at her once and found no argument. "Far as we knew, your escape was a drain on your energy, too. And after a fight like Alex an’ Lorelei had gettin’ outta there I’m sure she had to get a recharge."

No one spoke. Taylor stopped typing at her laptop. Heads turned awkwardly to the other end of the coffee table, where Lorelei occupied the second plush chair in an elegant black robe. Alex sat on a seat from the dining table beside her. His face reddened. Hers did not.

"You are correct. I am renewed and sated." She brought her tea to her lips. "For now."

"I have resources besides the inherent power of the jinn," said Zafirah. "I could have acted."

"What if you did?" asked Lorelei. "What would you have done?"

"I could have shadowed them. They did not detect me before."

"They were not on watch for a jinn before. And what if you succeeded? What then? Do we go our separate ways until you call upon us again? Or do you take them on yourself?"

"I am used to making the most of the opportunities I discover along the way," said Zafirah.

"You don’t think you’ve got a bunch of opportunities sitting right here?" asked Drew.

Zafirah stopped. Only Taylor’s typing filled the silence. She looked to Alex, who shrugged. "He’s right. They’re all right. We’re still a team. This is on all of us."

She bowed her head. "Thank you. All of you."

"No need for thanks. Shit got real personal last night," said Onyx.

"Something I hoped we could avoid," said Zafirah. "Has anything else changed for you? For lack of a better question, do you still feel like yourself?"

"Yeah. Yeah, I do. Especially after sleeping, finally. I remember bits and pieces. Mostly it comes down to the beginning and a couple of run-ins in later lives. It’s not nearly as deep as what Alex has. I had wards and my guard up when Kashvi hit me with that spell. That’s probably the difference between us."

"That and you were never an asshole like the rest of them," said Molly. "I like you the way you are, but even if they ‘reset’ you it’s not like you’d be on their side."

"Manipulation is easier when one has a personal connection," said Lorelei. "They may hope Onyx would be more pliant once under a familial context. The method has worked for the others. Perhaps they see it as the best place to start. Perhaps it is what they know."

"But you’re sure they jumped onto a boat in the middle of the night?" asked Sierra.

"It’s what they know." Onyx noted the echo with a glance to Lorelei. "It also makes the most sense given their situation. And it fits what Wade heard."

"They may be hours away by now. The ship they used off Egypt is still in the Mediterranean," said Zafirah. "We have no idea what vessel they have taken from here."

"I think they’re on the Silver Delta," Taylor spoke up. "It’s a megayacht. Ninety-five meters long, range of seventy-five hundred nautical miles, room for twelve guests and twenty-five crew. It’s got a tender garage with a ramp and room for a small car, but at least there’s no… oh, wait, it does have a helicopter pad. It just converts from a sun deck, because of course it does." She looked up from her laptop to find everyone staring back. "Sorry, did I interrupt anyone? I was only half listening."

"How did you work this out?" asked Lorelei.

"They left in the middle of the night, right? They’d probably want a big boat. Harbor traffic is all monitored. The Silver Delta left at five in the morning. That doesn’t sound like normal rich people’s behavior to me. It wasn’t hard to find a couple other mentions of it online. People get bored or annoyed at work and talk. Whoever took the boat out loaded up some stuff from a big moving truck right before they left." Taylor shrugged. "Besides, nothing says ‘evil’ like ‘megayacht.’"

Lorelei rose from her seat to look over Taylor’s shoulder. Onyx leaned in beside her. "Oh my god," she groaned. "It’s got a stainless-steel statue of Poseidon on the bow. Yeah. That’s them."

"Hold up," said Drew. "Taylor, you figured all this out just now?"

"Onyx and Wade said they got on a boat. I’ve been at it since we sat down," said Taylor. "You were all talking."

"Holy shit, I thought you were arguing with someone online," groaned Sierra. Then it was her turn to look back at everyone staring at her. "What? I did! I was waiting for someone else to say something."

"Why would they put all this stuff about their boat online?" wondered Alex.

"It’s on a site for yacht rentals," said Taylor. "Ridiculous yacht rentals."

"The rental status is a tax dodge," Lorelei explained. "They may charter once or twice a year to known parties to maintain the façade, but the label allows them to have their toys while they claim a loss. It’s also a useful tool for laundering money."

"Nothing about where they’re going, though. Guess they don’t have to list that," said Taylor.

"Does that site list a top speed?" asked Wade. "Can we figure out how far away they are?"

"It says seventeen knots. I don’t know boat math," Taylor confessed.

"Nautical miles per hour," said Lorelei. "Possibly misleading, but it sounds reasonable."

"You know a lot about boats?" asked Alex.

"I have some experience with luxury yachts. You’re the former Viking here."

"That’s, um." He resisted the tangent. "Labels. Not really the same kind of sailing."

"Alright, so we guess high in case it’s bullshit," said Wade. "I dunno how long it takes to get out of the harbor an’ all that, but we’re lookin’ at, what? A hundred miles? Could they be out in the open ocean by now?"

"They have to get around Vancouver Island, unless that’s where they’re going," said Sierra. "Or just north up the coast, or any of the islands. But if they want to hit the Pacific? Yeah, maybe. Or they could be in Puget Sound by now," she added with a grimace.

"They’ve already connected us to Seattle," said Lorelei. "I don’t think they would bring their cargo to our home."

"I dunno how we can follow them now," said Wade. "Ain’t like we can airdrop in. Even if we got a boat, I don’t know how we could find ‘em or catch up."

"Wait." Alex got up to look out the window. The harbor stretched outside, big and grey under a cloudy sky, looking exactly as it had the day before. "I might know someone."


* * *


"Girl in a Wetsuit" seemed as reasonable a marker as any. The bronze statue sat on a large rock off the shore of Stanley Park, staring out into the harbor with flippers on her feet and a diving mask pulled back on her head. High tide separated her from the rocky shore.

At the edge of the water stood Alex and his friends. Most of them watched him with an air of odd expectation. No one knew what to say, until one of them did.

"This seems weird," said Onyx.

"I have been to Hell," Alex replied.

"And now you’re gonna summon up a Canadian undead sea person in broad daylight," she pointed out.

He sighed. "Yeah."

"When you were talking about this girl at the party, you didn’t mean that statue over there, did you?" asked Molly.

"No," he grumbled. "She’s real. East Asian, maybe a little younger than me, a little shorter. She wore a dress, not a wetsuit."

"If I got down off a rock to go to a party, I’d probably wear something else, too," said Molly.

"I do not remember this girl," said Zafirah.

"Nor do I," said Lorelei.

"She wasn’t having a good time." Alex pulled off his shoes and socks. His jeans rolled only halfway up his calves. He frowned, not knowing if that would be good enough. Thankfully, the rest of his companions held back their commentary. For now.

He grimaced from his first frigid steps. His feet weren’t used to bare, wet rock. They certainly weren’t used to barnacles and the brush of seaweed. High school field trips and vocabulary came back to him with thoughts of upper and lower intertidal zones and all the forms of life he had to list on an exam. Such thoughts soon vanished against sensations of alternating rough and slick textures under his feet, all of them freezing.

Then he stepped into the water.

"Fuck fuck fuck it’s cold!" He pushed forward, stepping a little deeper, and paused in hopes of shaking it off. It didn’t happen. "Fuck!"

"Hey, what was that about being a Viking?" Drew asked from the comfort of shore and shoes. He got an upturned middle finger as his answer. An upturned, shivering middle finger.

Alex sucked in another breath, trying to steady his throat. He didn’t want to make a bad impression. For all he knew, he’d already done that. He also wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say beyond what she instructed.

"Katerina? Are you there?" he called out to the open water. "It’s Alex. From the party?"

A cold wind blew his jacket open. He didn’t need that. A rock slid out from beneath his feet, providing a heartbeat of worry about falling he also didn’t need. "Katerina, can you hear me?"

He waited.

"She didn’t tell you how long it took her to hear, did she?" asked Wade.

"If you think about it, sound travels at a known speed," Drew began.

"Oh, shut up," Alex shot back, and then blinked and whirled around to face the open harbor. "No, no, sorry, not you, Katerina," he corrected. "Sorry. Can you hear me?" A ripple of water hit the bottom edge of his jeans. He’d have to live with that until it dried. "I don’t know how to tell if you can hear me."

"Yeah, I can," said a voice at his feet. She floated on her back in a funeral pose with her head right below him. Her black hair dangled horizontally in every direction. Alex yelped and jumped back, giving her a good laugh.

"Jesus, what the—aw, man," he groaned. Though he kept his footing, cold splashing water now soaked his jeans and part of his shirt.

"Sorry, sorry, sorry. But your face!" Katerina rolled over in the water and stood up. Her ball gown was gone, replaced by a grey sweater under a denim jacket and a black pleated skirt over shiny blue leggings—all of it soaked through and dripping with water like her hair. Her laughter and smile faded when she noticed the group behind him. "Oh. You’re not alone."

"I’m not. Thank you for coming. Katerina, these are my friends."

"You were both at the party," she said, looking at Zafirah and Lorelei. "Are you a demon?"

"Yes," she answered. "One might say I am no longer practicing. My name is Lorelei."

"You rescued the angel. You and Alex."

"We are close, yes. All three of us."

Katerina raised one eyebrow, looking to Alex. He shivered. "I’m sorry everything got so crazy last night and I’m glad you’re alright."

"I figured you got away," she said. "The ones who chased you out came back all unhappy and then they nudged the rest of us out."

"Hey, you mind if I get out of the water? You’re safe. Nobody’s gonna hurt you."

"I know." She gestured for him to move. Alex forgot about gingerly picking his way over the rocks. Katerina followed with some trepidation, though apparently not from physical danger.

"S-so this is Molly and Onyx, Drew and Sierra, Wade, Taylor, a-and Zafirah was at the party, like you said." Alex sighed with relief when Lorelei took his hand. He noticed Katerina’s look. "She’s warm," he explained.

"I’ll bet."

"I regret not introducing myself last night," said Zafirah. "My apologies."

"Almost everyone who did introduce themselves creeped me out," said Katerina. "Everyone but the lizard people and Alex."

"Lizard people?" asked most of the crew.

"Oh god not now," muttered Alex.

"Is the angel okay? She seemed really hurt," said Katerina. "I felt bad about not helping, but I don’t know what I could have done."

"She is healing. Thank you for asking," said Lorelei.

"What about the rest of you?" Katerina looked to Zafirah. "Any other demons or angels?"

"I am one of the jinn," said Zafirah.

"Witches," said Onyx, gesturing to herself and Molly. "Everyone else is normal, if that means anything in these circles."

"Is it rude to ask about you?" wondered Molly.

"Only if you’re rude about it," said Katerina. "I don’t have a lot of answers. One of you might know more about what I am than I do."

"Your aura is, um…did you die?" Molly asked.

"Sort of? I got pushed off a boat on a field trip last autumn and they never found me again. Right here in the harbor, actually."

"Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry."

"Y’know, that’s the natural reaction, and thanks, I guess. Honestly, I think I’m better off. My home life was pretty shitty and I was kind of a mess. But I woke up at the bottom of the harbor with a couple of giant octopi cuddled up to me and I heard the whales sing and I could see perfectly, even though it was night. Then a few other people who drowned came to say hi and they were really nice. Didn’t have bodies anymore, though. That made it weird."

"…um," said Molly.

Katerina snickered. "Your face. Seriously, though. I’m not lying, I just like being all ‘no big deal’ about it. I’m good."

"Do you reside in the harbor now?" asked Zafirah.

"I’m in and out. The harbor’s cozy. I haven’t figured it all out yet. Only been a few months. I’ve haunted the fuck out of those bitches who drowned me, though. Some I Know What You Did Last Winter shit."

"I am really sad Rachel isn’t here right now," murmured Taylor.

"Wow, I got the impression you were shy and introverted last night," said Alex.

"I am normally, but you seem nice. Only person who was nice to me at all, actually. And then people tried to stab you. Oh, and I think like half of them want to end the world. That party was fucked up."

"Can’t say I’ve heard of a story like yours before," said Onyx.

"Not everyone in the shadows fits into a defined category," said Zafirah. "It matters little. We are pleased to meet you."

"Same, I guess?" Katerina turned back to Alex. "So, what’s up?"

"This is going to be a lot when we only met last night," he began. "I really wish I could have called out just to say hi, but we need help. The hosts from last night took off out of town before the sun came up. We need to go after them—for a lot of reasons. We’re hoping you might help us find them. They left on a ship."

"Whoa, hey. I’m glad you got away but I don’t want to get involved in that. I’m not a fighter."

"We’re not asking that. We’ll handle that part. But if we don’t take them down, they’re going to hurt people all over the world. All the Bond villain talk was for real. If they get it rolling, it’s going to be a nightmare for everyone."

"Seriously, it’s not that I like these guys. I’m not the girl for this sort of thing. I only came into all this months ago."

"So did I," said Alex. "They’re holding someone prisoner. Someone they’ve tortured. No one else knows. If we let them go, nobody can help him. If we rescue him, they’re screwed."

The reluctance held on her face, but something beneath it asked: "Who?"

"An angel," answered Onyx. "His name is Joel. They’ve held him for thousands of years."

"We can fix this, Katerina," said Alex. "We can fix all of this. We only need to find them."

She looked from Alex to his friends. Her frown twitched. "Do you know what ship? Can you show me what it looks like?"

"Here." Taylor stepped forward with her phone in hand. "I’ve got a bunch of pictures. It’s a big yacht called the Silver Delta."

Katerina examined the screen, then swiped with one finger to see the next picture. "Huh." And the next. "Huh." And the next. "Ugh. That thing on the bow."

"I know," said Taylor.

Indecision pulled her frowning lips to one side. Her eyes fell to the rocks at their feet, rose to Alex, and turned to the water.

She started walking.

"Katerina, please." Alex walked with her. "I wouldn’t drag you into this if we had another—"

With the water at the hem of her skirt, Katerina tipped over to fall face-first into the tide. She floated like a corpse atop inches of water.

"Um," said Alex.

"Wow," said Sierra. "I’ve shot down guys hard before, but damn."

"Is she okay?" Drew wondered.

"She’s already dead, or half-dead, or…something," Onyx muttered.

Alex didn’t see a single bubble or twitch of muscle after her fall. "Katerina?"

As if snapping from death to life again, she pushed herself up out of the water. Little rivulets poured from her hair and her face. She stared at Alex. "Do you know this angel? Is he another friend?"

"Onyx met him once a long time ago, but no." He shook his head. "He’s part of how they keep their whole cabal together. And he’s hurting."

"You don’t even know this guy and you’re ready to fight wizards on the ocean over him," she said. "If anyone ever came looking for me, they gave up on it." She trudged back to shore with him to join the others, looking from one to the next. "I saw the ship. They’re in the Salish Sea now. It feels…weird."

"It’s probably loaded up with magic," said Molly.

"Any idea where they’re going?" asked Sierra.

"No. They’ll be out into the open ocean soon. I can get you caught up." A new light crossed her eye, and along with it a smile. "One condition: I get that yacht when we’re done. That thing is mine. Oh! And all the stuff on board, too. I want the whole package."

Taylor blinked. Drew looked like he might say something. Wade opened his mouth.

"Done," said Zafirah.

"Uh, hold up," Wade cautioned. "We ain’t got a problem with that, but there’s bound to be a fight. That boat might not be in such a good state when we’re done. In fact, with our pattern it’s prob’ly gonna get set on fire. Or sunk."

"That’s fine," said Katerina. "Still counts."

No one knew what to say to that.

"We should get going now. Everyone ready?"

"How do you intend to convey us?" asked Zafirah.

Katerina’s mouth spread into a huge grin. White mist arose around the group, encircling from seemingly nowhere. It kept a clear distance around each of her visitors to create a path out into the water. Though the mist ran thin, its sudden appearance took the group aback—especially those with the most experience in magic.

"Whoa, what—how are you doing that so fast?" asked Molly. "In broad daylight?"

"Eh. It’s a Sunday morning and the weather is lame. Nobody’s out except the joggers. That makes it easy." Katerina’s eyes soon turned to a pale shade matching the fog. She reached back toward the harbor with one hand, making a beckoning gesture.

Though the mist wasn’t thick enough to fully obscure the skyline across the harbor, a dark shape drifted in through the other side as if emerging from a dense cloud. The bow of the ship bore barnacles, seaweed, and stains across a once ivory white hull. Fixtures and industrial gear bore the damage of an awful storm: broken windows on the bridge, a snapped crane, nets dangling off the sides. It moved in near silence at first, though as it drew close the faint echo of engines carried on the rippling water. Rather than running aground, the ship floated on the wisps of fog right to the water’s edge.

A man appeared on the bow in an exposure suit only half as faded with time as the white-grey skin over his scraggly beard. He looked on with lifeless eyes before throwing a wood-and-rope ladder over the side at the bow.

"I know it doesn’t look fast, but if you hover between the living world and the dead you can break so many laws of physics." Katerina waited for a comment from her stunned audience. None came. "Anyone need a bathroom break before we go?"


* * *


Cloudy skies concerned him. The day could remain calm or the weather could turn ugly fast. The waters outside the Salish Sea weren’t known for consistent peace—nor were all of the ship’s owners. That concerned him, too, as did the debacle of last night, the sudden evacuation from the family home, and so much more. Though he tried not to let it show in front of clients, he didn’t hide his concerns from the rest of his team.

"I got a chance to talk to the captain. He seems solid," Rico told his companions. The aft "sun deck" offered at least a measure of privacy, with only the yacht’s "garage" for the launch and other toys below it. Another open-air patio loomed above. Standing in a circle, the guys would spot anyone approaching or listening in. "He and the other eight in the crew have been with the family for a while. They’ve all seen some shit or another. It’s the same as the boat in the Med. Might not all be hired specifically as fighters, but none of them are harmless. They know who they’re working for."

"Sounds like a pattern," said Austin.

"Sure does. The stewards got left behind on this one, though. Guess they aren’t so vetted. We all get to cook and clean up after ourselves."

"Does that go for the bosses, too?" wondered Dwayne.

Rico couldn’t answer with more than a roll of his eyes. "We’re on the job here, so let’s at least look like it. We’ll make regular rounds of the boat for starters. The bosses want the guest cabin deck and the salon area to themselves. Pass-through patrols only there; don’t go snooping around or hanging out. I talked with the captain about giving us all the quick and dirty on the radar and nav system…"

"Visitor," murmured Wes.

Roman stepped out of the sliding glass door behind Rico in slacks and a loosened button-down. Though not wrinkled or dirty, he looked to have put in at least a little physical labor on one project or another. "Gentlemen. Everyone settled in?"

"We’re addressing that now, sir," said Rico. "Anything going on we can help with? Wes said he thought he heard a concrete drill going upstairs."

"The salon and sauna will be unavailable for this trip. I’ll ask you to leave it alone. The hot tub needs to stay covered." Then he cracked a grin. "That only leaves us with the other hot tub attached to the pool on the bow. I suppose we’ll have to rough it."


* * *


"Scum-fucking shit wart billionaire piss dickwad asshole!"

Rupert kept his healing hands on Rachel’s wounds, but he looked up to the angel leaning over the back of the pew on Rachel’s left. "Billionaire?"

Ana shrugged. "One of these things is like all the others?"

"Fair."

Lying between them, Rachel banged her head on the bench and growled. "Motherfucker!"

"Sorry. We’re trying." Ana slowly dragged her fingers away from Rachel’s stomach with a tiny sliver of white light pinched between them. "We have to excise each shard of the enchantment. This must be the work of some fallen angel. Only the traitors are this evil."

"No, I still think it’s born of the abyss beyond Hell," said Rupert. "Nothing else is so foul."

"Then why does it shine like the divine?"

"Is white our color exclusively?" Rupert countered.

"It’s from Planet Cocksucking Motherfucker," Rachel hissed.

"I think we’ve gotten almost all of it," said Ana.

"How is she?" asked another arrival. Susan leaned in over Rachel. "Does it still hurt?"

"Yes, it still hurts, Jesus fucking Christ!"

All three angels reared back with a horrified gasp.

Rachel slapped her hands over her face. "Sorry, sorry, too far." She kicked the bench. "Fuck!"

"Blasphemy, Rachel?" asked a shocked Ana. "Really!"

"Maybe the weapon is corrupting her?" wondered Susan.

Rupert frowned. "You don’t think her demon lover would—"

A warning finger shot up at him from the bench. "Watch it."

"Sorry," he mumbled.

"Ah!" In a flash, Ana bent over and pinched one last sliver of light at the edge of the wound in Rachel’s belly. The sliver ran deeper than the rest, visible now only with the shift of her patient’s body. Ana tossed it aside. "Got it!"

"Wow," Rachel sighed. She let go of the bench to cover the bloody gash. "So much better."

"Better as in ‘all better,’ or better as in, ‘better, but…?’" Susan ventured.

"Oh, I still feel fucking awful. More like I can tell it’s not getting worse anymore."

"I’m only sorry it took so long," said Ana. "I can’t remember anything like this."

"Hey, you flew in all the way from Nairobi for me," said Rachel. "Not complaining here."

"This will take a little time to mend. We can help with the worst. The rest, you should be able to manage on your own."

Rachel flashed a thumbs-up. "Cool."

"Is she healed?" came George’s dour and firm voice. He appeared from the other side of the cathedral, walking past the altar to join them. "Is it finished?"

"The weapon is removed. The rest will follow. Hours, not minutes—nor days," said Ana.

"Then she fared better than those she brought into the fight with Sammael."

"Yeah, I’m right fuckin’ here, George," Rachel grumbled. "I’m fucked up, not comatose. You’re using your outside cakehole."

"You are here because those guardians are not, and you are why," he replied.

"Aw shit, really? I thought the fucking bad guy had something to do with that. Hey, speaking of my pals, has anyone looked in on—wait," said Rachel. She propped herself up by her elbows with a wince, ignoring the looks she got from Ana and Rupert to gaze through the cathedral walls and across town. "I still can’t see them."

"They are likely with your demon," said George. "I believe your friends escaped your debacle alive last night. Lorelei said nothing of any losses."

"You talked to her?" asked Rachel. "What did she say?"

"A sorcerous ward blocked you from entering the mansion grounds or using your sight to track your charges," said George. "Your witch friends instructed you on defeating the ward, and from there you advanced into battle and were wounded, correct?"

"You’re not answering my—"

"Answer mine. Once through the wards, you did not use the sight of the guardians to look for your charges in anything more than a cursory manner. Is that accurate?"

"Yeah. I was a little busy and a little fucked up," said Rachel. "I knew they were alive, but I didn’t look into more than—"

"So, you do not know what they experienced within the house?"

"No."

George stared at Rachel and took a deep breath as if coming to some decision. "Several guardians and I swept the house after speaking with her. As you informed us, we found evidence of sorcery and violence along with a large gathering. None of the guests or the residents remained."

Rachel scowled. Her gut still hurt like hell, but irritation took her mind off that. "What’s with the bullshit, George? What aren’t you telling me?"

"Only what I cannot verify," he replied. "Your choices and judgment are questionable, but your honesty has never been in doubt. The same cannot be said for others." He turned and walked away. "I have a city to watch over. These events have given me more than enough to do. Mend and be on your way."

"What the—?" Her mouth agape, Rachel looked to Ana and Rupert, both back to work with their healing hands over her injury. "Is he like that with everyone or is it just me?"

"I’m only visiting," said Ana.

Rupert hesitated, then sighed. "It’s you."

"Great."

Strength and the light of the divine returned slowly but steadily. Rachel laid her head back on the bench, praying at first, but her mind stayed on her friends. Though grudgingly, Heaven had accepted her love for Alex and Lorelei, but neither were blessed with divine guardianship. The sight of the guardians did not reveal them. It did, however, reveal those she guarded, even if only until their usual guardians fully recovered from their wounds.

She closed her eyes and focused as best she could. They couldn’t be far. Couldn’t be that hard to find. Not even with her injury or her spent power. She focused the clairvoyance of the divine, searched, and searched, and… "Oh, you have got to be shitting me."





Chapter Twenty-Three:
Ramming Speed

"Does the realm between life and death always have such shitty weather?" asked Alex.

"It does on the ocean, yeah. Most of the time." A flash of lightning illuminated towering, violent seas behind Katerina’s smiling face. The bridge of the fishing vessel creaked and shuddered, but on the whole the ship sailed easily through the maelstrom. They traveled with the waves, rising and falling to unsettling heights with only smooth and gradual sensations. "The way I figure it, most of the bad stuff that happens to people on the ocean happens in bad weather, right? So that’s what they carry into the afterlife."

"The way you figure it?" Wade repeated.

"If there’s a textbook for all this, I haven’t found it," said Katerina. "I was kind of hoping you guys could help me figure all this out."

Lights flickered inside the bridge. A silent fisherman in soaked and seaweed-laden rain gear manned the helm, steering silently with hands so clammy the skin was practically blue. His jaw hung open as if he’d forgotten how to close it, or perhaps he no longer saw any need to try.

Alex looked to Lorelei, standing at the opposite window with the same trepidation as the rest. She shook her head. "Heaven and Hell are vast and sometimes varied. Both are more influenced by the beliefs of the living than they would care to admit. Some few souls fall through the cracks between them…but of those cracks, even I know precious little."

"Do you think I’m in Purgatory?" asked Katerina. "I thought Purgatory was supposed to be a total drag. Apart from feeling a little alienated, I’m mostly having a good time."

"Katerina, how long have these guys been dead?" Wade ventured.

"Since the eighties, maybe? I think they’re all Baby Boomers." Katerina shrugged. "That’s part of what I mean about the alienation. Guys like this don’t have a lot in common to talk about. Also, they don’t really ‘talk’ as such. Not unless you prod them, and then they’re all stuck on a couple of topics." Her voice fell to a whisper. "I’m pretty sure they knew it was time to turn around but the captain wanted to keep on fishing. They’re really bitter about it."

"Greedy hoser," moaned the dead man at the helm.

"Right." Alex exchanged uncomfortable glances with his companions. "So how long do you think we’ve got before we catch up with the bad guys?"

"I dunno. Ten minutes, maybe fifteen." She turned to point over the bow of the ship. Three other lost souls labored at lines and nets that never pulled all the way in. Beyond them rose ever-shifting mountains of water. "They’re on the open ocean now, out thataway. Once we come out of this realm it’ll be much calmer. Grey skies, a little rain, and the waves are only a couple feet high today. I figured it would be better to keep it calm."

"You’re controlling the weather?" Wade blinked.

"I don’t know if I’d call it control so much as I can take a little energy out of the seas from one realm and shift it into the other. It’s easier out on the ocean. Can’t do it on land. That’s hard."

"Mortal witnesses diminish the power of magic," said Lorelei. "Though you may be unique in your nature and your power, in my experience the limitation is common across every form of magic. If your abilities are easier to use on the ocean and in the realm of the dead, it is because few mortals are there to see it."

"Wow, is that what’s going on?" Katerina’s face lit up. "Holy shit, that explains so much! Oh, I am so glad I met you guys."

"Sure. Happy to help," said Wade. The look he threw Alex suggested a more nuanced mood.

"Are you still sure about getting us over onto their ship when we catch up?" asked Alex.

"Oh yeah, that part should work fine," said Katerina. "I’ve experimented. Once we touch the land of the living again, you should pop right back over there. That yacht qualifies."

Alex caught the unspoken implication about the ship he was on now. He swallowed, nodded, and glanced to the others. "We should get the others ready."

"Yes." Lorelei held his hand, but had to let it go again on the narrow steps leading down from the bridge to the ship’s interior.

Wade followed last—or thought he would. A backward glance fell on Katerina behind him. "You don’t need to stay up here and steer?"

"Nah, Charlie and the guys have it now." She jerked her thumb to the dead man at the helm. Again, she dropped to a whisper. "Like I said, they’re not much for conversation."

The ship’s galley offered barely enough space for the whole group. Lights flickered amid the constant soft rattle of kitchenware stowed away inside the cabinets. Waves soared and crashed outside a single porthole. To either side of it, Drew and Sierra leaned against the bulkheads with the same stern expression. Alex still didn’t know Sierra well yet, but he’d known Drew long enough to read his "What the fuck have you gotten me into?" look. Sitting at the small and cramped tables, Taylor and Molly looked similarly enthused. Onyx sat with her hand in Molly’s, her face set in stone until her eyes turned up at the new arrivals.

No one looked less comfortable than Zafirah. She stood beside the witches with her arms wrapped around herself, seeming ready to bolt at any second—but with nowhere to go if she did. She couldn’t fully keep the tremor from her voice. "How much longer?"

"Maybe fifteen minutes at most," said Alex.

"Are you unwell?" asked Lorelei.

"I am living flame trapped on a boat in a stormy sea," Zafirah snapped. "My people are of two worlds, and neither of them are the land of the dead. I can travel mortal seas if needed, but here…" She caught herself, steadying again with a breath. "Minutes, you say?"

"Might be less than that now," Alex replied.

"Figured if we’re that close, it’s time to talk," said Wade. "What’s the plan?"

Alex looked at Wade, who in turn looked back at Alex. He shrugged.

"We’re fifteen minutes from fightin’ a boatload of immortal wizard assholes an’ you ain’t got a plan?" Wade burst.

"Oh, holy shit," Sierra grumbled.

"I came up with a way to find the bad guys and chase them down," Alex answered, gesturing to Katerina. "You’re the one who always has a battle plan."

Zafirah looked aside to Lorelei. "When Alex told me his story, he never presented himself as the leader of this crew. Yet somehow, once again, I am surprised."

"Many have asked me what makes him so special," said Lorelei. "How often do you meet a man who accepts his limitations?"

"Point taken. I suppose you found yourself a unicorn," Zafirah muttered.

"So we’re going with ‘get ‘em?’ That’s it?" asked Drew.

"At some point it’s gotta come down to that," said Alex. "We should have the element of surprise, at least. I know we’re not some well-trained, well-oiled machine. We’re never gonna be that. We’re what we’ve got."

"This family came to power by fighting from the sea," Onyx spoke up. Her voice was clear but cold and firm. "Surprise will only even the odds at best. They’ll have people willing to fight for them. Maybe monsters. They always have allies. This is still our best chance."

"They also survive by avoiding the eye of Heaven," said Lorelei. "There will be no innocents on that ship. The only victim of circumstance is their prisoner. None of you thirst for blood, and that is good—but do not hesitate this time."

"We have to rescue Joel," said Onyx. "Nothing else is as important. If we free him and he gets away, they’re done. Maybe they get reincarnated again, maybe not, but they’ll be like anyone else. They can’t find each other without him. He’s the key to all of this."

"Have you any thoughts on how to accomplish that?" asked Zafirah. "His restraints are surely developed from the bonds you created in your past life."

"You’re probably the best suited for it," said Onyx. "You have more natural power and you’re the most experienced with magic." Her eyes turned to Molly. "You need to help her."

"Me? Zafirah’s right. It’s probably based on your magic. Or used-to-be you," said Molly.

"Yeah, and you know how I think. Nobody knows me better than you. Nobody is closer to me than you are. And the family is going to focus on me as soon as the fight starts."

Molly’s eyebrows went up. "I’m not bailing on you to face them on your own."

"I won’t be alone," said Onyx. "We brought friends, remember?"

"We’ll stay by her," Alex agreed, still close to Lorelei. "They’re already pissed at us. Maybe we’ll be an added distraction."

"And the rest of us?" wondered Taylor.

"Stick with Molly and Zafirah," said Onyx. "I don’t know them well enough to predict more than I have. I don’t know how this plays out. But I know what we have to focus on. Joel comes first." She looked up to Wade, cracking her first little grin since the voyage began. "Good enough?"

He scratched the back of his neck. "Clear objectives ain’t exactly a whole plan, but it’s better than nothing."

"How about we fuck up every one of them and then party on their boat?" asked Drew.

Wade pointed to him. "See? That. That’s the rest of it."

"That’s the same as ‘get ‘em,’" said Alex.

"Yeah, but it’s got more style," said Taylor.

"You guys suck," Alex grumbled.

A foghorn interrupted further debate, muffled only by the interior of the ship. At the back of the conversation, Katerina waved a shy hand. "That’s for us," she explained. "You might want to be up on the bow. It’ll make the transition easier."

Onyx rose first. Alex caught her eye and nodded to the passageway deeper into the ship for some space. "How are you doing?" he asked.

"You know how I said before that I felt all my life like I was looking over my shoulder and hiding from something? Now I know I didn't imagine it." Her face held a grim anger to match her voice. "And now I really do feel like I’ve been carrying this around for a few thousand years. I want to get this over with."

Most of the others shuffled around and up the steps. Molly and Lorelei followed. He didn’t mind if they heard, but this wasn’t a show for anyone else. His voice fell naturally.

"I’ve got a bunch of reasons to be out here doing this, but none of them mean as much as you. Before everything gets crazy, I wanted…" His hand found hers. "I love you, Onyx."

A smile cracked through the stone. She caressed his cheek, smoothly moving in on his unsure face for a soft, lingering kiss. Her eyes met his, grinning as they parted. "Yeah, you do," said Onyx. Then she turned and climbed the steps, leaving him blinking.

Molly bit back an even bigger grin as she took her partner’s place. "That was hot."

"Did I…?" Alex looked from one witch to the other until Onyx turned out of view. "Did I screw that up? Should I not have said…?"

"Nah. That was awesome. You did it right," she said, smug and happy. "I’d explain, but I’ve got my loyalties." Molly planted a quick but sensuous kiss on his neck. "Love you," she said, and left him there.

Lorelei passed him with only a brush of her hand against his chest and a single glance: soft, affectionate, devoted…and entirely without answers as she left him in the passageway.

The last face appeared with intrigue and delight. Katerina emerged from around the corner, where she’d clearly seen the whole thing. Her mouth opened—and then stopped. "No," she said. "Hold on."

Katerina hustled up the steps after Lorelei, reaching her at the top before the taller woman got outside. "Hey! Hey hey hey," she hissed, catching her hand only to politely let it go again once she had Lorelei’s attention. She hid a gesture down the steps so Alex wouldn’t see it as she leaned in and whispered, "So who is he with, exactly?"

Lorelei glanced at Alex. Her lips spread into a sly grin.


* * *


Concerns about his employers didn’t affect his professionalism. In moments of doubt, Rico clung to diligence and discipline. Adherence to such values got him through all the worst situations in the Army. Tactical dangers, organizational failures, faltering support back home, orders with unclear objectives and wartime leaders with only vague goals—none of that eroded Rico’s performance. He sucked it all up and pushed through like a good soldier.

At his hearing—which, on paper, wasn’t a hearing, nor was it on paper—a major suggested he should’ve clung to his sense of right and wrong. At the time, he wanted to give that major the finger, or maybe his entire fist.

He hadn’t thought about that moment until he found himself wondering how he got here.

"I’ve gotta say, I never thought the engine room of a boat could be so clean and white," said Rico. The hum of machinery required him to speak loudly, but the visuals provided a sense of order and peace. Open stairs in the center of the room led from a bay of engines to a control deck up above. Only two men worked the entire space.

"It’s a full-time job, but we get plenty of help while we’re in port," said one of the engineers. His slacks and polo shirt provided an inoffensive look. The muscles, tattoos, and scars escaping his collar indicated something else. Gold embroidered letters over his shirt pocket named him Evgeni. In contrast, Rico wore his knee pads, tac vest loaded with gear, his sidearm, and carried an HK slung over his shoulder. The engineer seemed entirely indifferent to it all. "At least they pay us like they want everything done right."

"That they do," Rico nodded. He looked over the workstations on the control deck. Monitors and instrument panels lined the bulkhead, but he saw nothing to indicate a personal touch. A second engineer sat at one of the workstations cleaning grime from under his fingernails with a pocketknife. His shirt named him Filip, while the rest of him looked about as hard-edged as Evgeni. "Where did you work before this?"

"Boats," said the Evgeni, and nothing more.

"Gotcha."

"You and your guys gonna keep coming through here every hour?" asked Filip.

"Yeah. Routine sweep," said Rico. "We won’t get in your way."

"Depends on how you define getting in the way," said Evgeni.

Rico didn’t push further. He didn’t have to. With a curt nod, he carried on with his patrol.

Little else marked his trip through the lowest deck of the ship. Rico took particular interest in the "garage" in the farthest aft compartment with its small boats and jet skis. The crew lounge and gym sat empty. Crew cabins were similarly quiet. The lack of stewards left plenty of room for Rico and his guys, though it limited some of the ship’s other amenities. The galley held a professional kitchen, but Rico found only a lone crewman fixing up his own lunch. There would be no full-service dinners on this trip.

Muscles at his neck tensed as he came up to the "entertainment" deck. As expected, no one used the formal dining room, the cinema lounge, or the gym. He didn’t encounter anyone until he came to the spa and salon. Its black and gold décor spread under bright lights and the watchful eye of two crewmen idly cleaning the shinier fixtures. The area offered far too many reflective surfaces to fully hide the pistols tucked into their waistbands at their backs.

They weren’t alone in the space. Abdel filled the hairdresser’s chair clad in comfortable khakis and a loosely buttoned shirt, playing with his phone. On the opposite side of the chamber, a brown vinyl cover obscured the hot tub behind open glass doors. Along the lip of the farthest side of the tub, Kashvi sat in a meditative stance wearing a less formal black dress than he usually saw her in. Her eyes opened with the new arrival.

"Mr. Rico," she said. "I trust all is well?"

"Making sure of it, ma’am."

"Your diligence is appreciated. We have everything under control here."

He nodded, making a point not to stare—and caught sight of the chalky green dust gathered by the lip of the tub. More dust coated the edges of the glass partition. At a second glance, the ornate steps to the tub looked scuffed and slightly chipped.

Austin said he saw a crewman carry chains up to this deck. Wes thought he’d heard a heavy power drill. The yacht offered multiple plush lounges, two saloons, and several opulent personal cabins, but here he found two of the family and two armed mooks in polo shirts.

"Ma’am," Rico said by way of farewell, and continued on minding his own business.

His team occupied the sun deck at the aft end of the ship. Each was loaded up for a fight like Rico, but they merely played cards around a single table with nothing better to do. He didn’t join them yet, still only halfway through his rounds, but he knew he would find only one other point of interest.

Rico climbed the ladder from one aft patio to the next above it—this one complete with a fully-stocked bar separating it from the "club" inside. No one tended the bar, though it had a single patron. She turned in her tall chair at his arrival, bare and shapely legs descending from a sheer robe. Rico didn’t know whether the rest of Leanne’s minimal ensemble counted as swimwear or lingerie. That was probably the point of it.

He knew better than to ponder too deeply. The dangers here went beyond the ordinary "boss’s girlfriend" taboo.

"You might not want to go in there." Leanne gestured to the club behind the bar while reaching back for her drink. As if to illustrate, a muffled shout escaped the glass doors. Leanne’s lips bent in a smirk. "When they got done questioning me, they turned on Malike. Eventually they’ll debate your share of the blame. Why hasten it?" 

"What’s your share of it?" asked Rico.

She let out a bitter laugh. "I didn’t answer questions before they were asked. I didn’t offer up information I didn’t have."

"Did they ask you why you ran over to kneel in front of Lorelei when she arrived?"

"Three times." Leanne rolled her eyes. "Nobody told me she was on the guest list."

"She wasn’t."

"Hence my share of the blame."

"Who is she to you?" asked Rico.

"The biggest player in the room by far. Of course, after everything that went down, I wonder if most of those big plays weren’t scams." She sipped her drink. "Now I’m struggling with feelings of respect."

"Is she a demon?"

The question amused her. "Yes."

"What happened when she got in the fight? The cameras went out."

"Ah. There are some things mortal men aren’t supposed to see." Leanne looked him up and down. "I could be persuaded to enlighten you, but only for a price."

"Aren’t you ‘enlightening’ Malike?"

"I only come off as a simple girl because it gets me what I want. Turns out I understand the concept of hedging on an investment. I get the impression you’re thinking about it, too." She winked. "Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone."

The glass door to the club opened, interrupting any further private conversation with shouts. "This was a disaster, Roman!" Gerhardt’s voice followed the other man now standing in the doorway. "We looked weak in front of longtime allies!"

"We also demonstrated our power against an enemy few of our allies could challenge," said Teheret from somewhere inside. "An entire pack of the wolves could not have done what you did in a single blow. Even Malike’s demon slut shrank from that threat."

"Mother!" Malike protested.

"Oh, shut up," Teheret snapped.

Still in the doorway, Roman rolled his eyes and turned back. "You’re both right and you’re both wrong. We showed strength, but our allies paid the greater cost of that display."

"We lost a daughter and a son," said Gerhardt.

"Two daughters," Teheret reminded him.

"Temporarily," Roman noted. "Most of our allies don’t even know about all that. And that’s three compared to how many among our guests? They’ll want recompense before coming to us again."

Teheret made a disgusted noise. "I will not put myself in debt to any filthy vampires!"

"I didn’t say—forget it," said Roman.

"Where are you going?" Gerhardt demanded.

"To get some fresh air and a drink." He let the door close behind him, slipping around the bar to serve himself. Only then did his eyes lift to note his company.

"Parents, eh?" said the demon.

Roman snorted. He looked past her to Rico. "I’m starting to regret sending your team out to retrieve those old bones," he muttered.

"What happens without the bones, sir?" asked Rico.

After swallowing his first glass, Roman stopped, looked at Rico, and seemed to catch himself. He poured another drink. More of Gerhardt’s muffled shouts reverberated off the glass doors. "None of this," said Roman.

He steeled himself with a grimace and opened the door again. "We found our other daughter!" came Gerhardt’s shouts. "She knows us now. We should be running her down, not fleeing!"

"This is a higher priority, and it was your idea," Teheret shot back.

"Before I knew you had—!"

The door shut behind Roman.

Leanne threw Rico a smirk. "See? Wait until they chew on that thought for a while."

"Seems like he knew where responsibility for the order lies," said Rico.

"For now. I’ve seen power structures fall apart before," said Leanne. "It’s always messy. And dangerous for the people at the bottom."

"Then why stick around?"

"Oh, I’m not worried about little inconveniences like death." She gestured to the door with the glass in her hand. "It’s the one thing I’ve got in common with them. I can afford to stick around and see if my investment pays out." Leanne leaned forward, knowing what the shift in her posture would do for Rico’s view. "I could make another investment, though."

Rico didn’t answer. He continued on with his rounds, knowing he would find no other danger along the way. He’d accounted for plenty already. Once finished, he descended the internal stairs to the rec deck and passed by the spa and sauna one more time. Kashvi, Abdel, and the pair of crewmen watched him pass in silence. The cover on the hot tub sat tight. Nothing changed.

Outside, he found his team still around the table on the sun deck. The game of cards paused as he pulled up a chair. "I think we need to talk."


* * *


Sea spray coated the bow along with everyone’s faces. The ride held smooth. Towering waves crested and crashed down to the left, right, and behind, but none collapsed on them. Their ship sailed with a following wave no matter what else the seas did. It wasn’t the only eerie point of note. Directly ahead, seemingly downhill from their dark and angry waters, a long yacht cruised along in a brighter and far calmer world.

Taylor checked her pistol one more time, loading and unloading and inserting another fresh magazine just to ensure it all worked as she’d practiced. Sierra watched with her confiscated twin blades held low in a makeshift scabbard of cardboard tubing. A pistol and knives hung at her sides from a leather rig made for undercover work. Drew wore less in the way of gear, but he had plenty of shells for the shotgun low in his hands. Even Lorelei took on a gun and knives, though they didn’t show beneath her leather coat.

Katerina turned from them to the others. "No weapons? Pretty sure there’s an axe around here somewhere if you need it."

"Witches." Molly gestured to herself and Onyx. "We’ve got wands."

"I will be fine with my magic," said Zafirah. She braced herself uncomfortably against a large winch for nets that no longer hauled fish.

Katerina looked at Alex. He reached back to touch the collar of his leather jacket. "Sword," he said, then patted under his left arm and right hip. "Pistols. They’re kinda hidden with magic."

"So, some of you go for subtlety?" she asked.

"Sure? I guess so, why?" Alex blinked, and then followed her gaze to his side.

Wade had his assault rifle up at his shoulder, seemingly aiming at the yacht. Attachments built up the weapon’s image, from the flashlight and foregrip on the barrel to the red dot sight and its large magazine. Like Sierra, he wore a belt with ammunition pouches and a pistol for back-up. Unlike Sierra, his gear made a loud statement.

He pulled the weapon down again, seeming to catch on to Katerina’s crack. "I’m only checkin’ the sight alignment."

"You look like an internet meme," said Sierra.

"Hey, I’m not some ridiculous asshole gun humper. Y’all know me better’n that. I’ve only got all this bullshit weaponry ‘cause of the vampires an’ werewolves. I ain’t paranoid."

"Can we get on with this?" asked Zafirah.

"Sure. I wanted to make sure you were ready," said Katerina.

"We’re ready," said Drew. "You said you can drop us in right on top of ‘em, right? Molly, or maybe Zafirah, you can get us the rest of the way over?"

"Oh, don’t worry about it." Katerina raised her arms high. Her eyes went pitch black. The sea roared with new intensity, surging beneath them in a wave that sped them toward the unsuspecting yacht. "I’ve got this."

"No, wait—" spoke up most of her new friends.

The wave crested, turning the ocean to a violent white foam to either side. Wind whistled and dead souls moaned. The wave curved ever forward, dangerously tilting the bow as the ocean reached for the gleaming yacht like an angry hand.

Roaring water crashed across the aft of the unsuspecting Silver Dawn, pushing half the yacht down and raising the bow to match. The huge torrent of water rocked the yacht, but no material harm came from one ship to the other. Condemned to the seas of the dead, the fishing vessel passed through the yacht like any ghost, delivering no impact and leaving no trace.

Living passengers met contact with the world of the living as they always did. A good, solid floor always stopped them cold. Alex, Lorelei, and their friends returned to their natural state in a sudden sprawl across a nicely finished and now soaking wet wooden deck.

He heard yelps. Moans. Curses, too. One of the latter came from his own mouth. "Aw, son of a bitch," Alex grumbled as Zafirah rolled off his chest—and left him staring up at the barrel of a submachinegun.

Austin’s familiar face scowled at him from the other side of the weapon. He wasn’t alone. The rest of his squad stood in a neat circle around Alex and his companions, all with weapons aimed and ready to fire.

"Sorry. I think I fucked that up," said Katerina.





Chapter Twenty-Four:
Pick Your Battles

Alex had faced down more than one gun since his life went crazy. Experience taught him to fight and hope for the best. It wasn’t like he expected a gun pointed his way to remain silent, so why not try? The instinct was ingrained now, requiring no more than a second to consider, perhaps even less.

He paused not for his sake, but for his friends. He wasn’t the only one to think of it, either.

"Wow. You really came out of nowhere," said Rico. He looked over the wet tangle of young men and women. No one came down gracefully, let alone landed on their feet. Even Lorelei fell on her side and Zafirah only managed to keep to her hands and knees. Neither of them attacked. Perhaps Rico gave voice to their concerns. "Probably half of you are bulletproof. Gotta be a little worried about the ones who aren’t."

"You should worry about those of us who are," warned Lorelei.

"Oh, I am," said Rico.

Details caught up amid the pause. Night had given way to day. Though the ship still rocked from the impact, it rode on otherwise peaceful seas. The stormy waves and dark, rainy clouds had utterly vanished into calm if grey skies. The struggling sound of the fishing ship’s engine was gone, but that same unsteady quality now reverberated through the yacht and left its lights flickering. Shouts and the distant complaint of electronic alarms drifted from the vessel’s interior.

Alex cursed himself for not lashing out faster. Any advantage of surprise against Rico and his guys vanished in that precious handful of seconds. Unless one of his more magical companions had some trick that required not even a flourish of movement, they were stuck.

"Sure are a lot of ‘em, too. They’ve got us outnumbered," said a perfectly calm Dwayne.

"And they took us by surprise," Wes pointed out.

"That’s true," said Austin. "The bosses told us nobody would touch us out here."

"Yeah," Rico’s eyes flicked to Wade. "Guess we haven’t been told all we need to know on this job." His head tilted to the last member of his team. "What about you, Carter?"

"I dunno, boss. I think my gun got all wet," Carter answered.

Rico lowered his weapon. So did the others.

Austin and Carter swung over the chrome railing at the edge of the wave-soaked sun deck to the next deck below. Wes and Dwayne followed. Rico jerked his thumb over his shoulder toward the darkened glass doors leading inside. "Most of the bosses are up top, but whatever they’re hiding is back that way. Pretty sure they put it in the hot tub. We’re even now."

Alex blinked. Rico followed his men over the side.

"Holy shit," Taylor breathed.

"Did that just happen?" asked Drew.

Alex was already on his feet. He wasn’t alone, but he was the first to notice the blonde who poked her head out from the deck overlooking theirs. "Aw, shit," Leanne hissed. She jerked out of view again.

Alarms beeped and blared, but the ship had largely straightened out. Shouts and the thud of running feet intensified. Silhouettes appeared in the passageway past the glass doors straight ahead. "Forget them! Go! Go!" Alex shouted.

Rapid, semi-auto fire drowned out his last word. Wade had his assault rifle up to his shoulder where he knelt in the middle of the deck. Glass shattered as the shapes down the passageway stumbled and dove to either side. "Drew!" he shouted, instantly getting the boom of his friend’s shotgun added to the cacophony.

The benefits of the backlighting from the other end of the hall ended with the flash and burst of destroyed lamps. Return fire popped and whistled from inside. Muzzle flashes were easier to spot thanks to the dimmer conditions, but not the targets.

Sierra rolled forward and to one side to stay clear of the gunfire. "Watch up above."

"I am, go!" said Alex. 

"Push in," urged Wade. "We gotta—"

"Wait," Onyx interrupted. She grabbed his shoulder before he could move on his own advice.

Molly reached past him at his other side with her wand and her open hand. Words of magic hissed at her lips heralded a howling wind. The rush of air swirled into the shattered threshold, sweeping up every sharp bit of debris and breaking off even more from the surviving glass. The storm of shards whipped into the passageway and split down each corner in the path. More than one man cried out in pain. "Now," she said.

Sierra dove inside and rolled across the floor to take cover behind the nearest couch. Zafirah slipped in behind her with less dramatic moves but equal agility and confidence. Molly followed Drew and Wade, the latter still snapping off shots to keep up the pressure.

Not everyone advanced. Her pistol out and ready to back up her friends, Taylor kept low and breathed deeply like Wade had taught her—and hesitated when a dark shape moved in the corner of her eye. Opposite friends moving up along the right and the center, Katerina huddled behind an overturned chair on the left at the edge of the deck. Taylor shifted to the other young woman’s side. "Katerina, we’ve gotta stick with the others. It’s not safe out here."

"The shooting is all in there!" Katerina protested.

Taylor looked over her shoulder. Only Alex, Lorelei, and Onyx lingered, all of them wary of the deck above. She couldn’t read minds, but she remembered the plan and she’d been through these things before. "It’s gonna get way worse out here. We might need you. Besides, didn’t you say nothing could hurt you?"

"That’s what I thought, but I wasn’t supposed to land here with you, either! What if I’m wrong?" Katerina cringed at another boom from the shotgun, covering her ears. "It’s so loud! I don’t know how to fight!"

"Neither did I." Taylor pointed to the lounge through its broken-out windows. "There’s better cover inside. Let’s get you there."

"Is this only to get me close so I’ll get into the fight?"

"One thing at a time," Taylor answered. It was honest enough. Katerina noticed that, too. She frowned but cooperated when Taylor hooked one arm under hers and led the way.

As Taylor surmised, Alex and Lorelei focused on other threats. Their spot had them out of the straightest line of fire for now, but they expected enemies from the slanted balcony of the next deck up. "Why haven’t they hit back yet?" muttered Alex.

"They’re gearing up." Onyx rubbed a smudge of soot under her soaking wet jaw. She noted his curious glance. "It’s a spell to keep my profile low." Her attention returned to the upper deck. "We surprised them. They’ll be getting weapons and magic ready."

"Then let’s not accommodate them," said Lorelei. She gestured to the spiral steps inside the lounge leading upward. "Take the stairs when it’s clear. They won’t be watching."

"Why won’t they—?" Onyx began, but words failed.

Grabbing Alex by his shoulder and his ass, Lorelei heaved him up into the air. He yelped and flailed but caught hold of the rail, flopping against the slanted balcony. Lorelei ascended with far more grace. The sudden appearance of her wings probably helped her leap, though they vanished after only a single beat.

"What the hell?" gasped Alex.

"You keep saying you trust me," said Lorelei.

"Not getting in the middle of that," muttered Onyx. She ducked inside to find cover and wait for her chance to move.

Alex hauled his eyes and his .45 over the rail. He was ready to open fire if anyone waited in arm’s reach. Instead, he saw an arrangement of curved and comfortable couches against the aft rail and the sides. The exterior deck ended with a small bar and glass doors to either side leading to a sleek, fancy lounge with what looked like an even bigger bar inside. Unlike this patio, the lounge inside had occupants.

For once, Alex wasn’t distracted by a sight like the demon in the bikini yelling at her apparent boyfriend. Enemies awaited at left, right, and center. Malike had a small pistol out, but his body language betrayed more shock and confusion than threat. A larger man knelt on the floor, head down as if enduring some pain. Teheret lurked not far away, hands up in the odd gestures of casting some spell. Alex would’ve shot her first were it not for the flash of brighter light on the other side of the room. Metal gleamed beneath the flare of angry eyes and a snarling face. Alex fired.

Bullets broke through glass only to bounce off metal in a burst of sparks. Though Alex struck Gerhardt on the shoulder, upper arm, and chest, none of it put the big man down. Gerhardt soaked it up with little more than a flinch—or rather, his shirt did it for him. Chain mail? Alex realized. Is that fucker wearing chain mail? And it’s bulletproof?

A crushing force grabbed his wrist. He noticed Teheret’s intent stare and her extended hand just as she dramatically snatched it back. Alex was flung into the air again, this time tumbling forward with his arm nearly wrenched from its socket. He went straight across the patio and into the thick glass door that had held strong despite the puncture of bullets. Pain erupted across his shoulders and back upon the crash, and then again with his arm joining in the chorus when he landed on the deck at Teheret’s feet.

A follow-up attack was guaranteed. Alex got up off his back in almost the same second as his landing, but his arm didn’t move with him. Teheret still held him in her sorcerous grip. His struggle allowed him to avoid her lunge with a dagger. Alex twisted and pivoted around his own immobilized arm, wrenching himself with pain but avoiding worse. He swept one leg through hers, dropping Teheret to the floor. Her spell broke in time for Alex to roll out of the way of Gerhardt’s stomping foot.

Alex brought up the gun, intent on going for the head. Gerhardt slapped both hands across his pistol, disarming him with the opposing impacts. The gun clattered against the hardwood floor. A low kick sent Alex stumbling backward over a plush lounge chair. "So nice of you to save us the trouble of hunting you down," said Gerhardt.

Talk didn’t create a break in the fight. Alex was already up off the floor when strong, huge hands grabbed him from behind by the shoulders. His captor spun him and grabbed his neck. Despite the added bulk and skin like hardened leather across newly animalistic features, Alex could still recognize Roman. Now he knew who had been down on one knee, and why. "Where is she?" Roman demanded.

Gunfire and shouts continued on the deck below. "Roman, let’s not waste time," said Malike. "Finish him and be done with it."

"No. His life is mine to take," said Gerhardt.

"Ugh, you two always do this," Teheret fumed.

Roman slammed Alex into the deck, then hauled him up off his feet. Alex fought against his grip and his rough treatment. The guy was bigger and stronger on an ordinary day, yet now his brawn was boosted through magic. Ordinary muscle wouldn’t power out of this. Alex grabbed the offending wrist at the joint with his left hand. It looked natural enough.

"Answer me!"

Alex choked out a laugh. "She’s not gonna fuck you, bro."

Growling in renewed fury, Roman lifted him up for another rough slam. Alex kept his lock on his captor’s wrist and brought his other hand up in a palm strike against the elbow. Supernatural muscles and tough skin didn’t make Roman immune to body mechanics. Alex twisted and pushed against Roman’s elbow to rob him of his grip and his balance. The move broke Alex free, leaving both men stumbling away from one another.

Alex needed solid footing again. He needed to launch an attack, to claim the initiative, to get some momentum in the fight. It didn’t happen. Though he escaped Roman’s grip, he turned right into a body blow from Gerhardt. More punches followed with power and skill.

Roman’s path took him toward the broken-out glass doorway to the patio, where he caught himself on overturned furniture. Though hardly shaken or hurt, his added bulk required deliberate movement. Steady and upright again, he turned back to the fight—only to halt at the descent of a newcomer from the bridge deck up above.

The ball gown was gone now, replaced by dark pants and a thin leather coat. This time she let her red skin and predator’s stripes show, along with the horns, the tail, and the talons that grew from her fingertips. Her hands dripped with blood. He realized there would be no help coming from the bridge.

"Mother," Roman called out in warning. "Father."

"Can’t say I’ve ever gotten that reaction from a man," said Lorelei.

He rushed at her with one fist cocked and aimed at her head. Lorelei sidestepped and slashed upward, digging deep red lines across his face. The change in angles was her real goal. His size and strength gave him an advantage in a close-quarters fight. Out on the open-air patio, she could unleash a broad breath of fire and catch nothing but his oversized body. Flames roared from her mouth, engulfing Roman’s head and shoulders.

Any ordinary mortal would have died instantly. The leathery alteration of his skin saved him. Roman shouted with pain, arms up to protect his face as he staggered away. A sharp kick to the hip knocked him onto his hands and knees.

Aware of her lover’s plight and the remaining dangers inside, Lorelei had no time to pounce and finish Roman off. A shouted command from Teheret sent Malike and Leanne around the bar to help the others down below. Satisfied with the tide of the brawl between Alex and Gerhardt, the matriarch turned her attention and her sorcery to the only other enemy in view.

Though Lorelei put little stock in mortal weapons, she carried a few into this fight out of simple prudence. She had no faith in her pistol after seeing Alex try his luck. The throwing knives in her coat were worth a try as she rushed in at Teheret.

Her aim was good, but unsurprisingly, the blades turned aside against one magical ward or another. She couldn’t muster up another significant breath of flame so soon, nor could she cross the distance fast enough. Teheret knew it all along. Her son probably did, too—her son, who still lived despite his burns.

Lorelei could have gone over the side instead of charging in, but she could not leave Alex. She was fast. She nearly made it. Desperation and fury didn’t make up the difference.

Unnatural red light flashed in a circle at her feet. Lorelei slammed into an invisible wall with her talons inches from Teheret’s face. The scent of smoke and brimstone touched her nose as Lorelei noted circles and runes appearing from thin air, now burning into the wooden flooring.

"This spell requires considerable practice," Teheret explained over the punches, grunts, and bumps over the men to her side. "It took centuries of trial and error to develop. Once it worked, we knew we could never let anyone learn of its existence."

Teheret snapped her fingers. More runes flared into existence at Lorelei’s feet. Though she rarely felt discomfort at the touch of fire, this magic burned. Lorelei crouched to slash at the flooring with her talons to no effect but further pain.

"As for you," Teheret continued, turning to the brawling men. Gerhardt knocked Alex against the bar. Alex launched a counter, only to be blocked and forced back again. "Husband?" Teheret asked. They kept punching. She cleared her throat. The fight continued. Teheret fumed. "Alex." He didn’t pay attention, either—at least, not to her.

The form and style made sense to him after a few hits. It wasn’t a pleasant way to recognize a sport, but Alex knew it from his dimmest memories of Athens. Recognition allowed him to block and counter. A sharp jab interrupted Gerhardt’s flow. It landed against Gerhardt’s chest, pushing him back but leaving Alex with a different pain. He shook his wrist to chase out the sting of metal rings against his knuckles. "Motherfucker," he hissed.

"Oh, you’ve never practiced pankration with armor?" Gerhardt grinned. He came in again with a quick jab and a stronger follow-through.

This time, Alex saw it coming. He let the jab catch him under the collarbone to get a better line on the counter and finish. Alex blocked the next punch high on Gerhardt’s arm. It looked like a mistake until he got his thumb into Gerhardt’s eye. His foe let out a growl and turned away. "Oh, you never grew up in Detroit?" Alex shot back.

Gerhardt backed off in a quick turn. Light flashed in his hand, solidifying into a short sword with a slight curve. That explained how he’d gotten into the armor so fast. The break was enough for Alex to reach back to the collar of his leather jacket for the pommel of his gladius.

A moment’s breath also gave him a chance to track the rest of the fight. His first glance found Lorelei in a sorcerous trap. She slammed her forearms against air that flared red with magic. A cry of fury and pain escaped her throat.

"Ahem," Teheret repeated loudly.


* * *


Katerina knew death as a binary—several binaries, in fact. She fell outside all of them.

She saw the simplest of those binaries in the spacious, sunny lounge with its fancy spiral stairs and blood-stained dance floor. Taylor stuck close to Katerina: breathing hard, gun in hand, alert, whole, moving. Alive. At the other end of the room lay two men in bloody polo shirts and khakis: limp, silent, still. Dead.

To be sure, she rarely saw the dead as broken or bleeding. Rarer still was it deliberate. That was only one reason she felt so much fear now. Ordinary death came in so many different ways, yet she still knew it as one of two states: alive, or dead.

She knew she was neither. The dead rarely hung around, and even those she found who did hang on were not like her. Ghosts were the easiest to know, like the ship’s crew that brought her here. The party introduced her to vampires. To her mind, even they fit closely enough to one or the other side of the binary to count. Ghosts had no real bodies and could no longer change. Vampires held on through some sort of cheat, but in the end, they were only pretending. After meeting some last night, she figured they all knew it, too.

"Alive or dead" made for one binary. The moment of death marked the other. She saw it in the bodies on the floor. Bullets flew, magic flared, her friends shouted, and Taylor pulled her to one side to safety. Katerina watched the dead for the moment that revealed who the men truly were in life.

Souls rose from the body in exactly the sort of cliché image she’d seen in movies. Sometimes the soul looked younger than the body, sometimes the same, but always transparent, faint, and almost always brighter. Usually they stirred as if waking, often reaching out, reacting to someone or something she couldn’t see. She’d catch expressions of relief, or hope, or even joy. It was usually bittersweet and sometimes reluctant, but with the unmistakable sense of something good ahead. Then the soul brightened and faded away.

These souls bleeding out on the floor were darker, amorphous, looking around frantically. She felt a pit in her stomach as they shuddered, screaming in horror and isolation. They didn’t even sense one another. Utterly alone and gripped with fear, their souls collapsed into their own bodies—and, like the rest, faded away.

Whatever broke the body, be it injury or illness or age, Katerina knew there was a good way to go and a bad way. These men left this world through the latter. She knew it said a whole lot about who they had been.

It also said a whole lot about who else was on this boat, only "who else" involved monsters and people with magic. Katerina knew bullets couldn’t hurt her, yet she still wasn’t ready to face them. The rest proved even more daunting.

Another gunshot jarred her out of her thoughts. It was Drew again with that shotgun, firing at something to the side of the lounge. Katerina cringed against the wall. A cabinet door fell from its hinges to reveal only shattered dishware. "Shit," he fumed.

"You’re shooting at cabinets?" she burst. More gunfire continued in the hallway leading out of the lounge, but even a single corner and a few feet of distance made Wade’s gun and those of the bad guys quieter than Drew’s.

"Thought I saw movement. Sorry," he grumbled. "Shotguns aren’t my thing."

"Then why are you using it?"

"You work with what you’ve got." Drew ducked past her to join Wade in the hallway, gun up and ready to go.

"Kat, stay with us," said Taylor. She crouched at Kat’s side, pistol up but with no target ahead save the backs of her friends. "If someone gets behind us, you don’t want to be alone."

"Okay, but if we—" Two more loud pops interrupted her words, softer than the shotgun but close enough to feel. Bits of wood paneling burst off the wall behind her back as the bullets passed harmlessly through her chest. Katerina yelped and then noticed Taylor’s urgent concern, which soon turned to surprise. "It’s a reflex when I’m startled!" Katerina explained.

"What is?"

"Ghosting! I guess. I don’t know what to call it."

"Holy shit, can you go through walls?" Taylor already had ideas in her head. Several. All of them dangerous.

"Not here!" Katerina snapped. "It’s something with this ship. If I could ghost my way through here, I wouldn’t have landed with the rest of you. It’s probably magic."

"But you don’t have to worry about bullets?"

"I guess not? I don’t know, I’ve never been shot before now."

Frowning, Taylor took Katerina’s wrist—entirely solid to the touch, feeling like any other hand on her forearm. Taylor blinked as if noticing the contradiction before dismissing it amid more gunshots and shouts. "Come on. Stay low. Not all of these walls stop bullets."

"Yeah, I figured that out." Katerina followed as instructed, hating the whole situation but hating her fear more.

The yacht’s passageways were built to impress with marble surfaces and shiny fixtures. They also economized space. It meant for narrower sightlines to watch for threats, but also less room to move and even less cover. Ahead, Wade led the way with that assault rifle of his and Drew now close behind, followed by Molly and Zafirah. All of them hugged the walls, but they didn’t crouch like Taylor or Katerina. Knowing what to do and having some way to contribute probably made the difference.

Howling, whipping winds curved through side passages and narrow doorways to illustrate the point. Molly’s gestures with her wand weren’t dramatic, but the shower of glass curved and bent at her direction up beyond Wade’s spot.

Katerina couldn’t keep track of distance. She had an idea of the yacht’s massive length, knew the aft sun deck had to take up at least some of that span along with the lounge and this bit of hallway. She wasn’t sure how much farther they had to go to get to…the spa, did that guy say? It seemed to be a good enough goal for her new friends.

The passage opened up to a round landing for a fancy gold-trimmed elevator up ahead. A shadow moved around the right curve behind the elevator. Wade held his fire long enough for Katerina to open her mouth with a warning, but shot twice as if hoping to catch the guy as he came into the open. The shadow jerked back. "Shit," grunted Wade.

"I’ve got it," said Molly. The stream of broken glass flew out of the bathroom door to arc and flow at a gesture of her hands. Apparently, she didn’t need a clear line of sight to direct the air. The stream of shards curved around the elevator. Not a second later, the owner of that shadow on the right darted out around the left side of the shaft with his submachinegun in hand.

The weapon pointed straight at the group sent Katerina’s heart into her throat yet again, but a flash from Zafirah’s hands seemed to deflect the bullets. Sparks erupted in the air between the gunman and the intruders, leaving no one hurt.

She lost track of the rest amid the pop of her friends’ weapons. Wade tagged him at least twice. In such a narrow confine, Drew’s shotgun could hardly miss. The hits put holes in their target’s polo shirt and khakis and sparked off the weapon he held at waist level, all driving him back against the elevator doors.

He didn’t bleed. He didn’t go down.

Molly’s tiny hurricane of glass shards swept the rest of the way around the corner again to cut and stab in a dozen spots across the crewman’s body. With his face set in a cold stare, he endured and fired again. This time, Zafirah couldn’t stop the bullets. Blood exploded across Wade’s left arm and his hip along with blood and smoke.

"Wade!" Molly caught him as he stumbled against the wall. Drew let off two more blasts from the shotgun, but he only knocked the crewman around more.

The bad guy didn’t go down for wind or glass or lead. Zafirah flung a glowing orb of flame through the passageway to far greater effect. Tongues of flame flashed across his body for only an instant, but the crewman howled in agony. His resilience vanished. Hardly a wisp of smoke trailed his body as he crumbled to the floor.

Katerina covered her mouth with both hands. The foreground held too much blood, this time from a new friend. Beyond him, in front of the elevator, Katerina saw only ashes…and the same image of a dark, writhing, panicked soul. This one no longer had a body, but fell into nothing just as the others collapsed into their own corpses.

"Molly?" asked Zafirah.

She already had Wade’s good arm around her shoulders. "I need to help him right now."

"Hurry. My healing magic is not as fast as yours. We must push on," said Zafirah.

"That room." Molly nodded to the open door of a small gym on the left side of the passage. "Can you get there?"

"Seems like I’d better," Wade gasped.

"Shit, I gotta reload, too," Drew warned with his voice low, but he abandoned it to help Molly move his wounded friend.

"I’ve got it," Taylor spoke up. She crossed the distance with her pistol ready and the stance of someone who knew what she was doing. Katerina reached for Taylor, reflexively wanting to ask if she was crazy, but pulled her hand back. Only one person here had no idea what she was doing. She followed the rest into the gym.

"No, take my gun," Wade urged. "Jus’ keep goin’. Keep up the pressure."

With Drew’s help, Molly laid him on the gym’s lone treadmill. "It’s two wounds. I need two minutes," she said.

"That’s the whole fight, Molly," Wade hissed. "It’s my arm an’ my side. Ain’t gonna die from this in two minutes."

"You don’t know that. I’m not taking the chance."

"He’s not dying," said Katerina. "I can tell." Nobody turned. She wasn’t loud enough. She opened her mouth to speak up, but more gunfire at the door made her cringe and look over her shoulder.

Thankfully it was another new friend, more or less. Sierra filled the space with her pistol in hand, firing down the passageway while Taylor reloaded. Katerina had lost track of her, but wherever Sierra had been left her scuffed up and bloody but unphased. "He’s right. We have to keep going. Drew, take his gun."

"I can barely handle mine," Drew grumbled. He slid shells into his shotgun with unpracticed hands. "You think I can deal with his?"

"I mean give it to me," she said. "Hurry!"

Drew tossed her the assault rifle. Sierra dropped her pistol to catch it and put the weapon to use immediately, firing away at one enemy or another down the hall. "Little help up here would be good, too!"

"He’s not bleeding out," Katerina said again. "I think I can help." No one heard.

"They’ve had time to find their footing." Zafirah turned from Wade and Molly to join Sierra. "This fight will not be won with guns."

A thundering burst of force at the door sent everyone staggering. Taylor flew off her feet and nearly fell onto Wade. Katerina caught herself on the exercise bike. Sierra kept her footing but didn’t recover her balance before a new opponent was upon her. He caught Wade’s assault rifle by the barrel and slammed it up into her face before whipping a long dagger across Zafirah’s back. Sharp and skilled kicks sent both women tumbling over, with the latter falling against Molly. "I couldn’t agree more," said Abdel.

Drew gave the shotgun a try, anyway. They were only two steps apart. He couldn’t miss. The blast would have torn Abdel in half, were it not for Abdel’s raised hand in a strange gesture and a barked word. The trigger refused the pull of Drew’s finger. His weapon quickly frosted over in his hands.

Abdel swung at him with the dagger. Drew dodged back, then blocked a second swipe with his shotgun. For the first time, Katerina felt the impulse to jump in, to help, to kick or push or anything, but they both moved too fast. She could hardly keep up.

"Oh. You’re a fighter?" Abdel grinned amid his next slashes, still falling short of drawing blood. Footwork in the brief skirmish reversed their spots, putting Drew’s back to the door—where Abdel sent him staggering back with a resounding kick. "Evgeni! Filip! Have this one," Abdel called after him.

Drew bumped against the doorway, ready to launch back at Abdel but for a single glance up the corridor. Two grim, thick-shouldered men in polo shirts closed in, crowding him back from the door. They carried fat pipe wrenches rather than guns, but one tossed his aside as his muscles bulged and his face contorted. Clothing ripped and skin disappeared under thick fur.

The werewolf tackled Drew back down the passageway. His friend followed at a casual walk.

Gunfire split the air again, erupting at the center of the action to no effect. Abdel swatted Wade’s pistol from his hand like an afterthought as he turned to another enemy. Zafirah was barely off her hands and knees, a line glowing like embers along the wound at her back. "Knew I’d see you again," Abdel said to her. He flipped his dagger to an underhand grip, raising it to bring it down before she was fully upright. He even turned his back on Katerina like he knew she would do nothing.

Katerina grabbed his upper arm with both hands and pulled. It was all she could think of. She felt something new as she grabbed—something strange, something she couldn’t identify as more than a strange tremor in her hand—but the entire moment lasted less than a second. Abdel’s one arm proved stronger than all her might, nearly tugging her off her feet as he twisted into his intended move. Awkward or not, she prevented his attack.

His elbow snapped back against her head. Pain exploded across her face, eyes shutting on their own, but she forced them open again in time to see the follow-up. Abdel slashed his knife through Katerina, driving incredible pain through her ribs. She wanted to scream but had no breath for it. Katerina shuffled back, grabbing her wound.

The delay still cost him. Before Abdel could strike anyone else down, he jerked backward as if slapped hard across the face. A sharp whistle of air preceded the next invisible blow and the one after it. Molly swept her wand left and right to guide the cutting air, but Abdel recovered quickly. A circular motion of one arm like a practiced block from a martial art snapped the power of her spell.

"Witchcraft? This petty Practice? You’ll need more than that," he scoffed.

Then Abdel advanced face-first into a white spray of liquid from a hand low at Molly’s side. His eyes snapped shut in a reflex with an angry scream of pain. Abdel scrambled back, blindly retreating through to the doorway and out of the gym.

"Hurts, doesn’t it, asshole?" Taylor shouted after him. She lowered the small black canister to meet surprised looks from all around. "He said this wouldn’t come down to guns. Guess I—oh god, Katerina! Are you…?"

"I don’t know," she wheezed. Her chest still hurt, but a little less with each breath. Katerina pulled one hand back from her chest, expecting blood but finding none. Her shirt hung with a long cut where Abdel’s blade passed. The skin beneath didn’t bear a scratch.

"His blade must be enchanted." Zafirah picked herself up again with embers trailing off the wound at her back as it healed. "One imagines their magics can harm more than angels."

Sierra shook off the blow to her head. "Where’s Drew?"

"Down the hall," said Wade. A crash echoed along the passage to illustrate. "Looked like two bad guys."

"Go ahead," Molly told Sierra. "Back him up."

"I’m backing you up. He’ll be fine." She didn’t even blink when they heard a roar along with another crash. "He’s been training with me. I believe in him."

"Molly, you gotta go," Wade repeated. "Get it done."

"He is right," said Zafirah.

"I just need a fucking minute," Molly fumed.

"Hey. Hey, I’ve got this." Taylor crouched beside Wade with her jacket off her shoulders. She wrapped it around his arm and held it tight. "I’m trained. I’ve got him. Go."

"That’s not enough. He’s bleeding too much—"

"He won’t die," Katerina interrupted, forcefully this time. "Not fast. Not from this. I can tell. I can help him."

"You’re sure?" Molly looked from Katerina to Taylor.

"More or less," Taylor added. "Go."

Molly produced a green leaf from one of her jacket’s inner pockets. "Chew on this. It’ll slow the bleeding. I’ll be back."

"Cool," Wade croaked. "I’ll be here." Molly followed Sierra and Zafirah out the door. Taylor wrapped the jacket tighter around his arm while he put the leaf in his mouth. "What trainin’ have you got for this?"

"Girl Scouts," said Taylor. "You’re gonna coach me through the rest."

"I am?"

"You’re the one taking EMT classes."

"Shit, what makes you think that’s better’n the Girl Scouts?"

"I don’t. But if you keep talking, I know you aren’t going into shock."

Wade leaned his head back on the treadmill. "Hell, now I want cookies." His eyes turned to Katerina. "So, what’d you mean before?"

"I don’t know. I can tell when someone’s dying. I can see it happening." She helped Taylor pull his hoodie off. The tremor she felt when she grabbed Abdel didn’t return as she touched Wade—unless, she considered, it was about her? "You’re not there yet."

"Guess that’s a relief," he grunted. "Uh. You wanna grab my gun? Careful where you point it. Don’t touch the trigger."

"Right." Katerina retrieved the pistol from the floor. It was warm to the touch, with stronger heat wafting off the barrel. She set it by Wade’s hand.

More gunfire echoed down the passageway. Crashes and shouts replied from the other end. Taylor used Wade’s hoodie to staunch the blood from his hip, staining her hands red.

Katerina touched his shoulder again. He still felt the same. He still looked the same, too: hurt, a little pale, but his soul wasn’t going anywhere. She could see it. She could feel it.

"You’ll be okay." Katerina steeled herself with a deep breath. "I’m gonna go help."





Chapter Twenty-Five:
No Quarter

Tackles and kicks sent Drew back the way he’d come down the passage. He rolled with the impacts rather than fighting them. It was better than taking a bite to the face or getting his insides shredded by a werewolf’s claws. He’d been through the latter once before. He didn’t have his previous tag-team partner here to save him from a fatal mauling this time.

Evgeni stalked ever closer, tearing away the hanging rags of his polo shirt and pants. Filip strolled along behind him with a pipe wrench and a smug grin.

"Why you hangin’ back?" Drew called past the werewolf. He kept giving ground. They nearly had him in the lounge that opened out into the sun deck. "You don’t want any of this?"

"It will be over before I get my turn," Filip answered with a Russian accent. "May as well sit back and watch."

"That sounds like quitter talk to me," said Drew.

He didn’t get a response. Filip all but disappeared behind the advancing werewolf.

Space opened up to Drew’s left and right as he backed into the lounge. He couldn’t take his eyes off the werewolf for a sideways glance, but he remembered the room as mostly open space with little more than couches, deck chairs, and pillows. All the glass separating the lounge from the sun deck had been blown out. Cabinets and counter space lined the walls to the sides. They had to hold something useful. Drew needed more for this fight than the weapons he carried.

His time ran out when Evgeni’s lips pulled back to bare his set of pearly white monster teeth. Nobody could miss that signal. The werewolf lunged. Drew feinted left but ducked into a low tackle rather than trying to dodge. He led with his left shoulder, needing his right hand behind his back. His focus on one side worked out well; the werewolf’s legs didn’t bulk up as much as the upper body. Evgeni came down awkwardly inside the lounge.

Recognizing the move as it happened, Filip let out a laugh at his friend’s plight—and stopped when Drew straightened up out of the move holding the pistol from his waistband. Bullet after bullet punched through Filip’s shirt with bloody stains to confirm half a dozen impacts. Filip dropped in a heap.

It wasn’t all for Filip. Drew whipped around to open up on Evgeni before the werewolf got all the way up. Blood flew and the victim jerked with each hit, but not enough to end the fight. None of his bullets were made with silver. Drew emptied the rest of his magazine on Evgeni anyway. If he couldn’t meet his enemy’s magical vulnerabilities, he’d have to dish out enough ordinary punishment to make up for it.

The pipe wrench would help with that, but Drew couldn’t spare the time to snatch it from Filip’s body. Evgeni dropped one hip to the deck rather than fighting to stand. After evading one blind rake of those claws, Drew launched a solid kick to the werewolf’s shoulder.

It was enough to knock Evgeni onto his back. Wanting more space, Drew stomped on the werewolf on his way to the sun deck beyond the lounge. Without conscious thought, he ejected the magazine from his pistol and grabbed for the next from his coat pocket. The action only caught up with his brain as he slid it into place. Wade had taught him a few things, but a couple months with Sierra took him to another level. She handled all this like a pro.

Movement past the aft rail on the sun deck caught Drew’s eye. A smaller boat launched away from the yacht, zooming off in the middle of the larger vessel’s wake with five men in tactical gear crowded into its seats. Only a couple of the commandos looked back. None showed any interest in helping out.

"Thanks for your service, assholes," Drew shouted after them.

Larger priorities still held his attention. The largest of those priorities was back on his feet and unlikely to fall for the same trick twice. With his gun already reloaded, Drew had no reason not to open up on Evgeni again. He met with lesser results this time. Evgeni surged forward, ready to absorb the pain and shock to close with his prey.

"Shit," Drew fumed. He backed up and pulled the trigger until he was out of room. The first swipe of Evgeni’s claws came in a left hook. Drew blocked with both of his forearms up against the werewolf’s, saving himself from the claws but still taken off his feet by brute strength. He rolled away to evade a follow-up that dug long scars in the wooden deck.

It left Evgeni open for one last gunshot at a space of mere inches. His bestial head snapped back from the impact, only to return with an angry glare and blood streaming from under his eye. Evgeni surged and forced Drew into pure defense. A slash required a roll; a pounce made Drew scramble. Finally, Evgeni tagged Drew with an all-out lunge that sent him crashing through the overturned deck chairs and pillows.

The gun was empty. Evgeni closed in again. Scrambling to his knees, Drew grabbed onto the first solid object at hand and swung with all his might. The wooden deck chair shattered against Evgeni’s powerful claws, but he still had a chair leg to meet those powerful jaws when Evgeni came in with a bite. Broken wood filled Evgeni’s mouth to the back of his throat.

Drew pressed his advantage with one foot up into the hinge of Evgeni’s jaw. Another kick went lower, buying space to grab more solid wood and keep swinging. "I’m not goin’ down here," Drew shouted. His chair leg nearly cracked across Evgeni’s nose. Harsh kicks to the leg left the werewolf wobbling, setting up another brutal strike across the face. "You hear me, motherfucker? I ain’t losing this fight again."

Fur and muscle surged against him. A shoulder span three times that of a normal human made for a broad threat. The hit blunted Drew’s momentum. He narrowly ducked a murderous slash of Evgeni’s claws, but couldn’t put enough energy into evading the backswing. Inhuman strength sent Drew tumbling back inside the lounge where the fight began.

He hit a wall cabinet with a loud, metallic clatter. The noise continued as metal rained down around him, doors and cabinets popping free to release otherwise neatly-packed table settings and dinnerware. The avalanche of forks and spoons did him little harm. He realized covering his head probably left him more vulnerable rather than less and turned his attention back to his opponent—who hesitated.

Drew blinked. He looked at his surroundings again. Forks, spoons, table knives…and carving knives. Fancy carving knives. Without a second thought, Drew filled his hands with the largest of the knives and rolled to his feet. "Oh, is this real silver?" he asked the werewolf. "Those rich fucks didn’t go cheap, huh? Is this a problem for you?"

A further pause confirmed it. Drew wasn’t skilled with knives, nor were these built for a fight. None of that mattered. The werewolf still bled from gunshots and endured a fierce pummeling, but he had stopped to reconsider this. "Not so big and bad now, huh?" Drew stepped forward. "Bet they’ve got cameras all over this boat, too. They gonna see you back off now? That’s just embarrassing."

The blunt taunt was all Evgeni could handle. His eye flared, telegraphing another predictable charge. It had the benefits of playing to his strengths, but Drew knew his technique now. He spun to the right, needing nothing fancier than a change of direction, and put his knives up under the arm connected to those claws.

Sharp silver dug deep through fur and flesh. Evgeni howled in pain—and tagged Drew across the back with his other hand. Already tucking and rolling forward, Drew escaped all but the tips of those claws dragging against his skin. Even that much hurt like hell.

Slashing low, Drew avoided another swipe intended for his head. He hacked at Evgeni’s thigh with both knives and then jerked backward. This time, he saw the difference silver made against a werewolf. A bullet could draw a little blood, but every cut from the knives looked like a day-old infection.

"Ooh, this shit is bad for you, isn’t it?" asked Drew.

Once again, Evgeni hesitated. He saw Drew’s ready stance: knives up, knees bent and ready to jump unpredictably, battered but unbowed. Drew thought to change the game again before his opponent came up with a plan. He waited too long. Evgeni hooked his claws into the side of the cabinet and tore it from the wall to bring it all crashing down.

Furniture wasn’t exactly a weapon one could block or parry. Drew only made it halfway out of danger. More tableware and accoutrements flew, catching him on the side and the back. The critical blow came from the cabinet itself falling across his hip and his leg. He hit the floor hard, losing one knife in a vain attempt to at least keep to his hands and knees.

The other had immediate use. Evgeni spared no time to exploit his advantage. Drew twisted and slashed, plunging the knife into spread claws reaching for his head. The monster jerked his hand back with a howl of pain that cost Drew his blade.

He was hurt, but not down. Drew crawled free from the wrecked cabinet, searching frantically for a new weapon. He saw broken glass, plates, tiny and harmless utensils, cloth napkins rolled in silver rings, candles…and candlesticks. Silver candlesticks.

The monster clutched his wounded arm close to his side, unable to reach again, but he could bite. Evgeni still had an advantage of size. He could still bite and kill. The scent of blood filled the air, prompting him for a final lunge.

Drew fractured the werewolf’s snout with his first blow.

Evgeni buckled and collapsed against the shattered cabinet. He wasn’t done, swiping with his good arm even if it meant slumping further, but it did no good. Drew swatted the blow away and swung hard at his head again. And again.

He didn’t stop until the werewolf went limp, and hit him a few times more after that, too.

Heavy breathing filled the hall. Drew realized it was his own, and beneath it he heard shouts and crashes echoing down the hall. His eyes lifted once more, concerned for his friends and how he could help and where to find a better weapon than his battered candlestick. His gun had to be around here somewhere.

Instead, he found Filip in the doorway with his pipe wrench and an expression of shock and disgust. His shirt still bore all the holes and stains of Drew’s gunshots, but they hardly seemed to matter. "You little shit. You know how much more work I have to do on this boat now?"

Drew let out a ragged breath. "Lots less after I’m done with you." He beckoned with a weary, bloody hand. "Let’s do it."

Filip’s cheeks and neck burst with short hair, thickening to fur before Drew’s eyes. His body bulged and his legs grew longer. With one clawed hand, Filip tore the splitting shirt from his torso. He cast the pipe wrench aside.

Drew scowled. "Man, why the hell were you even carrying that thing?"

The werewolf didn’t answer. He stayed in the doorway, shedding the remains of his tattered clothes before he took a single step—and then stopped. His eyes bulged. His monstrous jaws took in a sharp gasp.

Behind the werewolf, Drew saw dark leggings and a pleated skirt. They disappeared again as Filip dropped to his knees. As quickly as the change had begun, Filip’s fur contracted and his muscles diminished. His face held the greater share of Drew’s attention as the wolf’s head shrank into a man’s. The hate and anger vanished, replaced now by contorted fear.

"No," Filip gasped. "No!"

He tried to tear away from the girl behind him. Filip wrenched to one side, crying out as if realizing some terrible mistake. Katerina loomed behind him with a different sort of fear in her eyes. She pushed through that fear…and pulled her hand away.

Something dark and shadowy came away with her grasp. Filip choked, turning instantly pale, and fell limp to the floor. The shadow in her grip evaporated before it ever took real form. Katerina stared at her empty hand in awe.

"Holy shit, is he dead?" asked Drew. "What did you do?"

"I don’t know," she answered.

"You don’t know?"

"No! I mean yes, but—I don’t—" Katerina found no words. "I’ve never done anything like this stuff! Look, can I just be on your side and we can get through this?"

Drew looked to the stone-dead werewolf on the floor and back to the girl who killed him with the touch of her hand. "Yeah. Yeah, I’m good with that."


* * *


Like any other ship, even a megayacht had limitations to its interior. Passageways narrowed. Blind corners could hide all kinds of dangers. In such a setting, it didn’t take much to create an obstruction. The simplest magic could do the job. So could a single man with a gun.

Molly’s magical hold on the wind allowed her to sweep away conjured smoke clouds and call out hidden guards. Sierra handled the shooters. One more guard with a much bigger gun dropped in the hallway at the crack of Sierra’s pistol. Her remaining shots failed to bring Abdel down before he ran and stumbled behind the next bend in the passage.

"He’s gonna recover from that pepper spray soon if he hasn’t already," Molly warned.

"Yeah, I know," said Sierra. "Should’ve hit him a couple times over by now. He’s protected."

"Couldn’t you catch him?" Molly asked their other companion. Zafirah had more power than either, but held back. "I thought you could move super fast."

"Or torch him," Sierra suggested, reloading her pistol.

"All magic has limits, including mine," Zafirah said without rebuke. "Such speed is not wise in a hostile environment. Besides, we are scattered already. Greater threats surely lie ahead."

Molly shared a glance with Sierra to confirm they were ready to move—and caught herself. They weren’t used to fighting together. Sierra was barely used to being around this set of friends. Molly had a regular partner for this, one she could read so well she didn’t need to talk out plans. Onyx wasn’t here.

"Hey. You good?" asked Sierra.

"Yeah." Molly nodded, looking ahead with resolve. "I’m glad you’re here. Thanks."

"I’m withholding judgment until this is over. If I get home in one piece, I’ll be glad I came. If I die, I’m gonna be real fuckin’ bitter about it."

They crept up the passage, approaching each corner carefully and taking nothing for granted. Though Molly could sense movement through her hold on the air, she fully expected magical deception. "So that one was Abdel, right?" asked Molly. "Michiko and Jasper died. Commando guy said the big bosses were upstairs. Who’s left?"

"The ‘bosses’ surely mean Gerhardt and Teheret," said Zafirah. "That leaves Malike and his demon, whom we saw up above, presumably Roman if he survived his wounds, and Kashvi."

"And whatever other crew they’ve got on this boat," Molly thought out loud. The passage ended with a sealed door and a T-intersection. She gestured to the right corner. "Like the asshole over there."

"Shit," hissed the busted ambusher around the corner. A small black cylinder flew from his hand. Molly caught it with a gust of wind and turned it back the way it came. "Shit!" he repeated. The crewman leaped out with his submachinegun ready to fire, but he didn’t get a single shot off. Two pops from Sierra’s pistol ended the threat, the first clipping him in the head and the second following him down to the floor.

"Back, back!" Sierra barked, one arm up to push Molly along as she retreated.

"Worry not," said Zafirah. A tiny stream of sparks floated up from around the corner to settle in her open hand. "We’ll have none of that grenade nonsense. It seems their guns are protected from my spells, but their expendables are not."

"All magic has limits," Molly echoed.

Zafirah flashed a quick smile. "Remember it, my friends."

"Molly’s right about keeping track, too," Sierra thought out loud. "This boat is only so big. They sailed at the crack of dawn. Five or six mooks back the way we came, the two more Drew’s dealing with, plus this asshole? And at least someone on the bridge. They’ve gotta be running out of guys."

"Strung out to delay and wear us down," agreed Zafirah. "They served their purpose. We have shed half our number before meeting the strongest enemies."

"If they’re wearing us down, we’re doing the same to them," said Molly. "Let’s keep it up." 

Scuffs on the floor and the faint scent of pepper spray directed them left at the corner. The passage bent right again, leading to rooms on either side. Sierra looked to the others before she moved. Though Zafirah frowned and shook her head to answer the unspoken question, Molly’s sense of the air provided a preview. The passage opened up to the left and right for parallel open doorways or perhaps a shared space. A damp note in the air was hardly unusual on a ship, but here it felt warmer, lacking the salt of the ocean breeze, and instead carried a variety of scents. She remembered what the commandos said about a salon.

Lacking any training in super-stealthy SWAT team sign language, Molly could only point ahead and gesture to warn her friends about the opening. She also sensed at least two people, perhaps another though she couldn’t be sure…and one of them had to be Abdel. "I think we’re here," Molly whispered.

"Indeed," called out a woman’s voice, carrying an English accent. "Zafirah, are you out there? You came openly to our party last night. It’s a pity to see that confidence turn to skulking about. And who are your little friends?" She paused to wait for an answer, but not for long. "Don’t you think witchcraft is a bit low-rent at this level?"

"Kashvi," murmured Zafirah. She stepped in front of Molly. Orbs of flame appeared in her hands, one low and the other cocked back and ready to throw. Her first step passed naturally; her second shifted into a swift blur almost too fast to see. Rounding the corner to assist, Molly saw only a glimpse of Zafirah’s dark form against a new background of black sculptural tile to either side—before everything went dark.

Abrupt, total shadow made Molly wonder if her eyes closed on their own. The faint flash of orange light from Zafirah’s fireballs put that to rest, but even her magical flames died out in mid-flight. Rapid footsteps, urgent words of magic, and a curse under Sierra’s breath filled the darkness, along with a cry of pain and further taunts. "Did you think I would be unprepared to face one of the jinn?"

Thankfully, Molly already had her response to the enemy’s taunt in her hands. Her rough, wet arrival on the yacht hadn’t penetrated her pockets. Tiny tea bags flew from her grasp. She didn’t need to be fancy. Aiming at the ceiling was good enough. Fragile sacks burst and fell, banishing the darkness with the same jarring suddenness that marked its arrival.

Abdel stood nearly at arm’s reach in the center of the passageway, scimitar in hand, looking at the tiny white granules cascading off his arms. He looked up in time to see Sierra’s pistol aimed at his face. Swift reflexes got his head out of danger, but not his shoulder. Blood burst from his wound before the tip of his blade knocked her gun away.

It all passed in the heartbeat Molly needed to process everything else in sight. Gold fixtures and matching trim highlighted a chamber filled with accoutrements from a massage table to a salon chair and manicure station. One last curved wall marked out a bathing area. If this was the spa, the hot tub had to be behind it—and on the front step, Zafirah fell to the floor amid the sound of shattering ice. Frost covered her bare skin. Whatever the awful spell, Molly must have broken it, but the resulting pain did not break as quickly.

"Salt?" asked Kashvi. "Really?"

Abdel swung for Molly, only to be blocked by the sudden appearance of Sierra’s sword, and then her other sword. Metal flashed and clashed as she pushed him back. Molly strode across the little salon and spa, right hand in another pocket of her leather jacket. "Bitch, did you call my practice low-rent?"

"Petty tricks of herbs and astrology? Yes." Electricity crackled and light flickered against the walls of the little bathing alcove. "You face a master of four Practices. The Hermetic orders sprang from my discoveries. Necromancers fumble through mysteries I resolved centuries ago. Come, little witch. Show me the power of your mag—"

Molly knew Kashvi would be ready for her when she whipped around the curve. Specifically, she knew Kashvi would be ready for her magic. Any spell might be twisted or absorbed or snuffed out in a display of contempt. Kashvi was likely ready for bullets or blades or fire, too—all dangers already in play in this fight.

She wasn’t ready for a solid right hook. Molly planted her brass knuckles against Kashvi’s nose for the second time in less than a day. Her punch found her target right where the air told her she’d be. Kashvi’s head rocked back.

Whatever spell Kashvi had at the ready discharged, but it couldn’t have gone off as intended. Molly felt it like a punch across her whole body. Though the crackling electricity hurt, it was easier to absorb than Molly’s punch. Kashvi staggered backward over a round, vinyl platform that took up most of the alcove. Though bloodied by the punch, Kashvi’s mouth opened with a curse of magic on her lips.

It didn’t get out before Molly’s petty witchcraft pulled nearly all the water from the hot tub up through the vinyl cover to slam Kashvi against the wall. The cover clattered awkwardly against the side of the alcove. Nearly every drop of water floated in place, enveloping Kashvi from head to toe in defiance of gravity.

"Better know how to conjure gills," said Molly. She didn’t take her eyes off her foe. Grunts and thuds behind her accounted for one friend, but not the other. "Zafirah? You okay?"

"Recovering. Thank you." Zafirah summoned a soft aura of flame around her body to chase away the frost and the chill. "That was unpleasant."

"It probably would’ve killed me," Molly conceded.

"Who…? You know her," gasped a much weaker voice at Molly’s feet. She glanced once on reflex, only to have her gaze arrested in shock.

Chains kept him on his knees at the base of the tub, with the restraints inelegantly bolted to the floor and the round wall. Molly knew to expect the countless scars, runic tattoos, and the wings stripped down to scraps and feather buds. Though the tub was now largely dry, he was still soaking wet and looked all the worse for it. The angel stared at Molly with dark brown eyes that ached with pain far beyond his current predicament—and brighter with the urgency of hope.

"You’re Joel?" Molly tore her gaze away to watch her foe. The weight of the water and its swirling force kept Kashvi in check and threatened to drown her, but Molly felt the sorceress struggle. She risked another downward glance. Runes and patterns etched into the tiles of the tub marked the real strength of Joel’s prison. That was always bound to be part of the job. "We’re here to get you out."

Swords clashed outside the alcove. Sierra parried and ducked swift attacks from Abdel. She held her own, but gained no ground. The situation looked worse when Molly remembered all the harm Abdel had already shrugged off. He hopped backward from a quick slash against his gut. The blade cut into his shirt, drawing a red line across his abs, but didn’t slow him down. His scimitar came down in a rush to break Sierra’s attack.

"Sierra?" Molly asked.

"Yeah, help would be good," said Sierra. "Think he got his magic working again."

"More than enough for the three of you," said Abdel.

Molly felt new resistance from her hold on the floating water. Kashvi beckoned to something outside her prison. A closet on the other side of the room rattled in response. "Fuck, she’s still got magic. Zafirah?"

"Happily." Zafirah turned her attention to Abdel and Sierra, but reached out wide to either side well away from their fight. Where at first one closet rattled under Kashvi’s influence, Zafirah’s power shook every gold fixture and artfully hidden drawer in the chamber.

Abdel forced Sierra’s guard up, opening her to a powerful kick that knocked her against a wall. He pressed in to finish her off—and then the room imploded.

Every bottle, towel, tool, and loose object in the chamber flew at Abdel with dangerous force. He could easily dodge an incoming attack or endure a minor blow. An entire swarm was another matter. Thirty-two ounces of conditioner in hard plastic slammed into his groin. The best handheld hair dryer on the global market broke in half against his knee. Terrycloth caught around his head and his sword hand. The bottle of massage oil broke against his elbow, but its contents did perhaps the gravest damage of all when he slipped on the mess.

Abdel halted his collapse with a painful fall onto one knee. He waved his blade to ward off an attack, but his blind spin left him turned in the wrong direction for defense. Sierra hacked into his arm with one blade and the side of his neck with the other. Abdel screamed. She tugged both swords free again, winding up for a finishing stroke.

One last dark form flew out of a closet, far larger and completely separate from all the objects strewn across the floor and blasting straight through Zafirah. Metal flashed from the shadow in a rush at Sierra, prompting her to parry and counter. She deflected with one sword, stabbed with the other, all while stepping aside. It wasn’t enough to ward him off. He accepted the wakizashi in his gut as if it were no threat. Though she’d deflected his sword, the attacker’s other hand caught her coat.

Tearing her blade free didn’t stop him, either. She caught a glimpse of a familiar face twisted in rage before his teeth bit at the collarbone exposed by his grip on her clothes. Sierra cried out and kicked him back, leaving her bleeding and hurt. His strength was unnatural. The kick bought her only a little space.

His eyes were hungry, frantic, and pitch black.Stitches stood out on his skin. An abundance of Dior couldn’t cover the scent of decay. "He’s very angry with you!" Jasper hissed.

Freed from Sierra’s lethal hold, Abdel sank forward with one hand on the floor. Bleeding and coughing didn’t take him out of the fight. He crossed the middle and ring fingers of his right hand, reached out with the rest spread, and rasped out some ancient word at Molly.

Pain flared across her head, blurring her vision and her balance like a full-blown migraine. Wobbling legs left her leaning against the wall of the alcove. She couldn’t imagine how much worse it would be without her daily wards to defend her mind. The agony passed with her next breath, but Abdel’s hex went further than inflicting harm. A torrent of water splashed all around with the break of her concentration.

Vertigo slowed her reactions. Molly fought through sluggish muscles and nerves with sheer willpower, dragging her head up to face Kashvi. An inky, dark mist spilled off the sorceress, forming a shadowy aura of tendrils and spikes. The darkest of it coalesced around her hand, pulled back and raised for a strike.

Raised arms could only blunt the impact. The shadows passed through Molly’s wrists just like the rest of her, tearing clothing and skin. Blisters and burns erupted all across her face and upper body. Whatever strength she had evaporated. Her voice stolen by horrific pain, Molly crumbled to the floor at the edge of Joel’s prison.

Zafirah missed the turn of fortunes in the alcove. Across the room, Sierra held off further wild attacks from Jasper with desperate strength and footwork. The jinn recognized his fearless aggression and his distinct stench. "He’s been taken by a ghul," she warned. "His body is already dead."

"Great!" Sierra barked. That blade came down at her face again. She caught it by crossing her swords against his wrist, cutting deep but doing seemingly little harm. He didn’t even bleed. A swift kick to his knee robbed him of the rest of his momentum. The break only gave her time to extricate her swords before he was up again. "What do I do with that?"

"Keep a clear line of fire." Zafirah produced another ball of flame in one hand.

"Bitch, don’t you dare," Jasper protested. "I just got in here!"

"She will not," said Kashvi. Zafirah whipped around to throw her flame, recognizing the new threat. Kashvi leaped forward with a sharp and skillful kick to the gut. She pressed her attack, forcing Zafirah to duck a broad slashing blow made much more dangerous by the spiky black mist surrounding her arms.

Further dodging gave Zafirah a look at the dangerous shift of the battle. Molly laid along the edge of the hot tub in a bloody mess. Abdel held his wounded neck with the faint green glow of magic at his fingertips, sure to heal himself and fight on. Sierra barely held off the ghul. Kashvi fought with skill, but her shadows evidenced far more dangerous power.

After a couple of narrowly-avoided attacks, the sorceress straightened with a grin. Time was on her side. "You show ability, but not instinct," said Kashvi. "Magic, but little of use in a fight. You are no warrior."

"I am so many other things." Zafirah anticipated the next attack, sensing the misdirection in Kashvi’s words. A warrior would attack physically. Instead, Kashvi lashed out with her magic, standing still while shapeless shadows thrust and swept out of her aura. Zafirah bowed and spun to her left—and then vanished from sight altogether.

Kashvi scowled. Rather than taking a defensive stance, she made slashing gestures with both hands. Her shadows burst in every direction, thinning out further from her body except at one side—where they burned out upon touching the jinn, revealing her crouched in plain sight once again. "Was that supposed to be clever?" she asked.

"Efficient," said Zafirah. "What does it cost you to summon up such power?"

The seething glare in Kashvi’s eyes answered the question. So did the crescent kick Kashvi threw instead of employing more magic. Her shin slammed into Zafirah’s side, but Kashvi pulled her leg back again with a hiss. Her skin trailed faint wisps of smoke instead of shadow.

With a flourish of both hands, Kashvi produced twin curved daggers from seemingly nowhere. "Your flames will not save you."

"Shall we see?" asked Zafirah.

Clanging blades off to one side drew glances from both, but the noise was only the continued fight between Sierra and Jasper. The look also revealed Abdel rising from the floor. "Yes," he said through ragged breath. "Let’s."

Behind Abdel, Jasper had Sierra cornered against the massage table. He came at her with another skillful flourish of his blade and the characteristic fearlessness of a ghul. Sierra feinted, sidestepped, and tripped him all in one graceful turn. She sprang back as he blundered through the massage table, her swords held out wide as if for balance—and hacked into the side of Abdel’s neck from behind.

Blood flew. His eyes snapped wide with shock. Abdel sank back to his knees once more, hands clutching at his wound. Almost as an afterthought, Sierra tugged her blade free and dove back into the fight with Jasper.

Zafirah knew better than to allow for distraction. So did Kashvi. The jinn danced and dodged to avoid blades wielded with countless lifetimes of martial skill and experience. She couldn’t count on more help from Sierra, and feared the worst for her only other friend in the room.

Molly stayed where she fell beside the edge of the tub in the alcove. Every tiny motion, every cough, every wheezing breath hurt. Droplets of blood appeared on the tiles by her mouth each time she exhaled. More blood pooled beneath her. She tried to work a healing spell, but couldn’t finish the words before another painful cough wracked her body.

"Try again," said a voice beside her. "You’re strong. You’re loved. Try again. Hold on."

"Not… gonna work," she coughed.

"You have to try," the angel pleaded. "Don’t die for me."

"Okay," Molly croaked, but it didn’t change her predicament. This was about magic and the spells she could manage. He didn’t understand. She didn’t feel like arguing.

Raw and bleeding skin felt even worse when brushed against denim, but Molly pushed a hand into her pocket for one more trick. She winced and hissed as she pulled it out again, focusing on the words. The healing spell was hard, but these words were easy enough to cough out: one in Hebrew, one in Latin, one in Greek. Trembling fingers dropped a small, ordinary key over the edge of the tub.

Metallic notes followed. The key rattled at the bottom of the tub, high-pitched and sharp. Locks and fasteners snapped free with lower and deeper notes. The sounds all drowned under the loud rush of loose chains falling onto the tile.

"No!" Kashvi stepped back from Zafirah, gathering her power in a panic. She lashed out in every direction with another blast of shadows. The wash of pain and kinetic power took Zafirah off her feet. Kashvi rushed to the alcove. "You stupid witch, no!"

"Petty witch," Molly corrected.

Zafirah hurled another ball of flame before she made it off the floor. It only fizzled against her target’s aura of shadows. That same aura darkened and lengthened around Kashvi’s arm, extending as a long and barbed weapon once more. She whipped it down at Molly with a shriek of rage.

Her weapon of shadow evaporated against a burning blade extended through the alcove wall. Kashvi jerked back and away when the blade of fire swept up and at her head. Bright white light pushed through the wall as its source stepped between Kashvi and Molly. The touch of flame caught on Kashvi’s shadows, burning away the aura surrounding the sorceress. She retreated from the light as her defense vanished.

Rachel glared at the sorceress with feverish eyes. Her left hand gripped her abdomen in a show of her continued pain, but her white dress bore none of the blood or dark, corrupting stains from the night before. Recovered or not, the angel held her blade steadily. "Z, can you shit-can that ghul?" Her voice was raw, but not shaken. "Three thousand years of fuckery just caught up with this asshat."

"Certainly," Zafirah replied, and then hurled another ball of flame at Kashvi. This time, their enemy shrieked and twisted away with the hiss of smoldering fabric and flesh. Rachel scowled. Zafirah shrugged. "I thought that was misdirection."

"Do I look like I’m up for being fuckin’ clever right now?"

"Dying here," coughed Molly.

Zafirah darted across the chamber, passing Abdel as he rose from the floor with his latest neck injury barely mended. He snatched his sword off the floor, but not fast enough to deter the slap of her hand as she went by. Sparks flared with the clap of her hand against his face. Abdel went down screaming once again.

The ghul in Jasper’s body pressed on against Sierra, hacking away a parry but stumbling on the follow-through. She spun away and slashed through his back. It wasn’t deep enough. "I’m getting the hang of this body," rasped the ghul. "And when I do—"

"You will not," said Zafirah. A chance to catch her breath and focus her magic was all she needed. The fallen massage table creaked and groaned, then flew up to pin the ghul against the wall. Her muscles tensed with the effort of will, but she held Jasper’s animated body in place.

Sierra had far less trouble against an immobilized opponent. She ducked his next wild slash and hacked into his upper arm. "If I can go for his neck…" Sierra grunted.

"This ghul is powerful, and invested with magic by his summoners." Zafirah grasped his head. Faint tongues of flame flickered beneath her hands. "Release him," she demanded.

"Aw, I never get one this fresh!" the ghul protested.

"Release him," Zafirah repeated.

"But he’s got mad skills!" His eyes rolled back. More flickers of flame appeared, this time in his mouth. Protest fell into whining. "He’s totally shredded."

"Do not make me tell you a third time."

With a final pout, Jasper’s body went limp between the wall and the massage table. Zafirah stepped back, allowing corpse and table to fall to the floor.

Kashvi conjured up another dagger with a flourish of magic. A familiar white glow consumed the blade. She held it out pointed at Rachel, wheeling around her to a more favorable side. "I know your weaknesses, angel," she warned with ragged breath. "I know what your kind can do and what you cannot. And I know you are still wounded."

"I know you’re trying to fuck off out of here through the door." Rachel stepped away from the alcove to block the exit. "You can’t shovel enough bullshit to fill the hole you’ve dug."

Kashvi feinted right. Her real attack came as a streak of lightning from her left hand. Rachel expected the one, but her reaction to the other did little good. She couldn’t exactly deflect a bolt of electricity. The crackle of energy singed the loose sleeve of her dress and her shoulder.

One successful attack opened the path for another. An artful crescent kick landed a solid blow on Rachel’s hand at her abdomen. The pain drove her back more than the impact. Kashvi cared only for the space it bought. Her glowing dagger swept in at Rachel’s face, compelling yet another step back. She knew a counter would come from that flaming blade and slashed again to force a parry.

Instead, Rachel kicked straight up into Kashvi’s groin. The hit took Kashvi off her feet and slammed her hard into the ceiling. Plastic shattered and sparks flew with the demise of a ceiling lamp. Gravity pulled Kashvi back down again with much the same lack of grace.

Rachel ran Kashvi through with her burning blade before allowing even a second to recover. Kashvi shuddered but did not scream. Her body charred over in the blink of an eye. The worst of it seemed to happen beneath the surface, but even that passed quickly. The sorceress crumbled to ashes as if hollow inside.

For once, Rachel spared no time for a victory note. Her blade vanished. She turned to the alcove. "Molly, don’t you die on—!" She stopped short.

Molly laid in shredded clothes atop tiles stained with too much blood. Her head was cradled in the hands of a scarred, emaciated man wearing little more than old boxers. The remnants of his torn and tortured wings curled around her. Tears fell from his bearded face.

"Help her," he pleaded. "I’m not strong enough."

"No, no, you’ve got this," Rachel assured him. She knelt in front of Molly, resting her hands on her friend’s chest. Her head bowed in prayer and concentration. Someone else crouched at her side a moment later. Rachel didn’t need to look. Zafirah added healing spells to Rachel’s divine energy and hope.

"She gave her last to free me," said Joel.

"Not her last," Rachel countered. "No fucking way. Don’t say that kinda shit. She didn’t give up on you."

"Hey, give him a break," whispered Molly. "He’s had a rough time."

"Oh, thank fucking God," Rachel sighed.

"Also get him a towel. Maybe some pants?" Molly added.

"She’s okay?" asked Sierra. "You’ve healed her?"

"I don’t feel healed," said Molly.

"That’s ‘cause you got fucked up hard," said Rachel. "We’re working on it. We’ve got you."

"Rachel," said Zafirah. "Molly survives. I can take her. Wade was shot. He is back that way with Taylor. Alex and Lorelei went up above."

"Shit." Rachel kissed Molly’s forehead and stood. "Joel, we’ll talk. I’ve got the others."

"Go," he told her. Rachel didn’t need to be urged again. She darted back toward Wade and Taylor, vanishing through the far wall of the salon.

Another casting of Zafirah’s spell closed up another wound. Molly had many, but after Rachel worked her miracles the worst dangers were resolved. Joel’s touch kept her stable. Behind her, the click and slide of a pistol assured her of Sierra’s presence. That led Zafirah to matters outside the shattered room—several other matters. "Sierra. Drew may still need help. If not him, there are the others."

"Yeah. Yeah, you’ve got this?" Sierra huffed.

"I do. Go."

Sierra darted out of the salon. Zafirah remained in the wrecked alcove with Joel and Molly. She recited the spell again, slowly mending another injury.

"You’re a witch," Joel said to their patient.

"Sure am," whispered Molly.

"You… you love her."

"Sure do."

"She came for you on behalf of her lover," said Zafirah, "and because it was right."

He nodded. "She did. And you? You’re a jinn?"

"Yes." Zafirah switched to Arabic. "I am also here because it is right…but I must ask a favor of you in return."





Chapter Twenty-Six:
Cutting Free

Hiding in the middle of a sorcerous gunfight didn’t come easily to Onyx. She felt the urge to find cover and avoid harm, of course. Stronger urges tended toward pitching in to help. If anyone died from an attack she could have blocked or prevented… Don’t go down that road, she thought. Amid the opening shots of the fight, Onyx ducked behind the couch closest to the spiral stairs and waited for the storm to pass. You’ve got your own job to do.

The others had pushed through: Zafirah, who brought them here. Drew and Taylor and Wade, who came out of friendship and loyalty, no matter whatever else they said about how the threat affected them. Sierra, the only ordinary mortal who really seemed to belong in this mess. Katerina, whom they’d only just met and who surely had reasonable second thoughts about all this. Molly, blazing the way ahead with sharp winds and deadly glass.

Molly.

The "low profile" spell hadn’t worked on Molly. Everyone had plenty of reason to focus on the path ahead, but Molly still cast a backward glance before she left the room. They were too close to fall for a simple spell of misdirection. Molly knew where Onyx was and what she planned. She knew.

The spiral staircase was nothing but rails and steps, providing no cover or concealment. It stood in clear view of the broad central passageway with its goons and their guns. Onyx had good reason to stay put and wait for her moment. She could hear the thump and shout of fighting up above by the time that moment came, too. Alex and Lorelei hadn’t wasted time.

She waited for the fight to push deeper into the ship. All the noises meant her friends were still alive and fighting. She waited until three seconds after the last stray shot struck anything in the lounge. With that small assurance, she darted for the spiral steps and hurried upward.

The cacophony of fighting flowed back down the passage in her wake. She thought she heard Drew’s voice and some bestial growl. She wanted to help, but she had her own role in this. They all agreed. She wished him luck and pushed on.

Her senses stayed sharp even with all the chaos. After her first big fight, Onyx made a point of finding a spell to protect her hearing and sight. Distinct voices and bumps along the next deck warned her of only a few combatants. She didn’t find any goons with guns at the top of the steps. That made sense. It was nice up here.

Teheret preferred to keep her servants out of her living space unless they were necessary. The vague memory made Onyx wonder how many of those "servants" were all that willing or loyal at all in ancient days. All the fighting suggested a far different relationship now. Besides, Lorelei had warned everyone the family wouldn’t risk bringing along the sort of people who might still be watched over by the angels. Times had changed.

"Come on," hissed a man’s voice. "I’m so sick of being treated like this!"

Onyx flattened herself into the nearest doorway. Times changed, but apparently some things stayed the same from one life to the next.

"Where are we going? The stairs are right there," said a woman.

"I’m not going into a fight without my sword or my wand." He appeared from the upper lounge, where she could guess who fought Alex and Lorelei. She could guess who this was, too. Malike’s complaints and the bikini-clad woman in tow gave it away. He didn’t look the same, but the behavior fit. The woman had to be Leanne.

They strode past without noticing her. Malike turned into the room directly across from the bare shelter of her doorway without a second glance. Leanne stood in front of Onyx with her back turned. As long as Onyx didn’t move, she’d likely go unnoticed…but then her friends would have to deal with these two.

Still damp from a wet and chaotic arrival, her fingers found the little bag of ground black pepper and poppy seed in her pocket. She only needed the little bit that stuck to her fingertips to touch against her tongue. The last time she cast this spell of confusion, she needed her wand and a minute to build up the power. She was stronger now. Her target was closer.

Onyx mouthed out words of confusion in complete silence. The demon within arm’s reach never noticed.

"Shouldn’t we help your parents?" asked Leanne.

"You heard them," came Malike’s curt answer. "They said to go help below."

"Help how?"

"Fighting, obviously!"

"I think you’re overestimating my abilities." Leanne scratched her head. "I’m really not that kind of demon."

"You’re the kind who can hold up to bullets, aren’t you?"

Onyx blinked. So did Leanne, who gave voice to the same thought: "You’re going to use me as a bullet shield?"

"You are a petty demon bound to my will and you will do as I say!" Malike snapped. He reemerged from the cabin with a sword belted to his back. "Come on!"

"Okay, okay." Leanne turned to the spiral steps.

"Not that way. We’d be exposed," Malike corrected. He hustled down the passage toward the front of the boat. "This way."

"…are you sure?" Leanne hesitated.

It had to be good enough. Onyx couldn’t let Malike add to her friends’ troubles. Stepping out of her narrow shelter, Onyx pointed her ebony wand at his head. She’d cast this spell only once before, but it had brought down the leader of the Brotherhood of Apollo. Onyx reached out with cold resolve toward Malike’s mind.

He dropped to his knees with a scream of pain. Malike didn’t collapse or pass out, let alone fall victim to the spell’s fatal outcome. Onyx could feel the wards around his mind. She hurt him badly, but couldn’t push past his defenses. She couldn’t let go of her spell without freeing him to retaliate, either. This was a mistake.

She didn’t come up with a new plan in time to salvage the moment. A confused Leanne stood over him for only the space of a breath, perhaps two, but then the clouds cleared in her mind. Leanne rushed at Onyx, grabbing her wrist and twisting it to turn her wand away. The demon’s other hand snatched her throat. Leanne was much stronger than she looked.

"Wait," Malike groaned. "Hold her." He picked himself up off the floor, shaking his head. "Is that…? Heh. It’s you."

"Who is she?" asked Leanne.

"Always with the same magic. Always with the same look. Even when you’re a man, you fit the same color palate." After a couple wobbly steps, Malike found his footing again. "Wherever you’re born, to whichever people, you’re always this. Dark hair and dark clothes. Always with the mind magic." He tapped his head. "I catch on after a while, you know. You underestimate me just like everyone else, little sister."

Onyx couldn’t bend her wand under Leanne’s grip. Her other hand was free. Apparently, Leanne wasn’t afraid of her going for a weapon. "Took you long enough to learn a mental ward," said Onyx.

"And you have learned nothing since last we met, have you?"

"Oh, I pick stuff up. A few months ago, I read up on how to break a demon binding."

All she needed was a symbolic break in a circle. Her little hoop earring worked just fine, and it came off easily enough. Onyx stomped on it with a heavy boot. The rest came down to focus and willpower.

Her captor twitched, but her grip loosened only by a fraction. Onyx turned her head. "Am I really your problem here?"

"No." Leanne turned her attention to Malike. "You were going to use me as a bullet shield."

He stepped back. "Wait."

"No." Her grip loosened. "No, I think I’ve waited long enough."

"Don’t do it," Malike warned. He jerked the gun from his holster. "Don’t do it!"

Leanne’s features turned from sexy blonde to crimson demon in the blink of an eye. Her tail slashed the gun from his hand and drew blood with its barbed tip while she was at it. Malike retreated, reaching for his sword. Leanne pounced. They tumbled down the hallway, screaming and shouting as they knocked one another against the walls and crashed through decorations.

"Have fun with that," Onyx muttered. She turned back the way Malike and Leanne came, heading aft where glass doors and the backside of a bar separated the lounge from the passageway. A couple of bullet holes marred the glass partitions, but that didn’t worry her as much as the relative silence within. Noises from the continuing battles on the deck below made a bigger racket, to say nothing of the tussling pair down the hall.

The glass door wouldn’t make noise or draw attention. She didn’t bother renewing her spells of stealth and misdirection. Chances were good she would need all possible strength for what lay ahead. 


* * *


God damn it. I almost had my sword, thought Alex. The fingers of his right hand still touched the collar of his leather jacket, where sorcery and a little clever tailoring hid his blade. Gerhardt, on the other hand, had his curved sword drawn and held at Alex already. That wasn’t even his biggest worry.

Lorelei pushed against some magical barrier, marked out by red and purple hues in the air around her and a series of glowing runes at her feet. He could hear grunts of pain in her breath. Though within arm’s reach of Lorelei, Teheret showed no sign of concern for an attack. Instead of watching Lorelei, she watched Alex. So did Gerhardt.

They know I’m about to pull a weapon. He held his pose. "Don’t hurt her," he said.

"Such a compelling argument," said Teheret.

"What, you want a monologue? We’ve been fighting here." Alex kept his right hand in place, high and behind his neck where it could threaten and distract. His left stayed low and moved with care.

On the deck outside the lounge, Roman collected himself with a groan. Faint smoke trailed off his enlarged body and ruined clothes. Presenting a much closer danger, Gerhardt lifted his blade to Alex’s chin. "You were so much wittier last night," said the patriarch.

"You wanted to kill him. Get it over with," said Teheret.

"No! Let me do it." Roman, stomped back into the lounge. His eyes turned to Lorelei. It wasn’t hard to guess his motivation. "Give him to me."

"She’s really not into the ‘beat up the boyfriend’ approach," said Alex. "It’s been done."

"We don’t know what’s going on here," said Gerhardt. "He didn’t come alone. He could be of value to us."

"Oh, for—this idiot is mortal muscle," Teheret snapped. "He’s not even a Practitioner! He’s not important here."

"She’s right," Alex agreed. "I can’t work magic. In fact, my best defense against magic is this plain old iron nail I keep in my pocket." The nail was in his left hand now. He flicked it to the one person in the room he couldn’t fool for a second.

Lorelei’s hand closed around the gift the instant it crossed the barrier. Teheret turned in time to catch Lorelei’s fist with her cheek.

The distraction let Alex twist away from the upward jerk of Gerhardt’s blade. He caught Gerhardt’s wrist with his open hand, twisting and extending it. In a single motion, Alex tore his gladius from its hidden back scabbard to bring it down on his enemy’s elbow. He’d ended many fights with this same move in a life long ago. It saved him more than once in this life, too.

Chain mail and sorcery saved Gerhardt’s arm. Gerhardt rammed his free hand up into Alex. Buckled by the blow, Alex couldn’t keep Gerhardt from catching his belt and flinging him halfway across the lounge.

Lorelei couldn’t do much to help. The nail in her hand wasn’t enough to negate her prison, but it mitigated the pain. With Teheret knocked away, she whirled to face Roman’s inevitable reaction. The ward had no effect on him. He reached through the barrier with inhumanly large hands. Lorelei clawed at one leather-thick wrist and wrapped her tail around his other arm, digging the barbed end into his skin.

Though painful, Lorelei’s ploy worked. In his struggle to hurt her, Roman wrenched Lorelei out of the ward. Sorcerous agony tore through her body, drawing a high-pitched growl from her throat. Even with the nail to undercut its power, the ward inflicted greater harm than Roman smashing her into a fallen barstool.

The remaining enemy in the room got back to her feet, tenderly checking her cheek to ensure it wasn’t fractured. Teheret looked upon the resumption of battle with open irritation. Her eyes fell upon a dark weapon on the floor that offered a simple solution. She snatched up the .45 and trained the weapon on Alex. It wasn’t long before he opened up a little space between himself and Gerhardt with another kick.

"Enough of this," said Teheret—and promptly turned the pistol into Roman’s back as she fired off the last two bullets. Roman jerked upright with a roar of pain. Lorelei capitalized on the opening, kicking him in the groin and then slashing through the same spot with her talons. He covered himself with his thick arms and staggered back.

Teheret blinked at the smoking pistol in her hand. She certainly didn’t shoot her son of her own volition. The weapon bore no runes, nor any other sign of enchantment. Her eyes swept the room for some other explanation and promptly found it lurking at the side of the bar.

"Didn’t think that one would work on you," said Onyx. She kept her wand pointed at Teheret. "Figured your wards would be at least as good as Malike’s."

"You’re here," said Teheret. "You’ve stopped running."

"Bitch, I only ran ‘cause you run with a whole mob." Thumps and loud grunts punctuated the blows Alex landed on Gerhardt’s face with the hilt of his blade. Lorelei spun around Roman’s next lunge, raking his side with her claws. Onyx nodded to the chaos. "I stopped because I found one of my own."

"You will not talk that way to me." Teheret’s hands snapped out, hurling shards of ice conjured from thin air. Onyx flicked her wand up to pull the shards in like a magnet. White missiles shattered on contact with jet black wood. Undeterred, Teheret launched another attack before the clouds of frost fell. A palpable but invisible force closed in all around Onyx, threatening to immobilize her until her defensive spell swept the energy into her wand like the frost shards before it.

Tremors of sorcerous power shook the wand, and by proxy left her arm vibrating. The spell did its work. Onyx held on. "Is that all you’ve got?"

"It is already more power than you can control," said Teheret. "If you had stayed with us, you would be stronger than this."

"You mean I could’ve been another megabitch on a megayacht?"

"Childish insults mean nothing to me, daughter."

"That’s not what your aura says," said Onyx. "I’m not your daughter. I’m someone who sees through your bullshit. You’re scared. Like you should be."

Crashes and curses continued across the lounge. Teheret’s eyes narrowed. "And you’re playing for time. Hoping one of your friends will come to your aid, hm? You’ve learned magic to defend yourself, but you’re still no warrior."

Physicality preceded magic this time, but magic remained the real threat. Onyx couldn’t dodge the high kick that came for her wand, but she could predict it. The energy bound up in the ebony made for a frightening burst of flame when Teheret’s foot made contact.

Fire and heat washed over them both. Onyx risked no harm from her own spell. Her only pain came from the kick that sent her wand flying. Teheret turned from the worst of it with her hand up over her face, but the bright flash left her singed and momentarily blinded. She spun and kicked again to open up defensive space while she was disoriented. It didn’t save her from the kick of a heavy Doc Martens boot against her side. Momentum and debris on the floor sent Teheret to her knees.

The loss of her wand left Onyx without her best tool, but she could cast without it. She didn’t have much choice. The blast and the kick only bought her a breath. Teheret whirled back with murder in her eyes and in her aura. Onyx reached for that aura with her hands and her mind, focusing every bit of rage and cold contempt she could muster.

Teheret shuddered and spasmed with pain. Blood dripped from her nose. She crumpled to her hands and knees, but her conscious mind was the real target. Once again, Onyx sensed a ward blunting the strength of her spell. This ward was more casual than Malike’s, but the will behind that ward was stronger than his.

Wounded and distressed, Teheret lashed out with raw magical force in an arc that shattered every bit of glass and finery in its wake. Onyx bore the worst of it, knocked from her feet with an impact spreading from head to toe.

She nearly blacked out. Onyx knew what a broken bone felt like. This felt like thirty, maybe more…until a single hand on her shoulder made it all go away.

"Vicious brat." Teheret pushed herself to her feet. "I gave you power. I gave you life. You had to throw it all away and leave us scattered for centuries. Millenia! All for your precious soft heart and—no," she gasped.

"You’ve hurt her enough," said Joel. He crouched over Onyx, still dripping wet and covered with scars. His trembling hand made her feel better. The angel rose along with Teheret to stare her down with defiant eyes. "You’ve hurt far too many people over far too many lives."

"No, no!" Teheret lashed out with raw force again, battering Joel at a distance and pushing the emaciated angel back. "Gerhardt! Roman! He’s free! Help me!"

Onyx went from relief back to aching pain at the loss of his touch. It was a far better state than crippling injury. She rolled onto her side, unsure if she could muster another spell in this state. Teheret brushed past with another wave of invisible force against the wounded angel, driving him back into the little entryway behind the bar.

Perhaps Onyx couldn’t work magic. She couldn’t stay here on the floor, either. Onyx got to her hands and knees. A fumbling hand found its way into her coat pocket, where Onyx wrapped her fingers around one last ditch option.

"You are a slave," Teheret all but whipped him with invisible kinetic power. She didn’t need to touch him to drive him to one knee. Skin opened up across his shoulder with the impact, red with blood. "You serve me! You belong to me!"

"I was a prisoner," Joel coughed. He blocked the next lash with his forearm, enduring the pain through sheer resolve. "No longer."

"Silence! I didn’t give you permission to speak!" Teheret raised her hand to bring the unseen lash down again, but something flashed behind her head first—something bright and firm.

Brass knuckles drove into the back of Teheret’s head with everything Onyx had left. Reeling, Teheret fell to one knee and turned halfway around to face her attacker. The knuckles fell from their owner, flashing engraved letters: "Love, Molly."

Teheret reached up with another spell. Onyx delivered hers first. She caught hold of Teheret’s head and her soul with both hands, focused all of her rage, and screamed.

This time, mental wards and ancient willpower weren’t enough. Teheret screamed back. Blood erupted from her ears. She went limp and fell lifeless to the floor.

Onyx staggered back, bumping into the side of the bar. Her breath shook. Teheret’s scream held on in her mind. As written, the spell inflicted pain and disorientation, leaving something akin to a migraine at worst. With such talent for auras and perceiving subtle details, Onyx could make the spell far deadlier. It was even easy for her.

She couldn’t block out the final thoughts or emotions of her target.

A hand found hers. The scream fell away in her mind. She felt less alone, and less hurt.

"Joel?" she asked.

He nodded. "Yes. You came for me. You remembered."

"The others? Molly?"

"They’re alive."

Her next breath came out in a sob. "I didn’t remember. I couldn’t until now." Tears streamed from her face. "I couldn’t do this alone."

"You did everything right."

"But you…it was so long."

"I was supposed to keep you safe," said Joel. "Now I know those years were not wasted."


* * *


The gun hadn’t worked. The sword only helped him hold the line. With a blade in hand to match his opponent’s, Alex could parry and counter and threaten, but he couldn’t get through the chain mail. Gerhardt was larger, stronger, and every bit as skilled—and no longer underestimated his opponent. Alex wondered how hard it would be to find some grenades for this fiasco. Or maybe a tank. Part of him missed driving a tank.

"Not as good with a blade, are you?" Gerhardt pressed his defenses, forcing parry after parry. A swipe to the left lured Alex into a turn, which Gerhardt exploited with a punch in his already bruised side. Alex parried the follow-through, but had to give ground to do it. "Was it the reach of the spear that made you braver? Or was it the shield?"

Kinda did like having a shield for once, Alex thought, but he didn’t tell Gerhardt that.

The asshole was fancy, too. He came in with a high downward slash and an added spin. Alex got out of the way, but the flourish and dazzle made Gerhardt harder to predict and counter. In all his lives, Alex never learned the fancy shit.

God, even swordfights are all about class disparity. "You’re the one all bundled up in metal," he huffed. "How much of this fight is magic?"

"I told you before, a warrior fights with every talent and every advantage."

Alex timed a feint perfectly, going straight on and then to the right, luring Gerhardt closer to the other combatants passing by to the left. Roman struggled to snatch Lorelei with his enlarged hands, unready for Alex when he swept by with a low cut along Roman’s thigh. The bigger man jerked back and covered up as Lorelei exploited the gap with wicked talons. Her tail whipped over her lover to catch Gerhardt’s head, one barb hooking the side to leave a nasty gash.

"Thank you," called Alex. He stayed low and swung lower. The move took him away from the blade that swung for his face. His strike caught Gerhardt’s shoe. Alex should have hacked halfway through his enemy’s foot, but the effort won little more than a soft flash of magical white light and another grunt of pain.

It was what Alex feared. The chain mail wasn’t Gerhardt’s only defense. Retaliation came in another sword stroke too broad to dodge, forcing Alex to block hard. His blade bounced and reversed, slashing at the leg for one more try. He made contact but still drew nothing. Lorelei’s tail had pierced magic that his sword could not.

Behind them, Lorelei spun out of Roman’s path and let him crash into the bar. Another rake of her talons across Roman’s face left him distracted and stunned. Lorelei darted back toward her lover. "We’ll finish him together," she urged.

The plan made sense. Alex slashed again to press the advantage.

Gerhardt leaped backward and slapped his free hand against the hilt of his blade, shouting out a single accented word: "Grom!" Thunder boomed across the lounge from his hands. The blast of raw force knocked Alex and Lorelei to the floor, blowing out every window and throwing debris against the walls. "Enough!"

Roman pushed himself off the ruined bar. Like his father, he brought one hand to his head and murmured the words of a healing spell to stop the bleeding. Alex rolled off his back. His hand found Lorelei’s shoulder as she touched his leg with the same instinct. They didn’t need the heavy, hulking footsteps of Roman to spur them up, but it helped.

"Enough of this," Gerhardt fumed. "Enough brawling, enough banter." A flourish of his open hand summoned up a bright blue aura of flame. He opened his mouth to say more, but the crash of a flying bottle of vodka against his burning hand cut him off. His eyes snapped to the bar at the front of the lounge.

"I’ve had enough of this," screeched a mocking new voice. Rachel stood by the ruined bar, flipping a bottle of rum in her left hand. "Such a manly man. The second shit turns against you, it’s time for a big, loud tantrum. Whining fuck."

"You lived," Gerhardt seethed.

"Yeah I lived, motherfucker. And I came back to—" Bright light flashed in Gerhardt’s hand, swiftly launched at Rachel as another spear. She reacted with a broad swipe of flame, calling her sword into service in the same blink of an eye to deflect the missile. "Oh, how you like that, shitclown? You think you’re gonna catch me twice with your magic twinklefuck knife-on-a-stick trash?"

Then her eyes turned involuntarily to the flickering, sputtering flame of her blade as it died out. "Aw, shit."

Standing in the middle of the room, Roman chose his target quickly. Lorelei and Alex weren’t yet on their feet. "Finish them fast!" he roared to his father, and turned into a full charge at Rachel. She beckoned him on with a gesture, but shouted words of magic altered the dynamic in the last second. Rachel met his charge with a fist. She still wound up going through the bar the hard way and taking Roman with her. The front counter collapsed under the pair while the taller back shelf came down on top of them.

"Alex," Lorelei began.

He met another powerful sweep of Gerhardt’s sword with a parry. "Help Rachel," he barked. "I’ve got this guy!"

She didn’t argue. Talons dug into the deck to launch her across the lounge. The bar shelf already shifted violently on top of the two combatants. Rapid, heavy body blows pushed Roman up and off Rachel, though he slammed an elbow down on her face to break her assault. Lorelei knew Rachel’s strength, but she also knew his. She had faith in the angel’s eventual victory. She wasn’t willing to gamble with time.

His huge hand stopped a swift and furious foot coming up at his crotch. "You think I wouldn’t expect that?" Roman growled—and then howled as Lorelei hooked her talons under his groin and tore them back out again. He turned back at her with a heavy, swatting fist, but caught empty air for his trouble.

Rachel surged up with a punch at the same target. This time, she knocked Roman off her and the pile of debris entirely. He caught himself before he fell over and kicked his side of the debris pile over onto Rachel. "Fuckin’ garbage tactics," Rachel complained, irritably shoving herself free.

Roman caught Lorelei’s hand as she slashed at him with her talons again. "Which of you serves the other?" he growled. "What do you want? We can make a deal!"

"You would make a deal with a demon?" asked Lorelei.

"We have before," said Roman.

"Then let’s skip to the inevitable end." Fire streamed from her lips, scorching a face barely healed from his previous burns. She couldn’t muster a burst of her full power, but the flames hit with effects besides the physical. Roman threw Lorelei aside with one hand, covering his face on instinct with the other, and left himself open to an attack from below.

Rachel burst through the debris with her hand wrapped around the hilt of a newly burning blade. Like Lorelei’s breath, her sword hadn’t yet recovered to full power. In contrast, her divine weapon still pierced Roman’s hardened flesh. He gasped. Choked. Clutched at his wound and the hand that held the blade. "Aw, fuck off with the drama," Rachel grumbled, and tore the weapon upward on its way out of his body. He collapsed to the floor in a charred heap.

Lorelei turned to her other lover still in the fight. She caught sight of his shape against the bright light of the outer deck. The contest raged on as it had—and then it all went wrong.


* * *


Alex did not, in fact, have this.

He knew it almost as soon as the words left his mouth. Gerhardt rallied for another attack. The bigger man’s bigger blade forced Alex into a big step back. Each read the other’s next moves before they happened: Alex parried the downswing, leaped backward from the next lunge, bumped into the wall with yet another attack coming in. This time, Gerhardt nearly blasted right through his parry.

The wall was no good. Alex pushed forward but got shoved back, winning space only with a twist and an unbalanced rush for open ground. He couldn’t match Gerhardt’s strength. The dude was bigger and heavier and now unhurt. He couldn’t cut or stab or even shoot this guy. Punches and kicks at least did a little good, but he couldn’t win that fight. Whatever harm Alex and Lorelei had inflicted were probably all healed up after that clap of thunder, too.

"Tedious," Gerhardt huffed. With heavy breath, he hissed words Alex couldn’t recognize. The sudden white glow of his enemy’s sword explained everything. It matched the spear that wounded Rachel.

Gerhardt’s labored words explained something else. Magic healed his wounds. It didn’t seem to revive his stamina. Hard fighting in chain mail took a lot out of a guy. Alex remembered it well. He also remembered how long it took his body to get used to fighting in armor.

Six months after the waters of Lethe and remembering all his past lives and their skills, Alex was still getting into the sort of fighting shape of his previous lives. Gerhardt had only been reawakened in this body weeks ago. He was bigger and stronger, but not entirely used to armor. He also had to be in his late thirties, if not his forties. Alex was twenty and lighter…and apart from his past lives, he had talents all his own.

"I don’t know who you are," said Gerhardt, "but I’ve lost interest in finding out." He came at Alex again, blade back and shoulders turned for a broad, level stroke. A parry wouldn’t likely do the job against that glow of magic.

Alex advanced to cut the line of attack short. His gladius came up in one hand to tag Gerhardt on the wrist. The chain mail protected Gerhardt’s skin, but that wasn’t the goal. Momentum counted for more. His counter became a tackle, and the tackle turned into a grapple. He let go of the gladius and held on with everything he had.

Wide, twisting steps did the rest. Gerhardt’s brawn could get rid of Alex and turn this to his advantage, but not without more space. Rather than shoving Alex away all at once, Gerhardt spun and turned with his opponent—right through the windows his spell of thunder had shattered.

Lorelei called out to Alex as he tumbled off the side of the yacht with Gerhardt.

The Pacific welcomed Alex with a sudden, full-body shock. He knew the threat of water this cold. Knowing didn’t undercut the experience. Alex let go of his unwilling companion to push, pull, and kick back to the surface.

The yacht moved away at a steady pace. He couldn’t catch it, but he could stay afloat until the fight was finished one way or another. The cold wouldn’t kill instantly. His leather jacket wasn’t made for swimming and his sneakers could be another problem, but he could shed those. It all had to be better than a steel body stocking.

Gerhardt surprised him one more time when he broke through the surface. His gloved hands no longer held a sword, but that chain mail was still there. Its weight showed in Gerhardt’s every desperate stroke. He flailed for Alex as much as he swam, but now Alex had all the advantages. Splashing water hit Alex in the face with a drawback he didn’t consider at first.

"Oh hey," said Alex. "The ocean’s full of water and salt, isn’t it?"

"Bastard," Gerhardt managed before a ripple filled his mouth. Alex followed it with punches, one across the nose and the other driving right into Gerhardt’s throat. This time he felt the crunch of cartilage and saw no sign of magic.

"Yup. Salt." Alex kicked away before those flailing hands could catch him. Within seconds, they were all he could see of Gerhardt’s desperate attempt to breach the surface.

Red and black movement above those hands brought his attention higher. Lorelei swept in on broad crimson wings to pluck him out of the water with a loud grunt of effort. She wheeled back toward the boat as soon as she had a grip on him. The strain of flight came through in her slim clearance of the waves and in her voice. "What were you thinking?"

"I couldn’t keep up with all the magic. Figured maybe he didn’t swim on varsity."

"Didn’t you tell me you were an alternate?"

"I still made the team," Alex grumbled. He watched for Gerhardt to reemerge through magic or tenacity, but the gloved hands no longer broke the surface. Short, steady waves overtook the disruption left by the yacht’s wake. "What about the big dickbag and the evil mom?"

"Handled," grunted Lorelei. "I slowed the ship while I was on the bridge. There may not be anyone else on board who knows how to control it."

"That sounds like a problem."

"We have greater problems whenever we are apart."

He grinned in spite of their predicament. Lorelei cut the distance to the yacht, but her wings were not made for two. Rachel had worse problems with carrying a mortal burden. Thankfully, the angel appeared with a solution.

"Here, take this." She flew up alongside them to shove a life ring at Alex.

"Thank you," Lorelei sighed.

"Sorry," said Rachel. "Took me for-fucking-ever to find one. I guess they spoil the aesthetics or some shit? Like rich fucks never get drunk and fall overboard?"

Lorelei descended with grace, gliding into the water with her arms around Alex. The line on the life ring went taut quickly. Rachel flew back to the yacht and reeled them in with ease from the demolished sun deck.

"Three seconds, by the way," Rachel began as the soaking wet couple came over the ladder. "Three more seconds and I’d have put my sword all the way up that fucknut’s puckered asshole."

"I didn’t have time to coordinate," Alex managed before Rachel’s lips smashed into his.

As always, her touch chased away his pain. The more she touched, the better he felt. Rachel turned from Alex to give Lorelei the same treatment.

That left him staring at Drew, standing with Katerina amid destroyed furniture. "The fuck was that?" he asked.

"What was what?" replied Alex.

"Did a bad guy pull you overboard or did you pull him?" From his expression, Drew already knew the answer.

"Hey, that was way smarter than it looks. That guy had all kinds of magic bullshit," said Alex.

"Magic bullshit won’t save him from drowning?"

Alex looked back to the waves. "At least I hope it was smarter than it looks."

"Oh, he’s dead," Katerina assured them. "I can see from here, and I can tell." She pointed low at the water, and then lower, and lower. "He’s dead as dead gets. That’s dead as fuck."

Rachel’s casual turn became a double-take. She gestured to Katerina. "Who’s this?"

"Oh! This is Katerina," said Alex. "She’s a new friend. Katerina, Rachel."

"Hi." Katerina’s smile faltered. "Oh god you’re really an angel and I’m something that isn’t supposed to exist, aren’t I?"

The angel’s eyes narrowed. Katerina held her breath. "No," said Rachel. "Don’t go anywhere. We need to talk."

"I’m not sure where I’d go," Katerina mumbled. "I’m on a boat."

"Your boat," said Drew.

Her eyes lit up. "Holy shit it’s my boat."

"Wade and Molly got a little jacked up, but I made sure they’re okay," said Rachel. "Z can take care of the rest from here. I’ve gotta go take care of Joel. I’ll be back as soon as I can."

"We should get the ship under control," Lorelei suggested to Alex.

"Right," he agreed, and looked to Drew. "Can you help the others?"

"Yeah. I’m on it."

They went their separate ways. Katerina moved to follow Alex and Lorelei, but thought better of it and turned after Drew instead. Then she stopped to look around at the sun deck and the lounge. "Aw man, my boat’s a mess."





Chapter Twenty-Seven:
Picking Up the Pieces

"You’re not even mad at me, are you?" Onyx sat on the floor between the demolished bar and a wall that had seen better days. Joel knelt beside her, haggard and scarred but seemingly untroubled in spite of it all.

"No," he said. Aches and bruises vanished at the touch of his hand on her cheek.

"Give it time. It’ll catch up to you."

"Onyx. I am not your father. Your real father," Joel added with a wry grin. "He loves you. His complaints and grumblings are minor. I know that because you know that."

"Yeah." She had to concede that one. Somehow, that’s when the tears welled up in her eyes. "I’m so sorry."

"The girl you once were was not you, and she didn’t know," said Joel. "Even now, you don’t know the extent of the family’s deception. They saw value in her talents and her innocence."

"What talents?" Onyx wiped her eyes. "Like perception? Can’t be that perceptive if she didn’t see these assholes for the monsters they are. If I didn’t see it."

"She was not you," Joel repeated gently. "They were her family. Deception is easier when it leverages one’s loyalty. Lies can go much farther."

"I don’t remember everything," said Onyx. "Bits and pieces. They held you and hurt you for so long and I ran and hid. I feel like… no, I should feel like I’ve been looking for you all my life. Shouldn’t I?"

"You know who you sought out in this life. I am at best a step past that goal." He brushed a damp lock of hair from her face. "I am so happy for you and Molly."

In spite of her tears, Onyx let out a laugh. "Is that a change of subject?"

"Yes and no. The family cursed you, Onyx. They cursed the woman you were. You have seen it in the jumble of your dreams. After their defeat in Egypt, they cursed her to ensure she would find no allies against them. The curse held from one life to the next until someone defied it.

"You sought him out again in this life, but the curse was already broken. You found someone else first. There is nothing wrong with that."

"Why not both?"

He smiled. "Why not both?"

Thumping footsteps on the stairs outside heralded an answer to the question. Molly rushed up with her wand ready and her outfit torn to shreds. Her vigilance turned to relief at the sight of the pair on the floor. She dropped to her knees and threw her arms around Onyx. "Oh my fucking god, I was so worried."

"Hey." Onyx hugged her back. "I’m okay. What happened to you?"

"Some stupid bitch with a spell I don’t know," Molly answered. "Needed Rachel and Zafirah to heal me up enough so I could heal myself. And, um…" She let go, self-consciously looking to Joel. "Are you okay?"

"I will be." His kind smile brightened further. "You freed me before you healed yourself. You were ready for that to be your last breath."

"I hoped it wasn’t. Hey!" Molly protested at a nudge from Onyx.

"Don’t do that," said Onyx. "No heroic sacrifices."

"You told me to get him out! No matter what!"

"Not if you wind up dead."

"He’s an angel. I figured maybe we’d get a miracle." Molly glanced at Joel. "I’m not converting to Christianity, though. Sticking with paganism."

"You don’t have to apologize to me. I’ve been out of touch for the last three thousand years."

"Hey there." Rachel walked across the wrecked lounge with a gentle stride. "I hate to cut this short, but I need to take Joel home. He can’t stay."

"Yes," said Joel. He got to his feet along with Onyx and Molly. "It’s time."

"Will I see you again?" asked Onyx.

"You were never supposed to see me at all. But maybe." He glanced to Rachel. "I suspect much has changed."

"Fuck yeah, it has," Rachel muttered.

Joel sniffed. "Do I smell demon?"

"That would be some of the shit you missed," said Rachel. "She’s cool. Long story."

"Wait, no. Fuck," Onyx spoke up. "I ran into one more in the hall. She, um… kind of helped me? Sort of?"

"Did she have a name?" Rachel asked, her eyes narrowing.

"Yeah, Alex and Lorelei said she was at the party. Leanne?"


* * *


"Bitch, you are wearing a bikini in March. Don’t play like you’re some random bystander."

Leanne dropped her façade of shock and fear, but in light of Taylor’s leveled weapon she kept her hands up anyway. Wade was up off the floor with his assault rifle now, too. The blonde gave each of them an appraising look before she nodded to Taylor. "I saw your double-take. Maybe you like what’s in this bikini? I’m always open to—"

"Not a chance," said Taylor.

"Oh fine." She turned her bedroom eyes on Wade. "What about you?"

"Nope."

"Ugh." Leanne went back to being annoyed. "I don’t want to fight."

"Neither do we," said Wade.

"So how about this?" Leanne kept her hands up as she tilted one to point down the hall. "I’m heading to the garage to take off in a boat or a jet ski or whatever works. No big deal, right? If you let me go, I’ll be no trouble to anyone."

"You ain’t that much trouble now," said Wade.

"I told you the guns don’t scare me, right?"

"And yet here we are," said Taylor.

"If you really want it this way," Leanne sighed.

Wade fired. The shots struck at center mass, knocking Leanne against the passageway wall and on her ass. Nothing but a little soot marred her mostly bare chest and belly. "What the hell? I was gonna run for it, asshole!"

"They are right to prevent that." Zafirah stalked down the hallway, hands aflame and her jaw set for a fight. Sierra joined her with a pistol trained on their target. 

"You, too?" Leanne complained. "We’ve really gotta make a whole scene out of whoa hey what the shit?" she yelped at the appearance of a burning blade under her chin. Rachel stepped through the wall to one side. Joel moved in from the other. "Oh, come on!"

"Shit’s under control," Rachel announced. "Everyone can chill."

"I helped one of your friends!" the demon protested.

"Cool. Tell it to the judge. You’re coming with us," said Rachel.

Joel tugged Leanne up. He didn’t hold her roughly, but he didn’t let go, either. It didn’t silence her protests. "What judge? Do I get a lawyer? Seriously, I’ve eaten one soul in this whole mess, and that guy was gonna hurt you, too. He held me prisoner with a summoning. He totally had it coming!"

Rachel was already on her way to the back of the boat, leading Joel and Leanne. "Tell that shit to the judge, too."

"What judge?" Leanne repeated.

"That’s a fair question." Joel’s voice faded with distance. So did his image, and the others. "Do we have judges now?"

"Hey, was that…?" Taylor asked.

"The other angel? Yeah," said Wade.

She looked from him to the vanishing angels and demon, then back to Zafirah and Sierra. "We’re all good, then?"

"We were checking the boat. If the angels are good, I guess we are, too." Sierra tucked her gun away. "Where’s Drew? Have you seen him?"

"I’m here." He emerged from a doorway marked "crew" with more to say, but Sierra plowed into him with a tight hug that put them both up against the wall. "Hey, I’m okay. You good?"

"Yeah," she sighed. Sierra buried her face in his shoulder for all of a second before turning away with a grimace. "Ugh, you’re still all wet."

"How are you not?" asked Drew.

"Allow me," said Zafirah. The flames meant for combat disappeared from her hands. She snapped her fingers and made sharp pulling gestures toward each wet friend. Water leaped from everyone’s clothes in a thick mist that soon fell to the floor.

"Wow." Taylor patted her suddenly dry shirt and jeans. Even the salt was gone from the fabric. "That’s convenient."

"I am far more versed in sorcery of convenience than battle. Drew, you are unhurt? Wade?"

"I’m better," Wade answered, though he leaned back on the doorway. "Rachel came through and took care of the worst of it."

"The worst is not all." Zafirah brought her hands to Wade’s shoulders with her fingers bent in strange signs. "I haven’t Molly’s skill, but I can help."

"Oh thanks," he sighed. "That’s way better." Beside him, Taylor hit the safety on her pistol and put it back in her holster. He held out his fist. "Hey. We just caught an actual demon."

Taylor grinned, returned the fist-bump, and shied away from Zafirah’s curious smile.

"We have more to do," said Zafirah. "This ship needs someone to steer it. Someone must check on the engines."

"Uh, we’re good," Drew spoke up. "Alex and Lorelei went up to the bridge and I went with Katerina to, um… handle the engine room."

"Why do you say it like it’s weird?" asked Sierra.

"Not weird. Freaky."


* * *


"God, it’s all numbers and acronyms." Alex stared at the spread of monitors with his hands on his head. "I used to use a compass and a sextant. Hell, before that we used fucking crystals to find the sun and guessed the rest."

"A compass and sextant?" asked Lorelei.

"I had some nautical experience in another life."

"You’ve never mentioned that one before."

"Hasn’t really come up, but it’s been in the mix. There might’ve been a sailing ship and a lady and I might have joined her when she led a mutiny." Alex glanced uncomfortably to the grin he knew would be there. "Please don’t tell the guys or Taylor. They’ll say I was a pirate. I’ll never hear the end of it."

"Were you?" Lorelei asked with interest.

"According to the Royal Navy, yeah, but they were dicks about everything." He scanned the bridge, scowling. "This shit is all computers now. They don’t even have paper charts anymore?"

"This gets better and better." Lorelei held her amusement to a half grin. "Are you complaining about doing something on a computer instead of on paper?"

"If it’s a matter of getting us back to land without sinking or hitting anything, I figure I ought to go with what I know." The monitors distracted him from his search. "See, there’s us on a map, except—yep, now it’s gone. The displays keep rotating. I can’t read this one. How do we get the chart to stay?" He took hold of the mouse but didn’t click on anything. "I’m afraid I’m gonna turn this off."

"This should be your element. Half the time I find you staring at one screen or another."

"Only until you walk into the room." The words came without conscious thought. They only caught up to him when Lorelei came closer and bent over to study the same screen. She didn’t need to be that close. She didn’t need to bend like that, either. Not for the sake of the monitor, at any rate.

"Weren’t you looking for something?" she teased.

His eyes were on her hips now. Her ass. God, even in soaking wet black slacks and a torn-up shirt, she was… "You know how to do all this yourself, don’t you?"

"I have a passing familiarity," she purred. Her eyes turned up to meet his. "But I’m no sailor. No Viking. No pirate. I thought we might team up."

Desire stirred. Wet jeans were even less comfortable with his body reacting like this. "That’s a good line," said Alex. Then a thought derailed that path. He turned around to the center table and pushed on the wood panels. Drawers opened up, revealing neatly organized books and rolled-up charts. "They’ve got paper maps and manuals. Oh, thank god."

"Of course, they do," she laughed. "I’m sure it’s required for insurance if not by law. Or both. Do you feel better now?"

"Yeah. Now I have a back-up in case I blank out all the computers." He caught her rising amusement and sighed. "We jumped into this with only half a plan. I used to know how to do all this. It was another life, but I don’t want to let everyone down."

"You will not, and it is not all on you." Lorelei stood close enough to feel her breath on his skin. "We’re moving slowly out to sea and the weather is calm. Nothing is on the horizon. We have all the time in the world to work out the rest."

His hands found their way to her hips. "Is that why you’re trying to get me turned on?"

"Trying?" Lorelei grinned. "It’s the easiest way to help you relax."

"This isn’t, um…" He swallowed. "Turned on isn’t relaxed."

"It will be." She kissed his neck, gently at first, but soon hungrily. Her mouth at his flesh and her body against his had him trembling. "Speaking of turned on," she teased at his ear, "we’ll also have to check on the engines."

"Aw, damn it," Alex groaned.

"Have I given you a more pleasant problem?"

"Yeah," he breathed. "Why?"

"Do I ever need a reason?"

"No, but…you’ve got one."

"Perspective, love. The battle is won. Our enemies are gone and our friends are fine. We will work this out and return to better things." She kissed him, pressing Alex against the center table and chasing away the last of his stress. "This is not all on you."

"Oh! Sorry," spoke up a newcomer. They turned to find Katerina standing in the doorway. "I didn’t mean to interrupt."

"It’s nothing," said Lorelei.

Alex caught her grin as she slid off of him. He hadn’t heard the door, and wasn’t sure Lorelei had, either—but that grin suggested she knew Katerina’s feelings about what she saw. He turned his mind away from that path. "You okay after all that?" he asked.

"Yeah. It was freaky, but I’m good. Better now that the shooting is over. Sorry I kinda choked at first. That was embarrassing."

"It was natural," said Lorelei. "You haven’t the skills or experience, and you still helped us. You are brave, Katerina. We couldn’t have done this without you."

"Don’t even worry about it. This shit is crazy," Alex agreed.

"Cool." She bit her lip and looked around the bridge. "You killed the captain, right?"

"Yes," said Lorelei. "He left me little choice."

"Oh, I expected that. It’s cool. Um. Where is he? Like, the body?"

"Why do you need the body?" Alex asked reluctantly.

Katerina’s mouth spread in an embarrassed grimace. "I can’t hire a crew until we get back to land, y’know? Somebody’s gotta run the boat until then. I already got the engineers up and working again, so that’s done. Turns out they were werewolves. Wild, huh?"

"Um…" Alex turned to Lorelei, who masked her trepidation somewhat better.

"It’s not like I’m trapping their souls," Katerina explained in a rush. "I wouldn’t boss anyone around like that, I swear. I can tell when the soul has gone. But once that’s done, it’s just a body with a brain and brains have memories and skills, and, um… there’s still a brain, right?" Katerina winced. "Is this gonna be weird with the angel? She seemed like she’s cool with me, but she didn’t really say…?"


* * *


Within an hour, they had the ship under control on a comfortable course. Sorcery followed up divine aid to heal the last injuries. Necromancy unlocked the ship’s computers and its safe—and went no further than that after the loud discomfort of practically everyone else on board. Zafirah strolled through the battlegrounds to clean up the mess and mend the damage with a flurry of magic.

They were clear of danger in international waters, secluded on an opulent yacht the length of a soccer field. The yacht lacked for service staff, but the galley had plenty of stock and the formal dining room had been untouched by the fighting.

For most, spring break wasn’t even half over yet.

"I got shredded by a werewolf," said Drew. He leaned back in his chair away from two empty plates and drinks. "Technically that ain’t evisceration because that means getting stuff pulled out and I don’t think it went that far. But I didn’t look too close."

"It was pretty bad," said Rachel. She had less food but more drinks.

"Whoa. Hey." Across the table, Taylor stabbed a shrimp with a fork and held it up. "You see this? I’m still eating."

"I got shredded by a demon after she pulled me through a window and across the street with a telekinetic spell," said Onyx. "That hurt."

"Hey, I got beat up by that same demon," said Drew. "And there was that demon in the pool hall. Oh, and the first vampire we fought. He took on like half of us."

"Don’t talk about the vampire fight. That shit’s just embarrassin’ now," said Wade.

"Were you there for that, too?" asked Katerina.

"Yeah," Wade admitted. "And the guy in the pool hall. Man, I was one big bruise after that nonsense. Got my shoulder fucked up last night gettin’ outta the party, too. Better now, but it hurt. What else? Oh, this is the second time I’ve been shot. Third if you count Afghanistan."

"What about you, Molly?" asked Zafirah.

"I got kinda knocked around by some wizards with guns at the end of our last fiasco, but that isn’t as bad as this. This is the first time I’ve gotten really fucked up." Molly looked to her girlfriend. "Oh, and there was that time we got jumped by that gargoyle."

"Don’t say ‘wizards.’ C’mon," sighed Onyx.

"I’m new," Sierra demurred, dropping her napkin on the table as if throwing in the towel. "And I’m competent." That prompted a chorus of groans.

Wide-eyed and tipsy at the head of the table, Katerina turned her gaze to the pair near the other end. "What about you?"

"Yeah, what about you?" Rachel asked Alex.

"Me?"

"I’m an angel. Fucked up shit doesn’t happen to me."

He snorted, but noticed Katerina’s continued attention. Most of the others waited with a grin. Alex stopped to consider and took a deep breath.

"I got kidnapped and shot, I got beat up at a party—"

"You got laid at that party," Taylor grumbled.

"I did. But then I got in that fight with your ex. Then there was the pool hall, and then I got beat up and kidnapped again. That’s happened a lot, actually. Oh, and a bunch of us got arrested by the FBI, but that was later. There was Lydia’s creepy sexual assault stuff because I should call that what it is, and the magic potion thing, and then I had sort of a multiple personality disorder for a while. I got in a car wreck because I got blown up by a drone. But the big one was when my hands got burned down to the bone."

"Seriously?" Katerina blinked.

"Oh yeah we saw that. So gross," said Molly.

"I’m probably forgetting stuff," said Alex.

"Pretty sure we all are," said Onyx.

"What about you two?" Katerina looked from Zafirah to Lorelei. "Should I ask?"

"I am several millennia old," said Zafirah. "Yes, I have had a few bad days."

Lorelei set aside her glass of wine. "I was the captive and servant of one demon prince of Hell and then another for three thousand years. Now I am free and I have all of you."

"Aw," replied much of the table, equally split between sincerity and sarcasm.

Katerina’s eyes were still wide. "How are you not all completely traumatized?"

Rachel belched.

"Such a subtle way to take credit, my love," said Lorelei.

"Fuck yeah," said Rachel.

"Haven’t we forgotten someone?" Zafirah turned her eyes to Taylor.

"No. No, I’m competent." Amid another round of groans, Taylor accepted a fist-bump from Sierra and finished her beer.

"Okay, that took me out," said Drew. "I think I’m done."

"Same," said Onyx. "Today was a lot."

"It was, and I must thank you all," said Zafirah. "This began with curiosity and became a personal ambition. While you came because I called in a debt, I am left with profound gratitude beyond my expectations. I will not forget, and I will always consider you friends."

"Then you got what you wanted?" asked Lorelei. Her tone was mild, her smile friendly, but her raised eyebrow added something else.

"Much more than I could have asked, if we are all friends."

"Hm." Lorelei picked up her dishes and sauntered by along the way toward the exit.

"Is that suspicion?" asked Zafirah as she passed. "Still?"

"I have no further suspicions. Much the contrary." Lorelei leaned in and cast a teasing glance at Alex at the far end of the table. "In light of that, I’m almost disappointed."

"Hey lover," said Rachel, leaning her head on his shoulder to speak quietly to him. She wasn’t remotely drunk despite her bottle, but she was playful. "Hot stuff. Babe. My guy."

"Yeah?"

"I think your other girlfriends wanna talk to you."

"Haven’t had much chance for that here," he agreed. Alex caught glances from Onyx and Molly as they gathered their plates and glasses.

"Back in their cabin, I mean," said Rachel. "Where they also wanna fuuuuck."

He stifled his laugh so he wouldn’t disturb her lean. "Are you giving me permission or trying to set me up?"

"You’ve got my permission for everything, love. Always. Other people can do their standard expectations bullshit. I’m all for you spreading legs and spreading joy." She grinned as he held back another laugh. "You know I like it when you fuck. And I know you love it. Anyway, I need some alone time with Lorelei. We’ve gotta talk about some private stuff."

"Should I ask if I can stay in their cabin?"

"Hell no," said Rachel. "We only need a little time to talk. After that I’m gonna bang her or she’s gonna bang me and we both wanna bang you. I just figure those two gotta sleep sometime. We don’t."

"I do," Alex noted.

"You’ve gotta, but you don’t wanna."

"I really do," he admitted.

"Not as much as you wanna fuuuuck."

"Stop," he laughed. "Hey. Can I ask you something if you’re so approving?"

"Always."

"Does Zafirah?"

Rachel watched the jinn rise. "I think so, but not enough to do anything about it."

"Is she waiting for me?"

"I can tell you this for sure: when Z wants something, she’ll go get it. Either I’m wrong and she’s not interested, or maybe she is interested but not right now. I’m betting it’s the latter. And she’s not the only one."

Katerina didn’t hear Rachel’s commentary. She wasn’t even sure if she caught the angel’s glance. Somehow, she felt like blushing anyway.

"Figured it wouldn’t be long," Wade murmured.

"I’m sorry? What?" Katerina blinked, turning to him.

He grinned. He knew something. Too much, probably. "Hey, I’m goin’ down to that little theater room an’ see if we can’t get that gamin’ console to work. Plenty of movies in there if it don’t. Y’all’re welcome to come with if you want."

"Oh. That works," said Taylor. "Kat? You interested?"

"Um. Sure?" she looked from one to the other, and then back at the rest of her friends. Almost everyone was moving out. "Is something up?"

"Yeah, Wade. Is something up?" Taylor teased.

"Alright. Fine. Kat, things are ‘bout to get super horny around here an’ I figured if you want a platonic alternative I’d be down. But I’m also the only unattached guy here an’ I didn’t wanna come off like I’m makin’ a play at you by offering. Also, I figured you might be more comfortable if I included others." He shot a look at Taylor. "Oh, and I enjoy the company of my friends, as ridiculous as that might sound."

Taylor laughed. "Ridiculous is a good word."

"Wait, dial it back," said Kat. "About to get super horny? You people are like an HBO series with added slapstick."

"Wow." Taylor put her dishes back down and stared off into space. "I am not prepared for this level of honesty."

"You ain’t wrong," said Wade. "Nobody’s judgin’. I ain’t really in the loop but I’m pretty sure all you gotta do is pick a door and knock."

"Wow." Taylor turned to him with her mouth agape. "What the…wow."

"What?"

Taylor struggled with something to say. Anything. Every time her mouth moved, she seemed to reconsider. "All this nonsense," she mumbled. "One monster fight after another and this is where I get the first-degree burns."

She wandered away. Kat’s eyes rolled from Taylor’s back to Wade. "Okay, now I believe you aren’t trying to hit on anybody."


* * *


"Taylor?" Zafirah watched her stop and whirl in the hallway at the sound of her name. "Might I interrupt you for a moment?"

"Sure. Not interrupting anything. Wasn’t about to knock on anyone’s door."

Zafirah tilted her head curiously. "I’m sorry?"

"You—" Taylor sighed and grinned at herself. "You weren’t listening to us in the dining room there, were you? Sorry. Never mind. What’s up?"

"I have thanked everyone, of course." Zafirah closed the distance to a friendlier range. "I feel I should repeat that individually. You came here out of friendship and loyalty, but you made this quest your own."

"It had to be done." Taylor shrugged. "All of this."

"Agreed. I admire that. But you did come first out of loyalty to your friends. I wanted to ask, Taylor…what plans have you of your own? Beyond the short term?"

"You mean as a career?" She let out a breath. "I’m struggling with that. I don’t really know what I want in the long term. College is going well, but after next semester I have to get serious about a path. I mean, but all this?" Taylor twirled her finger to indicate their surroundings. "Knowing how much of the world isn’t what it seems, and after everything we’ve all been through? I don’t want a crisis and adventure all the time, but after all this I don’t know if I’ll be satisfied with an ordinary job."

"What have you considered?"

"Everything," Taylor laughed. "I planned on a business degree before all this. I thought about journalism. Pretty sure I’ve got a decent shot at acting or modeling. Having an FBI friend gave me some thoughts, but that’s also sticky. I even considered teaching for a few minutes." She shrugged. "Truth is, I still don’t know. Why do you ask?"

"You are finishing your second year of college?" asked Zafirah. "How would you feel about a pause in your studies to live and work abroad?"

Taylor’s eyebrows went up. "Doing what?"

"I am active in numerous matters, mostly overseas. Some supernatural, others largely mortal, but all of them interesting—and only occasionally involving any danger," she added with a grin. "I would greatly appreciate an assistant with your talents and resources."

"My…mine? What talents? I’m ordinary. I’m not a Practitioner. I’m not even a bad ass like the guys or Sierra."

"Most would say ‘wizard.’ You know better." Zafirah’s smile broadened. "Your mortality is a benefit, not a drawback. You are at home in this world, yet you can navigate the other. You are bright, educated, charming, and brave. While you are not a Practitioner, you show enough talent to hold down a spell and learn more. You have stood against monsters and demons and you have known when to make a friend rather than an enemy. You have the fortitude and the sort of open mind required to navigate the most unusual circumstances.

"I do not seek to recruit you for a fight. I want someone to help manage my affairs and be the discerning eyes and capable hands so many others might overlook, and to be a trusted friend at my side. Knowing your strength and courage in the face of danger makes all the difference.

"In return, I would teach you much that your university cannot. Such an experience will open opportunities beyond anything you might have considered. I think, before long, we will find the path to the sort of fulfilling life you seek. Naturally, I also pay well."

"That’s, um…" Taylor pulled back a lock of hair. "I didn’t expect this conversation."

"I have considered it for two days," said Zafirah.

"We’re talking about a couple of years?"

"It’s a job. If it doesn’t work out, withdraw at any time. If it works out well, we can always talk about the future."

"Can I have some time to think it over?"

"All the time you need. The invitation has no expiration. I would understand if you wish to finish out this year of school or even explore other avenues first. You will know how to contact me before we part ways."

"That’s so generous," said Taylor. "I don’t know what to say."

"My perspective of time is different from yours. Pay it no mind. I would love to have you as my companion." She nodded in a polite farewell and turned to go.

"What if…?" Taylor asked, halting her. Zafirah turned back with a knowing grin. She still had to ask. "What would we be doing if I said yes sooner?"

"Ah. With the close of this errand, I have the deepest personal matters to attend first, and I must do so alone. After that?" Her eye turned to the ornate hallway with its bright lamps and gleaming trim. "This family owned another yacht in the Mediterranean. It is slightly humbler, yet it would be a shame if it went unclaimed."


* * *


"I can’t believe this boat has a game console. Three game consoles," Katerina corrected.

Wade poked around in the closet elegantly built into the wall beside the theater screen. "Hell, I can hardly believe this boat exists."

"You know you’re talking to a ghost girl, right?" She watched patiently, all too happy to have someone else deal with the wires and sort out the controls. "But the big yacht is the weird part?"

"I don’t wanna short-change your mojo, but the angel with the sailor mouth kinda broadened my horizons on that kinda weirdness. The boat’s all about scales of wealth an’ all that. ‘kay, it’s this one." Something beeped. He pulled his head out of the closet to find the big screen winking to life and a troubled expression on his friend’s face. "What’s wrong?"

"She is. Or really, I’m what’s wrong," said Katerina. "You think she’s cool with me?"

"Who, Rachel? Listen, Rachel ain’t big on the long-term subtle maneuver stuff. If she sees a problem, she generally deals with it or she’ll say why she won’t. I’ve tried to get some existential answers out of her before. She doesn’t dodge or try to finesse it. She tells me she can’t explain and that’s that. And her first response to scary monsters is her big scary sword. She’s good with you. If she wasn’t, we’d all know. You’re cool."

"You’re sure? She’s given me a look a couple times and she’s kind of avoided me."

"Might be stuff she’s not supposed to say. Underneath all the swears is a great big pile of top secret cosmic info. I ain’t sayin’ she’s incapable of being mean. People contain their multitudes or whatever the quote is. But has she actually said anything harsh?"

"No."

"Then I wouldn’t worry about your safety. The rest of us like you."

Her face brightened. "You do?"

"That part? Definitely."

Katerina looked at the cozy personal theater they had all to themselves. "We need munchies. And drinks. I think there’s a pantry and fridge for snacks next door. Got any preferences?"

"Beer if they’ve got it. Soda’s good as long as it ain’t diet."

"There’s no ‘they’ anymore. It’s my boat now," Katerina reminded him on her way out.

Her ship continued to impress with its supplies. The pantry was well-stocked. She had a six-pack of sodas in her hand before she closed the refrigerator door and found the angel watching her. Rachel leaned against the counter as if she’d been there all along. "Hey. We should talk," said the angel.

Katerina stopped dead in her tracks. "Oh god that sounds scary."

"It’s not that kind of ‘we need to talk.’ I’m not here to challenge you or any bullshit like that. I’m not here to break up with you or tell you how your boyfriend is fucking someone behind your back, either."

"Is yours?" Katerina promptly covered her mouth. "I shouldn’t ask. I’m sorry. I got kind of blunt after I died and I haven’t learned how to turn it off. I’m sorry."

"Pff. Fuck that," Rachel scoffed. "You lost your fear of death and that affected your fears of consequences in general. Don’t be sorry. Less fear is good."

"Still tactless." The note of approval made her feel better, at least. Her shoulders relaxed.

"My boyfriend fucks other women with my approval and I think it’s hot. Whenever you feel like going for it, be my guest." Rachel laughed. "If you wanna talk about tact you came to the wrong bitch."

"Um. You came to me."

"Right. Listen. You died, except you didn’t, and you have no fucking clue how or why and no one to explain it, right? You don’t even know what the fuck you are. That question fucks with you when you think about it, so you don’t, except sometimes when you’re alone you can’t help it. Only it’s really been fucking with you ever since you saw your first angel, isn’t it?"

"Yeah, you could say that."

"You’re wondering what happened to you and why, and if guardian angels are real, where the hell was yours?"

Katerina nodded. "For starters."

"I need to tell you some shit we don’t normally share. Mortals aren’t supposed to go through life knowing the answers. Knowing affects their choices, right? It affects a lot of things. If you’re filling in the answers from a cheat sheet, you haven’t learned anything or made any real choices. You’ve just got the fucking cheat sheet." Rachel frowned. "Also, life isn’t a test. It’s real. Metaphors are bullshit, but that one works for now. I’m asking you to keep this to yourself, but I can’t stop you from sharing. All I can do is tell you that knowing this can and will fuck people up in ways they don’t expect. Cool?"

"Sure," Katerina answered slowly. "So why tell me?"

"Because you’re a sweet kid and I like you and whatever happened to you is some extra weird eldritch wank-fuck stumbled-through-the-back-door-on-a-banana-peel-transcendence bullshit."

Katerina struggled to follow, but her expression brightened. "You like me?"

"You kinda got my babes and buddies through some crisis bullshit while I was laid up. Also, you haven’t been a fucker with your powers. That part means a lot."

"Cool," said Katerina. "So, what happened to me? What am I?"

"I do not fucking know," said Rachel.

"Oh."

"Here’s the thing: you’re not dead dead. You’re not a Cheaty McPissPants like the vampires. I don’t sense anything bad about you. Wrong, yeah, but not dangerous wrong.

"Let me back up: Normal life and death is like you’d expect. You live, you have a guardian angel around, you die, your angel takes you off to…eh, what’s next. You might think you know what that is from everything you’ve learned from my peeps, but you’d be wrong. Anyway, the first hitch in this—and the stuff I’m not supposed to tell you—is that your deeds in life really, really matter in how that plays out. They matter a lot. And I think you’re fine there.

"The second hitch is there aren’t really enough of us angels to go around. We’re all stretched pretty fucking thin, lately more than ever. Sometimes things fall through the cracks. Sometimes it isn’t things, it’s people. It’s not supposed to happen, but it does. And that’s how we get stuff like ghosts and weird cases like Alex and…well, you.

"I don’t know who your guardian was. I can’t see any reason why you wouldn’t have one. We aren’t stretched that thin. But they weren’t there for you when you died, or after, and that’s super fucking weird. And it’s not your fault. I can tell you that."

"Okay." Katerina frowned. "I guess that makes me feel a little better, but it doesn’t answer much."

"No, it doesn’t. Here’s what I can say: you’re not in Purgatory. You’re not in any trouble with Heaven. You aren’t carrying around any corrupting taint bullshit or fucking up everyone you touch with a curse. What you’ve been doing since you died? How you’ve been living? Keep doing that. You’re good. As for the rest, I’m gonna ask around…but I don’t know if I’ll get any answers. Either way, I’ll be in touch."

"Hey, thanks." Katerina paused. "Are you saying I should hook up with your boyfriend?"

Rachel looked to the ceiling. "Maybe not tonight, anyway."





Chapter Twenty-Eight:
The Life We Choose

Alex set the last of the dishes into the washer and slid it closed. Only two others were with him in the galley. "Where do we go from here?"

"Our cabin, silly," said Onyx.

"Did you mean to ask in a locational sense?" asked Molly.

Onyx paused and looked back at Alex. He shrugged. "Did I?"

"Sometimes I’m the perceptive one," Molly gloated.

"Oh god." Onyx rolled her eyes. "You’re done cleaning up—after everyone?"

"Not everyone." Alex shrugged. "No one else stepped up. We don’t need to mess up our new friend’s new place."

"Her new place is worth nine digits. She can work out the details on her own. C’mon. I want to be where people won’t walk in while we’re talking."

"Gotcha." Alex followed without another word, though one reverberated in his head: talking. He tamped down on his expectations. He did that a lot—much more often than he needed, as it turned out. At least it kept him humble.

He was done with the extravagance of their surroundings by the time they entered the cabin. It had a big bed and the drapes covered the windows. The lavish details didn’t matter. Alex cared much more about the pair who led him here.

Onyx turned to face him at the foot of the bed. She tilted her head to her partner, but looked to him. "You told Molly you love her last night."

"Yeah." Alex caught Molly’s grin but wasn’t sure what to read into it.

"The really-for-reals kind. Not like one of your bros," said Onyx.

"In the romantic sense, yes," came his dry confirmation.

"And in the sexual sense," said Molly.

"Goes without saying," said Onyx.

"I told you I love you, too," he replied.

"You did." Onyx grinned. "That makes four of us. That’s a lot. Do you think it ends there?"

They’d talked about this before—relationships, at least, whether or not they included the big L-word. They talked about it all the time. It was the nature of the lifestyle. "I guess that depends on what you want," said Alex. "I’m not looking."

"Honest answer," Molly chimed in. She sat on the arm of a comfy chair.

"Don’t say it like you’re watching a ballgame," grumbled Onyx.

"I’m not?" Molly countered.

Onyx turned back to Alex as if she expected more. He shrugged. She considered. "A new player might not be as accommodating as the others. The field could get crowded."

"You could get another of your own," he suggested.

"Who says I won’t?" Her grin renewed when he blinked. "We’re talking about you, though."

He almost felt like checking to see if they were really alone. "Someone on your mind?"

"No one in particular. It’s the principle. The hypothetical. I’m wondering if it’s inevitable. You would tell me no if that’s what I wanted, but would that limit who you are?"

"Onyx, I’m really, truly in love with you, and with Molly, and with Lorelei and Rachel. I wouldn’t change a thing. But I swear to God, sometimes I get tired."

Molly laughed. Onyx only shook her head. "No sympathy."

He sighed. "I know."

"They put a curse on me. Whoever I was, anyway. They cursed me so I wouldn’t find anyone to help me when I was in danger, and it stuck from one life to the next. I had friends and family like anyone else, but nobody would ever help me against a real threat. It stuck until I was an old woman and there were Nazis and then you came along. I don’t think it was magic. I don’t think it was angels. I think you were who you are and you didn’t give a damn.

"I looked for you all my life. Not as a lover, I don’t think. You were way younger and married when we first met, and then you died and so did I. Mostly I think I was looking for a friend. But the curse was already broken and I found Molly first…and you were out being you." Onyx shook her head. "Thank you for that. And all this."

Alex wasn’t sure what to say. Molly broke the silence. "So, where do we go from here?"

"Nowhere, as far as I’m concerned," said Onyx. "We stay right where we are. We keep being polyamorous sex trash and one day we all wake up in bed naked together and wonder how the hell we got to be middle age. And then we kick him out to go home to his other girlfriends." She grinned at Alex. "I love you."

He gathered her in his arms and kissed her. Onyx leaned into it, but soon grinned against his lips. "I know you wanna be dirtier than this."

"Isn’t this a romantic moment?"

"We love you ‘cause it’s safe to be dirty with you," she taunted. His hands slid down her back to spread over her ass. "There you go. I wore loose pants tonight, too. Get ‘em off me."

"They don’t feel loose," he noted.

Two more hands slid over her hips and up between them to cup her breasts. Onyx murmured a wordless approval at Molly’s hug from behind and the kiss on her neck. "She means we can get these off without dealing with her boots first."

"This is always so complicated," said Alex. 

Onyx leaned her head back against Molly’s shoulder. Notes of appreciation crept through her voice as they groped her. "Like you two are so efficient."

"I already got barefoot while you two were bantering and making out," said Molly.

"But it was so romantic," Onyx complained without sincerity.

"Whatever. Nothing I haven’t seen before."

"Oh my god," Alex grumbled under his breath. He crouched low, sliding those pants down to leave Onyx in a tangle at the ankles, and delivered a light, teasing, and prompt kiss to her bared inner thigh. She gasped, but Molly held her in place as his kiss ascended.

"Mmf. Okay, that’s fast," Onyx mumbled. Her mouth quivered at the touch of his lips against her black lace and all the sensitive heat beneath.

"You said dirty," said Molly. "In fact…" Molly’s hands abandoned that entirely welcoming chest to slide downward. She was even more direct than Alex, slipping her hands under those panties to caress and tease. "Alex, you’re right. This is too complicated. Get naked."

"Cool." He straightened up and discarded his clothes. With Molly still working Onyx over, he didn’t look back at them until he was finished—and found them both watching. He’d left his self-consciousness about nudity behind months ago, but these moments never got old.

"Molly, we found a hot guy to play with," said Onyx.

He sank back to his knees and resumed his earlier service. Her panties were already halfway off her hips. Inhaling sharply, Onyx slid her fingers into his hair and pulled him closer. Molly stepped back and threw most of her clothes off in the same unceremonious rush as Alex. She was gentler when she stripped Onyx of her shirt, but only because she wanted to grope more.

By then Alex was fully engaged with his task. Onyx immersed herself in sensation and her own reactions. Stroking fingers and the attentive tongue between her legs had her shaking on her feet. She didn’t want either of her lovers to stop but the threat of falling where she stood seemed real. "Mh. Hold on," she whimpered. Alex stopped. Molly still held her, but eased up. "Bed?" Onyx suggested.

Alex and Molly shared a look before throwing Onyx onto the bed. Each took up one of her feet before she said anything. "This is all a ploy to get us to take her boots off for her, isn’t it?" he asked.

"There’s always a ploy to get her boots off," said Molly.

Still hot and bewildered with arousal, Onyx couldn’t muster a clever argument. "Sometimes they’re already off."

One boot hit the floor. Then the other. The rest of her clothes followed, leaving her on her back in only a satin bra built more for function than fun. They came dressed for a fight, after all. Neither of her partners seemed any less interested as they crawled up at either side. "Ooh. Do I get to be the one in the middle again?"

"This was all your family trauma," Molly said, kissing her.

"But you got hurt. And we’re having our moment with him."

Molly regarded Alex with an arched eyebrow and a grin. "I’m not passing on my turn, but we already hooked up once this weekend."

"No, she’s got a point," said Alex. "You should lie down."

She knew he had a plan. Molly took his suggestion without argument, though lying beside Onyx turned to laying against her in another kiss and another brush of roaming hands. Legs intertwined, with Onyx raising one smooth thigh up between Molly’s. Alex needed only to gently nudge to get her where he wanted her. Passion did the rest.

Onyx rolled over onto Molly in loving aggression without even thinking twice. The grind of her thigh against Molly’s sex kept them both distracted. At first, Molly tried to reciprocate, but it didn’t last. Her leg fell back onto the bed. Onyx slid one hand between them to work Molly with a little more care, drawing a groan with the mere stroke of her thumb. She was eager to give Molly her undivided attention.

Then she felt Alex move into place behind her. His arms slid around Onyx, bracing himself with his hands on the bed at Molly’s sides. He had a plan.

The first brush of his cock escalated everything he’d already done to her. Hardened flesh sent her arousal to new heights with just a tease. Once again, her lovers had her shaking, though this time she was propped up on her hands and knees. Onyx leaned forward into Molly, kissing her with abandon while she raised her hips.

Faint colors burst against her eyelids in a rush when he pushed into her. A long and heavy breath escaped her mouth as if forced from her body by sheer pleasure. She couldn’t continue her kiss with Molly in these first moments. It didn’t bother her lover in the slightest. Molly held her and caressed her until Onyx was less overwhelmed. Sooner or later she’d fall right back into that same rapture as the sensations built, but until then Onyx would be more than attentive.

That was her plan, anyway. Things took a new turn when Alex pulled back on her shoulders while Molly pushed. Deft hands unclasped her bra and cast it aside. Molly’s hands returned to her breasts, along with her mouth. Upright on her knees and deeply penetrated, Onyx finally got that rush of dirty excitement she craved tonight.


* * *


The demon’s tail around Rachel’s neck caressed rather than choked. She got hot from the statement it made more than anything else. More comprehensive restraint and far more indulgent touch came from the rest of the demon lying on top of her. Red thighs spread around Rachel’s face to invite intimate service. Rachel kissed and licked at Lorelei’s sex with little gasps and moans as she received the same.

Lorelei could reach deeper. Her tongue could do things that weren’t fair. Rachel gave back all the same moves that drove her nuts. She knew what Lorelei liked. Her lover purred whenever Rachel followed a feather-light lick with a slower and wider touch. She knew when to focus in on the right spot and keep going steadily, steadily, making Lorelei tremble and tense and groan...except Lorelei did all the same but better.

She kept doing it, too. That swirl. The touch of her hands on Rachel’s thighs, keeping them apart when Rachel shook. That damn tongue worked her and fucked her, pushing Rachel so close to orgasm she couldn’t reciprocate anymore. Rachel gave up with a gasp.

The tail around her neck gently tightened and kept her from rallying for another go. The tongue laved and assaulted her past the point of no return. "Fuck," Rachel whimpered. "You’re so…evil…fuck!"

Every other word in her mouth collapsed into sharp gasps. Her body throbbed in blissful release. Lorelei eased her attention but didn’t stop. She never did. Along with getting Rachel off seemingly whenever she wanted, the succubus always lovingly kept her climax going longer than should have been possible. Every time.

When the tremors subsided and her lover relaxed, Lorelei straightened up and slipped her tail free. Skin slid against skin with every move. Lorelei turned and laid back down to face Rachel, her demon features fading away. A deep, smooth, and entirely possessive kiss punctuated her performance.

"Shacking up with the enemy fucking rocks," Rachel exhaled.

"Oh? Is that what you wanted?" Lorelei taunted. "I know how it thrills when I make love to you as an enemy, but I thought this was something else."

"No. No roleplay fucks tonight. Feeling a little overpowered here is all."

"Changes in station aside, you are still much stronger than I." Lorelei favored her with a wicked grin. Her caress between Rachel’s breasts and down her belly made the angel shiver. "This has never been about power."

"Not that kind of power." Rachel swallowed. "I wanted to get you off."

"You did, in many ways."

"Yeah, but the other one, too. Don’t tell me I got you off. I know when you come and when you really fucking lose it. I wanted to give you that."

"Sex does not always require a full climax to be satisfying, my love," said Lorelei.

"You say that, and then sometimes you don’t let me out of a casual hug until you make me climax."

"Hm. Yes," Lorelei conceded. "Demon."

"Fucking smug, too."

"You love it. I will not change, and I am not going anywhere. You’ve been here longer than I am accustomed," she noted.

"Yeah, it’s easier with everyone under one roof," said Rachel. Then she groaned and put her hands over her face. "Aw fuck me, I’m not supposed to say that. You really are fucking my brains out here."

"I already knew from George," Lorelei assured her. "And I will say nothing."

"Now, but you’ll think about it and figure out a—ffh!" Rachel shivered again. Lorelei turned Rachel’s head with one hand to plant a searing kiss on her neck. Her free hand slid across wet flesh between her legs and threatened to renew their carnal needs all over again. "Wow."

"I will say nothing to anyone," Lorelei repeated. "I respect your devotion and your discretion. This is who you are. I may not share your allegiances, but I love you, and you may trust me as much as you have ever trusted Heaven."

Rachel let out a heavy sigh. "Yeah. About that." Physical arousal wasn’t going to help with this topic. "They didn’t tell me about Joel. You went to confront the angels about it while I was hurt. They told me that much."

"Yes." Lorelei’s brow knit with concern. "The angel in Dominion rejected my every word. He sent angels to scout the mansion after our fight. They reported nothing but disgruntled guests on their way home. Whether Joel was moved or concealed from their sight, the Dominion dismissed everything I said with contempt."

"Fucking…" Rachel pulled a pillow into her face and screamed into it. "Fucking chickencock asshole moron!" She shoved the pillow aside again to find Lorelei leaning back patiently waiting for more. "I’m done," Rachel grumbled. "He’s just… such an asshole."

"You’ve dealt with him before?"

"Neighboring Dominion, so we’ve met." Rachel shrugged. "It’s not that. It’s you, and it’s you and me and Alex. All the good we’ve done and we’re still getting this shit. More of this shit."

"You went straight to Joel’s prison when you arrived on the ship, didn’t you? How did you know?"

"The others knew the plan. The moment you all popped out of Katerina’s ship of dead fuckers was kind of a wake-up call for me. That’s when I came running. You know how I am. I can’t read minds wholesale but I pick on shit with a glance. Especially immediate, important shit.

"George wouldn’t help us with a whole supernatural fucknut convention on his own lawn. He wouldn’t believe you about a captive angel. Donald is back in circulation even after all of the fucked-up shit he did to Alex and to Hauser with the FBI nonsense." Rachel shook her head. "If it was any of this on its own, I’d think it’s Heaven being Heaven. Sometimes angels have their heads up their asses. All of it together makes me wonder if something is going on."

"What of the new angel in Dominion of Seattle?" asked Lorelei.

"Oh, he’s probably fine," said Rachel. "If something is up, he probably doesn’t know."

"That seems like a significant assumption. You haven’t known him long, have you?"

"No, but he’s real friendly and he treats me better than most. Angels suck at bullshitting."

"Deception is a skill like any other. It can be learned with practice."

"We don’t get a lot of practice at it because we’re angels. Getting caught in one lie is a big-ass shitstorm by our standards. Angels stonewall and they can hide shit, but we’re not good at all the deceiving stuff. I dunno. Maybe it’s a big deal, maybe it’s just us. Maybe I’m jumping up my own ass."

"Perhaps they foresee something," said Lorelei. "Lilith confronted Alex at the party."

"Yeah, I could see he had a run-in. Wanted to ask him once we were alone. What’d she say?"

"He’ll tell you everything when he returns to us." Lorelei looked away in thought. "We tend to consider our crises in their effect on us personally, or on the grandest scale we think of our city or the groups involved. We are used to the tensions between Heaven and Hell. Changes come and go but the world spins on.

"Yet the changes we have wrought do matter. The major players of Hell have been shaken up because of us. We have affected the supernatural communities of Seattle and beyond more than once—and now we have done so again."

"Fuck yeah, we did. Proud of it, too. Just gotta see if anything changes." Rachel’s face softened with a new topic. "One other thing: all of this happened because of Zafirah."

"We are agreed. I believe I share your sense of friendship now." Lorelei grinned. "Yet I will owe her no favors over this or anything else except on my own terms."

"Pff. Right? Fuckin’ obviously."


* * *


Dim lighting greeted him in the hallway. He dreaded something brighter, but maybe the lights were all set to a clock. Alex counted himself lucky as he slipped through the doorway, closing it behind him as gently as he could with only one hand. His other hand gripped his shoes and belt. With only a short hallway and one corner to cover in the middle of the night, Alex skipped the usual shower along with getting fully dressed. A minute to clean up in the bathroom was all he needed. No reason to keep Molly or Onyx awake through a prolonged exit. Who would see him all disheveled out here, anyway?

The latch made only a little noise. He couldn’t complain. Alex padded down the hallway with a smile. He was all alone until he suddenly wasn’t.

"What a life," said Zafirah.

Alex hopped with a half-turn like a startled cat. One shoe slipped from his grasp to the floor, followed promptly by a belt that naturally landed buckle-first with a clatter.

Zafirah’s quiet smile held. It may even have broadened. "From one bed to another. No secrets. No regret. This stealth is mere tact, isn’t it?"

"Attempted tact, maybe," he sighed. "I’m sure my hair looks great right now."

"Better than you might think." She looked him up and down, still grinning. "As I say. This must be a lovely way of life."

"Y’know, I’ve got this whole thing about how you would think all the work and obligations add up in line with the happy bits, but the truth is they multiply," said Alex. "It’s also true that it’s great. I’d be happy with any of them. Turns out we’re all happy with this, too."

"Such joy is priceless, whether it is found between two or between more." She stepped closer. "I think you and I are beyond questions of price now."

Alex said nothing. He didn’t know if this was what he thought, but he hoped—and he had enough tact to shut up.

"You owed me a favor, and you repaid it with so much more. You don’t know how much you may have given me through all this."

"May have?"

"I must follow this journey to one last destination." She caught the twitch of his mouth and smiled. "Are you about to offer your aid?"

He grinned at himself. "I probably shouldn’t offer that on my own."

"A true lover must consider their partners in all things, yes. I understand. The impulse alone means much."

"Do you want me to come with you?" he asked.

"This will involve considerable sorcery, but no foreseeable danger."

"Okay." He paused. "I’m not sure that answers my question."

"Does it not?"

"This crew doesn’t keep me around because I’m good at stabbing things. Friendship usually isn’t about fighting or magic," said Alex. "You’re amazing, Zafirah. I wonder if, even with all the amazing…if you aren’t a little lonely?"

As if she hadn’t been smiling all along, her face softened and brightened. She brushed his cheek with her fingers. "Much less after all this, I think. Perhaps not at all."

Her hand curled around his neck. Zafirah kissed Alex with open, unguarded desire. Her embrace hid nothing about her urges. She withdrew before going further, but he knew it required an act of will. He shared the same problem, though her decision was more than enough to prompt his sense of self-control.

"Thank you, Alex. I must resolve this without you. I will be fine. Before we part, you will know several ways to reach me in the future. We will meet again." That glint of mischief in her eye carried a new interest. "I look forward to it."


* * * 


"Aw, she walked away!" Rachel complained. "Fuck!"

The comment left Alex caught between a scowl and a grin. He hadn’t even shut the door yet. The duvet on the floor and the state of the bed testified to what he’d already missed. Lorelei reclined against several pillows, covered by the top sheet purely by happenstance. Rachel sat up beside her and beckoned. "C’mon, lover. We’ll take care of that boner."

"It’s not a medical problem," he grumbled, but he undressed.

"Agreed," said Lorelei. "What we share is the opposite of a problem."

"I’ve been called shameless and sex trash tonight and none of it was a complaint," he replied. Alex climbed onto the bed, welcomed by the casting aside of the top sheet by one lover and the tug of another. The return to such an embrace was a relief even if he’d only left another one mere minutes ago. It wasn’t the worst problem.

"I smell sex but no trash." Rachel pushed him onto his back. "You’re on bottom."

"Okay?" he agreed. Rachel’s touch chased away his weariness as always, but after a day and a night like this he was fine with letting her climb on top of him rather than the other way around.

"Somehow I doubt Zafirah sees you as trash, either." Lorelei slid close to them both. "That kiss led me to believe we wouldn’t see you until morning."

"Yeah, same." By now Alex didn’t worry about anyone feeling like they might be a second choice. No one needed any assurances. He felt a rush of love for this life, and for them. His eyes turned to the one straddling him. "Is she okay?"

"Yes," said Rachel, though as she slid down on his cock her response may have been about something else. "Yesyesyesfuckyeah," she hissed and moaned. In fairness, the sensation left Alex gasping and had his eyes rolling back in his head, too. "Sorry, what?" Rachel breathed. "Did you ask… ask something?"

"Maybe later?" His breath shook. She felt incredible.

She wasn’t the only one. Lorelei writhed against the pair, caressing him with an arm across his chest and her breasts against his side. Her approving grin preceded a deep kiss. "You know how I love these moments."

"Huh?" Alex held Rachel’s hips, grinding deep inside. Words were getting difficult. "Is this different than normal?"

"You abandon other concerns for carnal pleasures," Lorelei taunted. "You don’t even resist."

"There’s… always… oh god."

A finger came to his lips. Rachel’s eyes fluttered only halfway open. "She’s fine," Rachel told him. Her words came out heavy with ecstasy, too. "Talk later. Fuck now."

"Yes." Lorelei pulled away, but only to bring one knee close to his head. The other rose up over his face to settle in on the other side. "Easier if your mouth is preoccupied."

Heat and sin descended. He met it with a kiss.


* * *


Returning to port involved a certain amount of magic and shenanigans. Fortunately, the yacht carried experts in both. Though no sailing master herself, Zafirah knew who to call and what to say to arrange dock space. A little witchcraft eased their way into the harbor without inspections. Katerina’s undead crew steered the ship into place without trouble in the morning.

As it happened, Alex alone knew anything about tying up a ship at dock. Naturally, he got all the grunt work.

Their hotel suites were good for several more days. Katerina was more than happy to hang out with new friends. Spring break would last through the week for most. They were in a great city and even the weather cooperated. Some already had priorities.

"I have been informed it is donut time," Alex told Lorelei once the ship was secure.

She turned from the window of the upper lounge with a skeptical look. "The galley has a full professional kitchen. You all know how to cook."

"I’m not sure that’s entirely true for everyone," said Alex. "Anyway, I mentioned that, and I was told the previous owners did an unsatisfactory job of stocking up."

"They didn’t include donuts?"

"Scandalous, I know," he lamented.

"It’s a fast food chain."

"Yeah, I’m aware."

"I’m not a connoisseur, but doesn’t Seattle have shops of its own with better offerings?"

"Shh shh shh." Alex looked over his shoulder. "We don’t wanna have that discussion. That kind of talk leads to the burger chain argument all over again."

"Ah." Lorelei sighed. "Point."

"Just wanted to let you know the plan. Totally fine if you’re out. No need to come with if you don’t want to."

A sultry smile claimed her lips. "My love, you always say the most arousing things."

"God damn it, now I want to stay here with you," he grumbled.

She stroked his cheek, planted a kiss on his neck, and fixed him with a wicked grin. "Yet you will suffer bravely for the sake of friendship, won’t you?"

"It’s not like I don’t want any," he muttered. "Anyway, that’s the plan. It’s within walking distance, so we might come back first before going to the hotel. I’m not sure what everybody’s doing yet. Might hang out here, might go out on the town. You want me to text whenever there’s a plan?"

"Please. I’d prefer to linger and speak with Zafirah."

Already, the ship felt more comfortable and welcoming. Lorelei drifted through the hallways with memories of the fight, but not a hint of the moods of the former owners. No ghosts, she thought with a grin. Perhaps literally, given the ship’s new mistress—no ghosts save those of her own choosing, at least. Lorelei found no such spirits along her way to the woman she sought at the desk of the ship’s office.

"Have you been hired on as crew?" Lorelei asked.

Zafirah smiled back. "More that I am ensuring Katerina’s freedom to hire on her own. Theft of this sort ultimately requires more paperwork than violence. Fortunately, I am skilled in all manner of larceny, and I know who to call for the rest."

"As you have demonstrated."

"The most important matters are handled. I can set this aside if you need something?"

"Everyone else has departed for a breakfast run. I thought I might take advantage of the time to speak with you alone, if I am not interrupting."

"No." Zafirah pushed the papers aside. "You are not. In fact, I am stalling." She noted Lorelei’s quirked eyebrow. "Everyone else, you say? Including Rachel?"

"She is elsewhere, if she is not with them. She would let me know if she was near me."

"You have unanswered questions."

"I do." Lorelei noted Zafirah’s hands held together as the jinn stood, a nervous note she did not expect. Her arrival hardly struck a confrontational tone.

"You still wonder what all of this was about."

"Last night, Rachel pointed out none of this happens without you to start it," said Lorelei. "Yet you did not know about Joel. Onyx connected us to the matter, but you could have left us to deal with it purely for her sake and saved your favor from Alex."

"That is true. If we are to speak in truth, you were more correct earlier than I would admit. I care much for this world and I work to alleviate suffering and prevent harm. In that, I am sincere. However, this matter hinted at opportunities—deeply personal opportunities."

"What is it that you are stalling?" asked Lorelei.

"Perhaps I should show you. We will have to leave here, though not for long. I would not depart without saying my farewells. I have arrangements yet to make. But if you would?"

At a nod from Lorelei, Zafirah turned back to face the desk. She waved her hands in overlapping circular patterns in front of her. Sparks trailed from her fingers, soon becoming a full stream and then a sustained disk in the air. Manipulating the burning circle as if by puppet strings, Zafirah broadened the pattern to half her size. She stepped back to broaden it again until it reached from the floor to a height above her head.

Through the flames, Lorelei saw the faint outlines of a downtown alley and the street beyond. As the flames diminished and receded from the center of the disk, she saw a handful of signs in Spanish—no, she realized. Portuguese. Across the street at the end of the alley rose the steel grid of a high-rise under construction. Zafirah stepped through. Lorelei followed.

The air was much warmer here and the hour later. Both details made sense. "Brazil?" Lorelei asked, accompanying Zafirah to the mouth of the alley.

"Rio," answered Zafirah. "I haven’t been here in many years. You?"

"Not recently. It’s on my mind for the future."

"Mine as well, now. And as a matter of the past…a past that was far more distant before these recent days."

Across the street, men in rugged clothes trailed past the tall fencing around the construction site. Most carried food or drink. Lorelei spotted the vendor in a truck parked beside the street with customers still in line.

"He’s coming away from the window now." Zafirah’s voice fell, but not out of discretion on such a busy street. "Yellow hard hat, blue shirt. Short sleeves. Smiling. He’s tall." Her voice fell into a murmur. "Those arms."

"I see him," said Lorelei. He carried away a paper cup and a bag, not exactly swaggering but she saw joy and casual confidence in that stride. She thought him in his early thirties, or perhaps late twenties without the sweat and grime of the work day. His laugh and retort to something said by a coworker suggested he only seemed older by virtue of how he carried himself. "He is handsome."

"Yes."

Passing the open gate to the site, he broke off from the rest to approach a parked car. He crouched near the hood and spoke to a moving shadow beneath it. The shadow gingerly crept out long enough to accept the offer of some shred of meat from the man’s lunch. Lorelei tilted her head in thought. "Food alone could not tempt a stray out into the open on such a street. He has some relationship."

"Or a history," said Zafirah. "He was always kind like this. Always."

Lorelei watched her companion, who in turn watched him. "Who is he?"

"I knew him as a fisherman named Tokol," she answered softly. "That language is no longer spoken, or even remembered. His village is forgotten. I don’t know his name now."

Zafirah watched. Lorelei waited.

"Like you, I have lived a long, long time," said Zafirah. "Unlike you, I have always had my freedom. I have loved mortals and jinn and a few who were neither. A handful of those still live, but we have drifted apart. Various reasons. It is the same for some mortals, though for others it is not…yet mortal they are. It hurts. Always."

A tear rolled down her cheek. Lorelei gave it time.

"Rachel has told you how we first met, yes?"

"Only a little," said Lorelei. "You stole a book from the library she tended long ago, and she retrieved it. She demurred on the details. I did not press."

"I needed to know what happened to him," said Zafirah. "Where he was. How to find him again. Once I found his name, I didn’t need to keep the book."

"That was long ago," noted Lorelei.

"Yes. The book told me who. It didn’t say where or when or how." She smiled against the first tear and wiped away the second. "The angels were rather cross about the whole thing. Some are still."

"The angels are not always in the right," said Lorelei. "Rachel grumbles, but she is fond of you. She holds no grudge."

"It means much to hear you say all of those things."

Across the street, the worker gave the cat a last scratch before returning to work. The cat held its place under the car and watched him go.

"Even with the knowledge I possessed, my paths came to dead ends. I knew he would likely return to mortal life. I knew how to recognize him by his soul. I had no idea how to find him, let alone how to remind him of who I was, or if I should. Life went on. I mourned again, and then lived again and loved again."

"Then you met Alex," said Lorelei.

"Magic pulls upon itself. I know better than to believe in fate, but I know magic. When he told me his story, I saw no specific connection to my own, but I knew. Thus, I picked up on the threads and I started following.

"I thought the family’s magic would show me how to find my love again. It did not. That fell to Joel. He was reluctant, but after all he’d been through, he felt more gratitude than obligation. For once, he was asked out of love rather than forced by another’s cruelty and ambition. He told me how to search."

"And the family’s magic shows you how to reawaken the man he was," said Lorelei. "A spell with much more deliberation than the blundering brutality inflicted upon Alex."

"Yes."

"Those memories inflicted turmoil and trauma," Lorelei warned quietly. "Only magic and great care relieved all of that—though with what we know of Onyx now, I suppose that outcome makes sense. Of course she had the talent. Still, it was traumatic. Onyx herself was under strong mental wards when she suffered that family’s spell."

"Wise points, much of which I have already considered." With the workers back inside, Zafirah turned to look at her. "I don’t know what to do."

"Don’t walk away now," Lorelei scoffed, drawing a laugh from Zafirah. "Perhaps my experience is limited, but a soul to love as you have described is too rare to give up for any reason."

"Even for his own good?"

Lorelei took her point. "Alex would likely be safer without me. He might fit in better with society’s expectations without our life together. He would not want that. He is not blind to the dangers and drawbacks. He chooses them. I suppose we all do. No one is perfectly safe, or perfect at all."

"Says the woman who could have any man she wants."

"I don’t believe that is true. Not if I am the woman I wish to be." She glanced at the construction site. It would be a large building. "Was he brave?"

"Yes. He knew what I was. As you say, it was not always easy."

"And he chose to be with you?"

"Until his end, yes."

"What of the man before us? Is he unattached? Is he interested in women?"

"I only found him last night, but I believe so on both counts," said Zafirah.

"Then why not give that same choice to the man he is now? Perhaps they are not so different. As for the reawakening, you do not have to decide that right away. You cannot know him until he knows you."

Zafirah looked to the site again. He could be anywhere in the maze, laboring any of a dozen or more jobs. A jinn of her talents would have no trouble finding him. "I had considered this before, but it feels clearer after hearing it from another. After knowing I am not strange to entertain such a notion."

"A benefit of having a friend to talk to," said Lorelei. 

"Rachel’s counsel might be rather different."

"Amid her vulgarities, Rachel will understand." Lorelei nodded at Zafirah’s silent question. "I keep no secrets from her. Those she holds from me are out of obligation to Heaven. My respect for her lieges may be lacking, but not my respect for her. Or my trust. She will understand."

"I hope so. I believed you would. As I told you before we set out on this path, I believed we would understand one another far better. This is why." Zafirah offered her hand. Lorelei took it. "You will always know how to reach me. When the time comes, find me. I will find Alex for you and Rachel."

She looked back at the site again. "I am going to meet him now."

Zafirah crossed the street. She paused only to speak with the cat, who soon leaped up onto her shoulder. With her new companion, she walked into the construction site, unimpeded by everyone else as if completely unseen.

The portal at the end of the alley remained open for Lorelei until she returned to the ship.





Chapter Twenty-Nine:
How to Move On

"It still creeps me out to be in the harbor," said Corinne.

"Oh, come on. It’s a party. We’re on your father’s yacht. Even the weather is cooperating." Amelia gave Corinne a tiny shoulder-to-shoulder nudge and downed half the glass of champagne she wasn’t legal to drink yet. It wasn’t as if anyone here cared, and hardly their biggest crime. Amelia nodded to the scene of that. "It was all the way across the water. And last year."

"It was September," said Sadie. Like Amelia, she held a glass of champagne. Like Corinne, she hugged herself against the mild breeze. Cool temperatures hadn’t stopped her from wearing a short dress. "Don’t play like it’s been that long. Also, it was an accident, Corinne. Remember? We didn’t mean for it to happen."

"We didn’t think it would end up like it did," Corinne corrected. "Let’s be real."

"You came up with the story," noted Sadie.

"And it’s not like any of us are complaining," Amelia said into her glass. "Scholarships don’t mean someone belongs."

"Anyway, you were right all along," Sadie continued. "Stick to the story and don’t talk about it unless someone asks, right? And not even then if we can avoid it."

"Did I tell you my mother sent me to a therapist until I would?" muttered Corinne.

"No!" said Amelia.

"She did. Sure, I had a couple of nightmares, but she decided I was bottling shit up and it would bother me until I let it out."

"God, what a bitch," Sadie scoffed.

"I know, right?" Corinne grumbled.

They fell silent again. No one wanted to talk about the nightmares—or any other creepy thing that had happened since The Accident. The silence only broke at the appearance of a canapé tray. "Yeah. Here," said Corinne. She claimed her piece and held her tongue until her friends took theirs and the server moved away. "Seriously, he could only hire two waiters?"

"The bartender acted like he wasn’t going to give me a drink," said Sadie.

"What’s the deal with the staffing, anyway?" Amelia laughed. "Like he can’t afford it?"

"Oh, he’s gonna tell me he cut corners so I could go on the gap year with you."

"That’s cool! You know for sure?"

"Heard him talking about it with Mom. It’s coming," said Corinne.

"It’ll be good for all three of us to get out of this town for a while," said Sadie.

"Hey girls, can I interrupt for a minute?" broke in a familiar voice. Knowing glances flew by as they turned to face Corinne’s smiling father and slightly less enthusiastic mother. "Listen, I wanted to say I know your final year of school has been a little rougher than you expected, what with…well, things. We know Sadie and Amelia have plans, too." He paused for effect because it worked so well in his TED Talks. "You’ve all grown up together. We’re proud of all of you. So, we figured, Corinne, since—"

"You’re a rich girl," sang out an impossibly loud voice from nowhere. It came again, as if in a DJ’s cut of a song: "You’re a rich girl."

Her father blinked and looked past the girls. "What the hell?"

Corinne and the others turned. The back of their yacht provided a clear and open view of the harbor, except for the sudden appearance of a much larger ship sailing by—and much too closely at that. "You’re a rich girl, and you’ve gone too far," sang a voice from the enormous yacht’s speakers.

Lots of speakers.

"They’re way too close," said Amelia, but hardly anyone could hear her over the music. None of the girls recognized Hall and Oates, but their blood ran cold when they recognized the lone young woman dancing along the other vessel’s side.

She made it easy enough. She even wore their private school uniform.

Katerina grooved on down toward the end of her megayacht as it passed the party in the other direction, allowing her presence to linger in front of the girls. Lyrics repeated the crime of going too far and relying on the old man’s money as she pointed to her own eyes and then flicked her fingers back at Corinne, Amelia, and Sadie.

Then the first ripples of the huge ship’s wake hit theirs. Party guests yelped and flailed as the smaller yacht rose and fell and bounced against the fenders on the pier. Sadie lost her champagne glass on Corinne’s dress. Corinne’s canapé crushed against Amelia in a casualty of her effort to find someone to hold onto for balance.

Letters on the fantail of the much larger ship spelled out the name Revenge. The song played on as the vessel passed by, leaving all three girls with the sight of Katerina twerking at them.


* * *


Despite bright lights, booming music, packed aisles, and all the accompanying noise, Alex felt the buzz of his phone. He stepped into the crowd at the big dice booth mainly to avoid blocking traffic. A handful of X-Men swept past, lucky to make it all of twenty feet before someone asked if they’d stop for pictures—or perhaps unlucky. Cosplayers had their own goals at conventions.

A different cosplaying concern greeted him when he lit up his phone. "Think the guy with the red Natural 20 shirt is upskirting," said the message. He didn’t recognize the number, but that fit a pattern. Alex looked up only to find a mob of people in the convention center. Then the crowd opened up to give him a view of a guy in a red shirt with a twenty-sided die—almost as if by a miracle.

The pattern took a new turn with the next buzz of his phone. Alex thought to keep his eyes on the guy, noticing that his subject was also preoccupied with a phone. He looked down anyway. This time he found a new strange number along with two pictures. Alex didn’t know either of the characters the women cosplayed, figuring they were in an anime he hadn’t seen. The second pic gave an upskirt view of colors and clothes to match the first. "Got their Insta," said a follow-up message with a smiling devil emoji.

"We’re still doing this?" Alex sighed. "This is my life now. Fucking angels." He started walking. The break in the crowd didn’t last, but he had the guy’s path. The open area up ahead between convention hall chambers was a frequent stop zone for cosplayers. Irritated though he was by the ongoing antics with his phone, Mr. Redshirt irritated him much more.

As expected, Alex spotted the guy amid a crowd taking photos of sexy cosplayers. He also found a ready partner for his mission. Alex slipped up to the armored space bounty hunter the moment the latest cell phone photographer got out of the way. Though the bounty hunter’s helmet covered the entire face, Alex knew he would be heard. "The dude in the red shirt there is taking creepy upskirt pics. I need a distraction."

That helmet tilted to one side of their prey. Alex nodded and split off to approach by the other side. Neither of them needed to say anything more.

Mr. Redshirt was already at work on his next photo, conveniently wandering up to his target with his phone held casually low and tilted. The unsuspecting cosplayer didn’t wear a skirt, but apparently he found booty shorts and fishnet stockings just as appealing. The crowd provided plenty of cover. The snapshot took no time at all. He was practiced at this.

He wasn’t prepared for someone to jostle right past him and slap the phone from his hand. All he saw was a black shirt and the back of some guy’s head before panic set in. His eyes turned to the floor. "Hey, my phone!" He looked around frantically. "Shit, shit."

Dark plastic armor blocked his next step. He tried to step around, but a gloved hand came to his chest. "Stop," hissed the cosplayer. That big helmet tilted forward, surprisingly intimidating despite being a mere piece of costume. Perhaps the whisper had more to do with that effect. "You know what you did."

"What the hell?" he blurted.

That hand on his chest curled into a fist around the fabric of his shirt. The bounty hunter stood close enough that it might go unnoticed. An onlooker might think they were friends except for the expression on his face. It wasn’t as if any reassuring words were exchanged. "You lose more than I if this becomes a scene," whispered the bounty hunter.

Alex missed most of it. He returned only after doing some damage. Better to make sure he had control of the phone before he got distracted by talking. As he’d hoped, the phone was still unlocked when he’d snatched it away. Even now, he ran through its contents. "God, you are a fucking creep."

"What the—hey, that’s my—!" Mr. Redshirt promptly lowered his voice again as he realized his peril. "What are you doing? That’s my phone!"

"I’m deleting all the creeper pics you took today and wherever else you’ve used this." Alex didn’t look up from his work. "Actually, I’ve already done that. Now I’m looking at other stuff. Is this your website open on the browser page?"

"You can’t fucking do this! What are you, cops? You’re not even con staff!"

"No, con staff couldn’t do this," Alex corrected. "All they could do is throw you out. They couldn’t delete this garbage."

"Delete what? That’s—that’s not mine."

"Lies." The bounty hunter’s grip tightened.

"Yeah, you should try another defense." Alex pulled out his own phone to take a snapshot of the screen on the other one.

"Oh, come on," said Mr. Redshirt. "It’s no big deal. They aren’t even nudes."

The bounty hunter finally spoke above a whisper with a firm, feminine voice. "Consensual porn is all over the internet. You don’t want that. You want to prey upon women. This is about abuse."

"You really are gross, Mike. That’s your name, right? Mike?" Alex handed the phone back. "I know your little webpage. If it doesn’t come down in the next couple of hours, you can explain all this to your boss and your mother. I have their phone numbers now."

"My mom?"

"It’s time to leave the convention, Mike," the bounty hunter advised. She let him go.

Mike didn’t stay to argue or salvage his pride. He turned and fled.

"Thanks for that," said Alex.

"Of course." The bounty hunter removed her helmet. Anyone else would have matted hair and perhaps a little sweat. Lorelei hardly lost any of her sultry beauty to the helmet’s confining effects. Even her pulled-back hair still looked good. "Did you spot him in the act?"

"No. I got a tip on my phone, and then a misfired text from his." Alex rolled his eyes. "Can’t imagine how that happened." 

"We have to put an end to this nonsense," said Lorelei.

"Yeah. Had to be dealt with, though, right?"

"That fool? The angels could handle him themselves if they chose. They enlist you because it amuses them. I do not share their entertainment."

"You sure?" Alex glanced over his shoulder. Mr. Redshirt was already long gone. "That was a little fun, wasn’t it? Felt good."

"In isolation, yes. I might even have enjoyed taking things farther than the angels expected. My concern is the ongoing pattern. I don’t know what more they will want of you—and thereby us—and I see little benefit from it."

Alex opened his mouth to speak, but the words caught in his throat at the sensation of friendly hands slipping around his hips and straight to his groin. He felt a familiar body pressed against his back, and with her touch came a rush of vitality. The aches of hours shuffling through the convention center vanished from his feet, though he paid little immediate attention to that in light of the arousing grope at his crotch. "Did I just miss a good deed?" asked Rachel. "I’m horny as fuck all of a sudden."

Lorelei bowed her head in concession. "I see one benefit from this," she corrected.

"Fair." Alex spared a fleeting thought for the concern of onlookers, but let it go. It wasn’t like they’d never been frisky in public before. He grunted as Rachel’s grip got ambitious. "Pretty good benefit."

"One we would share regardless." Lorelei stepped closer, but didn’t do anything to interrupt. She had more of a mind to cover for them. It didn’t pull her off the subject. "Rachel. Your peers are still taking advantage of him."

"Aw, you don’t mean in a fun way?" Rachel frowned. "I’ll put my foot up some more asses."

"Thank you. I would end this running gag before it becomes dangerous."

"Dangerously sexy right now, though." Her eyebrows rose to tease Lorelei. "He’s right, too. You did a good thing and you liked it. Fuckin’ hot."

"Taunting invites retaliation, love," said Lorelei.

"Hell yeah, it does." Rachel slipped away. "That’s the point."

"Can’t stick around?" asked Alex.

"Nah. I’ve got other people to look in on. Besides, I don’t have a badge. Wouldn’t want to break the rules, would I?" She planted a kiss on his neck before slipping around him to do the same for Lorelei on her way off. "Catch you at home."

The two stood alone in the crowd. Lorelei noted her lover’s gaze with a raised brow. She knew how he felt about her. She always knew, but wanted to hear it, anyway. "I think you’re a little taller than me in that armor," said Alex. "It’s kinda hot."

"This costume is hardly designed for sex appeal," Lorelei scoffed.

"You could’ve gone the other way. You have before."

"I considered going far in the other direction, yes. Then I learned of the crowds and decided not to cause a traffic problem."

"That was thoughtful," said Alex. "Considerate."

"You’re teasing me."

"Only because you’re so intimidating and dangerous in that outfit. And for real."

She stepped closer. "I have had you in crowded spaces before, too," she mused. The touch of her breath against his skin had his body right back to the same sort of excitement Rachel gave him. "This armor would make that more difficult, but I believe we can rise to the challenge."

"Uh-huh," said Alex. "Somehow I feel like it’s not the angels who lure me into danger."

"Some dangers are more worthwhile than others."


* * *


"The family is dead. Plunder the scraps of their empire as you may or abandon it entirely. I advise the latter." Matthias glanced up from the desktop monitor to a new arrival in her dark office. Her servant closed the door and remained silent. "They were rivals as often as allies. Now they are gone, and we remain. As it should be."

Faces glared back at her from a series of panels on the screen. Several had enough experience or coaching with this technology to present themselves with reasonable competence. Two of her "peers" continually fussed at servants off-screen to change the lighting or the sound or who knew what. Only one vampire in the impromptu council was young enough to have been mortal during the rise of this technology. Naturally, that one kept her microphone muted and tapped away at her keyboard as if she wasn’t paying attention to this conference at all. 

Matthias suspected that one was either playing games or looking at those insipid "cat memes" the mortal youth talked about. She also suspected it was the right idea, given the alternative.

"You are quick to advise the acceptance of loss and defeat, Your Grace," said the Earl of East Australia. She tried not to roll her eyes at the thought of his title—again. "We gathered to discuss ambitions for the future. You would throw that away and run?"

"I attended to hear them out, with every expectation that matters would dissolve into old feuds and infighting as such ambitions usually do," said Matthias. "Your higher hopes are adorable, but they require a naivete I no longer possess."

"Naivete?" The earl let out a pompous snort.

"Gathered friends, please—" said another alleged peer.

"We have confirmation their ship returned to port the next morning," Matthias interrupted. "It remained in Vancouver all week. Yet even now, no one among the family answers calls, text messages, or any sorcerous channels we have established. We bore witness to the events of the previous night. I have encountered that mortal and the angel before. The family is dead."

"Gerhardt wounded that angel," pointed out another on the screen. "They fled from the party."

"Yes, and many of their pursuers died. The rest came back with empty hands. Learn from their example instead of following it."

"Her Grace mistakes opportunity for danger," said yet another fool. "The family may be gone, but their little party has shown us the prospects for alliance and power."

At that, Matthias openly rolled her eyes. If anyone noticed, they said nothing. Ambitious voices carried on with speculation and wistful dreams. She glanced again to her servant, still at the door in deferential silence. He held a common manila folder. She beckoned him forward, but turned her attention back to the conference at the mention of names.

"Every demon showed particular respect for this Lorelei," said another. "She is clearly in league with the mortal. On that note, Alex does indeed appear mortal, and he has disrespected us. He has knowledge of us. Such knowledge is proscribed."

"We have been down that road once before," said Matthias. "It is how I encountered them in the first place. As you said, he is obviously in league with several supernaturals. Whatever their relationship, he is no more in violation than every other werewolf or Practitioner or the rest."

"Their knowledge is an unfortunate reality, not an agreeable exception," said the Earl.

"And so is this one."

"You would so easily accept this affront?" asked the Earl. "This challenge? This blood of ours that has been shed time and again?"

"I would walk away from it all," said Matthias. "I have given my counsel. Farewell." She tapped on the mute button. The reassuring red line appeared over the little cartoon microphone on her screen, but all the faces remained. "How do I hang up?" Matthias asked, and then began pressing buttons.

"Your Grace, if I may," said her servant.

"Yes. Do." She didn’t stop pressing random buttons. A cat meme appeared over her screen, advising her to "Hang In There!" Her eyes narrowed. "Have I returned to the base internet?"

"I don’t…Your Grace, I don’t know what that means," said the servant.

She gestured to the cat. "Is it not this at its core?"

The servant tapped a button, and then another, and seemed dubious until he finally pulled the plug from the camera mounted on the monitor. Whether he was dubious about the technology or his liege, Matthias could not be sure, but she had her suspicions. "What have you found?" she asked, if only to change the subject.

"His full name is Alex Carlisle." Her servant opened the folder on the desk, revealing papers and a handful of pictures. "He is twenty years old, attending the University of Washington as a full-time student with no side employment and his tuition paid directly. That’s unusual these days," he added for her benefit. "I believe his residency records are false. His mother and maternal grandparents all live in the city. Mother and father divorced some time ago. Of the demon and the jinn, I could find nothing, and of course the angel is a mystery."

"Of course," Matthias murmured. "But his records are not so mysterious?"

"I would say his profile is carefully kept to a minimum," said the servant. "As it happens, I got lucky. He was arrested recently when a protest at the university turned into a brawl. Some bystander uploaded a video to the internet. I found it in a search and had to read through the comments." He shuddered. "So many comments."

"Do you sense an agenda? Is any of this relevant?" asked Matthias.

"No agenda. His public persona is that of an ordinary student, though conscious of privacy. However, we already have leverage." He beamed with pride before he flipped over the page. On another sheet of personal information, she saw a picture with some resemblance to Alex, but older. "His father works for one of your financial interests. An irregular syndicate based out of Las Vegas, though he sometimes travels."

"Irregular? You mean it is a criminal operation?"

"The operation provides a variety of flexible services, yes."

"Is he aware? Does he know of us?"

"Not at his level, no. The operation is several steps removed from anything in the shadows."

Matthias glanced at the second page long enough to read a couple of names and figures. Then she closed the folder and pushed it away. "Break the syndicate off from our holdings. An optimal outcome would be to sell it to a rival with no one the wiser. Get back to me with options."

"Sell…? As you wish, of course, but if I might ask about the greater goal…?"

"As I told the others on that insipid conference call, I want nothing more to do with all this."

The answer left him blinking. "I thought that was misdirection."

"Ugh. They’re going to think that, too," she considered. "I may have to deal with that later. No matter. The goal is a clean break from whatever nonsense is going on here. Twice, I have encountered these violent buffoons, and twice I have seen the damage done. A connection like this makes another encounter inevitable, and I have no interest in this perpetual debacle. Let someone else have their attention."
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