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Prologue: 
When Molly Met Onyx
 
    
 
    
 
   Four Years Ago
 
    
 
   “You’re not supposed to be here, but are you more worried about demons or cops?”
 
   “Say what?” asked the jarhead on the other side of the counter.
 
   “Sorry,” Molly said in a tactfully lukewarm tone. “Thinking out loud. Talkin’ to myself, not you.” In any other situation, Molly would have ditched the front counter to talk to the dark-haired girl in the black hoodie and skirt on the other side of the bookstore, but her boss, Elizabeth needed Molly behind the register. That left her trapped in unwanted conversation with the only other customer in sight.
 
   “I’ve got time to listen,” said Aaron. “You seem interesting.” He smiled at her again. She wished he’d stop doing that. She also wished she didn’t already know his name, or that he was home on leave from the Marines, or that he’d just finished his second deployment.
 
   “I’m the girl working the cash register in a bookstore,” Molly replied.
 
   “Pretty interesting bookstore. Pretty girl at the register. You’ve got a great style. You must be real creative.”
 
   Molly shook her head. “No make-up. Ordinary band t-shirt.” She gestured to her spiky, fire-engine red hair. “Picked my hairstyle out of a magazine. Not terribly special. Just a girl workin’ a counter.”
 
   Most business at the bookstore amounted to candles, statuettes, and other little trinkets of minor value. The real goods that Elizabeth sold didn’t get holiday markdowns. Customers who came for them usually went straight to the owner rather than browsing the shelves. Elizabeth had several such customers in the back room behind the counter now. They’d left Aaron out here with Molly, and he’d been trying to chat her up ever since.
 
   “We both know you’re more than that,” said Aaron. “You’re a Practitioner.”
 
   Molly’s eyes met his, though she wasn’t sure what to say. The fact that Elizabeth had pulled his buddies into the back room for a private conversation told her they were all Practitioners. She’d suspected as much of Aaron, but she hadn’t expect him to bring it up. Molly never expected anyone to bring it up.
 
   Aaron attempted to keep his smile humble. He failed. “I’m more than just a Marine,” he said. “Never worried about getting blown away on deployment. I’ve got some tricks for that sort of trouble.” He winked.
 
   Molly held off an eyeroll. “That’s great.”
 
   “So I’m thinking we’ve got at least that in common,” he said.
 
   “It’s not much in common.”
 
   “Seems like a lot to me. But how do you know unless you find out?”
 
   “Not terribly curious,” said Molly.
 
   “Aw c’mon, I’m being friendly. Give it a shot, you might like it. Maybe try smiling a little? Might brighten your day.”
 
   Molly clenched one fist behind the counter. She didn’t know how serious Elizabeth’s business with his companions was. They all looked like they’d come in off a hunting trip in the woods, but back room meetings were only for serious customers. Elizabeth didn’t like offending fellow Practitioners, either. She put a high priority on polite relations and cooperation, if not friendliness.
 
   Though Molly had every right to throw him out of the store, her boss might not appreciate it. She also didn’t know what she’d do if he wouldn’t leave.
 
   “Look, let’s try again,” he said. “Hi, I’m Aaron, and you are…?”
 
   “She’s the cashier.”
 
   Molly and Aaron both blinked. The girl in the hoodie stood nearby, staring at him with big blue eyes.
 
   “Yeah, obviously,” Aaron replied. “Do you need to pay for something?”
 
   “No,” said the girl. Her voice was soft, feminine, and not at all timid. She kept staring.
 
   “Hi,” Molly spoke up, brightening a little with the distraction. “Can I help you find anything?”
 
   “No,” the girl replied.
 
   “So what’s up?” Aaron asked.
 
   “Nothing,” said the girl. She kept staring at him.
 
   Aaron’s lips pursed with a question. For once, he seemed at a loss for words. “No, really, what’s up?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Then why are you looking at me like that?”
 
   The girl didn’t speak.
 
   “You’re hella cute underneath that hood and stuff. What’s your name?” Aaron asked with an ingratiating smile.
 
   No response. Aaron’s smile faded.
 
   “Are you gonna stand there and stare all day?” He waited. She said nothing. Aaron turned to Molly. “Can you do something about her?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Molly answered. “She’s not bothering anyone.”
 
   “She’s bothering me.”
 
   “How?”
 
   He pointed at the girl. “She’s fucking staring at me, obviously.”
 
   “Sir, I’m gonna have to ask you not to use that kind of language in the store,” said Molly.
 
   He made a face. “What the fuck?”
 
   “Sir, again, please watch your language. This is a family establishment.”
 
   “It’s a fuckin’ occult bookstore full of books about demons and shit.”
 
   “I’m a minor,” noted the girl in black.
 
   “Yeah, see?” Molly asked. “The language isn’t okay.”
 
   “She’s fucking harassing me,” he pressed.
 
   Molly looked from one to the other and shook her head. “I don’t see how.”
 
   “Oh, for—what?” he fumed, looking at the girl again. “What do you want?”
 
   “I want to see how you handle unwanted attention,” she answered, and kept staring.
 
   “What the hell are you even—is this some kind of joke?” Aaron shifted his attention back to Molly. “Is this how you treat customers?”
 
   “We maintain a welcoming environment for everyone, sir.” Molly gestured to the bookshelves around the floor. “You’re free to browse if you like.”
 
   He pointed to the girl in black. “Don’t you maintain the right to refuse service to anyone?”
 
   “That’s a good point,” said Molly. “Please step outside, sir.”
 
   “What the fuck? Not me, her!” he shouted.
 
   “She’s not doing anything, sir. You’re raising your voice and you’ve ignored my request to curb your language three times now. Please step outside.”
 
   “I’ll leave when my dad and the others come out of there!” Aaron snapped, his finger now pointing to the door behind Molly.
 
   “You can wait for them right outside the door, sir.” She gestured toward the entrance, where tall windows lined either side of the door. Rain fell on the cars parked along the curbside immediately past the glass. “I’m sorry, but you’re making my customers uncomfortable.”
 
   “Deeply,” said the other girl.
 
   “This is bullshit!” He looked to the girl in the hoodie. “Why the fuck are you causing a scene, anyway?”
 
   “I’m causing a scene by standing here?”
 
   Molly thought fast. This wasn’t a situation Elizabeth would want. She couldn’t afford to get into trouble with her boss. Then, as Aaron pointed at the other girl, Molly noticed the globe and anchor tattooed on his wrist…and wondered if he might not have a similar problem.
 
   “Hey, Aaron,” she spoke up thoughtfully, “you said you’re gonna be posted as a recruiter near here, right?”
 
   “Yeah? So?”
 
   “So if I talked to some Marines in another recruiting office and asked about a recruiter named Aaron, how hard do you think it’d be for them to figure out who you are?”
 
   Aaron blinked. “What?”
 
   “I’m wondering how much trouble a Marine gets into for harassing a couple of women in a civilian store,” said Molly.
 
   “Or if they want to hear about you being in a store like this one,” noted the other girl.
 
   Molly leaned forward on the counter. “You don’t happen to have a magic spell for dealing with that sort of trouble, do you?”
 
   Aaron worked his jaw as if thinking up a retort, but all he could muster was, “Fine. Bitches.” He stomped to the exit, threw the door open and then turned to slam it shut in his wake. His manly display was thwarted by the pressurized arm on top of the door that ensured a slow, steady closure.
 
   Basking in victory, Molly shared a triumphant grin with the girl in the hoodie—who soon lowered her head and moved back to the bookshelves. Oh God, thought Molly, don’t be shy now! C’mon! She opened her mouth to summon the girl back, but stopped when she heard shouting from the closed door behind her.
 
   “—gonna come crashing down someday soon, and you know it!” came a muffled, male voice. “The only rational thing to do is to prepare, not stick your head in the sand!”
 
   Any reply was too quiet to hear. Elizabeth was like that. Molly knew she wouldn’t be loud. The boss wouldn’t be intimidated, either. Molly pulled her verawood wand from the shelf under the counter. Her heartbeat picked up as she considered what might happen if things got ugly. She wouldn’t let Elizabeth face a fight alone.
 
   Her eyes flicked up toward the lone customer. The girl had her back to Molly, standing at the bookshelves again, but her head was turned sideways as if she was listening.
 
   “You’ve been around since the First World War!” shouted the man. “You’ve seen what’s coming. And you know how to contact the other side! You could help!”
 
   “We are done, Leon,” came a faintly accented feminine voice. Molly’s eyes widened. What had he done to get Elizabeth to raise her voice? “You will leave now.”
 
   “We’re not leaving until we—nngh!”
 
   Molly had heard enough. She threw the door open with her wand at the ready. Her heart skipped a beat at the sight of lethal weapons held by angry men, but almost as quickly as she recognized the threat, she saw that it was already under control.
 
   Elizabeth stood at the head of the small table. All three of her furious guests sat with pistols drawn—and pointed at one another. Not one of them visibly threatened Molly’s boss.
 
   Though her face showed some wrinkles and other signs of age, Elizabeth looked much younger than Leon’s accusation would indicate. Her hair was brown and rich, and her comfortable green dress kept up with current fashion. Elizabeth held her arms out to either side, arched fingers maintaining her spell without the aid of a wand. Her Belgian accent came through stronger than normal as she asked, “Molly, are you watching the other one?”
 
   “Other?” Molly blinked, then stepped back through the door to look to the window. Aaron stood right outside, puffing away angrily on a cigarette. He looked up. Molly forced herself to stand casually where he could see her. “He’s outside,” she replied. “We’re good.” She wondered if she looked or sounded even remotely convincing. Guns were as far out of her experience as the level of magic Elizabeth now demonstrated.
 
   “You really want it this way?” one of the “guests” asked through gritted teeth. He wore a padded green camouflage coat, a matching ball cap, and mirrored sunglasses. His handlebar mustache twitched angrily as he spoke. “You really wanna be on our bad side when it all comes down?”
 
   “I think I will be fine, Leon,” said Elizabeth. “If you truly understood the nature of divinations, you would know that no Practitioner can predict World War III, or Armageddon, or whatever disaster you and your playmates think is coming.”
 
   “It already came!” protested one of Leon’s companions. His hand shook as he kept his gun trained at Leon’s head. “That’s what I’m tryin’ to tell you!”
 
   Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “This one is fixated on either the Mayan calendar or Y2K,” she muttered to Molly. “I cannot remember.”
 
   “It’s all connected!” the man asserted.
 
   “Shut up, Dutch,” growled Leon.
 
   Elizabeth sighed. “He is not actually Dutch. I would know.”
 
   “You think this is funny?” Leon snarled.
 
   “I must,” said Elizabeth. “If I do not laugh at your silly paranoia, I will cry. I do not wish to be sad today.”
 
   “What the fuck kinda spell is this?” demanded the third man. “God damn it, let us go! It ain’t right, takin’ control of someone’s body!”
 
   “No, but threatening me with violence is somehow acceptable?” Elizabeth gracefully flicked her wrists. In unison, the three men pressed the magazine releases of their guns, dropping each weapon’s clip onto the table. Not one of them turned his gun from the other in the process.
 
   Elizabeth stood over them looking like a disapproving aunt. “I know enough about guns to remember you each still have one bullet ready to fire. I am also well-versed in self-defense. I have nothing to fear from guns. But should you approach me again with another pathetic threat and harm some innocent along the way, you will pay dearly.
 
   “Listen to me carefully, gentlemen,” she went on. “I will not aid you in your preparations for the end of civilization. I will not side with you against our fellow Practitioners. I will not join in your paranoid quest for power. I will absolutely not help you contact the ‘other side,’ nor should I have to explain what a stupid notion that is. Try these things at your own peril. You may find success in such foolishness is not to your liking. But I shall not be involved.
 
   “Go back to the mountains. You are no longer welcome in my store. Any of you. I will not sell you so much as a pencil. If you or the rest of your circle darken my door again, I will not be this gentle. Do you understand?”
 
   Leon scowled darkly. “I understand this situation perfectly.”
 
   “Splendid. Whatever you tell yourself to placate your ego is not my concern.” She flicked her wrists again, forcing each man to eject the last bullet from his gun before dropping the weapons on her table. Then she lowered her hands. “Molly, our guests are leaving.”
 
   “Cool.” Molly watched as the men stood under their own power. Neither Leon nor his friends seemed interested in retaliation. Leon barely gave Molly a glance as he led his friends outside.
 
   Elizabeth noted Molly’s tense breath. “Take a moment. Let your heartbeat settle. This is over. We are both fine.”
 
   Molly swallowed hard and did as Elizabeth instructed. The older woman’s even tone helped calm her down. “Are they gonna be trouble later?” Molly asked. The door swung shut at the front of the shop. Molly watched Leon angrily wave his followers into their cars.
 
   “I think not,” said Elizabeth, stepping out to observe with her. “You may not have noticed, but I quashed every spell they attempted while I held them. They will not cross me until they attain a much greater degree of power. Since they came to me searching for such power, I doubt they will find it soon.”
 
   “Is that what you were talking about? Sites of power and contacting the other side?”
 
   “Yes. Take your ordinary paranoid Doomsday planners, add a handful of genuine Practitioners, and you get the Spartan Light of Unconquered Cascadia.” Elizabeth gestured grandly to the pair of SUVs rolling away from the curb. “Leon has divined the Apocalypse at least seven times since the turn of the century and has been disappointed every time. But still they believe, and still they prepare.”
 
   “How do they plan to survive the end of the world?”
 
   Elizabeth shrugged. “Mystic wards on their compound and a lot of canned food, I imagine. It sounds terrible to me.”
 
   “Wait, you said they divined it. If they’re actual Practitioners, do you mean they did that with real magic?”
 
   “I would imagine so.”
 
   “But we’re still here. No Doomsday.”
 
   “Ah. Yes. We have not talked about divinations since they are not your style. Different Practices argue about this sort of thing, but I have studied it closely and worked to shed my own bias.” Elizabeth smiled fondly at the younger woman. Though she mentored Molly, that didn’t make the redhead an apprentice in the strictest terms. They followed different Practices. Still, given Elizabeth’s long experience and knowledge, her guidance helped Molly learn and grow dramatically faster than she could on her own.
 
    “The future is not written,” Elizabeth explained. “Divination draws upon collective intentions and expectations, you see. Auguries predict events because the magic gives a sense of what others plan to do and what they believe will happen. Get enough people nervous about a zombie uprising and you may see such a plague in your visions of the future…but it will not happen, because real zombies are not symbolic of disease like the creations of Hollywood.
 
   “Leon clearly doesn’t understand this. I believe he pulls his divinations from limited sources of information. The course of global civilization is less obvious when you live in the mountains among fewer humans. Weather is easy to predict there. The animals know what to expect. But human events? If you live in an isolated compound of paranoid fools, you’re bound to predict the end of the world every day.
 
   “I will clean this up. Thank you for watching the front, Molly. I am glad you are here.”
 
   “So am I,” said Molly. “Um. We’ve got a customer over by the books. I’ll go check on her.”
 
   The girl in the hoodie lurked in the far corner of the store. Molly found that intriguing. She also noticed how the girl’s posture stiffened as she approached, though with the hood up and her back turned, it wasn’t easy to tell much else. “Hey there,” said Molly. “Can I help you with anything?”
 
   “Um…I’m okay, thanks.”
 
   “Thought you might be. You’re over here by the good stuff,” Molly noted. The hooded head twitched. Molly grinned. “You knew that already, didn’t you?”
 
   The girl turned until those pretty blue eyes emerged from her hood. “I’ve seen lots of good stuff in here.”
 
   “Yeah. Still easier with someone to show you around. The service is free. Besides, I owe you one for helping me out with Creepy back there.”
 
   “No, it’s fine. I’m glad I could help. I can’t stand jerks like that.”
 
   Molly couldn’t wipe the smile off her face now if she tried. Something about this girl, she thought. “You’re safe here. I’m not scoping you out as a potential shoplifter or anything. You’ve just got this look like you’re not supposed to be here, and that’s not a problem for us.” She tilted her head toward the shelves on the wall. “Especially not anyone who knows to come to this end of the store. It’s not like we have an age restriction, either…if that wasn’t just a helpful line to make him back off?”
 
   “For a couple more months, anyway. Thanks.” The other girl bit her lip before saying more.
 
   The redhead held out her hand. “I’m Molly. You can give me a fake name, I’m cool with it.”
 
   The girl hesitated, but when she accepted the handshake, Molly felt a cool electricity from her touch that had nothing to do with sorcery. “Call me Onyx.”
 
   “I can do that. So what brought you here to the ‘I Know Bullshit from the Real Deal’ section?”
 
   “I see things sometimes,” said Onyx. Her lips twitched with the hint of a grin.
 
   “When you’re asleep, or when you’re awake?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “Like faint shades of color around people?”
 
   Onyx nodded. “That, too.” She paused. “I like yours.”
 
   “What do mine look like?”
 
   “Fire. Yours is redder and hotter than most people’s. It’s reaching out to me like Creepy’s aura did to you,” Onyx ventured slowly. “Only with you it’s more of a gesture and less like a grab.”
 
   “Busted already,” Molly admitted, but she kept smiling.
 
   “I’m not actually sure what it means,” Onyx conceded. “I only feel like I’ve got a faint idea.”
 
   “No. You’ve probably got a very good idea.” Molly pulled a hardbound book from the shelf and held it out. “It all depends on your Practice. The basics are spelled out here.”
 
   Onyx glanced down at the book. “I’ve got this one already.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Bought it at the Circle’s End on Capitol Hill. I didn’t know if it’s legit, but it felt right. Righter than the others.”
 
   “It’s legit,” said Molly. Her hopes rose. Holy shit, she thought, is she like me? “You’re on the right path already. I can tell you that much.”
 
   Onyx nodded. “I tried one of the rituals this morning. It led me here. You guys aren’t listed online as an occult bookstore or I’d have been here before.”
 
   “Yeah. I keep reminding the owner about internet advertising, but she’s dragging her feet.”
 
   “For like twenty years?”
 
   “She’s got different ideas about advertising…and time.” Molly shrugged. “What were you looking for with that ritual?”
 
   “Answers. I have dreams sometimes. When I wake up, the dreams fade, but the feeling is there. Like I’m looking for someone.”
 
   “How long has this been going on?”
 
   “All my life.”
 
   “Wow.” Molly’s eyebrows rose. “So you’re not looking for something, but someone?”
 
   “More than just that. I’m looking for answers. How to figure out those dreams. How to make sense of the things I see and hear and feel. What to do with it all.” Onyx shook her head. “Lots of things.”
 
   Molly’s smile simply wouldn’t die. She wondered if it ever would, or if she’d ever want it to. “Want some help with all that?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One: 
How the Devil Saved Christmas
 
    
 
   “This is the scariest shit I’ve ever done.”
 
   “Is it? You don’t seem all that frightened.”
 
   “I’m putting up a brave front.”
 
   The dark-haired woman in the front passenger’s seat glanced at Alex with a raised eyebrow. Even when dressed down for a casual domestic holiday evening, Lorelei looked fit for the cover of a glamour magazine. “I seem to recall you once literally went to Hell and slew a demon prince.”
 
   “That was only like the front yard of Hell or whatever, right?” The young man at the wheel shrugged. “I didn’t have time to think about it. This has been coming for weeks.”
 
   “For once, I can’t tell if you’re being sarcastic.”
 
   “Yeah, me neither,” said Alex. “Funny, huh?”
 
   “You’re that nervous? It’s only Christmas Eve with your family. You’ve had nineteen of them already. You aren’t a newcomer here.”
 
   Alex returned her assurance with a skeptical frown. “It’s the ‘newcomer’ bit that I’m worried about. I’ve never brought anyone home for Christmas. Not that I ever had to ‘go home’ for Christmas in the first place.”
 
   “You aren’t springing this on anyone as a surprise. You already told Michelle everything,” Lorelei pointed out. “Everything you could tell, at least. That conversation went fine.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Listen, Mom had so much faith in my relationship with you that when she got a new place, she made sure it had a room for me. No, all I did with that conversation was add to her doubts. It was more weird than fine.”
 
   “I suspect you wouldn’t joke if you sensed a serious problem. Our relationship is outside the common norm. It’s natural for her to be a bit unsure, yet she accepted it. She invited us. None of this comes as a surprise to anyone. Alex, everyone in that home loves you. It’s hardly the same degree of danger as fighting off demons.”
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t have to give a damn what those jerks think about anything,” he grumbled. “Like who gives a shit if I disappoint Beelzebub or whoever with my life choices, y’know? He’s gonna hate me no matter what I do. Screw that guy. Stupid name anyway.”
 
   Lorelei smiled. “You are not the first to make that observation.”
 
   “Oh God, he’s really a thing? I thought he was made up for Dungeons & Dragons or whatever.”
 
   “If Hell is a high school, Beelzebub is the entitled rich kid with no social skills and terrible body odor. Or so I would imagine. I’ve never been to high school.”
 
   “I’m gonna go out on a limb and guess that Hell is worse than high school. Narrowly.”
 
   “Yes. High school eventually ends.”
 
   Alex brought the Lexus to a stop two cars back from the edge of the intersection. The dark, wet streets were busy. Alex had expected that most people would be off work and at home with family by now.
 
   His eyes wandered to a bearded man at the end of the concrete divider on his left. The man wore a tattered grey coat and a ball cap someone must have thrown away. Plastic bags at his feet probably contained everything he owned. His cardboard sign read, “Homeless. Disabled. Sober. Anything Helps. Happy Holidays! God Bless!”
 
   “Aw man,” Alex muttered. Money had been tight through most of his childhood, yet he never faced these problems. Nor had any of the other men he’d once been. Memories forced upon him by cruel sorcery flitted through his mind as he looked at the panhandler: Memories of many, many wars. Memories of being abandoned in foreign lands, of losing everything he cared about time and again, of even being enslaved at least once. Yet in none of those memories had he ever been reduced to begging.
 
   He didn’t wonder which fate was worse. Instead, he pulled the wallet from the back pocket of his jeans. Alex figured he needed the fifteen dollars in his wallet less than the homeless man did. “Every time I think I’ve got problems...”
 
   “Hm? Oh.” With her gaze elsewhere, Lorelei didn’t understand her lover’s intentions until he lowered the window and waved. “There’s always someone in greater suffering,” she said.
 
   The man quickly limped up to Alex, nodding in gratitude even before he took the bills. “Hey brother, thank you so much. Bless you.” He leaned down to make eye contact with the driver and the passenger. “Bless you both.”
 
   “I only wish it was more,” said Alex. “It’s what I’ve got.”
 
   “Aw, this is great!” the man assured him, looking at the bills. “This is dinner and breakfast for tomorrow! Thanks!” He looked at Lorelei again. “You’ve got a good man here!”
 
   “Yes, I do,” she answered.
 
   His gaze stayed on her. Alex was completely used to people forgetting about him when they saw his girlfriend. It happened all the time. “Good luck to you,” said Alex, his eyes flitting back and forth between the panhandler and the light.
 
   “Luck? I’ve already had all the luck in the world! I don’t need luck now!”
 
   The light changed. Alex held up his hand for one last wave. Traffic barely even crawled forward. He glanced at Lorelei again. “Sorry.”
 
   “For what? Your charity, or your empathy?” She chuckled. “I like this. Let’s take a tour of all the qualities that brought us together as if we’ve forgotten them. We’ve already started with your courage. Now this.”
 
   “I was going to say I’m sorry for bringing someone over to leer at you, but that sounds silly, too. It’s easy to forget that sort of thing doesn’t bother you. Part of being a succubus, right?”
 
   “And the tour continues,” she said with a sly grin. “You have always seen me as a woman before you see me as a temptation. All too many men arrange their priorities differently. I may draw power from lust and desire, but context always matters.”
 
   The car in front of theirs stopped at the intersection with its left turn signal flashing, creating another minor delay. “Polite leering is better than creepy leering?” asked Alex.
 
   “When I’m paying attention to the source, yes.” Her hand ran over his thigh. “I may be more amenable to the world staring at me than ordinary women, but I prefer strangers to at least be subtle about it. Open leering is only welcomed on my own terms…or yours.”
 
   “Christmas with my mother,” he muttered.
 
   “Ah. Yes. My apologies.” Lorelei withdrew her hand with an amused smile. “Lust is probably not the best subject right now.”
 
   “Oh I’m not complaining,” he said, though he already felt a mild tremor run through him. “Just gotta stay focused, y’know? Think about family stuff instead of sex. Wholesome domestic family tranquility bullshit.”
 
   His eyes searched for things that would take his mind off of his urges, which meant not looking at the woman seated on his right. Alex caught a glimpse of the homeless man in the rear view mirror as they waited for the car in front of them to turn. A reminder of that sort of trouble could always kill the mood. Alex saw the man watching them go, then realized the way ahead was clear. He pushed on the accelerator and continued on.
 
   He didn’t see the intensity of the man’s gaze, or the attention to detail, or the brief flash of red light in his eyes. He didn’t notice the way the man’s limp disappeared, or his swift rush off of the divider. By the time the homeless man darted into traffic, mortal eyes couldn’t see him at all.
 
   “’Wholesome?’ Hopefully we won’t hear much of that sort of talk tonight,” said Lorelei.
 
   “Yeah,” Alex agreed with a nervous sigh. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about.”
 
   “I’m only teasing. Surely it won’t be a problem. The store is up on the left here,” she added.
 
   “I see it.” Retail structures and offices shared the same sheltered parking at their destination. He found a space with little trouble. “Anyway, let’s hope.”
 
   “Have no fear,” said Lorelei. “I’m sure things will be fine.”
 
    Alex stepped out of the car to find himself only inches away from a lovely blonde in a thin white summer dress. The material clung damply to her thin, slender body. Broad white wings sprouted from her back. Her halo glowed as brightly as any of the overhead lights.
 
   “How the fuck is it not snowing when it’s this cold?” she asked. “I swear I could impale a bitch with my nipples right now.”
 
   Alex blinked. He skipped right past worrying about whether or not other people could see the angel in the parking lot. “Wha—wait, I thought you weren’t bothered by the cold?”
 
   “Not like you are, no,” said Rachel. “I’m not uncomfortable, but I still feel it.”
 
   “How long have you been following us?”
 
   “Only the last couple of blocks. I thought about jumping into the back seat but I figured the surprise might cause an accident or something.”
 
   His eyes still wide with surprise, Alex said, “Good call on that one.”
 
   “Are your responsibilities resolved?” asked Lorelei, stepping around the car to greet Rachel with a brief yet unquestionably sensual kiss.
 
   “Yeah, we’re good. Obviously I’m on call as usual, but things seem quiet.” Her blue eyes sparkled happily. “I should get changed.”
 
   “I’ll be inside,” said Lorelei.
 
   “Yeah, we’ll catch up,” said Alex as he opened the trunk. Beside bags of wrapped presents sat a small bundle of casual winter clothes for Rachel. He glanced around the parking garage. No one in the store seemed to be looking toward them, nor was anyone else in the garage. “Guess the coast is clear.”
 
   “It’s fine either way,” said Rachel. “I’ve got this.” She ran her hands through her hair and shook it vigorously. Her white wings stretched out to their full glory to do much the same. A torrent of water splashed against the parked cars to either side.
 
   Alex burst out laughing. “What the hell? Do you do that every time you come home out of the rain?”
 
   “Nah, normally I go straight through the wall and it leaves a big wet angel-shaped stain on the other side,” said Rachel.
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Climb out of the window sometime and see.” Rachel winked. “I’ll catch you if you fall.”
 
   “Now you’re just fucking with me.”
 
   “No, the fucking happens when we go home. Best behavior tonight. Promise.” The angel’s grin was even wider than his. Rachel threw her arms around him—and her legs, clinging to him by the shoulders and hips and sending him bumping into the car behind him. “I’m so excited! I’m gonna have a real Christmas like a real girl!”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Infernal bargains and an ancient investment of demonic power granted Lorelei many magical advantages: supernatural durability, the strength of a champion weightlifter, sorcerous talents of illusion and manipulation, and above all her undeniable charms as a succubus. Beyond all that, Lorelei enjoyed all the benefits of three millennia of experience. She possessed skills and knowledge far beyond the common man’s reach.
 
   None of it made her a faster shopper than any ordinary mortal. Even a demon seductress could have trouble with the Wine Snob’s curious shelving system.
 
   The line at the registers suggested the staff didn’t expect such a Christmas Eve rush. Lorelei moved into the aisles on her own, knowing what she wanted but not exactly where to find it amid the wide, well-appointed shelves. Her search led to the back of the store, where someone had inexplicably decided to put the best of their imports.
 
   She knew the evening’s guest list, but had only met two of the people on it aside from Alex and Rachel. Best to pick up something red and something white, she decided, picking out bottles from her favorite wineries. At least the store didn’t actively hide anything.
 
   With several bottles set into her basket, Lorelei turned to walk back toward the registers. She stopped as soon as she saw the other person in the aisle with her.
 
   He looked less haggard now than at the intersection. His grey coat bore no holes. Lorelei also saw now the shadowy features he’d deliberately hidden from her sight out on the street: small horns, a swaying devil’s tail, and wings. His eyes had become dark pits.
 
   She shifted her feet, ready for this demon in human skin to do something rash, though violence seemed unlikely. Anything loud would bring attention and onlookers. Mortal witnesses tended to drain mystic power. Besides, if he’d wanted to attack, he would have done so already. He wanted something else.
 
   The man bowed his head. “Lady Lorelei,” he said breathlessly.
 
   “Do not call me that.”
 
   “As you wish, m-m-mistress.” The stranger nodded, or rather bowed deeper than before. Something in his manner changed. He had the deep voice of a fully-grown man, but the posture and inflections of someone lowly and meek.
 
   Lorelei felt her lip curl back. Her jaw clenched. So did her fist. “Who are you?”
 
   “I am Bralk.” He bowed yet again, thankfully keeping his voice low. “You probably do not remember me, but we have met. I served many times as Lord Baal’s fetch. I saw you at his side long ago. I was there. But I was one of many. You would not have known little Bralk.”
 
   He was right. She didn’t remember him. Still, his words sent her stomach rolling as she considered the memories he might hold of her presence in her former master’s court. Lorelei shoved that aside. His name and status presented other more immediate concerns. “How did you get into that body?”
 
   “It was not easy, mistress. It cost us many favors. More than were owed to me alone. Many of your subjects helped pay.”
 
   “I have no subjects, worm,” she said through clenched teeth.
 
   “Not…not as such, no,” conceded the little demon in the big man’s body. “And yet you do. The realm needs you, mistress. The fighting goes on without end. They rend and burn and crush and kill and still it goes on and on. The fighting does not stop! Chaos. So much chaos. The walls crumble. The Damned escape their cages and their pits. No one can build, nothing is done. No one can hold Baal’s crown, mistress. No one but you.”
 
   “I pity none of you,” Lorelei seethed. “If none of Baal’s take the crown, sooner or later one of the other princes will step in. Suffer until then, and suffer under your next ruler, too.”
 
   She meant to move past him, even shove him into the shelves of expensive wine if he refused to move, but his wide eyes stopped her. She saw no threat there. No blackmail or leverage. Only supplication and despair.
 
   “They do not,” he hissed. “They do not come. Only Abaddon marched. He lost many captains and fell within the chaos. I tell you truly, Abaddon himself fell! Now none of the others will take the risk. Even Belial will not intervene. They fear what the battle will cost. None can claim the crown. None but you!
 
   “Baal’s legions know you are his conqueror. His killer. The crown is yours, mistress. They fight for the crown, but only you can bring them to heel!”
 
   “This conversation is over.”
 
   Bralk fell to his knees. “Please, mistress. Will you come?”
 
   “You consider yourself my subject?”
 
   “Yes! I will obey! I will serve!”
 
   “Then get up and walk out of here. I don’t care how, but not through the front,” she said, pointing to the registers. “And never speak my name or come near me again.”
 
   “But mistress!”
 
   “Go back to Hell. Find another liege. Maybe whoever gave you that—” She stopped herself. “Who gave you that body?”
 
   He opened his mouth to answer, but hesitated. “There is a right answer and a wrong answer to this, yes?”
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “There are several degrees of wrong.”
 
   “It was…Sammael?” he ventured.
 
   Fury twisted up within her. She brought her free hand back, extending talons from her fingers to shred his face. Bralk did not flee, or raise his hands to block, or even cry out. He merely cringed in anticipation.
 
   The blow never came. Lorelei lowered her hand again. The talons vanished. “Go back to Hell, Bralk,” Lorelei repeated. “Tell the others: Never speak to me again. Do not seek me out. Leave me alone.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   He didn’t know what to do.
 
   He couldn’t disobey. He couldn’t let her go, either. Not with so much at stake. Not when every other alternative was so dire. Yet how could his disobedience inspire her to lead?
 
   Shaking with worry and fear, Bralk obeyed. He didn’t follow her to the front of the store. He didn’t watch her join with the others at the front—not after his first look, anyway. Not when he saw the lady’s mortal companion and the terrifying angel who’d helped murder his former liege.
 
   The angel walked among the mortals. She dressed as they did: blue jeans, a white sweater, a coat and wool cap. She walked and laughed as they did, too. The mortals did not see her halo or her wings. Bralk did not know that angels ever walked among mortals, but then, he had heard that the angel who stood with Lady Lorelei was a strange one.
 
   Strange or not, the sight of an angel frightened Bralk as much as his lady’s displeasure, though Bralk’s mortal husk would hide him from her eyes. It had hidden him from the sight of angels since he came into the mortal world. That was the point. But he did not take unnecessary risks, nor did he deny his fear. Bralk walked away quickly, wandering the store until he found another way out.
 
   The exit put him out on the street. Bralk didn’t like it. Lady Lorelei might see him and think he was following her. He needed to follow, of course, but that meant disobeying her. Wringing his hands—so much bigger in this body than they should be—Bralk looked for some way to salvage the situation.
 
   He had to follow her. He had to disobey. Too much relied upon it.
 
   With his decision made, Bralk hustled around the building and then down the dark, narrow alley between the store and the office building beside it. As before, when he first chased after the lady’s car, he had to stop himself from dropping to all fours. The husk still didn’t feel natural, didn’t work the same way as his true shape. Still, after these two weeks of practice, he was finally getting used to it.
 
   Pain exploded through his chest, telling him he was out of time. It halted his rush down the alleyway. The weapon that protruded from his torso looked to be at once bone and shadow, with spiny ridges leading to a sharp point covered in his blood.
 
   Bralk didn’t need the blood. His husk no longer functioned as a living mortal. The bonding process made the body far stronger than it was when it held a mortal soul, but Bralk could still feel pain. He felt a great deal of it as the bones of shadow running through his chest lifted him up off the ground.
 
   The demon clinging to the side of the building wore no human husk. It had a faintly human shape, in that it had arms and legs and a head, but it bent in strange ways and seemed made of oil and shadow. If the bones of its wings had ever held flesh, they had since been shorn of it all in favor of sharpened bones that could be used as weapons. The demon’s long tail acted as another such natural weapon. Bralk was impaled upon that tail now.
 
   His attacker had friends, too. Bralk’s unwilling ascent brought him past the gaze of two more shadowy monsters much like the first. He recognized none of them. Surely they weren’t former vassals of Baal, but beyond that, who could they serve?
 
   “Did you succeed, little fetch?” asked the one with its tail through his chest. It drew Bralk in face to face, staring at him intently with inky black eyes. “Did you chase the whore here?”
 
   “Nuh…no,” Bralk managed.
 
   “No time for questions, Ryzeth,” said another of the stalkers. “We must be quick.”
 
   “As you wish, Voxrel,” replied Bralk’s captor. Bralk watched in terror as the bones of its wings curved upward—and then snapped forward to plant their sharp tips in an arc around the top of his skull.
 
   He didn’t cry out. His lungs couldn’t draw air. Inky black eyes stared into his as the bones in his brain rummaged around for what they wanted.
 
   “As pathetic as we thought,” growled Ryzeth. “An obsequious minion, nothing more…but a lucky minion. The whore is here with the mortal. The angel walks among them.” The demon’s head turned to its other companion. “Sylyd—a white car. The license plate is ANT3132.”
 
   “What is a license plate?” asked Sylyd.
 
   Bralk felt one of the bony tips squish through his brains again for the answer. “It’s the plate with the numbers and letters on the front and back!” Ryzeth hissed. “That’s how they tell one car from another!”
 
   “Ah,” muttered Sylyd. “I thought I’d have to look for the one with the angel in it.”
 
   “This makes sense,” observed Voxrel. “I wondered how they can tell the cars apart. They all look alike.” He paused. “But how can they recognize each car from the side?”
 
   “Hsst!” warned Sylyd, clinging to the wall at the edge of the alley. “They are about to leave!”
 
   “What do we do?” asked Ryzeth. “Together they defeated Baal. These odds aren’t good.”
 
   “Only the whore matters,” decided Voxrel. “We follow and wait for a chance to take her alone. Does he know anything else?”
 
   Again, the spikes ruffled through Bralk’s brain. The sensation scrambled his thoughts: where was he? Why was he here? Why did his chest hurt so much?
 
   “No,” said Ryzeth.
 
   The bony tail withdrew from Bralk’s chest as roughly as it had entered, only for it to thrust back through him yet again. Another tail tore through his neck.
 
   The damage severed the last bonds between the husk and Bralk’s essence. Already, he knew he could not salvage this body, but such brutal treatment made for a much faster and less willing trip back to Hell than he’d wanted.
 
   Someday he would reemerge in the Pit as plain old Bralk once again: small, unobtrusive, wicked but inconsequential. He hoped by then this whole mess would be resolved one way or another, be it by Lorelei or some other lord. He’d suffered enough pain for the cause already.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “You want me to carry anything else?” asked Rachel.
 
   “Nah, I’ve got it.” Alex pulled the last shopping bag full of presents from the trunk of the car. He released a tense breath after closing the Lexus up again. The rain had let up shortly before they parked on the street. He wished he could say the same for his nerves.
 
   Though his worries didn’t outwardly show, Alex knew he couldn’t hide anything from either of his partners. “Babe, it’s gonna be fine,” said Rachel.
 
   “Hey, I want this, right?” he said. “It’s not just you. We all want this. Bad enough there’s all the otherworldly bullshit we can’t tell anyone. I don’t want to hide you, too.”
 
   Lorelei stood by Rachel on the curbside. “You already did the hard part,” she said.
 
   “That’s what you think,” huffed Alex. “You’ve only met less than half of the family.” He shook his head. “Guess that’s the point, though, right? Like I said. Don’t wanna hide. Or cut either of you out of a big part of my life. You mean the world to me.” He stepped up to the sidewalk. “So let’s do this.”
 
   Rachel slipped her arm around his with an adoring smile. “I’ve been looking forward to this night for months,” she said.
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “Y’know how I told you that when you touch me everything feels okay again? Like I don’t worry about anything anymore and all my stress goes away?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   Alex chuckled in spite of himself. “It’s not working this time. Totally isn’t happening.”
 
   They let him lead the way. The path still felt a little alien to Alex. He’d grown up in a two-story, two-bedroom apartment; this was a small stand-alone house in a new neighborhood. He’d helped with the move, of course, but made only a few visits since then.
 
   Until now, he’d always thought of Christmas as an event with a few set family habits. He didn’t think of them as traditions before this. Then again, he reminded himself, “tradition” wasn’t an important label to him. If it was, he wouldn’t be in this sort of relationship—or in this position.
 
   He didn’t hesitate. He didn’t look back. He walked up to his mother’s new doorstep and knocked.
 
   Michelle opened the door with a smile. “Silly, I left it unlocked. And you have a key, anyway.”
 
   “Seemed like the thing to do,” he replied.
 
   “Lorelei, hi,” his mother greeted the woman on his left.
 
   “Michelle. Good to see you again. You look well.”
 
   “Leaving the office early has that effect on me,” Michelle joked.
 
   “Mom, this is Rachel,” said Alex, turning a little to his right.
 
   “It’s wonderful to finally meet you,” said Rachel, shyly holding out her hand.
 
   “Likewise.” Michelle accepted the greeting with both hands. “I want to say Alex has told me a lot about you, but it was all in one conversation over the phone.”
 
   “Yeah. It’s a little weird, I know.”
 
   “Hey, don’t worry about it.” Michelle held up her hands. “If everyone’s happy, that’s all that matters. You’re completely welcome here. Come on in.”
 
   She pulled back from the door to let her guests through. Alex stepped aside to let Rachel in first. He caught a quick glance from Lorelei before she moved in. Her arched brow and pursed lips seemed to say, “I told you so.”
 
   He didn’t reply. He knew better than to worry about what Michelle might say to either of his lovers, particularly at a gathering with other people. She wasn’t one to make a scene.
 
   Telling her about his polyamorous relationship over the phone had naturally involved some awkward questions: Is everyone being safe? Are you really okay with it? Are you sure you aren’t just a fifth wheel in all this, or maybe this other girl is? Are they seeing other people, too? What happens if one leg of this breaks up but not the others? Does everyone pay the bills? Thankfully, aside from the question about safety, she didn’t pry about his—or their—sex life.
 
   Two lines of questioning stood out. “Did Lorelei come up with this?” reminded him Michelle had to actively smother her skepticism about the one relationship she’d already known about. Frustrating as that was, he couldn’t hold it against her—not when the differences between Lorelei and Alex were so plain from the start. She had another question, too: “You’ve all known each other for three months, so how committed can you be?” which suggested Michelle could easily rationalize it all by telling herself this was only a phase.
 
   Michelle displayed none of her doubts as she brought the two women inside and started the introductions. Ever since he was a child, Alex and his mother had shared Christmas Eve with another family. The youngest member of that family had long been Alex’s best friend.
 
   “Whussup, fool?” Drew said, slipping through the small crowd in the entryway to give Alex a quick hug.
 
   “Oh, not much. Everything’s chill. No drama. I hope,” he added half under his breath.
 
   Drew cast a glance over his shoulder. Already, they could see Rachel and Lorelei meeting his sister, Sandra, and his mother, Letitia. They saw only smiles and warmth, easy welcomes and good cheer, as Alex expected. “I didn’t tell my mom or sis ‘til you knew Rachel would be here for sure,” said Drew. “Seemed dumb to open that topic up on a ‘maybe.’ But I think I got ‘em both to give you a chance.”
 
   “You think? Wait, give me a chance?”
 
   “Yeah,” Drew replied indignantly. “They hadn’t met Rachel or Lorelei yet. It ain’t fair to judge them already. Known your ass for years, though. Here, lemme help you with that,” he went on, taking the bags. He looked down at them and turned his face back up at Alex with a frown. “These don’t feel heavy,” he observed.
 
   “So?”
 
   “Good presents are heavy. You went cheap on me again this year, didn’t you?”
 
   “Bullshit,” said Alex. “I got you a Christmas card in there that’s so big, I’d have to use two postage stamps to mail it. Don’t ever say I’m a cheapskate on my friends.”
 
   “Man, after all the shit I got into for you in the last few months? You didn’t even get me a game console?”
 
   “You’ve already got an Xbox.”
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t have a PlayStation.”
 
   “I helped you move out.”
 
   “I helped you move out!”
 
   “Oh hey that reminds me, are you good for helping Molly and Onyx move this week?”
 
   Drew stepped back with a scowl. “Maybe. I’m probably more to them than a Christmas card, at least.”
 
   “Pretty sure they pay in booze, actually. You’re old enough now.”
 
   “Oh, I guess that’s somethin’,” Drew said, and then threw Alex an even more irritable look. “Yeah, I am old enough. And maybe you ain’t, but your girls are. You could’ve gotten me liquor an’ instead you got me a card?”
 
   “Alex, come here,” Leticia said from behind Drew. She nudged her son aside to give Alex a hug. She was almost exactly the same age as Michelle, dark skinned and pretty, and every bit as much Michelle’s best friend as her son was Alex’s.  “I haven’t seen you since you moved out.”
 
   “Sorry about that,” said Alex, gladly hugging her back. “I was busy Christmas shopping.”
 
   Drew tossed him a scowl before moving off with the bags of gifts. That left Alex alone with Leticia for the mildly amused side-eye he had to have known was coming. Inevitable or not, her first reaction to meeting his girlfriends left Alex groaning. “Really, Alex? Really?”
 
   “Mom said she wanted them here,” he protested quietly.
 
   “Of course she did. We both did. I’m sure they’re both nice girls. Drew thinks they’re great. I’m just saying you went from zero to sixty pretty damn fast.”
 
   “You always said I was a late bloomer.”
 
   “Honey, there’s a difference between blooming and exploding. Don’t worry. Bringing someone home for the first time is always awkward.” She turned to walk to the living room with the bag of presents. “Doesn’t mean I won’t give you a hard time.”
 
   “Oh no, why would you ever pass on that?” he sighed.
 
   He already felt better about everything, though. Leticia was right. Of course it might be a little awkward, but it was nothing traumatic or hostile. His mother welcomed them. Drew’s family welcomed them. As he came into the living room, Alex saw his grandmother, Katherine give them much the same degree of welcome. Then, as he crossed into the hallway junction toward the bedrooms and bathrooms, he heard the voice of one last member of the family.
 
   “Hey, is Alex here?” asked Cracker Carlisle.
 
   The chill that ran down his spine froze Alex in place. The voice sounded different. Older. Much older. The accent had faded with time. And yet, it was the same voice Alex had known all his life.
 
   He stepped out of the bathroom with his arms and his grin both spread wide. He was seventy-one now, a little heavier than Alex remembered and with a thinning head of white hair instead of the close-shaved black stubble that was easier to manage in the jungle. He wore a sweater, not green fatigues with sergeants’ stripes. His arms closed around his grandson. “Alex, you look great!” declared Cracker Carlisle.
 
   No. Not Cracker Carlisle, Alex shouted internally at the emotions and memories that sent the room and his guts spinning. He’s not Cracker Carlisle. Will called him Cracker Carlisle. I’m not Will. That was another life. He’s not me. I’m Alex.
 
   He’s my grandfather.
 
   His arms came up slowly. He almost had to force himself. His heart raced and his throat tightened. “Hi, Grandad,” he managed. “Merry Christmas.”
 
   Thankfully, the hug didn’t last long, but then Alex had to look Roy Carlisle in the eye. That face had aged since Alex last saw him…except that had been a flashback to someone else’s life that ended decades ago. Alex couldn’t even remember it clearly.
 
   Cracker Carlisle did almost as much to make Will’s life hell as the Viet Cong or the jungle. Constant latrine duty, guard shifts in the middle of the night, every bullshit thing that shouldn’t be put on a fellow soldier well into his second tour in the bush: all of it came down from Cracker Carlisle onto Will’s shoulders. Along with that came constant criticism, scapegoating, open contempt, and every racist name in the book.
 
   Roy Carlisle taught his daughter and grandson better than that. Roy Carlisle valued fairness. Charity. Equality. He’d retired from teaching science and getting underprivileged kids into college—black and brown kids. He advocated. He marched. Alex had seen his grandfather shut down bigots on line at the grocery store and in the stands at a Seahawks game. From their first meeting, Roy and his wife treated Drew, Sandra, and Letitia like family.
 
   Michelle changed back to her maiden name after her divorce, and changed her son’s to match. The judge told little Alex he couldn’t ask for a better role model than Roy Carlisle.
 
   Cracker Carlisle had gotten Will killed in ‘Nam, and decades later, Will became Alex. He was a different person now. He wasn’t supposed to remember Will, or anyone else he’d ever been, but he did. He remembered Staff Sergeant Roy Carlisle, too.
 
   “Listen,” Roy told him with his voice low and a wary glance toward the living room, “your mother and Drew both told me about your girls. Don’t worry about me or your grandmother on that score. It’s not the sort of thing you advertise, but we used to have other people over for the night for some fun once in a while ourselves.”
 
   He slapped Alex on the shoulder, having provided his own explanation for the wide-eyed shock on his grandson’s face. “Now why don’t you introduce me? Drew says they’re both knockouts.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “It has been too long since our last hunt in this world,” said Ryzeth. “So much has changed.”
 
   “They had cars when we were here last,” Voxrel pointed out.
 
   “Not where we hunted. Not so many. Not so much electricity, either. These lights do not burn oil.” They hid in a darkened, covered driveway beside one house. Ryzeth risked clinging to the top of the parked car so he could keep watch over the street while Voxrel stuck to the shadows.
 
   They hid as much out of natural habit as need. Many houses in the neighborhood held guardian angels. With each guardian watching over multiple souls, they tended to stay on the move. Stalkers like Ryzeth and his brothers couldn’t afford to be seen by passing angel, lest they raise an alarm.
 
   Mortal husks would have allowed them to go unnoticed, but the trade-off in power made that option impractical. The added resilience that came from bonding to human flesh didn’t make up for the loss of so many other powers. Regardless, no stalker wanted to be confined in so simple a body. Mortals were short and stiff. They didn’t bend right or reach far enough, to say nothing of what such a form did to one’s tail or wings. Better to rely on their natural demonic forms. Better to be fearsome and deadly than inconspicuous. 
 
   Ryzeth and Voxrel heard their brother return from his reconnaissance only because he allowed it. Sylyd leapt from one streetlight to the next until he dropped into the driveway with the others. Their spot didn’t put them in an ideal vantage point. Unfortunately, all of the best choices among the neighborhood’s homes had obnoxious multicolored lights strung across their windows, doors, and even amid the bushes and trees.
 
   One home on the corner held a particularly egregious display of statues in some repulsive gathering of people around a baby. Every one of them glowed. It had been like this since they’d arrived. The rainy city was almost darker in the day than at night.
 
   “They gather for a meal,” said Sylyd, creeping over on all fours. “Six more mortals, plus the one among our prey. I could not risk a good look inside with the angel there. She masquerades as a mortal. They have a tree with lights inside the house like most of the others.”
 
   “Are there other guardians inside?” asked Voxrel.
 
   “No. But with the one in the home, the rest may go off to watch their other charges. We have that much in our favor.”
 
   “If we move on them tonight,” considered Ryzeth. “Or now. Do you think they will all stay the night?”
 
   Sylyd shook his inky black head. “Not all, at least. The house could hold them, but it seems the mortals spread out more these days than in times past.”
 
   “Then we could wait and follow the whore to her next destination. Perhaps the angel will leave her side. We do not want to underestimate them. Witnesses are also a problem.”
 
   “Not if we burn the house,” suggested Voxrel. “We could block the doors and set the house aflame. It will not kill Lorelei or the angel, but the rest will fall.”
 
   “It will also draw attention,” Ryzeth decided. “There are guardians in these other houses. They will notice, and may intervene. We must wait.”
 
   Though Voxrel’s impatience was plain in the twitch of his tail and the bend of his posture, he knew Ryzeth was right. Rather than argue, Voxrel skulked away and spider-climbed up the wall of the house beside them.
 
   Ryzeth stayed crouched on top of the car. He looked back to Sylyd, who crept further into the driveway’s shadows. “We wait,” Ryzeth decided. “Patience. If Lorelei or her toy emerge alone, we strike. Otherwise we wait for our chance.”
 
   “It’s not so bad,” mused Sylyd. “This neighborhood reeks of selfish anticipation. Everyone is filled with avarice, or expects disappointment and struggles with resentment for it.”
 
   “Do you think it’s normal?” asked Ryzeth. “Is it always like this? They put trees inside their houses. Is it some special custom?”
 
   “Hssst!” warned Voxrel. The other demons looked up at their brother, clinging to a second-story window where a light shone through drawn curtains. “Up here!” he beckoned urgently. “It is some special occasion! It’s based on parents lying to their children! They’re doing it right now!”
 
   Eagerly, Ryzeth and Sylyd leapt up to hear such delicious words.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “We’d only been in our place for a couple of months and already Drew and Alex were tight,” said Leticia. “My kids were getting settled okay in their new school. Things got back on track with my job. It felt like I had a handle on everything. The only problem was my ex still didn’t quite get the message about being an ex.”
 
   “Oh, how I know that problem,” said Lorelei, setting her wineglass back down beside her empty plate.
 
   “Yeah. Only I had these two kids in the mix, so he started sending crazy messages about how I couldn’t keep him away from his children on Christmas. Left me angry voicemails, stalked me online, showed up at my office. All that nonsense. The cops wouldn’t do anything. They said it wasn’t a clear threat. Hell, one of them asked if I’m really so concerned, why don’t I just move out of state,” she huffed. “So here I was tryin’ to figure out if he’s gonna break down our door or burn the place down without worrying the kids. Drew saw right through me and told his little friend here.”
 
   “You make it sound like I was scared,” grumbled Drew.
 
   “You weren’t?” said Sandra. “Hell, I was. I just didn’t want to admit it.”
 
   Roy chuckled. “There’s no shame, Drew. You were only a little boy.”
 
   “He wasn’t,” said Alex. The words came out too fast and too harshly for a family dinner and a story that had become comforting rather than traumatizing for those involved. Even for Alex, it was a fond memory—until he bristled at the first hints of Cracker Carlisle making fun of his friend.
 
   Thankfully, a subtle hand on his wrist under the table blunted his rising anger as soon as he spoke. The angel clearly knew something was wrong. She’d offered the support of her calming touch all through dinner.
 
   “Sorry,” mumbled Alex. “Guess it shouldn’t make me edgy after all these years.”
 
   “It’s cool,” said Drew. His easy shrug dismissed the tension. “I ain’t worried.”
 
   “Anyway,” Leticia went on, “Alex is over at our house one day playing with Drew. He pulls me aside and says, ‘You can come have Christmas at our house.’ I tell him that’s sweet and all, but I don’t take him seriously until his mom comes across the street and says, ‘No, really, my ex-husband is an asshole, too. We don’t wanna be alone, either. Come have Christmas at our house.’” She smiled broadly. “I’d met Michelle a couple times before that through the kids, but that’s when we started to click.”
 
   “You came to my rescue a hundred times after that,” said Michelle.
 
   “Likewise,” said Leticia. Her eyes wandered back to Lorelei and Rachel. “You know what they say about women who don’t help each other. They get a special place in hell.”
 
   “Did anything happen with your ex-husband?” asked Lorelei.
 
   “Yeah,” said Sandra. “Dumbass got drunk and wrapped his car around a telephone pole the night before Christmas Eve. We didn’t even find out ‘til Christmas Morning. He got almost a whole year of jail time out of it.”
 
   “Ancient history now,” said Leticia. “All our kids are grown up and going to college. I’ve been waiting a long time to see Drew catch up to his sister at the U.”
 
   “They don’t really let you ‘catch up,’ Mom,” Sandra said with a hint of sibling rivalry. “I’m gonna be done before he’s even a second year.”
 
   “What can I say? My hobbies don’t come with a lot of scholarships,” said Drew.
 
   “Neither did mine,” his sister teased right back. “Chemistry isn’t a hobby.”
 
   “As long as you get it done,” said Leticia. She glanced at Drew. “Both of you.”
 
   “I know,” he assured his mother. “Not like I can get a head start on anything. The quarter opens up in less than two weeks. Don’t worry, I got this.”
 
   “What about you, Rachel?” spoke up Alex’s grandmother. “Are you in school?”
 
   “Hm? Nah, I’m past that,” Rachel answered easily. “I’m working full-time now. I’m even on call tonight, you could say.”
 
   “Oh, right. Michelle mentioned that. What do you do?”
 
   “I handle a lot of interfacing between city and county overlap for protective and social services,” she answered with a masterfully casual face. Alex swallowed hard and almost choked. Drew coughed, turning away from the table to cover it. Rachel continued. “Little emergency management planning. Day to day stuff. It’s not the sort of job title that makes a lot of sense. Really, one of my bigger projects is just making sure a lot of people get to use some time off they’ve had coming for a long while.”
 
   “Oh.” Katherine’s nod said it all: she didn’t understand the answer, but found it acceptable. “That sounds interesting.”
 
   Alex glanced to his left. Lorelei’s usual perfect posture and poise remained undisturbed, though he caught the hint of an amused grin. He wondered if she’d helped with that answer or if Rachel came up with it all by herself.
 
   “And what about you, Lorelei?” Katherine asked. “Michelle said you do something in the arts?”
 
   “I work with fundraising for the conservatory and the symphony, along with a couple of museums. It’s nothing with a regular office schedule. You might say I donated my way into the job.”
 
   “So,” said Roy in the pause that followed, “are we done? Time to clean this up?”
 
   Michelle looked to the newcomers to the family gathering and explained, “Dad’s about as patient about Christmas presents as these guys were when they were little.”
 
   “C’mon, the kids give better presents every year as they get older,” Roy countered with a wink. He rose from the table with his plate in hand.
 
   “Alex already told me he got you a box of defective socks from that store he temped at for the Christmas rush,” Drew warned the older man.
 
   More than that stupid hick fuckin’ deserves, Alex heard in the back of his head. The thought hit as he stepped away from the table, his own plate and Lorelei’s in hand, now out of reach from the angel. The plates and utensils that rode upon them shook. Oh my god, thought Alex, do I really need her help this bad?
 
   He glanced up to the kitchen. Roy looked over his shoulder and said, “When I was your age, we walked uphill in every direction in defective socks and liked it.”
 
   You said that same dumb joke all the time back in ‘Nam, motherfucker, grumbled the grandson’s memories. He felt his chest tighten. A minute ago, he felt like he’d stuffed himself with a holiday dinner. Now he felt hollow inside.
 
   Setting the plates down involved standing next to Roy. He managed it. He also managed not to punch his grandfather. “I’m, uh, gonna go hit the bathroom, sorry,” Alex mumbled.
 
   His walk took him down a short hall. He needed distance, walls, and a door between himself and his problems. That was completely impossible, though. This problem wasn’t in the kitchen or the dining room. It lived in his head.
 
   Alex gladly took advantage of the twist handle lock in the doorknob. He dropped the lid on the toilet and sat down with his head in his hands. His breath shook. His lip quivered. He tried to keep quiet, not wanting anyone who might walk by the bathroom door to hear if he started sobbing.
 
   He’d thought he had this problem licked. Friends and lovers had helped with the unwanted memories of the people he’d once been. He’d mourned and moved on. Memories still caught him off-guard now and again, but never to the point of causing stress. Pieces of lives he couldn’t fully remember sometimes spoke up when confronted with a problem or challenge that his memories could handle. He remembered skills, talents, and the basics of his previous lives, but nothing like a full narrative. In truth, Alex didn’t even want to dive down that well. Those lives were over. He was Alex now.
 
   Except tonight. The last young man he’d been felt all too near. Certainly a key figure in his death was close.
 
   This is Christmas, he thought. 21st Century Christmas, and my family, and my grandfather.
 
   “Oh good,” whispered a familiar voice. Alex nearly jumped to his feet when he saw Rachel’s face—and only her face—poking straight through the still-closed bathroom door. The rest of her faded through a second later. “Sorry. I didn’t mean, ‘Oh good, you’re having a mindfuck,’ but, ‘Oh good, I’m not walking in on a bombing run.’”
 
   The explanation added a new dimension to his confusion. Rachel shrugged. “Okay, I may be shameless, but even I’ve got some standards. Don’t want to walk in on that, y’know? Anyway, hey,” she said, crouching in front of him and taking his hands. “What’s going on?”
 
   Once again, her touch helped. He simply breathed as she calmed his nerves. “It’s my granddad.”
 
   “I figured that. Lorelei and me both. Drew caught on, too. None of us knew why.” She squeezed his hands. “I know it’s nothing abusive. He never hurt you. I can read that much from him, and from you.”
 
   “Huh. Right.” His voice dropped. His inflections changed. “Guess that all depends on what kinda shit you call abusive.”
 
   “Oh this is some past life shit, isn’t it?” Rachel asked. “That’s why I can’t see the problem.”
 
   “He was…he was my boss in Vietnam. Will’s boss,” Alex corrected in his own voice once more. “He was horrible. All the time. He did his job, pulled his own weight and then some in the bush, but he was such a bigoted asshole. Called me and the black men in the company every dirty name in the book like it was normal. Nobody with authority over him ever did anything about it. I guess back then that really was normal for a lot of people, but him… Hell, even some of the white guys called him Cracker Carlisle.
 
   “And at the end…” His voice cracked. He tried again. “In the end…”
 
   “Sshh.” Rachel leaned in and kissed him gently. Even an angel’s touch could relieve only so much of this burden. “Hold still for a sec, babe.” She went back to the door, fading through once again. Alex watched, still amazed every time he saw such things no matter his mental state.
 
   As promised, she wasn’t gone long. This time she faded in through another wall with a thoughtful expression. She didn’t look at Alex right away, processing whatever she’d seen when looking at Roy until she asked, “You were Will? You were being chased, Roy fell behind, and then you and Darren went back for him?”
 
   He shrugged. Blinked away the water in his eyes. Found his own voice again, if not entirely his own words. “We were both hurt. Cracker and me. Darren couldn’t carry both of us. Cracker had a concussion. I had a bullet in my gut. And I figured…I figured Cracker had a wife and daughter, but I didn’t have nobody. I told Darren to pick him up and go.”
 
   “He had a wife and daughter,” Rachel repeated. A tear rolled down her cheek. “Oh, Alex.”
 
   “Is this how Heaven works shit out when it’s time to come back? Who decides where you go from one life to the next? Is this supposed to be fucking funny?”
 
   Her eyes suggested an apology. “I keep telling the other angels we should get a sorting hat, but they just love shooting every soul through that stupid cannon.”
 
   A laugh escaped him in spite of himself. He quickly smothered it, though Rachel’s smile ensured the small lift to his spirits wouldn’t fail again. “Babe, you saved more than his life and Darren’s. This guy you’ve known all your life? He’s real. You—Will made him see the light. That day in Vietnam un-fucked his whole mindset about a lot of things. It took time, but that’s how this works. That’s how the world gets better. Hopefully it doesn’t take a sacrifice like Will’s, but sometimes it does.
 
   “Roy doesn’t talk about it because he’s ashamed of who and what he was back then. For a long time, everything he did was about making up for his past. Eventually he forgave himself, but he kept on because he knew it was right. That’s why he was so good to Drew and his family. That’s why he was so good to his students. It started with guilt, but it became more than that.”
 
   “We went to his retirement ceremony,” said Alex. Bitterness crept in with the anguish. “People went on and on about all the good he did. People who got through college because of him. People who didn’t look like me. They looked a lot more like Will. I was so proud of him then, and now…now I look at him and I hear all the shitty things he used to say. All the shitty things he did. And I remember realizing I—Will wasn’t getting out of that jungle.”
 
   “I know about that war,” said Rachel. “Will was, what, your third American life? You think those other lives were as enlightened as you are now? You think you never believed any of the racist stuff most people grew up with in your other lives?” She asked the questions without reproach. “Do you think you don't have any prejudices now?”
 
   Alex opened his mouth to object, but he understood the weakness of any argument before he spoke. The answer would always be more complicated than the idealistic “yes” he wanted to give. He’d learned that from his mother and the family that shared their holidays. He’d learned it from Katherine and Cracker Carlisle.
 
   He’d brought two girlfriends home for Christmas. The worst he got for it was a few clumsy questions. Whatever anyone else's doubts or discomfort, they kept it to themselves and treated Lorelei and Rachel with warmth and respect. That said a lot for the people who raised him.
 
   “I don't know how to forgive him,” he admitted. “And I guess maybe that's shitty of me when I'm not so perfect myself. Or never was.”
 
   “Nobody ever is,” said Rachel. “Don't beat yourself up for that. I only asked so you'd put it into perspective.”
 
   “Yeah. I get that. I don't know what to do with this. I'm sure part of this is the shake-up from walking right into the past again, but...” He shrugged.
 
   “You forgave Lorelei. You've seen what she is. You saw her last victim. Every one of them was probably bound for Hell, sure, but you know she didn't do any of that to make the world a better place. You know she did a lot of fucked up shit along the way. She wasn't one of the good guys.”
 
   “Lorelei came from a different world.”
 
   “Didn't Roy?”
 
   He saw her point. “I guess maybe this is different for me because it’s personal. Doesn't make what he did worse that her past. I know that. But Lorelei never did any of those things to me. She never needed to apologize to me.”
 
   “Roy can't apologize to you, or Will,” she corrected. “But he would. I can see that in his heart. He's wanted to apologize all his life. Roy knows he's done a lot of good since the war, but part of him still wishes he could run back into that jungle and trade places. The only thing he could do instead was to make good on the second chance Will bought for him. He's sorry, Alex. He's so fucking sorry.”
 
   "Yeah. I imagine he is." He was surprised at how much it meant to hear it. Then again, he realized he'd probably already been working that part out in the back of his mind all evening. Alex let out another shaky breath to release as much of Will's anger as he could.
 
   “I thought I had this stuff settled,” said Alex. “This is twice now I've run into my past. When is yesterday gonna be over?”
 
   “Babe, you might have a unique twist on it, but even demons have their demons.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “This definitely needs to go out before I go to bed tonight,” muttered Michelle. Disposal and cleanup from dinner didn’t take long, particularly with everyone helping, but some things were always awkward. At least for once the oven bag didn’t tear when she and Sandra removed the turkey’s remains. It went straight into the compost bin, which had filled up quicker than she expected. “By morning this will probably smell awful.”
 
   “I can take care of it,” said Lorelei.
 
   “You’re sure? I think it’s all still freezing rain out there. We usually send Alex or Drew.”
 
   “Dang,” grumbled Drew from the other side of the kitchen counter. “The Patriarchy don’t do us any favors in this house.”
 
   “Michelle, what can I throw at him?” asked Sandra.
 
   “All the knives in the wooden block over there are clean,” Michelle suggested.
 
   “I’m out!” Drew exclaimed. He quickly withdrew from sight.
 
   “It’s no trouble,” said Lorelei. “I’ve hardly done my part.” She gathered up the green bag from the compost container. The whole business about sorting out types of garbage felt silly to her, but Seattle seemed to have taken to it wholeheartedly. “Where does it go?”
 
   “The containers are along the side of the house,” said Michelle.
 
   Lorelei didn’t bother retrieving her coat. Michelle hadn’t been wrong about the weather, but it would take far worse cold than this to cause her discomfort.
 
   The door didn’t close behind her right away. She hadn’t walked out alone. “Hey, Lorelei,” Drew said with a low voice. “Is something up with Alex? He okay?”
 
   “You noticed, too?”
 
   “Yeah. Seems like he’s okay one second, then not. You don’t know what’s goin’ on?”
 
   “No. I assume he didn’t duck into the bathroom for ordinary needs. Rachel went to speak with him. He was nervous about everyone accepting the two of us and our relationship, but that’s natural. Something else must be bothering him.”
 
   “Never got a chance to pull him aside and ask,” said Drew. “He’s normally pretty open about shit that’s botherin’ him. I figured if he didn’t say anything, it’s probably something spooky. Or spooky-related.”
 
   Lorelei smiled. “That’s a nice turn of phrase.” She continued on with her small chore, finding the bins in the side yard where Michelle said they’d be. “Most of our problems are as mundane as anyone else’s. I’m glad to have a moment with you, though.” Closing up the bin once more, Lorelei turned to take Drew’s hand.
 
   “Damn. You’re warm.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want you to get cold while I keep you out here. Drew, I hope you know that you mean a great deal to me. I think the world of you. Not as Alex’s friend, but my own.”
 
   “We’re cool,” Drew assured her. “You’re not just my bro’s girl to me, either.”
 
   “I’m glad. I wanted you to know I’m here for you if you ever need anything. In particular, I know you put off college until now out of financial concerns. I can only imagine how frustrating that has been, and I’m sure things are still tight even if your income has improved over these months. If you would allow it, I would be more than happy to cover your tuition.”
 
   “Oh.” Drew blinked. “I…woah.”
 
   A knowing, amused grin played at her lips. “This isn’t where you thought I was going, is it?”
 
   “Uh…no,” he admitted, smiling at himself though he knew he’d been busted. “No, I thought this was goin’ someplace awkward.”
 
   “I’ve always had the impression you would prefer someone a little more normal and less complicated than myself.”
 
   “It’s true. I mean, damn, I ain’t blind, but yeah.” Then his smile faded. “Feels like it’s all gonna be ‘complicated’ no matter what, though.”
 
   Lorelei noted his tone. “Alex has always said you have no trouble finding interested ladies. I can see why. Yet you seem to almost avoid seeing anyone since Sherri. Was that a heavier break-up than I thought?”
 
   “Nah. That wasn’t a big thing, really.”
 
   “What troubles you?”
 
   Drew shook his head. “Kinda ain’t feelin’ that topic right now. Not when you’re offering to…damn. I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Say yes.”
 
   “I don’t really need it. I’ve got this.”
 
   “I know. It’s not a matter of charity or urgency. You will make this work. I offer because I see no reason why things should be hard on you, especially after you’ve worked so hard to come this far. Believe me, I would do the same for our other friends if it made a difference. Wade has the GI Bill. Jason and Taylor have scholarships, and I may yet offer to help them, too.
 
   “This is something I want to do for you, Drew. It is no hardship for me. You’ve never once blinked at the pain or danger our friendship has brought. You’ve never cast suspicion or shame upon me as so many others would, and do. I don’t feel this is something you are owed; it is something I want to give. If I have any family in this world, it includes you. There is no shame in saying yes.”
 
   He couldn’t hold back his slightly embarrassed smile. “That’s good to know, ‘cause I don’t know how I’m ever supposed to say no to you.”
 
   “Good.” She stepped forward with open arms.
 
   Then her eyes widened with alarm. Rather than hugging Drew, Lorelei shoved him to the ground. She followed him down in time to save them both from the long, bony black tails lashing at them from three directions. The tip of one tail thudded into the grass and mud where Drew had stood. Another missed Lorelei and plunged into the hedge to her side. The third curved up into the air, striking nothing at all.
 
   Both of them knew better than to stay still. Lorelei pushed herself up off the ground, getting on her feet in time to catch one of the thin, sinewy demons as it tackled her. Drew rolled to one side and narrowly avoided another stabbing thrust from an enemy’s deadly tail. “Shit!” he yelped as he scrambled upright, dodging further attacks.
 
   Though Lorelei managed to evade her attacker’s claws, the enemy had separated her from her friend. She knew she could not go toe to toe against a stalker for long. Drew enjoyed none of a demon’s powers or defenses. Naturally, a third stalker skittered in along the side of Michelle’s house in an obvious attempt to flank her.
 
   “Sylyd,” the climber hissed back at Drew’s attacker. “Learn what he knows!”
 
   Lorelei blocked one slashing hand with her forearm. The claws of the beast’s other hand tore a gash into the wings that rose over her shoulder, invisible to mortals but viable targets for fellow demons. She swallowed an agonized scream before it could escape her throat. If she cried out, she would draw attention and put those inside at risk. Conversely, if she didn’t call for help, she and Drew would be overwhelmed and the others would still be in danger.
 
   She caught her attacker by one wrist, then the other. Though the stalker was surely stronger than the succubus, she could still force a struggle. Her real problem came when the stalker’s elbows folded entirely the wrong way, turning her strength against her and pulling her closer rather than letting her hold the beast back.
 
   Nearly tripped off her feet by the unexpected shift, Lorelei found herself turned with her back to the house—and to the second stalker on the wall. Still clinging to the house with only its feet, the climber reached out with both long arms. It would have rent the succubus open had it not overlooked a critical trait common to demons in human shapes. Lorelei’s spade-tipped tail, unseen before now, lashed up and caught the stalker by the cheek. The tip of her tail kept going, tearing through the demon’s face like a fishhook until it cut one of her enemy’s eyes in two. The thing flopped to the ground, clutching its face in pain and shock.
 
   “Filth!” her standing opponent howled with an otherworldly voice. Its inhuman flexibility granted the stalker the advantage. Lorelei’s foe rose up on its legs and bent over her, pushing back now rather than pulling. Its tail swung around to trip Lorelei up. In a flash, she was on her back and no longer in control of her enemy’s wrists at all. Its arms bent strangely again and encircled hers until finally it pinned both of her wrists over her head with one large hand.
 
   Unlike its companion, this opponent remained mindful of Lorelei’s abilities. The stalker’s other hand clamped down on her mouth before she could exhale. Its deadly tail darted around to stab her in the side, but she caught it in a tangle with her own—outmatched once more in both strength and reach, yet dexterous enough to keep herself alive a moment longer. “Voxrel,” it hissed to the fallen stalker, “are you—?”
 
   “Fucking deserter,” Voxrel interrupted, clutching its wounded face with one hand while pushing itself off the ground with the other. “I’ll take her eyes as my trophy.”
 
   They’re not here to take me prisoner, Lorelei realized. Their tactics had already hinted as much, but the declaration confirmed it. Her luck thus far had been exactly that: luck, along with quick thinking. The enemy wasn’t pulling punches. Fighting against the hand that clamped around her jaw and the claws digging at the back of her head, Lorelei managed a glance toward Drew, already fearful of what she might see and cursing herself for letting him die.
 
   Her first thought was that the third demon was toying with him. Then she saw Drew sidestep Sylyd’s slashing tail and block one of its rending claws. With another dodge and a feint to one side, he reminded her of the years of martial arts training that had carried him through their shared struggles.
 
   It shouldn’t have been enough against such a foe. Lorelei had seen stalkers run down and kill mighty warriors like scared children. In that, though, Drew showed his true advantage: he was no longer afraid of monsters.
 
   Sylyd’s multiple weapons didn’t overwhelm him. Drew had trained to fight more than one opponent at once. He could apply those same moves here. The monster enjoyed greater reach. Drew understood his only chance was to get in close. Whatever advantage Sylyd enjoyed by virtue of its terrifying visage crumbled as soon as Drew landed his first jab on the stalker’s jaw, sending it reeling in surprise.
 
   The bones that once held Sylyd’s wings snapped up and then arced downward to run him through. Drew had no time to think. His teachers never trained him for an overhead attack like this. Still, both of his arms came up in a high circular block to sweep the bony tips away—and kept curving until he caught them in his hands like a bundle of branches. It happened in a single instant.
 
   In the next, he plunged the sharp tips of those bones into both sides of Sylyd’s neck.
 
   The demon’s howl of pain didn’t carry far. Its voice wasn’t meant for mortal ears. Yet it caught the attention of its brothers, who looked on with shock as Drew pressed his advantage and pummeled Sylyd’s face like a speed bag at the gym.
 
   “No!” protested Lorelei’s captor. The moment of surprise gave her the opening she needed. Her tail left his alone and instead stabbed straight into the arm that held her jaw. The stalker jerked back its hand by reflex.
 
   Flames shot from Lorelei’s mouth, burning fatally into the other demon’s neck and chest to exact a fatal price for its mistake.
 
   Hurt and shocked by the sudden turn of events, Voxrel looked back and forth through its remaining good eye with sudden indecision. Sylyd was on its back. The other stalker slumped to the ground beside Lorelei, who sprang to her feet with urgent rage. Voxrel knew it could win this fight—knew it, as surely as it knew the smell of blood or the taste of flesh—but its brothers had known they could win when it was three against two. Now it was two against one.
 
   Perhaps, it thought in a flash, Baal had known he could triumph, too.
 
   Voxrel’s tail lashed out at Lorelei to knock her to the ground again. The blow connected, but at a cost. Lorelei wrapped her arms around the long tail and held on. Her talons dug into the appendage, painfully ruining Voxrel’s sense of balance. It stumbled face-first onto the grass, and lifted its head in time to see its troubles worsen. Drew had a clear shot at Voxrel along with a couple steps for a running start. His leather shoe landed in Voxrel’s remaining good eye hard enough to knock the demon onto its side.
 
   Lorelei wasted no time. In the blink of an eye, her talons went from Voxrel’s tail to its throat. Her work was done in three strokes. Voxrel’s head rolled free of its shoulders before she landed a fourth. Both pieces of its body promptly began to dissolve away into nothing as she rose.
 
   Lorelei turned to Drew. “You are unhurt?” she huffed.
 
   “I’m straight,” he answered. “Knocked around but I’m okay. You?”
 
   “I’ll manage.” She stepped past him to deal with the remaining stalker. Sylyd writhed on the ground, trying to pull the cracked bones of its wings from its own neck and shoulders. She stepped on Sylyd’s tail, pinning it to the ground.
 
   Drew rushed to the window of the house, peeking inside to confirm everyone was okay. Then he stepped back to look to the street, and then the roof. “Is that all of ‘em? Are more comin’?”
 
   “I suspect not.” She brought her talons to the back of Sylyd’s neck. “Don’t move,” she warned.
 
   The stalker froze.
 
   “Now you know why it is wise to wear a human husk in this world,” Lorelei said to Sylyd, her mouth close to the tiny hole that made up its ear. “Your form may feel limited, but the flesh becomes resilient. The touch of mortal courage does not cause such pain.”
 
   “Glass cannons,” Drew muttered. Lorelei glanced back at him. He shrugged. “Hey, I ain’t as big a geek as Alex or Jason, but I got a little gamer cred.”
 
   “End it, then,” Sylyd sneered as it shook with pain.
 
   “Oh I think we both know I’m not so rash.”
 
   Sylyd whimpered. It had been worth a try.
 
   “Worry not,” she said with feigned comfort. “I have learned kindness in these last few months.” She carefully gripped one set of the bones stuck through Sylyd’s neck and pulled it out, then the other. The cracks along their length suggested they would not be much of a threat now. Sylyd winced and gasped with each removal, but did not move.
 
   “I have only two questions,” said Lorelei.
 
   “I’ll tell you nothing.”
 
   She stroked Sylyd’s jaw with a single finger. “You’re sure?” she breathed into its ear.
 
   Another whimper escaped the beast, but instead of frustration, this one signaled weakening resolve.
 
   “Who else knows you’re here, darling?”
 
   Sylyd resisted until it felt Lorelei’s breath against its skin. “No one,” the stalker admitted. “We hunt alone.”
 
   “And whom do you serve, mighty hunter? Who sent you?”
 
   “Be…Belial.”
 
   “Ah. As I suspected.” Her talons flashed again, soon beheading the beast with the same lack of mercy she showed Voxrel. By then, the others had dissolved into nothing, leaving behind not even stains in the grass. Sylyd quickly followed suit.
 
   “They would have killed me had I been alone,” Lorelei said as she stood once more.
 
   “Shit, obviously could’ve taken me out alone, too,” agreed Drew. His tone of urgency hadn’t diminished. “You sure you’re okay?”
 
   “I am hurt. You cannot see my wings, but they are wounded. Do not worry about me. I’ve borne worse pain with a smile.”
 
   “Okay. What happens now? I mean with them?” He gestured to Sylyd’s quickly evaporating remains. “They don’t really die unless they get whacked on holy ground, right?”
 
   “Or a few other unusual conditions, yes.” She rolled her shoulders, wincing at the pain, but shook her head at Drew’s concerned look. “They will return to their master’s realm and be reborn. The process is not fast. A demon slain in the Pit may reemerge in a day or two, but those killed here take much longer. This is over, Drew. The threat has passed.”
 
   His jaw clenched. His hands balled up into fists. Drew looked away from her, breathing hard and seemingly angrier now than he had been during the fight. Lorelei watched and waited.
 
   “This is what’s ‘troubling’ me,” Drew hissed, reminding himself not to raise his voice with a glance to the window only a few feet away. He pointed to the dissipating mess on the ground. “It keeps happening like this. Christmas fuckin’ Eve. My family is in there! What were they gonna do after they finished with us? Kill them, too? Or leave us chopped up out here for my momma to find?”
 
   “One or the other, most likely,” Lorelei admitted. “I am so sorry.”
 
   “It ain’t your fault,” he snapped. “I ain’t even mad at you. It’s not like that. I just…”
 
   Lorelei winced. “You deserve better than this.”
 
   “Nuh-uh. No. You’re my friend, Lorelei. You’re my friend and Alex is my friend and you see how we were both raised. I ain’t ever runnin’ out on either of you. Not ever.” Drew still fumed, but his breath came out easier with this off his chest. His eyes fell to the mess in the grass again. Sylyd’s remains were almost gone. “I just don’t know what the fuck else I’m supposed to do besides that. This crazy shit ain’t my whole life. I’ve got other friends. Other shit to do. Only how am I supposed to do that when we get fuckin’ monsters jumpin’ us on Christmas?”
 
   “Drew? Lorelei?” came his sister’s voice from around the corner. “You get lost?”
 
   Lorelei quickly took Drew’s wrist. “We’re back here,” she answered calmly. “Just talking.”
 
   Sandra appeared at the mouth of the little alley between the house and the hedge. “C’mon, it’s time to start opening stuff up.”
 
   “Be there in a sec,” Drew replied. “Christmas secrets.”
 
   “I hope that means you got me something good if you gotta hide it from me out here,” Sandra teased as she turned away.
 
   “Shit, we’re both all wet,” Drew muttered. “Be lucky if there aren’t grass stains all over me.”
 
   “My illusions will cover us if you stay close. It is only your shirt that suffered. Alex got you a Seahawks jersey. Put it on as soon as you open it.” She paused. “Sorry to ruin the surprise.”
 
   “I knew he got me more than a card. One of us pulls that shit every year. Don’t know how he could top your present, anyway.”
 
   “Then you’ll accept?” she asked.
 
   “You don’t owe me, Lorelei. You don’t owe me anything. I’m sorry I tripped out there.”
 
   “You had every right. I cannot say how much it means that you stand by me. I only wish I had answers for what troubles you.”
 
   Drew shrugged. “Guess that ain’t the kinda thing you talk out in two minutes, right?”
 
   “I suppose not, no. As for the money, I promise you, this is not about obligation. As I said: if I have any family at all, it includes you. This is what family should do. It is something I want to do.”
 
   “Just feels funny after all this time and all the money I’ve saved. Me and my momma. But you’re right, it’s not enough. I know it ain’t enough. Figured I’d have to take out big loans.”
 
   “You will not. Use what you have saved to help your mother and your sister. We’ll come up with an explanation. Or spend it all on travel or women and wine. That’s up to you.”
 
   He let out a big breath. “Okay. Okay. Time for our game faces, huh?”
 
   “I’ll help with that, too.” Lorelei stepped closer to wrap her arms around him. “Thank you, Drew.”
 
   He hugged her back. “Merry Christmas, huh?”
 
   “Yes. That, too.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two:
Domestic Bliss
 
    
 
   Noise from the unending chaos carried far across the ashen plains. For once, the ground held greater anarchy than the endlessly storm-wracked skies. Unrelenting battle consumed most of the landscape, intensifying at its center while often dragging back those who tried to escape for a moment’s respite. Opportunists lurked at the edges, looking to cut down the weary or wounded who fled the battle.
 
   The observers on the hill not far away knew the whole fight was pointless. Any and every demon struck down in such a battle would rise again. Death offered no release from Hell’s torments, neither for those born of the Pit nor the mortal souls condemned for their deeds. Only the most extreme and unusual measures could destroy a denizen of Hell forever.
 
   The circumstances leading to this mess had been unique.
 
   “Abaddon dragged himself free of the scrum yesterday,” said Azazel. “My scouts tell me he has already made it back to his fortress.”
 
   He stood tall among the assemblage, rising more than twice the height of any mortal man. His face and body presented too much muscle and thick bone covered by too little skin. His crown of gold gleamed as if to serve as a replacement for a lost halo. Further ostentatious gold and jewelry decorated him from head to toe, including his wings, his horns, and his tail. None of Hell’s princes could shed the features that marked them as demons. Most chose to take pride in the signs of their curse.
 
   The others all bore those same key features—including, for the most part, crowns—though beyond that none looked remotely similar. Moloch was so thoroughly covered in yellow pustules and crusted decay one could barely make out any healthy skin. Beelzebub no longer had even a humanoid form, his shape instead combining the ugliest aspects of a beetle, roach, and fly. Adramalech, too, now only existed in an amalgamation of animal shapes so distorted no one would ever have thought her once an angel of the hosts. The inhumanly corpulent, hairless lord Mammon held back from the rest with bodyguards to his either side. He alone felt the need to bring some extra protection, though one attendee was no lord at all.
 
   The armored herald respectfully stood two steps away from the ring of lords. Her wings were powerful and broad, yet her most striking feature hid within her mouth. With every word, jagged teeth seemed to unfold and protrude from her lips. “Is that why you called for this meeting?” she asked. “To relay this news? Leviathan is beyond the concerns of your kingdoms. Leviathan is greater than this realm, or any other. When Leviathan awakens, she will crush—”
 
   “Crush us all beneath her vastness, we’ve heard the speech before,” interrupted Mammon. He glared at her impatiently from under a crown of rubies and diamonds. “You wouldn’t be the first herald to never make it back to the sleeping one. Be silent and listen or suffer for wasting our time, wench.”
 
   “Is that supposed to impress us, Mammon?” spoke up an amused voice from within a hooded robe. Unlike the rest, she bore no wings, nor did the fabric over her head suggest any sort of horns. “All your worst enemies in one place, and the only person you insult happens to be the weakest among us. No offense, herald. It is what it is.”
 
   The herald tilted her head with respect. Mammon let out a derisive snort, shifting his posture for a subtle step farther away. “Not all my worst enemies are here,” he said.
 
   “No,” agreed the hooded woman. “It’s true. Lucifer isn’t here. He never comes to these things. He always was kind of a dick.”
 
   Heads turned toward her, but none spoke. Her casual mortal colloquialisms were the least of her differences from the others. Hell’s princes drew their ranks from the most powerful of fallen angels and a handful of deposed and forgotten ancient gods. She was something else entirely, and none of them ever forgot it.
 
   “Why did you call us here, Azazel?” asked a harsh, hostile voice. Like Azazel, he was much taller than any mortal man. Where Moloch bore scars of disease and Mammon’s flesh abounded, this prince had burned away the weakness of skin until the charred remains served as armor. A green fire lit his eyes. “Do you seek some truce for the duration of this chaos? Do you hope to lay claim to what is rightfully mine?”
 
   “Belial,” chittered Beelzebub. “If this was yours, you’d have already taken it.”
 
   “My slave brought an end to Baal,” said Belial. “She will return to my service, and she will bring the spoils of her deeds to me.”
 
   “How is that working out for you so far?” asked the woman in robes.
 
   Belial ignored her. He turned his attention back to Azazel. “Why are we here?”
 
   “To make sure you all understand the implications of this,” Azazel replied, pointing to the raging battle in the distance. “Abaddon has been struck down, not by a fellow lord but by an unthinking mob. He rose, of course, only to be brought down again and again. Baal is no more, also at the hands of lesser beings.
 
   “We have long known what it takes to vanquish a lord of Hell. We have long known the cost. The common rabble have not held such knowledge, yet now they see two examples to suggest it can be done. This turmoil spreads. Sooner or later, it will affect us all.”
 
   “Abaddon fell because he trespassed into a greater lord’s realm,” said Belial. “Do not make the same mistake. Stay out of my way.” He turned his eyes from Azazel to the quietest member of the assemblage and added, “Especially you.”
 
   Of all the lords, only Sammael presented a natural, attractive image. Like the woman in robes, he displayed no tail and no horns. His body and face matched the primal beauty of the finest incubus serving any lord. Unlike the rest of those fallen from grace, his wings still held all the feathers and grandeur of old, though they were now jet black rather than white. Only the color of his wings and his lack of a halo marked him as anything less than the archangel he’d once been. “Why Belial, I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.
 
   “I speak of treachery and lies. I speak of one who likes to play with toys that don’t belong to him,” said Belial.
 
   “You’re off the hook, Mammon,” said the hooded woman. “The patriarchy is much stronger with these two.”
 
   “Ah! You wound me with such labels,” Sammael objected.
 
   “All of them are accurate,” said Belial.
 
   Sammael rolled his eyes. “I was talking to her.”
 
   “Tell me I’m wrong,” she said with an indifferent shrug.
 
   “You’re wrong.”
 
   “And I can surely trust every word spoken in this crowd,” she replied.
 
   “Enough,” said Belial. “You will not interfere with my hunt. If you do, you will pay. Do not forget that I wear a crown and you do not.” He turned his glare from Sammael to Azazel. “Have you news to share? An offer of aid or service? No? Then you waste my time.”
 
   Belial stormed away. One by one, the others departed. Mammon returned to his chariot at the base of the hill, guarded by his fiercest lions. Beelzebub flew off. The woman in robes simply vanished while no one was looking. Moloch, Adramelech, and all the rest took their leave without ceremony or even a goodbye. Only the host and Sammael lingered.
 
   “He doesn’t have a plan,” noted Sammael. “I don’t believe he even has a lead on her.”
 
   “We have no leads, either,” said Azazel.
 
   “No, but that isn’t important to your plans. What is important is that your closest neighbor is in no position to strike while you are extended. His forces are massed to seize Baal’s realm, not yours. Besides, as you said, the cost of a final conquest over a rival is too high. He would be weakened by an assault on your realm, and Belial will not risk weakness.”
 
   Azazel’s eyes narrowed as he looked down at the fallen archangel. “Would that I could travel to the mortal realm as easily as you,” he rumbled.
 
   “Everything comes with a price,” said Sammael. “You have already paid mine. I’m more than happy to help you out in this endeavor. Speaking of the mortal realm, I should get back there.” He looked from Azazel to the battle and the barren landscape all around. “I can’t imagine what would make anyone leave all this,” he said, not bothering to hide his sarcasm.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Once upon a time, Alex’s hang-ups and worries got in their way.
 
   Alex held back as much out of concern for others as he did in fear for himself. Throughout his early years, every storied example of romance threatened dire consequences for anything less than sincere attempts to find true love. Some warnings he rejected as base prejudice or Puritanical extremes. Others remained. Mixed messages from his youth confused his young adulthood.
 
   Then he met Rachel and Lorelei and the whole world turned upside down.
 
   The misfired ritual that bound them together created troubling yet seductive power dynamics. The succubus curse amplified and enabled his desires, and the angel cheerfully played right along. Alex took nothing for granted, but at every turn their love only grew and dismissed his concerns. Immortal perspectives scoffed at earthly traditions and expectations. Monogamy went out the window to a fast and early death.
 
   Alex awoke on the morning of New Year’s Eve to Lorelei’s smile beside him. He pulled away the sheets and kissed her without a single word. They hardly spoke as they made love throughout the day. The pleasures of Lorelei’s body distracted him from mortal needs, creating a silent drain on his health to give her much more than the ordinary joys of intimacy and sex. She drew power from every aspect of his lust, yet it was always so much better when he pushed further than he should.
 
   He knew it would happen, whether he felt it or not. He loved and trusted her enough not to care. They stayed in bed all day. By the time the sun set once more, sensual affection gave way to something else.
 
   As always, Lorelei sensed his desires. She lay on her back, her legs stretched out along with his. She enjoyed the constant caress of his hands, his familiarity with her body, and the slow grind of his flesh within hers. Lorelei encouraged the shift in his hunger with hotter kisses, moans, and nails dragging down his back. Her legs spread further to welcome his need.
 
   Alex curled his fingers in her hair at the back of her scalp and pulled her head back against the pillow. He moved up on his knees, digging in as her breath deepened in pleasure and anticipation of more. His lips hovered over hers without a kiss. Not now. He wanted to hear her and to watch her beautiful face as long as he could keep his own eyes open.
 
   Old hang-ups and worries fell far behind. Lorelei welcomed his cock with all the same passion he put into every possessive thrust. A thought flashed through his mind, a wordless thrill at her reactions and the freedom of the moment to disregard patience or romance when they wanted each other like this. A couple of months earlier, Alex would have been mortified at himself. Now he recognized the approving purr in her voice and held on to that thought as he fucked her with abandon.
 
   Satisfaction neared in due time. Whether a matter of technique or a benefit of the connection Lorelei enjoyed to every aspect of his sexuality, the couple felt the approach of climax together. Pulses of excitement ran from groin to thigh. Their breath shook. Alex continued on as Lorelei scratched and pulled and bit at his chest, the pain distracting him just enough to delay the end for one minute more.
 
   The end came in a rush of spasms and shouts. In those first instants of release, strong yet gentle hands slipped over his shoulders from behind to pull him upright on his knees. Rachel’s kiss came out of nowhere, but Alex bent back to receive it as the angel knelt beside her two lovers. Alex greedily clutched Lorelei’s hips rather than breaking from her in their climax.
 
   As soon as their lips met, one of those hands on his shoulders fell away. He knew it would be for Lorelei, a thought confirmed with a change in her breath as she came with him. Rachel’s touch immediately banished his fatigue. Her perfect timing prolonged the moment for all of them.
 
   The kiss ended, but no one moved apart for the cooldown. All three wanted to savor this. Alex kept one hand on Lorelei’s hip and another in Rachel’s hair. The two women split their attention much the same way.
 
   “Fucking awesome,” Rachel exhaled. “I needed that. You two. Wow. It’s like you’re trying to seduce me into your heretical orgy-cult.”
 
   Alex laughed breathlessly, his forehead leaning against hers. “You should join. The high priestess is amazing. And I don’t think it’s technically an orgy until we get more members.”
 
   “Oh, you make up for lack of numbers with good vibes,” the angel replied. “Besides, I have too much on the agenda tonight. This is the only break I can manage. And you’ve got your other ladies to see.”
 
   “Hey now. That’s an inaccurate use of possessive labels. I only get that way with you two.”
 
   Lorelei purred in approval, bending one leg up to caress Alex along the back of his thigh and a little further up. Rachel resisted the appeal of such talk with a shake of her head. “Can’t play tonight, babe. Wish I could. I need a few minutes with Lorelei, though, and you need a shower.”
 
   “Fair,” he said. Alex didn’t question requests for privacy. They had their own romance to enjoy, and Rachel was right about the rest of the night. Tempting as it was to throw everything to the wind and stay home with Lorelei, they had other people in their lives. Onyx and Molly wanted them at the party. Alex stole another kiss from Rachel and savored one last moment of intimacy with Lorelei before pulling away.
 
   “If you gotta bail before I’m out, Happy New Year,” he said. “I love you.” Even if the angel alleviated his fatigue, he still half-staggered through the bedroom.
 
   “I love dat ass,” Rachel laughed as she watched him go. She returned the smile he threw back at her, then sank into the bed beside her other naked lover. “Holy fuck, you two. Did I say that already? Wow.”
 
   “You say that all the time,” said Lorelei.
 
   Rachel curled up into her arms, heedless of the sweat coating Lorelei’s body. She took advantage of the moment to maul the other woman a little. “You keep getting better.”
 
   “He’s no longer guilty or reluctant. I no longer worry about pushing him to a dangerous point.”
 
   “You two are gonna tear up this town with your rampant fuck-mongering and it’s gonna be awesome,” Rachel sighed.
 
   “Does the bond still let you feel him? For me it has blended with the curse. I thought your sense of it might fade.”
 
   “It faded, yeah, but it isn’t gone. I still get wobbly-happy when it’s business time, but I have to concentrate to really feel all the fun. Maybe it’ll fade more. Maybe not. Still connected. For now it sure is a huge help in getting me through the shittier parts of my day.”
 
   Lorelei stroked her blonde hair. “You have made such strides in this city in only a short time. Is it still so bad?”
 
   “It’s still a mortal city,” Rachel snorted. “Wanna talk about chronic homelessness?”
 
   The succubus lifted Rachel’s chin and cut off her sarcastic offers with a kiss. “Let’s not. You actively work to make things better and you keep the city safe from the worst predators. That is all that counts when you’re here with me.”
 
   “Yeah. That’s what I wanted to talk about.” Rachel moved out of Lorelei’s embrace and tossed aside a pillow so she could sit up against the headboard. As they so often did, her wings faded into the wall behind her. “I’ve heard back from some of the guardians about our concerns. The big bads are looking for you, Lorelei. It’s not only Belial or any desperate little fuckers from Baal’s court like on Christmas Eve, and it’s not just here. A couple of my guys have had run-ins while looking after their other mortal charges in different cities. I’ve heard from LA, Paris, Rio. Couple others, too. It sounds like you’re on the most wanted list all over.”
 
   “Have your sources told you anything more?”
 
   “No. I’d tell you if they had. The thing is, most angels in dominion aren’t as aggressive as I am, so the guardians working their dominions can’t be, either. What I’m hearing comes from a couple of fights and some shit-talking. The fact that your name was a factor at all says you’re a priority. We’re on the case, but the drawback to having scrubbed this city like I have is that a new lead is hard to find.
 
   “Still, if I’m making any guesses based on what I’ve got? Nobody’s taking for granted that you’re here. These assholes figure you’re on the move. Even Belial has his goons spread out elsewhere.”
 
   Lorelei absently dragged the top sheet over her body, drawing a raised eyebrow from a lover. The troubled demon missed Rachel’s reaction. “They want the crown. No demon would pass up the chance to capture a new slave, but even I would not be worth the investment of such a hunt. The crown is the true prize.”
 
   Rachel slipped her hand in Lorelei’s. “I’m here for you, love. No matter what. I just don’t know how to un-fuck this situation.”
 
   “Nor do I. My only thought when we vanquished Baal was to win our escape. I expected someone would have claimed the crown by now. This is troubling.”
 
   “Wish we could throw the fucking thing into a big-ass volcano.”
 
   “Indeed,” said Lorelei. “What do you know of the crowns? You are older than I.”
 
   Rachel shrugged. “Sometime after the Fall, some demon fucker or another came up with the idea and everyone else jumped up to hump the same bandwagon. Pretty much every lord in Hell has one. That’s all we know. I never thought the crowns themselves had all that much power or importance before our little clusterfuck. For all I knew, it was a fashion choice. I was hoping you would know more.”
 
   “The princes and lords do not share the secrets of their power with their servants,” said Lorelei. “Not lightly, at least, and not without dire need. What little I ever learned was likely based on assumption, but it suggests the crowns are as old as every domain of the Pit. No lord to wear a crown has ever fallen to another demon save one who also wore a crown, or so it was told. Yet such tales never involved names or details. And as ever, demons lie.”
 
   “Demons lie,” agreed Rachel. She leaned in to kiss Lorelei’s bare shoulder. “Except I know I can trust you.”
 
   The succubus pondered. “The lords wage war constantly on one another, both in this world and in the Pit. It is the way of things, and to my knowledge always has been. Only once did I see a direct battle between two lords.
 
   “Baal’s insults and trespasses against Belial mounted over centuries, but the two almost never came face to face. Finally, Belial caught him overextended in his schemes and managed to confront him in person. Powerful as he was, Baal did not fare well in that fight. In the end, Baal offered me up to settle the feud. Belial accepted and withdrew to his own realm with me in his possession.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound like the story Alex got,” said Rachel.
 
   “No. Baal spun a far more self-aggrandizing tale. Demons lie,” she repeated.
 
   “Ah. Yeah. Fuckers. So that was it? Baal yelled ‘uncle’ and gave you up to get out of an ass-stomping?”
 
   “It was more than that. He seemed frightened, and Belial was earnest, yet the fight was not a one-sided affair.” Lorelei’s brow knit as she pondered. “I thought Baal feared for his life. Everything about the fight seemed like it might lead to true destruction, not the usual cycle of rebirth of the Pit. Yet Belial did not finish off his rival. He took me instead. I don’t know why. If he’d destroyed Baal, he would have had me along with everything else.”
 
   “That’s something,” said Rachel. Her face seemed as dark as Lorelei’s. “I’m sorry you went through all that.”
 
   “I know,” said Lorelei. She shook her head. “The crown is too great a prize. They will never stop trying to claim it. Yet if any of them could take it, they would have done so. What if I am the only one who can?”
 
   “Do you want it?”
 
   “Of course not. I want to stay here with you and Alex. That is my dearest wish. Yet even before you, I stayed out of Hell as much as I could. The only ‘lord’ I know of who could leave hell with any frequency was one who wore no crown.”
 
   “Yeah, I know who you mean. Fuck that guy. Anyway, if you don’t want it, they’re shit out of luck. They’re not getting you here, Lorelei. Not in my city. I’ve got plenty of back-up on that, too. Fuckers on my team who don’t even like you would protect you from those assholes. Nobody’s letting them take you without the fight of their lives.” Rachel took her hand and kissed it softly, holding it to her cheek. “You won’t find a safer dominion than mine.”
 
   A sharp buzz interrupted their thoughts. Lorelei rolled out of the sheets to take up one of the two cell phones on the nightstand. “It’s Drew. He’s asking if we’re still planning on the party at Onyx and Molly’s tonight.”
 
   “I thought he had other parties tonight?” the angel asked.
 
   “He did, and they all sounded much more his style. Apparently he’s changed his mind. I wonder why?” Lorelei opened the phone’s messaging app to reply, but stopped after a thought. Memories of Christmas hadn’t been far from her mind. She looked up to her lover. “How safe is everyone else with me here?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three:
Stay for the After-Party
 
    
 
   Too many people showed up for the party. Some of them brought food. Some brought booze. Judging by the scent of more than a few guests, a handful brought along something special to smoke. Thankfully, most of them remembered the house rules before lighting up to celebrate the New Year.
 
   A couple needed gentle reminders.
 
   “Outside,” said Onyx. She pointed to the door right at the end of the small kitchen. “Smokers go outside.”
 
   “But the smoke goes straight up through the vent if you do it over the stove!” protested her guest in a weak, slurred voice.
 
   The arm and outstretched finger remained in place. Her other hand came over his lighter. She could not have struck a more different image than the would-be smoker if she’d tried. Onyx had dolled herself up for the party with a black dress and stockings. Nick wore old flannel over an even older t-shirt and a wool cap.
 
   In fairness, most of the guests dressed down. Onyx fully expected that, and had no problem with people going casual at all. She only wished some people didn’t put so much faith in patchouli as a fabric freshener. “The lease says no smoking inside, Nick. We’ve got a back yard for you right through that door.”
 
   “Seriously, pot is legal now,” he tried again. “It’s been legal for years.” His voice barely carried through the music and laughter from the living room just around the corner behind Onyx. “Everybody can do it now, it’s cool.”
 
   “Legalization doesn’t change the terms of our lease, Nick. We’ve lived here for all of four days and we’re not screwing it up now. Out.”
 
   Crestfallen, Nick turned away and shuffled outside. A chorus of voices in the yard welcomed Nick into the fold before Onyx closed the door behind him. With a sigh, she turned back to the two young men who’d wandered into the kitchen with her. “Sorry I had to deal with that,” she grumbled.
 
   “It’s cool,” Alex replied. “Some people just don’t get it.”
 
   “Yup,” Drew agreed. “It’s always the ones who look like Jesus.”
 
   That got a laugh out of her. “I’m glad you came tonight, Drew,” she said. “Molly is, too.”
 
   “Thanks. But why wouldn’t I?” he asked.
 
   “You haven’t hung out with us a lot,” Onyx answered hesitantly. “Plus Alex warned us you might have other parties to go to.”
 
   Alex shrugged at Drew’s questioning glance. “What? Tell me I’m wrong.”
 
   “Hey, I got other invitations, yeah,” Drew admitted, turning his attention back to Onyx. “But I wanted to be here with you. We’ve been through some shit together this year, y’know?”
 
   “Aw!” Molly interrupted as she came into the kitchen. She threw her arms around Drew from behind. Stacks of empty red Solo cups filled each of her hands. “We were afraid you didn’t like us!”
 
   “You thought that? Why?” Drew asked. Then his eyes slid over to Alex again.
 
   “Don’t look at me. I’ve been telling them that wasn’t true at all.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Drew replied.
 
   “No, it’s true, he did,” Molly put in. “We’ve got this deal where he only gets to fool around with us if he tells us the truth about everything. Onyx calls it full disclosure.”
 
   Onyx buried her head against Alex’s shoulder. She pointed blindly to Molly. “There she is, ladies and gentlemen,” she said into his shirt. “The love of my life.”
 
   “I like you both,” Drew reiterated. “We’re cool. Look, I’ve got friends and stuff to do besides this crew. It don’t mean you aren’t my friends, too. I have more than one social circle is all.”
 
   “Pretty much like I explained already,” added Alex.
 
   “It’s just that you’ve never come to hang out with us before,” Onyx explained. “Not until last week when you helped move us in. We were worried you thought you had to pay back a favor or something after all the craziness. You know we’re not keeping score, right?”
 
   “Naw. We’re cool.”
 
   “Our friends like you,” said Molly. “In fact I think Julie out there really likes you.”
 
   “Molly, you dropped your subtlety again,” noted Onyx.
 
   “Oh. Right.” She released Drew, tossed her plastic cups in the trash, and whispered loudly, “I think our friend Julie likes you. Should I hook you two up?”
 
   “Nah, that’s…that’s nice of you, but…”
 
   “Hey, are you seeing someone we don’t know about?” Molly asked.
 
   “No, it’s not that.”
 
   Onyx frowned thoughtfully. “Molly, ease off a sec.”
 
   “Yeah, the last guy in Seattle who needs help hooking up is Drew,” said Alex.
 
   “Wow, projecting much there, dude?” Drew countered. “What’s your count like now?”
 
   “I don’t keep a count.”
 
   “Is the number too high already?”
 
   Molly glanced to Onyx as the guys bantered. The redhead quirked an eyebrow. Her partner tilted her head toward Alex, then nodded away from him. Both young men missed their entire exchange.
 
   “So it’s not a count for you so much as clocking hours, is that right?” Molly broke in, looking to Alex. She slipped one hand to Drew’s wrist behind her back.
 
   “Wait, when did this become about me?” asked Alex.
 
   “This is what happens when she drinks,” Onyx said, leaning over to him.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Oh stop, I’m not even halfway drunk,” Molly complained.
 
   “You don’t have to be,” replied her partner, though she seemed more amused than annoyed. “You can drink anyone in this house under a table, but it only takes two shots before your filter goes out the window and it’s Internal Monologue Theater.”
 
   “Whatever,” said Molly. “Alex promised us full disclosure. So here’s what I want to know: how often do you get home and find Lorelei in nothing but lingerie and a smoky stare, saying, ‘Come to me, my love?’”
 
   “Molly!” Onyx objected.
 
   “Wow, nothing awkward about this,” said Alex.
 
   “Yeah, but now I wanna know, too,” Drew teased.
 
   “Okay. I’m bowing out on this one,” Alex declared, blushing fiercely. He slipped away from Onyx and darted around Molly’s poking fingers. “Have fun with this, Drew.”
 
   “You’ll be back, and I’ll still want to know!” Molly called after him.
 
   “That might’ve been going too far,” said Onyx.
 
   “Nah. He’d tell us. He just didn’t want to talk about it in front of Drew, or where someone else might wander in.”
 
   “Like that’s a bad thing?”
 
   “I had to make it look good. It’s not like I haven’t wanted to know. Besides, we needed him to go away.”
 
   “Why?” asked Drew.
 
   Molly turned to face him. Onyx stepped in a little closer. “Hey,” Molly asked. “We’re sorry if that question about Julie hit a nerve. Is everything okay?”
 
   “Nah, it’s all good,” Drew replied, surprised at the sudden shift in their tone. “I appreciate the offer, but…” He paused. The two women waited patiently. “Is Julie, um…” he glanced back toward the people talking only a few feet away in the dining nook. Others gathered in the living room around the corner. With less than a week to unpack, Molly and Onyx offered more space for a party than their house would probably fit once they’d fully settled in. “I’m not sure if I should be asking this here. Is Julie like you?”
 
   “Is she bi? I don’t think so,” Molly answered. “But I can ask. As for everyone else, yes, they know Onyx and I are together, at least. That cat’s out of the bag. We don’t really care if they find out we have a dude on the side.”
 
   “No, it’s not that,” Drew laughed. “No, I mean is she a…um…” he glanced over his shoulder again.
 
   “She’s not a witch, she’s just kind of a modern hippie type,” said Onyx. “You can say ‘witch’ here. It’s fine. Everyone else here thinks it’s our form of paganism, which is partly true. They either don’t know or don’t believe we can work magic.”
 
   “Their loss,” grunted Molly.
 
   “Why do you ask, though?” Onyx continued. Her gentle, discerning eyes never left him. “It’s part of why you haven’t hung out with us before, isn’t it?”
 
   He wrestled with his answer. Someone came through for more ice from the freezer before he spoke, but the two women waited. “I’m not seeing anyone ‘cause of all the crazy shit we’ve been through lately,” he admitted. “I don’t want anyone getting hurt because of whatever nonsense is going on with my friends. Like if something happens to me, that’s the way it goes, but…”
 
   “But you got attacked on Christmas with your family only a few feet and a door away,” Onyx finished for him. “That would shake anyone up.”
 
   “And then you helped us move a couple days later and hung out a little,” noted Molly.
 
   “Hey, I ain’t hangin’ out with you ‘cause I’m looking for protection,” Drew explained. “I’m not worried about that. It’s about what might happen to people close to me. I don’t like the idea of putting anyone in that situation without ‘em knowing up front. Like if people know about this supernatural nonsense and they can look out for themselves and take their chances, that’s fine, but…” he shrugged.
 
   “But you can’t ask people that up front,” said Molly.
 
   “Right. Or find ‘em on a dating site. They probably don’t make filters for that.”
 
   “Probably not, but they really should.”
 
   “I ain’t ever even seen anyone pull a gun in real life ‘til all the crazy stuff started,” he went on. “At first I thought we handled that first demon we ran into and that was it. Then we had vampires and more demons, and then it was the vampires and the werewolves, and now it’s fuckin’ demons for Christmas comin’ after Lorelei and anyone else in the way. How am I supposed to drag anyone into that? I mean I know plenty of women who can take care of themselves, but there’s muggers and then there’s monsters, y’know?”
 
   Molly looked to Onyx. “You know what I’m thinking,” she said.
 
   “Love charm,” said Onyx.
 
   “Love charm,” Molly confirmed. “Totally the right moon for it tonight, too.”
 
   “What?” Drew blinked.
 
   “A love charm. It brings love to you. Magic.”
 
   “Isn’t that skeezy?”
 
   “Nah, you still have to do all the relationship stuff yourself,” said Onyx. “The magic only puts the right people on the right path to meet each other. It’s like Lorelei’s succubus cooties, but reasonable.”
 
   Molly seized Drew by the wrists before he could object. “To the batcave!” she declared, dragging him out of the kitchen. Onyx followed close behind. They wove around party guests along the way, cutting through one corner of the living room to take him down the short hallway beyond. Though the house wasn’t large to begin with, the presence of a few dozen extra people made it seemed positively cramped.
 
   “Hold up, does this shit actually work?” Drew asked.
 
   “Worked for me!” both women answered, then laughed.
 
   “Trust us,” said Onyx. “We won’t steer you wrong.”
 
   “Onyx,” someone hissed. “Wait a sec.”
 
   She looked over her shoulder and stopped as Alex caught up to her. The others continued on. “Hey, I’m so sorry about Molly back there,” Onyx began. “That was too far and she’ll totally apologize. I’ll talk to her.”
 
   “Oh, whatever,” Alex chuckled. He pulled her in to hug away her worries. “I think I can take a little teasing.”
 
   “You sure? That was still out of line. Lorelei doesn’t deserve that, either.”
 
   “It’s fine. I’m not upset. Lorelei won’t be, either.” Then his mouth spread into a mischievous grin. “Besides, I’ve got an idea to settle up with Molly if you’re okay with it.”
 
   Onyx immediately liked the glint in his eye. “Go on…?”
 
   Unaware of her partner’s delay, Molly threw open one of the closed doors at the end of the hall and tugged Drew inside. While much of the house still awaited the unpacking of belongings and decorations, this room had taken priority. Sturdy, second-hand shelves held glass jars, boxes, and far too many books. Against one wall, Drew saw a table holding a chalice, a dagger, candles, a pair of wands, and a couple of small statuettes.
 
   “Hang loose,” said Molly. She pushed open the closet and reached for another box sitting on plastic shelves inside. “This’ll only take a second to get ready.”
 
   “All good,” he murmured, having no clue what else to say. His eyes wandered, but mostly he only saw more books, even more candles, and—“What the fuck! Is that a live bat?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s Peggy,” Molly explained as she gathered materials. “She doesn’t live here. We took her in while she’s getting over a cold.”
 
   Drew looked from Molly back to the small bat perched on top of the highest shelf. As if on cue, the little thing sneezed. “Aw, don’t worry, Peggy,” said Molly. “We’ll be out of here soon.” She shuffled around Drew to grab the chalice off the table. “It’s too noisy with the party going and the door open.”
 
   “Um. Okay?” he mumbled.
 
   “Okay. Close your eyes and breathe deep,” Molly instructed. “Breathe like however they teach you in kung fu. If it’ll help, you can sit or kneel or whatever there in front of the altar.” She pointed at the small table.
 
   “And you have to believe,” said Onyx, closing the door behind herself as she joined them. “It won’t work at all if you don’t believe.”
 
   “Believe in what?” asked Drew. “Like I gotta convert to your religion?”
 
   “No, silly,” Molly scoffed. “How crazy do you think we are? You just have to believe magic works. And you know it works, ‘cause you’ve seen magical things happen. So clear your mind, drop the doubt, and let us do our thing. We’re here to help.”
 
   Onyx noted the hesitant look on his face. “We straightened out Alex and his Post Traumatic Reincarnation Disorder, right?” she pointed out. “This’ll be a walk in the park.”
 
   Drew couldn’t argue that. He remembered how messed up Alex had been. Silently conceding the point, Drew turned to the table—or the “altar”—and took some deep, centering breaths. He briefly closed his eyes, but opened them again as Onyx poured water into the chalice from a silver ladle. Where she’d gotten the water, he didn’t know. Molly lit candles and incense.
 
   He closed his eyes. Breathed again. Shut out the loud voices and thumping music on the other sides of the walls.
 
   He did not kneel. Magic or not, Drew had limits.
 
   “Okay,” said Onyx, her voice low as her hands came to his shoulders. “Don’t try to visualize. You’re not reaching out for any particular person. Doing that with magic is skeezy, like you said. You’re reaching out for the right person, whoever that might be. Think about the sort of person you’re looking for.”
 
   “Onyx, I don’t even know what I’m looking for.”
 
   “Yes, you do. You want the right person for you. Someone close to you in age and spirit. She needs to—wait, we are looking for a woman, right?”
 
   His eyes opened. She didn’t see them roll. “I guess. Sure.”
 
   She squeezed his strong shoulders. “Okay. Someone honest and loyal who can face the same dangers you’ve faced. Someone good humored, with a good heart, like yours.”
 
   “Helps if they’re hot,” Molly whispered at his side.
 
   “And it helps if they’re hot,” Onyx conceded.
 
   Drew breathed in and out again. “And it helps if they’re hot.”
 
   “Whatever else you’re looking for. Think of that.”
 
   “Like a shopping list?” he asked skeptically.
 
   “It never hurts to ask,” Molly chuckled.
 
   “This makes no sense. You want me to think about a person without thinking of them?”
 
   “Imagine the sort of relationship you’re hoping for,” answered Molly. “Don’t worry about who the person is. Think of how they’d make you feel.”
 
   “Think with the feels, Drew,” suggested Onyx. “Close your eyes and think with the feels.”
 
   He stared at the wall above the table. Goofy as that sounded, it made some sense. He closed his eyes again and breathed.
 
   “Hold your hands out and open. Like so,” Molly instructed, moving his hands into place with his palms up. He felt a small, wound-up cloth placed into each of them.
 
   Then he waited.
 
   Nothing happened. He could feel Onyx and Molly still standing to his either side. They seemed to be chanting or maybe singing something under their breath, but the noise from the party covered it up.
 
   The two witches slipped the cloths out of his hands. Drew opened his eyes to see them tying a pair of white handkerchiefs into a knot in front of him. Molly held up an ordinary spool of red sewing thread for Onyx, who pulled on the thread and used it to wad the two handkerchiefs into a ball. She set it on the altar amid the other items.
 
   “That’s it,” said Molly.
 
   “That’s it?” Drew asked. “That’s my love charm? I don’t have to wear it?”
 
   “No, you don’t want to wear it. You leave it here on our altar.”
 
   “You should be carrying around an iron nail in your pocket anyway, and that would disrupt the—oh god damn it!” Molly groaned.
 
   “Relax, it’s in my coat pocket back in the living room,” said Drew. “It’s not on me.”
 
   “Okay. Keep carrying that,” said Onyx. “All you non-magical guys gotta have a nail. It helps you resist magic.”
 
   “Then won’t it mess with this spell here?” he asked, pointing to the balled-up handkerchief.
 
   “No, because we’re leaving it here. The charm isn’t on you. It’s about you. That’s different.”
 
   “How is that different? This shit’s weird.”
 
   “Welcome to magic,” Onyx shrugged.
 
   Drew frowned. “So what now?”
 
   “Now you go about your life like normal and you wait,” said Molly. “If nothing happens in the next month, you come back and we do this again.”
 
   “Also, you can’t tell a misfire from the real thing,” noted Onyx. “Just like with normal relationships. Have fun with that.”
 
   “Seriously?” asked Drew, half laughing now out of frustration. Maybe they really were taking him for a ride. “How do I even know this works at all?”
 
   Molly gasped with plenty of melodrama. “Do you doubt our power?”
 
   “Maybe a little,” Drew shrugged.
 
   “You’ve seen me call lightning, you jerk!”
 
   “Hey, I didn’t actually see nothin’,” he corrected. “You were there and lightning sorta happened. This is Seattle. The weather changes every ten minutes.”
 
   Molly gasped again, louder this time.
 
   “Can you do anything that actually looks like magic?”
 
   “Do not set our new house on fire,” Onyx warned sternly.
 
   “C’mon, what’ve you got? Can you turn people into animals? Turn invisible? Wait, that’s not flashy, I wouldn’t see. Oh, I got it: can you fly?”
 
   Molly’s eyes flared. She snatched her wand up off of the table. “Challenge accepted.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Alex found her in the living room near the front door, amid a handful of guests on their way out. He half-expected her to be surrounded by attention-hungry men, as was usually the case with her at parties. Instead, she consulted her cell phone along with one of Molly’s friends, whose name he didn’t know.
 
   “There, now I have your email,” said Lorelei. “The link to the video should be enough, but it might help if you fill out the online application and send it to me, too. I’ll make sure it gets to the right people.”
 
   “Ohmygod, you will?” the young woman asked with wide, hopeful eyes. “I really thought I was screwed when I couldn’t get time off from work for the open call.”
 
   “Remember, I make no guarantees. I only help with the conservatory’s fundraising. But I can assure you no one made any real decisions over the holidays. With a performance video like this, I’m sure I can at least get you in above the first cut.”
 
   “Absolutely. I completely understand that.” She let out an excited breath. “Wow. With the way things were going, I thought I’d have to sell my soul to get an audition.”
 
   “Never deal with anyone who quotes that sort of price,” said Lorelei. “It’s nothing but an ugly racket every time.”
 
   The other woman’s smile lit up the room as one of her friends opened up the door. “Thanks. I’ll send you the other stuff first thing tomorrow!”
 
   “Happy New Year,” Lorelei said as a last farewell. She turned to meet Alex with a knowing and accusing smile. “You’ve been thinking naughty thoughts.”
 
   “I was a minute ago. Did I just see what I think I saw? Are you playing fairy godmother?”
 
   “Nonsense, love. Fairies don’t exist.” She stepped close to him, fondling his shirt. “I’m a patron of the arts. My hobbies are based entirely out of self-interest. You know the limits of my charity.” His smile drew her in closer. “You also know how I can sense your desires. What’s on your mind?”
 
   “Is anyone watching?” he asked without taking his eyes off hers.
 
   She mirrored his grin. With a hint like that, Alex knew she’d employ a little magical privacy. She didn’t need arcane gestures or mystic words. Most of her magic came naturally. “No one but Onyx might see us. I can’t make any promises against her eyes, but she’s not in the room.”
 
   Alex slipped his arms around her waist. Their bodies slid together for a long, shameless kiss. Endless hunger stirred in both lovers, soothed only by the shared freedom to take more and more. At this point in their relationship, they never had to ask.
 
   His hand moved over her hip, then in front of it, then below. Lorelei’s breath changed as their kiss deepened and his hand caressed her between her legs. Her dress didn’t allow his fingertips to move in as deeply as she wanted, but she loved it nonetheless. The succubus curse empowered her whenever her victim gave in to his lusts. The sorcerous ritual that first bound them together offered other layers of indulgence, too.
 
   Lorelei enjoyed Alex as no one else could, but she’d never seen that as a reason to limit their options. Indeed, their supernatural bonds only encouraged them both to do otherwise.
 
   “Will you be staying tonight?” Lorelei breathed against his neck. “I’ve felt your desires all night, but I haven’t been able to read any particular anticipation.”
 
   “It depends on how things go. Especially if you’re interested in a little fun of your own.”
 
   The flash of her eyes and her smile assured him she was more than intrigued. One word in her reply confirmed that play time was now on: “What do you have in mind, master?”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Molly strode out into the small yard before spinning around with her arms spread wide. The yard held only her, some grass, and a handful of small, bare trees within a tall wooden fence. Evergreens and a tall hedge blocked the view from the next house over. “What do you notice?” Molly asked proudly.
 
   “That all the smokers have gone inside or gone home and your fence needs a new coat of paint,” Drew replied. “I ain’t ever had a yard before, though, so I might be missin’ something.”
 
   “Yes! All the smokers have gone. Do you smell anything? Anything at all?”
 
   Being a good sport, Drew inhaled deeply. “No.”
 
   “I think somebody spilled beer on the bush over there,” noted Onyx, standing beside Drew with her arms folded over her chest. Her nose wrinkled in disdain. “Ugh. I hope that’s not meant to cover up something else.”
 
   “No! No, you don’t smell anything,” Molly went on. “Not even a tiny whiff of pot or tobacco on the air.”
 
   “Isn’t that the whole point to smoking outside? Nah, okay, I’m playin’. Lemme guess: you blew it all away yourself with magic?”
 
   “I did. Because I control the air.”
 
   “You control—hah!” Drew laughed. “Okay. That’s cool.”
 
   “I do! My Practice focuses on nature. I can do air, I can do fire, I can do weather and plants. All kinds of stuff. I can talk to animals, too, but it’s a cold night so they’re all curled up asleep.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   Molly held her wand high, then dramatically waved it to the left. A breeze fluttered through the yard. She waved it to the right, and the breeze reversed itself.
 
   “That would be way more dramatic if we had any leaves on the trees,” muttered Onyx.
 
   “Ooh, can you make a tornado?” Drew asked.
 
   Molly’s eyes narrowed. “Okay, that is offensive.”
 
   “What? How?”
 
   “Don’t make tornado jokes around witches,” said Onyx. “Or jokes about falling houses. It’s a sore spot with us.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “No, but how would you know any better?” Onyx asked with a grin.
 
   “Y’know, this is feeling really one-sided,” Molly grumbled. “Why’s it all about me? What can you do besides kung fu and shoot pool?”
 
   “Calculus.”
 
   Onyx clamped her hand over her mouth, caught between the amusement of a good comeback and knowing her partner’s sore spots.
 
   Molly fumed. “I only had to go the GED route ‘cause it was either running away to Seattle or going along with my family’s gay conversion therapy bullshit back in Arizona, y’know.”
 
   “Woah. Hold up, I’m sorry, Molly.” Drew immediately dropped the teasing and his smile. “I didn’t know. For real. That’s fucked up.”
 
   “Thought maybe Alex would’ve told you.”
 
   “Not if it ain’t my business. Molly, I’m only playin’. I didn’t wanna hurt your feelings or get you mad.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. It’s fine. Only now I wanna show you some serious magic.”
 
   “Don’t wreck the yard!” Onyx replied.
 
   Molly sighed. “I won’t wreck anything except Drew’s doubts. You. C’mere,” she said, pointing to Drew and then beckoning him over. “You’re sure about this? I wanna know you’re not gonna be mad when I show you some magic you can feel. It won’t hurt. I promise.”
 
   Her warning offered him a chance to back out. Obviously he couldn’t take it now. “It’s cool. Show me what you got.”
 
   The wind picked up. Molly glanced past Drew’s shoulder to Onyx. Her partner gave only a noncommittal shrug. The redhead’s face split into a grin. “Okay. Hold your arms out wide, palms down. Like this.”
 
   “What, like a bird?” Drew asked as he complied.
 
   Her eyes closed. She took in and slowly released a long breath. “Yes. Like a bird.” The wind picked up more, rustling the evergreens looming over the backyard.
 
   “Shouldn’t you be the one to go flyin’ here?” Drew asked warily.
 
   “I’m not sure if it’s technically flying,” she murmured, concentrating more on the air than on her banter. “Especially since I have to stay on the ground to…lift.”
 
   Drew blinked. The wind whistled sharply past his ears, so strong and sudden he thought it might knock something over or damage the house. A second later, he noticed how hardly anything in the yard moved besides a few strands of Molly’s hair. The wind picked up, blowing hard enough to push against his arms. Then he really felt it.
 
   “Oh, shit!” His feet came off the ground. He rose a full foot in the air in the blink of an eye, and another as his heart rushed halfway up into his throat. Training took over. Drew brought his knees up in front of his chest and tucked in his chin for a backfall.
 
   “Oops, don’t do—!” he heard Molly blurt out. Then he felt the ground on his back. His technique prevented any harm from his landing, but the yard wasn’t quite as flat as the padded mat of his kung fu studio.
 
   “Are you okay?” Molly and Onyx asked, their words coming half a second apart from one another’s. The wind died out instantly. Both women stood over Drew.
 
   “Yeah, I’m good,” he grunted. He rolled up onto his feet quickly, feeling much more pumped up than he wanted to be—and not in a pleasant way. He had no one to blame for that, though, and he knew it. Angry and hating it, Drew shook his head and looked away from the two witches. “Second holiday in a row I’ve wound up on my ass.”
 
   “That was dumb of me,” said Molly. “I’m sorry. Should’ve just woken up the neighborhood raccoons to do tricks or something.”
 
   “Or maybe talk the crazy stuff out before we do it?” Onyx ventured. She brushed off his back for good measure, but thankfully he only picked up a few loose blades of grass.
 
   “Fair. Really, Drew, I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t trip. It’s not you. I was pushing buttons.” He let out another breath, wanting his frustration to leave with it. “I’m not mad at you.”
 
   “No, but you are mad,” observed Onyx. “Even if it’s not about us. It’s about last Christmas, too, isn’t it? And your birthday party on Halloween?”
 
   “How the hell am I supposed to deal with something like that?” he finally asked. “Somebody comes at me with a knife or his fist, I know what to do. I got fucked up bad by one of the werewolves that one time, but even there, I know where I went wrong. I can see where I should’a dodged. An’ then on Christmas with them assholes after Lorelei, I knew what to do. But what the fuck do you do if somebody picks you up off the ground without touching you? Without even coming near?”
 
   “Whatever you can,” Molly answered. She didn’t pretend to be thrilled with her answer. “If something like that happens, you do whatever you can.”
 
   “And you carry a nail,” said Onyx. “It’s why we told you guys. That won’t be perfect, but it cuts down on the effects. That little bit of iron makes you harder to touch with magic. It’s an old folklore remedy, but it works. If we find anything else, we’ll tell you.” She shrugged in apology. “Honestly, we didn’t have to worry about it until this last year, either. Mostly it’s been all about simple stuff for us. No danger involved. Just helping friends get over colds fast and finding lost pets. Then things got real.”
 
   “Hey,” Molly mumbled. She put her hand on Drew’s shoulder and held out her other arm to offer a hug. “Still friends?”
 
   “Yeah. The magic freaks me out a little, but yeah.” He gave her a tight squeeze, and then risked another tease: “So you really can’t fly?”
 
   Molly shoved him away playfully. “No. Thanks for rubbing that in. It’s not exactly flying, anyway. I can conjure up enough wind to move stuff, but that doesn’t mean I have full control. It’s not like I can guide much. Or guarantee a soft landing.”
 
   “That charm is some solid magic, though,” said Onyx. “Improvising out here is the hard stuff for us. What Molly just did is way more than most can manage, and we’ve got some advantages that others don’t. Little rituals like that charm with materials and time to think it through? That’s the reliable kind of magic.”
 
   Drew looked from Onyx to her partner. “It feels like I’m letting you set me up for a blind date. You sure this won’t put me on my ass, too?”
 
   “All we can do is ask the universe to put the right people in the same room,” said Molly. “Making it work after that is all up to you.”
 
   Onyx bit her lip to stifle a knowing smile.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Only a handful of guests remained. Molly closed the door on the second to last batch, or maybe the third. She still wasn’t sure about that. Turning from the door, Molly saw Alex picking up after the folks who’d occupied the couch for half the night. She had half a mind to ask him the big question first, if only to make sure everyone could broach this openly. Then she saw Onyx appear from the hallway and round the corner to the kitchen. Molly followed her in, grateful to have a little moment of privacy for this.
 
   “Hey, what’s the plan?” she asked quietly, sidling up beside Onyx at the sink.
 
   “Hm? Plan for what?” Onyx replied.
 
   “You need a spell to hide your moods from me,” Molly teased. “You’ve been getting anxious as people left. Don’t try to deny it. Is he staying tonight?”
 
   “I don’t know, is he? You never said how you felt about tonight.”
 
   “I’m asking you. It’s fine if you want him to, Onyx. I’m not sentimental about New Year’s. It doesn’t have to be just us. You know I’m down with this. I usually am.”
 
   Onyx glanced over Molly’s shoulder, keeping her voice low. “Usually doesn’t mean always. I don’t want to take that for granted, or you.”
 
   “I know, babe. I’m not worried.” Molly peeked around the corner into the living room. “He’s hanging around like he doesn’t know yet, either. Pretty sure he’s helping clean up to kill time.”
 
   “I know,” said Onyx. “It’s pretty sweet.”
 
   “Sweetest guy we know.”
 
   “I was talking about the free labor.”
 
   Molly snorted. “Okay. Seriously. Do you want him to stay or not?”
 
   “No, I want to know how you feel about it first,” Onyx pressed.
 
   “You really want me to cut to the chase?” Molly asked. “It’s not like you and I haven’t already christened the house, and you’ve both been spinning me up tonight. Right now I’m just in the mood to get laid and I don’t care how complicated it gets.”
 
   Her partner stopped cold with the dishes. She looked up at the wall, then at Molly. “Oh, really?”
 
   “Yeah. Really.”
 
   Onyx took Molly by the hand, tugging her along as she stomped out of the kitchen and down the hallway. “Er, you know there are still a couple people here, right?” asked Molly.
 
   “I’ll take care of them,” Onyx answered. “We need to settle this now.”
 
   For a brief moment, Molly wondered if Onyx had taken her statement the wrong way. At the end of the hallway, Onyx threw open the bedroom door and turned back to Molly with an assertive glare and a wordless order to step inside. Molly put up her hands and complied. “Hey, I didn’t mean—” Molly began.
 
   “Oh, shut up and have a good time,” Onyx interrupted. She closed the door between them, leaving Molly alone in their bedroom.
 
   “What the hell?” the redhead murmured.
 
   “Hello, Molly,” said a cool, seductive voice from behind her. Molly turned. Her mind came to a sudden halt.
 
   Lorelei reclined on the bed in a heart-stopping display of black lace and flawless skin. Her low-cut bra served only to entice, as if Lorelei needed nothing for support. Her garter and black stockings drew Molly’s eyes like a magnet. As if to accommodate Molly’s gaze, Lorelei casually shifted one leg and bent it at the knee. Molly wrenched her momentary stare away from the silk waiting between the other woman’s smooth inner thighs, but the eyes looking back at her proved every bit as hypnotic.
 
   The woman on her bed lifted one hand. Molly had felt that hand once before. Those fingers beckoned to her as Lorelei said, “Come to me, Molly.”
 
   She blinked hard. Her heart raced. Her breath came out short. Molly recognized her reactions only after Lorelei spoke, though awareness couldn’t diminish the excitement. It did, however, allow her some degree of clarity and reasonable doubt.
 
   “Wow. Okay. You guys got me,” Molly managed through a dry and shaky throat. “Where’s the camera? I’m sure they want to see the look on my face.”
 
   “There may be good humor, but this is no joke. None of us would be so cruel to you, Molly.” Her voice caressed Molly’s nerves. That stare didn’t waver. “Your earlier question to Alex carried the ring of fantasy. I’m more than happy to indulge.”
 
   “Oh I feel pretty indulged,” said Molly. She couldn’t look away.
 
   “As do I,” said the beauty on her bed. “You know of my nature. You know I draw more than a passing appreciation from your stare. Look all you like, but I would indulge us both in far more than a wistful gaze.”
 
   Nothing she said alleviated Molly’s beating heart or the heat in the room. She remembered the one fling they’d had, back in a hotel room on Halloween. It hadn’t lasted long, nor had they been alone. That thought took her to another, bringing one hand up to the door behind her with concerns that Onyx wasn’t with her now.
 
   No. Onyx pushed her in here and closed the door with a smile. With Alex out there, she might not come back anytime soon, either. Lorelei watched and waited patiently.
 
   “Does Surprise Succubus Action hit everyone this hard?” asked Molly.
 
   “I like to think so. Not all the measures at my disposal are so natural, but I would never apply those without your consent. Your warding spells would block such powers, anyway.”
 
   “So everything I’m feeling now is natural?”
 
   “I’ve heard of no spell to protect a person from their own desires.” Lorelei slipped off of the bed. Every inch of movement seemed both deliberately enticing and perfectly casual. Molly watched with a growing smile as Lorelei stepped close and took her hand.
 
   Even that simple touch felt electric, growing more arousing as Lorelei’s fingers traced up and down Molly’s bare wrist. Soon their other hand mirrored the same action. Molly’s eyes roamed Lorelei’s body, deliberately on display just for her. The caress continued. The pleasure of her touch ran more than skin deep. “So how far does this go?” Molly breathed.
 
   “Your lover and mine shut us in here with their full approval and without rules,” said Lorelei. Her voice became as enthralling as her touch. “I suspect neither of us wants for a new love, yet you are the dearest of friends…and I am a creature of lust and desire. Tonight, I am yours to enjoy. No limits. No inhibitions. Anything you want from me is yours.”
 
   Those fingers moved from Molly’s arms to slip under her t-shirt. Lorelei kissed her softly, brushing and exploring Molly’s lips with all the expertise she first felt in that all-too-brief fling on Halloween. The succubus enticed her mouth open, bit by bit, until the first touch of their tongues seemed to pull desire from deep within like a magnet.
 
   Hunger shoved the rest of her nerves aside. Molly tugged Lorelei close, claiming her body with more need than confidence. She thoughtlessly slid her hands down Lorelei’s back to clutch at her ass. Only a brief, momentary doubt flashed through her mind at her lack of subtlety, but it quickly drowned in a sense of approval from Lorelei’s kiss. Her worry was soon forgotten in the sensory joys of silk and flesh.
 
   Little details flashed by. Molly’s t-shirt came off in the space of a single gasp between kisses. She heard her belt unfastened. Hot, arousing hands slipped over her sides and her taut belly on the way up to her neck, where they went to work with a caressing touch that only deepened the power of Lorelei’s kiss.
 
   “You wear such pretty things under those simple clothes,” said the older woman. Molly felt her bra loosen. She moaned again as Lorelei soothed the skin now freed from the elastic, then fell silent when those fingers stroked her breasts.
 
   “I’ve always liked your style,” Lorelei whispered into her ear. “Your hard edge is natural and real. What lies beneath must be earned.” She grinned as Molly opened her mouth to mumble out a response. The succubus slipped her hand down into black jeans that came unfastened long ago. Her touch against the heat within stole the redhead’s voice. “You may not refute my praise,” Lorelei taunted. “I mean what I say.”
 
   “Oh my god,” Molly managed, held prisoner with only that touch.
 
   “Forgive me if I come on too strong,” the succubus replied, though she never let up. “I like to overwhelm, and then I like to taunt. You don’t have to do a thing if you don’t want. Let go and enjoy.”
 
   “I’m enjoying,” Molly confirmed. Then she plunged back into another kiss.
 
   Lorelei swept her onto the bed. The rest of her clothes came off in a rush she couldn’t track. Every time she thought she might catch her breath, another pleasure distracted her. Soon, Lorelei knelt between Molly’s legs with a predatory smile. Again, that hand slid down along one inner thigh to continue its work, only now every shred of obstructing fabric was gone.
 
   “Have you any requests?” Lorelei asked.
 
   “Oh fuck don’t ask me to decide anything now,” her playmate replied.
 
   “Excellent. We’ll take up your wish list later. Or perhaps next time.”
 
   Molly’s eyes fluttered with disbelief. “Next?”
 
   “I wouldn’t establish all this intimacy for nothing,” said Lorelei.
 
   Her fingers slid inside, unleashing electric sensations through Molly’s body. Almost as soon as she adjusted to this, those fingers began to beckon, and Molly’s reactions intensified. Her eyes fluttered open again to the wordless offers in the demon’s eyes.
 
   “More,” she answered.
 
   Her hands slipped away from Molly to slide down her own hips. Molly wondered if she’d take off the garter and all the rest. She watched as Lorelei’s fingernails hooked the sides of her panties to cut through the silk like little blades.
 
   Lorelei lifted one of Molly’s legs at the knee. The redhead didn’t question the move, thinking she only wanted to shift her weight. Instead, Lorelei slipped in over her, straddling the redhead’s other leg. As much as she loved the view, Molly said, “This works for you? I thought it was all a porn thing for oh wow!”
 
   Her correction came out in a shudder as one intimacy met another. The slow, hot grind of their flesh quickly brought Molly to the edge of orgasm. Lorelei grinned down at her breathless face. “It might be a bit late to tell you,” she said, her own breath now heavy with pleasure, “but the rumors are true. I am a sex demon.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Alex hung back as Onyx closed and quietly locked the front door on the last guests to leave. Even now, he didn’t take for granted where things might go tonight. Not until she turned around and bit her lip in a mischievous smile. “You know what the problem is with your plan?” she asked.
 
   “You don’t have a spare bed,” he said.
 
   “We don’t have a spare bed,” she confirmed.
 
   “Yeah. We are not bright.”
 
   “Speak for yourself. This was your plan. I only went along with it in the interests of my girlfriend’s happiness.”
 
   “That’s all?”
 
   “Okay, I wanted to help you get your revenge,” she admitted, stepping up close to him. She tugged on the top of his jeans. “I like your idea of revenge.”
 
   Alex tilted his head toward the hallway and the bedroom. “We’re both big on the idea of living well as the best payback.”
 
   “That sounds like you,” said Onyx, suppressing her smile enough to return his kiss as it fell on her lips. “Mmh. Missed that for a couple weeks,” she said.
 
   “So did I. Holiday schedules kinda suck sometimes.”
 
   “They do. It meant a lot that you helped with the move, though. Even if we were all too worn out for sexy funtimes afterward.”
 
   Alex stroked her hair. “I didn’t expect anything. After a job like that, all anyone wants is a shower and a nap. Besides, that was your moment with Molly. Moving is a milestone, right? The big steps shouldn’t be about me.”
 
   Onyx unfastened a couple of buttons on his shirt. “I like that you care about boundaries. We both do.”
 
   “I care about whatever makes this work for all of us.”
 
   “It’s working.” She moved in for another kiss, but turned her face away with a giggle. “She’s moaning. You can’t hear that?”
 
   “No,” Alex laughed. “Not yet. Guess it’s not just your eyes that are awesome.” He looked toward the bedroom and heard nothing. “So. Do we squeeze onto the couch, or…?”
 
   “Don’t ask if we go join them,” said Onyx. “I’m fine with this tonight. It feels good and I trust everyone. But I’m not in a hurry to push anything further. Don’t get your hopes up for any foursomes.” Then she smirked and poked him. “Or fivesomes.”
 
   “Not even Rachel’s scene. Or mine. It sounds good, but I feel like at some point you can’t pay enough attention to everyone.” He thought to say more, but then he caught his first traces of Molly’s voice. “Although obviously we have a great coach available.”
 
   “Stop,” Onyx laughed. “I wanna get off my feet and out of these clothes.”
 
   “I like that idea. Do you have a plan?”
 
   “We’ve got spare bedding in the laundry closet over there,” she suggested. “I thought maybe we could get the fireplace going for a little ambiance.”
 
   “Guess we could pull the cushions off the couch and make it a little more comfortable.” Then his mouth spread into a grin. “Or we could make a pillow fort.”
 
   Her response caught in her throat. She looked to the couch, then back at him. “No. A sexy pillow fort.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Molly staggered out of the bedroom feeling so good she almost felt bad for it. Her whole body still trembled. Her breath shook. She needed a quick trip to the bathroom, and she needed water. After a couple of hours at Lorelei’s mercy, one thing she didn’t need now was sleep. The party had left her a little tired, but the last thing she wanted now was sleep.
 
   Or clothes. Screw clothes. The sun wouldn’t be up for hours, but even so the last thing Molly wanted now was clothing. She felt too hot for that, in every sense of the word.
 
   It wasn’t until she came out of the bathroom that she noticed the rearrangement of the living room and the noises. Molly crept through the hallway to the sounds of labored breathing. Light from the fireplace flickered against a blanket draped between pieces of furniture. Dangling over the corners of the blanket like a pair of flags were a familiar cut of boxer briefs and a lacy black bra.
 
   Molly stared, listened, and slipped into the kitchen to complete her mission as quietly as she could. Naturally, the panting stopped once she had the water running. The fact she’d even gotten this far without being heard spoke to how well Alex had her girlfriend distracted.
 
   Giving up on subtlety, Molly sauntered back out of the kitchen. “I’d better get a turn in there before that fort comes down,” she said as she passed.
 
   “With who?” asked her lover’s voice from within.
 
   “I dunno, we’ll flip a coin. Maybe I’ll cheat this time.”
 
   Onyx poked her head out from under the blankets, but she only caught a glimpse of Molly’s backside before she disappeared into the bedroom again. It was a good glimpse, though. She slipped back inside. “Have I told you lately how much I love my life?” she asked.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four:
Ordinary Challenges
 
    
 
   The gentle chime of his cellphone grew more assertive with each moment. Alex wanted to ignore it, but the sleepy feminine murmur on his other side motivated him. He didn’t want her to wake up too early on his account. Reaching out into the darkness, then fumbling around on the nightstand, his hand found his phone and tapped the screen until the chimes ended.
 
   Out of habit more than anything else, he slid the phone into view and peered at it with one eye. Eight-oh-five. Monday. He’d already hit the snooze function twice. Right.
 
   Waking up became a little harder once Lorelei came into his life. He never complained and wouldn’t change a thing, but accepting the consequences didn’t lessen their impact. He usually didn’t get as much sleep as he should. Even when he did, his dreams tended to make things a little extra cloudy upon waking. His brain didn’t boot up in the morning as fast as it used to.
 
   He definitely didn’t get enough sleep last night. That was normal. He heard another note from the woman beside him in the bed, and realized that wasn’t so normal. Lorelei never slept later than he did. Rachel didn’t sleep at all. If either was in bed with him, they’d be the ones to wake him.
 
   Alex rolled over. He saw long, curly auburn hair and a lovely but foreign face. “Bonjour,” she said with a dreamy smile.
 
   His memories returned quickly. Her name was Claire. She was a flight attendant for Air France. Lorelei approached her in the restaurant bar last night while she and Alex waited for their table. Dinner for two became a table for three, where conversation turned sultry fast. Claire had a whole day in the city between flights, along with great eyes and enthralling legs and aw shit it’s the first day of school!
 
   Claire’s eyes opened as he sat up and pulled away. “Is something wrong?” she asked with obvious concern.
 
   “Nothing, no,” Alex quickly replied, remembering that oh yeah I speak French now, too. He also remembered that his bike needed gas, traffic would be horrible, parking would be worse even for motorcycles, and oh, right, his nine o’clock class still hadn’t been assigned to a room as of the last time he’d checked online. The pretty woman in front of him reasonably assumed he had other troubles. “Sorry,” he explained. “It’s my first day at the university. I should be up already.”
 
   “Ah. I see. I thought you had regrets.”
 
   “Not in this lifetime.”
 
   “Good. I had a wonderful night. Thank you.” Her arms emerged from the sheets in a languid stretch.
 
   Oh god don’t do that to me now, Alex thought, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the sight. “You’re welcome to stay, but I should go,” he said as he slipped out of the bed.
 
   “You don’t mind if I watch?” she teased—and then laughed as Alex tripped over his discarded clothes on the floor.
 
   He kept his shower short. He didn’t need help waking up now. Shaving didn’t take long, given that he’d cleaned up well for dinner the night before. He handled that in the shower, too, and even managed to avoid cutting himself. Something about Lorelei’s influence seemed to keep him perpetually well-groomed, anyway, but the chore gave him a chance to consider his schedule again. He’d make it on time unless he ran into some catastrophe. He wouldn’t be the only first-timer on campus today. Shit happened. He was pressed for time, but not late.
 
   By the time he emerged from the bathroom, Claire had risen to take his place. She did nothing to cover her slender body, slipping past him in the bathroom doorway with one hand on his chest as his heart got pounding. His eyes uncontrollably followed her backside. His libido immediately offered alternative math that would allow him to linger at home a little longer.
 
   No! School! shouted the more sensible sides of his brain. His libido responded by questioning exactly which part of him was the truly sensible one. The bathroom door helped settle the argument by closing in Claire’s wake.
 
    The street map on his cell phone showed a lot of angry red lines as he stepped out of the bedroom dressed and mostly ready to go. Living in a downtown luxury condo meant dealing with ugly downtown traffic. He might have to bend some laws with his bike, but he could still avoid being late. At least he’d gotten his backpack all sorted out and ready on a chair at the dining table yesterday. Being kept up late by Lorelei wasn’t exactly an unpredictable occurrence.
 
   “Aw, c’mon,” said a voice he didn’t expect to hear that morning. “You got her to say, ‘Ooh-la-la’ at least once, right?”
 
   “Have you ever heard anyone from France actually say that, Rachel?” Lorelei chuckled. The pair lounged close together on the plush couches in the living room, with Lorelei in a floor-length silk robe and Rachel dressed in her usual white sundress. He noticed the way Lorelei’s robe lay partially open for Rachel’s roaming, affectionate hand.
 
   “Morning, sunshine,” the angel taunted.
 
   “Hey,” said Alex. He glanced back toward the bedroom, but he’d heard the shower get running as he threw on his shoes. Their guest wasn’t likely to walk in on this conversation. “Didn’t expect to see you here. I figured you’d be out doing the rounds or whatever.”
 
   “It’s only a quick break,” said Rachel. “I wanted to be here. We need to talk.”
 
   The words stopped him just as he was about to pick up his backpack. Both women rose to join him. “What’s up?” he asked warily. “More demon bullshit?”
 
   “Nothing new there.” Rachel shook her head. “All my people are watching. I wouldn’t worry about it too much. Don’t get complacent, but demon traffic is at an all-time low around here. It turns out somebody spent the last few months kickin’ a lot of ass.”
 
   “Our thoughts are rather the opposite of danger to life and limb,” said Lorelei. She’d wrapped her robe closed, but now toyed with Alex’s shirt. “A little less ‘last Christmas’ and a little more ‘last night.’”
 
   Rachel came close, too. “You won’t be late,” she assured him. She slipped one arm around his waist and another around Lorelei’s.
 
   His arms did much the same. “Okay.” He let out a breath. “I wondered if last night wasn’t meant to help me work off the edge before starting classes this morning.”
 
   Lorelei slowly shook her head. He noted Rachel’s mischievous grin, but the angel said nothing. “Last night was a matter of opportunity and mutual interest,” the succubus explained. “I will admit I thought it might help your perspective as you start this new chapter of your life.
 
   “When we first came together, you were greatly troubled by the curse that forms one of our bonds. You didn’t know what to make of your inflamed desires or your luck in finding partners to fulfill them. You feared a sinister clouding of consent, or some inevitable payback. Yet you know better now. You know it is mostly a matter of circumstance and passive magnetism. You understand it is a ‘curse’ because it normally falls upon those who abuse their fortune.”
 
   “Yeah. I do.”
 
   Rachel’s hand slipped below his waist and groped. “Got plenty going for you without it, anyway,” she added.
 
   “When last we spoke of the curse, you agreed to let go of your ‘baggage’ and worries to have some fun. You have accepted that we will live a wild life. You see the results. It has brought you peace—and it has given all three of us great joy.”
 
   He felt the heat grow between them. “You didn’t hear me object to anything last night,” he pointed out.
 
   “No. I wanted to remind you of all this because today you enter a new environment, where desire and opportunity are naturally common even without mystic encouragement.” Her hand ran up his chest. Her eyes stared into his.
 
   “Trust your desires. Trust your judgment. Trust yourself.”
 
   Hot as this was, Alex couldn’t hold back a smirk. “Lorelei, it’s just my first day at the U-Dub.”
 
   “Yes,” she agreed solemnly. “Don’t waste the opportunity.”
 
   He felt Rachel’s hand on his shoulder. Her touch drew his eyes to her grinning face. “Far as we’re concerned,” she said, “you’ve got every reason to graduate as the biggest tramp that place has ever seen.”
 
   He blinked. She nodded. He looked to Lorelei. Her expression remained unchanged. “Tuition is expensive,” said the succubus. “I expect prompt returns on my investment.”
 
   Rachel leaned in to whisper into his ear: “Magna come loudly, motherfucker.”
 
   For once, even Lorelei couldn’t keep a straight face.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “I think we need to talk money,” ventured Molly.
 
   Onyx looked up from the display case filled with fancy chocolates and specialty cakes. Black curls bounced around her soft, pretty face as she turned. Her hands were still in the pockets of her long black frock coat. “Okay?”
 
   Molly reached up to run her hand through her spiky hair, a nervous tell that only showed during these We Need to Talk moments. Her leather-clad arm went back to her side through an act of will. “I’m wondering if we’ve overestimated our new income and maybe we should dial things back.”
 
   “I’ve got a double-shot mocha nudge for…Oh-neeks?” called out the barista behind the counter. He placed the drink on a paper napkin and slid it forward. The porcelain container was more of a bowl with a handle than a coffee mug.
 
   Onyx hardly noticed the mispronunciation of her name. “You couldn’t bring this up before I ordered the most expensive thing on the menu?” she asked Molly.
 
   “Sorry. Don’t worry about it. That’s not the sort of thing that’s on my mind.”
 
   The couple moved over to a tall table with high seats by the window. Outside, Capitol Hill’s wet streets moved with its usual late morning traffic. “Maybe not right now,” Onyx suggested.
 
   “Look, I don’t wanna nag,” Molly began. “I’m just thinking maybe we’re overestimating what we’ll pull in from our ‘consulting’ gig with—”
 
   “No, I mean not right now,” Onyx reiterated through gritted teeth. She tilted her head toward the window.
 
   Molly’s gaze followed her girlfriend’s motion. Outside, Broadway seemed no different from the last time she looked at it, but then she recognized the bronze features and long, dark hair of the woman passing by on her way to the door. “She’s prompt,” noted Molly.
 
   “Yeah.” Onyx grabbed Molly’s hand for a quick squeeze. “Talking money is fine. Later.”
 
   They turned their attention to the door and rose. The woman in the business suit entered and exchanged smiles. “No need to get up for me,” said Kate Oakwood. “I’m glad to see you.”
 
   “Likewise,” said Onyx.
 
   “Did you want to order anything?” asked Molly. “We didn’t know whether to wait for you.”
 
   “I’m fine. To be honest, I can’t stay long. Things came up at work on my way over here, but I didn’t want to cancel.” She draped her coat over the back of her seat before settling in.
 
   “We’re flexible, if it makes any difference,” Onyx offered. “Is it something serious?”
 
   “It’s not an emergency so much as a busy schedule. ‘nother day, ‘nother fight for Federal tribal recognition.”
 
   Molly tilted her head curiously. “You’re Snoqualmie, right? I thought they were recognized.”
 
   “We are, yes,” said Kate. “This is for another tribe. I’ve got battles to fight on other days for my own tribe. Most of my legal work is as much of a patchwork as my circle.”
 
   “Huh. Y’know, I wondered about your circle, but I never thought of a tactful way to ask.”
 
   “What, if we’re all the same tribe? No. Once upon a time, tribes around here could probably put together exclusive circles of shamans and whatnot, but then that whole Manifest Destiny thing happened.” Kate frowned. “Sometimes I get frustrated that I can’t handle some of the legal stuff with magic, but if we could use sorcery to solve all our problems the world would be a completely different place, right?”
 
   “One would think,” agreed Onyx.
 
   “Anyway. I’d need to meet over serious drinks if you wanted to talk tribal politics,” Kate said with a polite smile. “Thank you for taking me up on this meeting. I’m glad to see you’re both okay.”
 
   Molly tilted her head. “Why, did you hear something about us? Because it’s only true if we sound awesome.”
 
   Kate paused to meet each woman’s eyes before answering. She laid a small, ordinary compact on the table and opened it, revealing the customary mirror on one side. Rather than foundation or blush, the other side of the compact held a thick, ashen substance. “Would you object to a little extra privacy?” she asked quietly.
 
   The other two women shook their heads. “I’ve already given this place a good look,” said Onyx, “but go ahead.”
 
   Curiosity overcame them both. They’d never seen Kate cast a spell before. In truth, they had little direct observation of castings by other Practices at all. The pair watched and listened with interest as Kate worked. She didn’t put on much of a display, keeping her motions to a minimum and softly humming rather than speaking or chanting words. Kate dabbed one finger in the grey powder and used it to draw a triangle in the mirror, orienting its three points to herself and the two witches. She used a little more to draw a circle around the triangle before closing it up, leaving the compact on the table. “Insurance,” she explained.
 
   Onyx shrugged. She’d seen nothing in Kate’s aura to raise suspicion. While her mystic sight didn’t give her an analytical rundown of the spell, it was easy to tell that its effects subtly bound the three and separated them from the others around them. The outcome was obvious: Kate’s spell would occlude them from eavesdroppers. “Neat technique. I’ll have to steal that.”
 
   “As long as you pay royalties. Revlon compacts are an ancient secret of the Salish peoples,” Kate joked, but her mood seemed somber.
 
   “So, what’s up?” asked Molly.
 
   “My circle is hoping to meet with the others this week, and the independents. Friday night, at the casino. I wanted to pass along the invitation.” She pulled an envelope from her coat pocket and laid it on the table. “I also wanted to ask you, since it’s related: When was the last time either of you heard from anyone in the Brotherhood of Apollo?” She watched the pair shift uncomfortably in their seats and glance at one another.
 
   “Yeah, we figured you’d ask about that,” Molly answered with deliberate care.
 
   “Do you know where they all went? Or what happened to them?”
 
   Another uncomfortable glance. Onyx tilted her head in consent before Molly answered. “They’re dead, Kate. A lot of them, anyway. Along with…well, pretty much all the vampires in Seattle, as far as we can tell. Mostly at each other’s hands.”
 
   Kate listened with wide eyes. Parted lips tried to form words. “You’re sure?”
 
   “We saw it, yeah.” Molly nodded slowly. “We were there.”
 
   “Oh my god. What happened?”
 
   “We can’t tell you everything. Listen, we respect you a lot. We don’t want to lie to you. It’s a long story and some of it isn’t our business to tell. The bottom line is that the Brotherhood tried to hook up with the local bloodsuckers and they got some much bigger and badder fish involved. It didn’t go well for any of them.”
 
   The older woman blinked. “Were you involved?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We didn’t join up with them,” Onyx elaborated as she noted Kate’s further surprise. “We wound up being there without knowing this shit was even going on. It was…” She shrugged. “We got caught in a corner and it came down to either going to their creepy party or getting into a fight. Plus we were trying to get some answers about other things. Turns out we got the creepy party and the fight.”
 
   “Hey, the Brotherhood is bad news, or was,” Kate corrected. “I know they gave you trouble before this. We heard rumors they were pushing around the smaller circles and the independent Practitioners. They never messed with my circle because we have the muscle to protect ourselves, like the guys in the International District. Plus we’re generally well outside the city. We never competed for power here. But if they were cutting a deal with vampires, though, that’s worse than I thought.”
 
   “Those assholes weren’t even the worst part,” muttered Molly.
 
   “What’s worse than…? How bad did this get?”
 
   “Demons. Like a couple of actual, serious, no-shit-really demons.”
 
   “That’s insane.”
 
   “Right?” Molly huffed. “Anyway, they all got into a huge fight, most of them died, and the place burned to the ground. That’s what happened to the Brotherhood of Apollo. If there are survivors or if some of them were out of town or whatever, they haven’t turned up. Not that we’ve gone looking.”
 
   “To be honest,” added Onyx, “we didn’t know whether to tell you or any of the other Practitioners we know around here. It’s not like they let us step out peacefully before they threw down.”
 
   “Were either of you hurt?” asked Kate. “Are you doing okay?”
 
   A small grin played at Onyx’s lips. “That right there is why we decided to tell you at all. You warned us the first time we had a problem with those assholes. You played us straight. We’re fine. It was ugly, but we’re fine.”
 
   “Does my concern for your well-being get me any more details?” Kate prodded.
 
   “It’s complicated,” Molly answered, shaking her head.
 
   “Well, you might want to consider how much more light you might shed on all of this,” said Kate. “It’s a big reason behind the invitation. Everyone knows the Brotherhood disappeared, but nobody knew how or why. We wanted to talk to everyone we can find to figure out what’s going on and if there’s trouble for all of us. Now we have our answer, but I’m sure you can imagine it’ll lead to more questions. And to more eyes looking at the two of you.
 
   “Beyond the Brotherhood—or, maybe because of their disappearance—a few of us were talking about trying to work out a little more of a community of Practitioners than we’ve had before. Something more than just watching each other from afar and hoping we don’t step on one another’s toes or have any big blow-ups. Nothing formal. Certainly not the sort of expansionist stuff the Brotherhood had in mind. But we’ve been talking, and we at least need a way to make sure we can all talk to each other. Peacefully.”
 
   “Are we going to set up rules?” Molly asked. She frowned with exactly half of her mouth to convey her skepticism. “Voting procedures? Robert’s Rules of Order? Laws specifically for Practitioners?”
 
   “All we want is neutral ground where we can all talk,” Kate answered, calmly holding up her hands. “People have treated the bookstores as neutral ground for a long time out of habit. That’s not enough.”
 
   “I think Molly’s asking if it’s really going to stop there,” said Onyx.
 
   “Who’s to say? Maybe it is. Maybe it isn’t. You can find a few places out there with a well-developed grand society of Practitioners, but they’re rare, and to my knowledge they aren’t on this side of the globe. As far as I know, that kind of thing usually falls flat on its face.” Kate tilted her head thoughtfully. “If you come talk to people, maybe you can let them know how it went for the Brotherhood when they overreached.”
 
   Onyx waited for Molly’s eyes to meet hers. By now, the year and a half that Molly had on Onyx in both age and magical experience mattered little. They saw one another as equals. Even so, Molly knew the other Practitioners of Seattle better. With that shared look, Onyx told Molly that she would defer to the redhead’s judgment. Still, Molly only shrugged, her mouth still bent in a half-frown.
 
   “You don’t see any trouble coming down on us for what happened?” Molly asked Kate. “Or for keeping it to ourselves?”
 
   “Hey, the fact that we don’t really have any rules or laws is the whole reason we even need to have this conversation,” Kate answered. “The only rules we’ve got are for keeping magic quiet and not getting into fights in the bookstores, and that’s more habit than policy. The secrecy bit isn’t even that serious. Tell all the ordinary people you like about magic. You still won’t make it work in front of a real audience. Point being, no, this won’t give anybody a right to hold you accountable for what happened to the Brotherhood. They don’t need a right, though. That’s the trade-off for living in a secret anarchy.”
 
   Molly stared at the envelope. “It’s up at the casino?” she asked. “Friday night? Won’t the place be busy?”
 
   “Yes. It’s later in the evening, but yes. We figured that would be a deterrent for any trouble.”
 
   Onyx understood the thinking. Mundane witnesses tended to diminish the power of magic, along with the other ordinary dangers of people with cell phone cameras and the ability to call cops. Then again, she could remember a night when that sort of deterrent didn’t make much of a difference. “The last ‘get-together’ like this was the reading of Elizabeth’s will. We got jumped on the way home,” Onyx pointed out.
 
   “Yeah.” The older woman sighed. “Yeah, I know. Look, I don’t think it’ll happen again. Not after the way that all went down, and not after what happened to the Brotherhood. Besides, I’ve talked to them and they’ve given their word—”
 
   “You invited them?” Molly interrupted. “For fuck’s sake, Kate! You know what went down, and you still keep them on the invite list?”
 
   “Yes. We kind of have to. Sooner or later, anyone we don’t invite will catch wind of this, and they’ll know they’ve been snubbed. That’s exactly what we want to avoid. At this point, it looks like it’ll be a pretty big gathering. Bigger than anything we’ve seen in Seattle. We cast a wide net for this. The Light is coming, too—”
 
   “Aw Jesus! Really, Kate?” Molly groaned. “Those freaks? You know Elizabeth had to throw them out of her shop, right? They nearly shot up the place.”
 
   “Weren’t they the one group not included in Elizabeth’s will?” asked Onyx. “I mean even the Brotherhood got something.”
 
   Kate sighed. “They’re Practitioners living in this region. They don’t have to be pleasant. Like the others, they have to be included, or we risk creating hostility when we’re trying to promote community. We started by inviting the bigger circles first and worked our way down. You’re some of the last on my list.
 
   “Look, I’m not going to pretend I can guarantee safety. Nobody can do that. We’ll watch out for you as best we can, and it’s a bad place to start trouble, but everything has risk. We all have to decide if establishing a neutral territory to gather and talk is worth that. My circle feels like it is. Jin and his people feel the same. So do most of the others I’ve spoken with.”
 
   She nudged the envelope forward. “Details are in here. Show up or not. If you don’t, I won’t blame you. But I really hope to see you there. And I wish I could stick around to talk more. Turns out I still don’t have a spell to put the lawyer world on hold.”
 
   “Thanks, Kate,” said Onyx.
 
   “Yeah,” Molly agreed. “Listen, I get what you’re trying to do. I’m sorry if I’m being bitchy.”
 
   “I didn’t take it that way. This is all heavy stuff. Thank you for telling me what happened. I want to know more, but if it’s down to you or them, I’m glad you’re the ones to come out okay.” She offered a small, final wave as she headed out through the door.
 
   “Should’ve seen that coming,” grumbled Onyx as she turned back toward Molly.
 
   “Didn’t we?” Molly held a casual posture as she watched Kate leave from a different direction than the way she’d arrived, then flicked her eyes to her partner. She didn’t need to ask the question out loud. Given the circumstances, they hardly even needed to look at one another at all. They were on the same page.
 
   “She didn’t try anything,” said Onyx. She pulled a small flask from one pocket of her coat, spilled a few drops onto their table, and drew the water into a circle with her fingers while softly reciting an old chant. She flicked a little of the water on herself and a little on Molly, who accepted the droplets against her face with a slight grin that didn’t survive for long at all against their concerns. With the spell complete, Onyx looked around the café again. “Talking here is as safe as anyplace else,” she said. “I still like Kate’s trick with the compact mirror. Don’t know why I never thought of that.”
 
   “So you wanna go to this thing?”
 
   “No. But I think we have to.”
 
   “Yeah,” agreed Molly. “Shit.”
 
   “I’m not thrilled about the guest list, or going to a party with other Practitioners again after the way things went last time.”
 
   “The last two times, if you’re counting the fiasco for Elizabeth’s will.”
 
   “Kate at least tried to warn us,” said Onyx. Then it was her turn to frown. “Didn’t try to back us up, though.”
 
   “It’s not her responsibility to back us up,” said Molly. “She had her own crew to look after, same as she does now. That’s one of my concerns. We can’t count on anyone to step up on our behalf.”
 
   “We got rid of the biggest bullies on the block. It’s gonna be less dangerous for us without them around. Less dangerous for everybody. And if that’s where we’re at, maybe this is a chance to build something safer? Do you like anarchy? I mean that’s what we’ve got now, right?”
 
   “More or less, yeah,” said Molly. “And no, I don’t like it. The only thing that bothers me as much as anarchy is if we start setting up rules and then people start figuring out how to take advantage of them, ‘cause that’s what’s gonna happen. It’s what the Brotherhood was angling to do.”
 
   “No, they wanted everyone under their banner. Okay, fine, I guess that’s the same thing,” Onyx conceded as she thought it through. “But like I said, they’re gone. Kate took that pretty well. It’s not like they had a lot of fans outside their own dorky club. Maybe we didn’t need to worry so much about people reacting badly.”
 
   “Kate didn’t push for more answers because she likes us,” Molly pointed out. “And because we could’ve just walked away. She wants us to go to her wizard’s convention or whatever the hell it is. That way her whole circle can push us for answers. The other circles, too. I wouldn’t expect everyone to be so tactful.”
 
   “On the bright side, we’re stronger now than we were the last time we walked into a room with all the neighbors,” said Onyx. “Much stronger.”
 
   “We won’t have the home field advantage at this thing, though. North of Everett is another territory as far as magic is concerned.”
 
   “Sure, but it’s Kate’s territory. Hers and her circle’s. If Kate says we’re safe there, I think we can take her at her word. As soon as we make it back to Seattle, we’ll have the home field advantage on most of the other problem children we know of.”
 
   “That we know of,” repeated Molly. “And we don’t know who might get froggy now that they don’t have to look over their shoulder for the Brotherhood.”
 
   “So maybe we own it,” Onyx thought aloud. “Maybe we say, ‘Yeah, it was us,’ and let that be our deterrent. If they ask, we tell them. Maybe leaving out the bit about our friends, but still. We say, ‘The Brotherhood was a problem for us. They messed with our friends. We dealt with it. Don’t be a problem for us, we won’t deal with you.’” She fell silent, watching the grin spread across the redhead’s face. “Don’t start.”
 
   “I’m not startin’ nothing,” Molly replied, though her grin held and her eyes continued to sparkle. “Not interrupting, either. You know I love it when you get cold as ice like that.”
 
   “Molly,” Onyx sighed.
 
   “Look, I’m cool with going. I’m okay with setting up a neutral ground. That’s all well and good. I’m worried that somebody’s gonna pry the truth out of us, though, or figure it out on their own. And if they get that interested in us, they might figure out how we’ve been paying the rent on our new place. That really would be a problem.”
 
   “I don’t see how,” countered Onyx. “We haven’t ratted anyone out. Not the Practitioners, anyway. And even if we had, we don’t owe anyone anything, remember? We didn’t sell anyone out to The Man by giving our depositions and signing on to help the task force. The only names we gave them are all the dead assholes who tried to kill us.” Onyx witch shrugged. “And like Kate said, lots of Practitioners have tried to be open about magic to the rest of the world. So what if we found some people who believe us?”
 
   “Some Feds who believe us,” Molly corrected.
 
   “Same difference. Anyway, I don’t think that’s our problem right now.”
 
   Molly sat back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest. “No. It’s not. Our problem right now is making sure we come home in one piece from a party full of Practitioners. That wasn’t easy the last couple times. It’s always just the two of us against however many…” Her voice trailed off. “Only it’s not just the two of us anymore, is it?”
 
   Onyx raised her eyebrows. “I thought we didn’t want to escalate our relationship,” she said, more out of amusement and intrigue than objection.
 
   “All I said was I’m having a hard time articulating my idea of boundaries,” Molly replied. She was already fishing her cell phone out of her leather jacket. “I’m emotionally invested in this, too. You know how much I like having our side action.”
 
   “Maybe I didn’t,” Onyx murmured thoughtfully.
 
   Molly stopped in the middle of her text message to look up at her. “Babe, I said before, I’m on board with anything short of being swallowed up into their relationship. I’m okay with things being more than booty calls and cuddles.”
 
   “Is that why you only ever text him dirty emojis and pictures of unsightly butts?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s how I show my appreciation.” Molly’s thumbs continued typing away on her phone.
 
   Rolling her eyes, Onyx turned back to her drink. Her own cell phone buzzed with a message. “Watch this be him now,” she muttered—and then immediately looked for something to throw at her girlfriend. The napkin on the table worked well enough, but she had to ball it up first.
 
   Molly didn’t try to dodge the napkin. She knew she had it coming. “What?” she asked innocently.
 
   “Don’t message me with your ugly butt pics!”
 
   “I don’t want you to think I’m sharing something with him that I wouldn’t share with you.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “If you look through your syllabus, you’ll see that you have four of these book reviews over the course of the quarter. The first is scheduled early so you can get a sense of the requirements of the class.”
 
   The professor was much younger than the others Alex had before now. He kept his hair pulled back into a ponytail and wore an untucked shirt and khakis to announce his easygoing attitude. That demeanor continued even as he casually dropped a book review assignment on everyone that would be due in a week.
 
   The news tore Alex’s wandering eyes from the dark-haired girl to his left in the second row. He turned his attention to the syllabus sitting beside his open notebook, but most of the details he actually needed weren’t there.
 
   “You’ll find the rubric on the course web page, along with the book list,” said his professor. “On the other hand, you will not find these books online. I’ve checked. Most of them haven’t been put into digital format yet. Fortunately, they’re all available in the library.” He offered an insincere smile. “That’s all a coincidence, obviously. There’s no chance that I’d ever use an assignment to make sure my students get familiar with Suzzalo. None at all.”
 
   A few students might have smiled or even chuckled. Alex didn’t notice. He was too busy double-checking the dates on the syllabus. Shit, this is due by Monday?
 
   “Oh, and make sure to keep up with the textbook readings. We’ll be discussing them in class next time” Again, he flashed his smile. “See you then.”
 
   Alex blinked. He hadn’t been daydreaming that long. How had the professor gotten his stuff packed up already? The guy was out the door with his laptop bag and bundle of books before anyone could ask any questions.
 
    Students around him packed up. “Wow,” Alex mumbled, “Did that just happen?”
 
   “This your first class ever or something?” asked one classmate as he shuffled past. “Welcome to college, dude.”
 
   “Nothing to be cranky about,” Alex replied, but the guy was already gone.
 
   The swift exodus of his class took him by surprise. His morning class had been leisurely about leaving, but then, it was closer to lunchtime now. That left him wondering how crowded the Hub would be. He promptly received an answer to that question as his phone buzzed with a text message from Drew: “Fuck. These. Lines.”
 
   The phone vibrated again before Alex got to the classroom door, this time with a picture from Jason showing the back of Drew’s head and a mob of other people in front of him. Alex thought he could make out a pizza counter in the background. Jason followed up on his picture with a message: “Drew won’t clobber his way through. Friendship is not magic.”
 
   Alex paused on his way through the halls to fire off a reply: “Have to hit the library on the way. Get a large. I’ll eat whatever.”
 
   Outside, the rain came down heavier than the morning’s drizzle. Steady streams of people emptied out of tall brick buildings surrounding the quad. The handful of umbrellas in sight made it easy to identify students from out of state or further abroad. Locals generally didn’t go further than using a hat or a hood to ward off the rain. Many, like Alex, didn’t even bother with that much.
 
   He didn’t have far to go. Alex still needed to get to know his way around the university and its mix of modern and Gothic-style buildings, but he at least knew how to find Suzzalo Library. The look and feel of the campus teased at faint memories of a single brief, happy semester at some other college before a war interrupted that opportunity, and that life. Suzzalo’s cathedral-like architecture stirred even older, hazier memories…until he walked in and saw a computer lab to one side of the entrance and a small, busy café on the other.
 
   Wherever he’d been before, whoever he’d been before, Alex felt pretty sure those other cathedrals didn’t normally come equipped with an information desk or a vending machine selling exam bluebooks and Tylenol. The stairs were impressive, though. They swept up in a curve on either side of the entrance, bearing big white placards marking them as the Grand Staircase to make sure their grandeur would not go unnoted.
 
   Thoughts about previous lives drifted away as he climbed the steps and found the right section of the library. He soon found himself standing in front of tall bookshelves in a nice, comfortable reading room. Alex quickly spotted an acceptable option and pulled it from the shelf. Best to get this knocked out early, he figured. Even without a part-time job, he still had other time management challenges in his life, although the others were generally ones that made him happy and—
 
   Whack! The open hand hit his ass hard and squeezed on impact, fingers digging into the bottom of his right cheek and making him jump. A yelp stuck in his throat, audible enough for others to hear but at least stifled into something less than a full scream. Alex jerked to the right as he came down off his toes to find a beautiful face with a lewd, vibrant grin under wavy brown hair. “Jesus, Taylor!” he blurted.
 
   “Ssshhh, it’s a library,” she hushed shamelessly. “People are trying to study here.”
 
   His immediate retort got no further than his initial scream. Over her shoulder, Alex could see annoyed glares from students at desks and in comfortable chairs. He brought his voice down. “You’re lucky I didn’t freak out and hit you,” he hissed.
 
   “I figured it was worth the risk to see how high you’d jump first. Anyway, do I get a hug?”
 
   He grumbled and rolled his eyes, but he also gladly took her into his arms. She felt good up against him. Entirely too good. She looked good, too, asserting once again through her fashion choices that leggings are pants and matching it with a stylish purple sweater.
 
   “Mmmm, that’s what I’m talkin’ about,” she teased quietly.
 
   “You put highlights in your hair,” he observed. “I like ‘em.”
 
   “Hah! That’s two for two.”
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “Guys noticing my hair.” Taylor pulled back from their embrace. “Just did it yesterday.”
 
   “Right. How’s Brendan?”
 
   “He’s fine. Stuck in a class right now. I got out of mine about two minutes ago. Once I saw you walking across the way, I figured I’d stalk you and see what you’re doing.”
 
   Alex gestured at the shelves. “Grabbing a book. I’ve already got a report due on Monday and stuff for other classes, too. I’m headed over to the Hub for lunch. Drew and Jason are already on line for pizza. You wanna come with?”
 
   “Ooh, you’re actually including me again?” She poked him in the side. “I’m not shut out of the squad anymore?”
 
   “One time! One time, and that was ‘cause you couldn’t make the Halloween party,” Alex replied defensively. “Everything happened there or spiraled out of it. There wasn’t time to call you.” The pair started walking, though Alex moved slower than normal. He was glad to see her. “We weren’t trying to cut you out of the loop. Just wanted to keep you out of going to jail with the rest of us.”
 
   “I know, I’m just giving you shit. Speaking of parties, how was New Years?”
 
   “Fine. Molly and Onyx wished you could’ve come.”
 
   “Not when I had Brendan’s frat thing. How’d that play out for you, anyway?” She teased. “Did you wake up buried under hot witch sex or hot demon sex? I’ve only done the latter.”
 
   “You know I don’t kiss and tell,” said Alex. “Onyx and Molly and I are still kind of a thing without labels. That’s all.”
 
   “Okay, but if things ever go south with Brendan, I’m getting over him by going straight over to your place.”
 
   Alex sighed. He didn’t want to flirt—or, more to the point, he didn’t want to become a temptation or a distraction. “We’re both here for you when you need us,” he said, leaving Taylor to decide how to take it.
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Good?” he asked.
 
   She answered his raised eyebrow with a guilty shrug. “I don’t know about Brendan. I like him, but I’m not ready to be serious with anyone. I told him that before we hooked up. He was down with it, and things were cool. Now he’s all about taking me to every little social event. He even wanted me to have Christmas with his family like I don’t have one of my own. I’m worried he’s dreaming of white picket fence monogamy with 2.5 kids. Or a trophy marriage. Or both.”
 
   “You’ve been seeing each other for what? Less than three months?”
 
   “Mid-October, yeah.”
 
   “Sounds like I misinterpreted what you wanted, too,” Alex admitted. “But I’m not the one you need to make everything clear with.”
 
   “I can’t make it any clearer. What worries me is I don’t know if it sank in or not.”
 
   “All you can do is tell him how you feel and what you want. You can’t hold yourself responsible for someone else deciding that you don’t mean what you say.”
 
   “Oh are you the Zen Master of Slutty Living now?” Taylor grinned, poking him in the side.
 
   “I’m getting better. Once I accepted it’s okay to be kind of a tramp for the rest of my life, I found I didn’t need to be such a tramp all the time.” The conversation paused as they came to the check-out counter. He realized Taylor’s silence was more than simple discretion. “What’s up?” he asked once his business was clear and they were outside.
 
   “Do you two still have the same rules?”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “The guys told you?”
 
   “They didn’t mean to. I saw them at the pool hall one night and it slipped out a little when they were telling me about the whole Halloween thing. I pulled the rest of the story out of them. Don’t be mad at them, I’m the one who got nosey.”
 
   “Whatever,” grumbled Alex. “I’m not trying to hide it. Yes, the rules changed. It’s cool.”
 
   “It’s just ‘cool,’ or…?”
 
   “It’s fine. I’m the one who brought up changing the rules. It was my idea. What she did with that was her choice to make. That’s the whole point.”
 
   Taylor didn’t take her eyes off him until he finished. “The ‘no guys’ thing was kind of a silly rule,” she ventured.
 
   “Thank you!” he burst. “Sheesh. Honestly, even with her hooking up with someone else, the only thing that really bothers me is other people assuming I should be bothered. I’m starting to think jealousy is more about social obligations than anything else.” His eyes turned back to Taylor. “Were you worried about this?”
 
   “Not really. Mostly I wanted to hear your side of it. Granted, your relationship is different than most. Magic cooties and all.”
 
   He stopped to push open the door to the Hub. The entrance to the student union was clear, though soon enough they found plenty of crowds in the busy food court at the building’s core. “Every relationship is different. People just gotta figure out what they really want and be honest with each other. And themselves,” he hinted.
 
   “Thanks for the fortune cookie, Master Philanderer. Anyway, what classes are you taking?”
 
   “All history, all the time this quarter,” said Alex. “It’s all I had left from general ed stuff after North Seattle, anyway. I tested out of my foreign language requirement like five different ways after all the past life nonsense, too. I’m thinking maybe I should at least do a minor in history to help make sense of all the stuff bouncing around in my head.”
 
   “As a minor? What about your major?”
 
   “Fuck if I know,” Alex confessed with a sigh. “I still don’t know what I want to do for a living. It’s hard to balance my interests with what I feel comfortable doing given our lifestyle, y’know?”
 
   “Do you have any leading contenders?”
 
   “Rachel keeps suggesting porn with a completely straight face,” he said, then waited out Taylor’s laughter. Given the setting, Alex didn’t really care if anyone heard snippets of their conversation. “Seriously, it’s disturbing how well she’s thought this out. ‘Just bang in front of a webcam and charge subscription fees,’ she says. ‘You’re both hot enough. Lorelei will get off on it, and she can change her looks to create variety. The chick’s the important factor, anyway. Guys are mostly props.’ Don’t ask how she knows all that.”
 
   “How does she know all that?” Taylor asked despite his warning.
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Anyway, no. I don’t know what I want for a career.”
 
   “Taylor! Alex!” shouted a voice. They scanned the tables until they saw waving arms. Drew stood from his chair opposite Jason’s. Fortunately, the table boasted two empty seats.
 
   “Hey, girl! Didn’t know you’d be free right now,” said Drew, greeting Taylor with a hug.
 
   “I changed my schedule at the last minute,” she explained. “This means I have a regular lunch crowd, right?” Taylor turned to hug Jason, too, before settling in. “What’d you buy us?”
 
   “Meat lover’s,” answered Jason.
 
   “Should’ve known. So how’s the first day going, Drew?”
 
   “Homework,” he answered. “The first day’s full of fuckin’ homework already.”
 
   “Me, too,” grumbled Alex.
 
   “Welcome to college, guys,” Taylor told them.
 
   “You know I knocked out a year and a half’s worth of credits at North Seattle, right?” Alex asked. “It’s not like I got less educated or did less work.”
 
   “Don’t say that too loud or they’ll jack up the requirements to make us feel like we’re getting our money’s worth,” said Jason. “They sure as hell aren’t gonna bring the cost of tuition down anytime soon.”
 
   Alex paused for a question before putting the pizza in his mouth. “Any news on moving to LA?” he asked.
 
   “Nah. Transferring for this quarter was never gonna happen. We’re talking about maybe next quarter or maybe for summer.”
 
   “So no worries about moving too fast?” Taylor teased.
 
   “No way. Amber’s parents already hate me, so she’s twice as hung up on me now.”
 
   “You didn’t say nothin’ about meeting her parents when she came up here for the holidays,” noted Drew.
 
   “That’s ‘cause it didn’t happen. They haven’t met me. They hate the idea of me,” Jason announced with morbid pride.
 
   “Hey, anything we can do to help, just say,” said Alex. “Obviously we don’t want you to move away, but we want you to be happy.”
 
   “I’ll take you up on it if it looks like things won’t work out otherwise.”
 
   “What’re friends for? I mean other than talking about each other’s sex lives behind their backs.” The slice of pizza going into his mouth helped him cover up his grin.
 
   Jason and Drew both looked up at Taylor with wide eyes. “Oh, come on,” she objected. “You guys didn’t spill your guts in the hopes that I wouldn’t talk to him about it.”
 
   “We bought you pizza,” said Jason.
 
   “Yeah, and we welcomed you to our table,” Drew concurred. “We didn’t know how you’ve betrayed us. Betrayed our trust.”
 
   “Alright, what do I owe for the pizza?”
 
   “We stood in line for this pizza,” Jason pointed out. “An endless line. From Hell.”
 
   “My feet may never be the same,” said Drew.
 
   Taylor scowled and claimed another slice. “Okay, fuck it, then. I’m not paying anything at all if I gotta listen to your sob stories.”
 
   Alex felt his phone buzz in his pocket. He pulled it out and grinned at the picture of a visibly annoyed Onyx shown on the screen.
 
   “Oh, is that your side action calling?” Taylor asked after a glance over his shoulder.
 
   “I told you, I’m not using labels,” Alex said as he typed a response.
 
   “Okay, but what do they call you?”
 
   “They call him side action,” Drew answered.
 
   Alex let his friends have their laughs. Noting that the picture came from Molly, he texted to Onyx: “What did she do?”
 
   Molly’s next message appeared before Onyx responded. “You busy Friday night?” asked Molly. “We need you. Not the fun way.”
 
   Alex frowned. “Friday is clear,” he typed. “What’s up?”
 
   Then he got a reply from Onyx. “Molly sent me plumber butt meant for you. So gross.”
 
   Another response came from Molly: “Need to get together before Friday to talk about it. You and L. Pick a time, we’ll make it work. Sooner is better.”
 
   “Huh. Guess they need help with spooky stuff,” Alex mumbled out loud.
 
   “Where and when?” asked Drew.
 
   Alex looked up to see Drew’s perfectly serious—along with similar interest from Jason. “I don’t know if it’s like that.”
 
   “Yeah, but if it is, where and when?” asked Jason.
 
   “Guys, it’s—”
 
   “Wade says he’s in,” declared Taylor as she looked up from her cell phone. “Where and when?”
 
   “You already texted Wade?”
 
   Taylor shrugged. “Like you said, what’re friends for? It’s not all jackassery and random booty calls.”
 
   “Yeah.” Alex nodded, looking down at his phone. “Yeah, that gets clearer all the time.”
 
   Another message from Molly came through: “Okay, maybe fun stuff after. Don’t wanna write that off.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five:
Open Communication
 
    
 
   Downtown had only just rolled into quitting time, but the bar was already busy. A street level entrance nestled between corporate offices led straight down a staircase, offering a sense of seclusion from the moment a customer entered. Strategic lighting and décor gave it a modern, classy, and expensive feel.
 
   Alex slipped off his leather jacket and held it low in his arm with his helmet. Thankfully, he wore a nice enough shirt that he didn’t feel completely out of place, though most of the men here wore slacks and ties. He suspected everyone in this crowd had jobs a few notches above the one he’d lost a couple months ago.
 
   Just don’t look like a fucking teenager, he thought as he passed the hostess with a quick, quiet smile. Rather than stopping him, she flashed back a bigger smile and greeted him as he passed. Alex nodded but kept moving. Within a few more steps, he was surrounded by energetic conversations and adult contemporary music played a few notches louder than necessary.
 
   Past the main bar lay a large alcove of tall tables and soft mood lighting. Alex saw silk shirts, loosened ties, sharp haircuts, and smiles. Several women were present, too, all taking part in friendly conversation and good cheer, but it seemed to be mostly men. They paid all their attention on one particular woman.
 
   As always, she stood out in the crowd. Her skirt was long enough for the office but tight enough to highlight her amazing figure. Her low-cut top granted enticing hints without violating any professional sensibilities. Those eyes, that smile, and her posture all lured men in closer and filled them with desire and ambition. She chatted and laughed, welcoming their attention, their confidence, and the occasional touch.
 
   One man leaned in to speak into her ear, using the excuse to brush her long dark hair over her shoulder. She smiled at that. Another stood quite close, his fingertips brushing her hip in a friendly manner. She seemed comfortable with that, too.
 
   Alex felt his chest grow heavy as he watched Lorelei in one of her natural elements. She was usually the center of attention. Every one of those men talked and grinned with smooth charm, all doing their best to pique her interest. Judging from her body language, it seemed more than one had succeeded. She responded with much the same game of light touches and intriguing smiles. No one could ignore her allure, especially the one who knew it best.
 
   Lorelei turned her head to look around, casting her gaze beyond her immediate conversation. It clicked for him quickly: she sensed and partially shared his desires. Lorelei could not read every detail, but each desire carried different tones. Some were more familiar than others. By now, she knew his desire for her like the back of her hand.
 
   Alex swallowed hard. Would she leave to look for him? No, it didn’t work like that. His desires didn’t turn him into her personal homing beacon. Lorelei continued scanning the bar, but she didn’t leave her spot. None of the men tried to see what she was looking for. If anything, the moment showed how easily she could keep all of her players occupied at once.
 
   Well, he thought, you walked in like you belong here. None of these guys have anything on you besides ten or twenty years, MBAs, and six-figure salaries with sky-high bonuses, right? Alex walked over, wondering if somewhere inside of himself a hissy fit of jealousy just waited to explode in front of everyone. He didn’t actually feel jealous, but rather he knew, somehow, that some sort of jealousy should be there…shouldn’t it?
 
   Lorelei caught sight of him and smiled broadly as he approached, though a ring of shoulders seemed to block his path. “Alex,” she called over the din. Heads and shoulders finally turned, creating a break in the human barrier.
 
   “Hi,” he said. “Hope you don’t mind my dropping in.”
 
   “Of course not. Gentlemen, this is Alex. Could you give him some room?”
 
   Alex sensed a hint of resentment from the men who shifted aside. They allowed only enough space to squeeze in. Not for the first time, he wondered what was supposed to be so great about barhopping if it led to being crowded like this.
 
   “Hey, Alex,” said the dashing blond man on Lorelei’s right. “I’m Don.”
 
   Alex wondered if the hand Don extended came up from around Lorelei’s waist. The meaning of Don’s greeting came through immediately as they shook hands. Aw, really? Alex thought. You’re going for the intimidating grip bullshit? Though the other man’s strength didn’t frighten, the effort alone said much.
 
   Between that and Don’s subtler but no less direct eye contact, Alex missed several more names given in introduction. Only the last registered, coming from the tall black man who stood closest to Lorelei’s other side opposite Don. “Ted,” the man said with a friendly nod. His handshake made less of a statement.
 
   “I’m surprised to see you here,” said Lorelei.
 
   “Yeah, don’t they card at the door?” Don asked with a sly grin.
 
   Several of the others laughed. Lorelei didn’t. Alex glanced at him only once. “It’s fine,” he said. “My fake ID says I’m old enough to be here. No worries.”
 
   That got more laughs. Don laughed, too. His friendly act required it.
 
   “Let me buy you a drink, then,” offered Ted. He waved to a passing server.
 
   “No, I’m good, but thank you,” Alex replied. He raised his helmet just high enough to show. “I’m on a bike and I can’t stay long.”
 
   “One drink ain’t gonna kill you,” suggested another of the men.
 
   “I’m not the type to take chances.”
 
   “How do you two know each other?” Ted asked. “Co-workers?”
 
   “Alex is my boyfriend,” said Lorelei, her eyes still on his.
 
   The effects of her answer rippled through the group of men like a leaf falling into a still pond. Don stifled a grin. Others lost their smiles. Ted’s posture shifted, but he didn’t leave her side. At least one man bowed out of the conversation then and there, stepping away and allowing more room.
 
   “That’s interesting,” said Don. “You’re not what I would’ve imagined.”
 
   “Did you have something specific in mind?” Alex asked.
 
   Don blinked, apparently surprised by the quick counter. “Nah, just saying. Where do you work, Alex?”
 
   His smile covered his hesitation. “I left Keating & Rose a little while ago. Still looking at options.”
 
   “Oh, I know them,” said another of Lorelei’s circle. “Were you there long? I thought I’d met all their attorneys.”
 
   “I’m not an attorney,” Alex replied cheerfully. He left it at that, though he noted a glint of approval in Lorelei’s smile. He was here to talk to her, anyway. “Hey, I tried calling, but I guess your cell is off?”
 
   “Permanently, it would seem,” Lorelei answered. “A server had a small accident at the reception earlier. You could likely still smell the wine in my purse. The conservatory told you where to find me?”
 
   “Yeah, that was my second call.”
 
   “How long have you two been together?” asked Don.
 
   Alex glanced at him again, then at Don’s empty glasses on the table. He saw only two, which didn’t seem like all that much. “Since September,” Alex answered.
 
   “Ah, I figured.” Don nodded sagely and smiled. “After a while you kind of grow past the bit where you go looking for your girlfriend while she’s out. I remember what that was like.” He said it like it was harmless. It almost sounded innocent.
 
   “Yeah, I hear ya,” said Alex. “On the bright side, I’ve already gotten past the middle schooler phase of undercutting other guys she talks to.”
 
   Ted turned his face away as he snickered. A couple of the other men leaned back with grins as well. Don didn’t smile—and, as he immediately noticed, neither did Lorelei. “Aw, hey,” Don said through a forced chuckle, “I was just—”
 
   “You were doing so well, Don,” she lamented, “even despite your handicaps.”
 
   “Nah, I’m only…I’m sorry, my what?”
 
   “Your handicaps.” Lorelei fondled the tip of his silk tie. “Your insecure need for attention, your casual habit of downplaying others, your adolescent jockeying for social prominence…your fixation on status symbols...” Her thumbnail smoothly flicked up from under his diamond tie tack. The little jewel popped straight off the fabric and landed on the table. Only then did her eyes rise to meet his. Her voice never lost its pleasant tone. “Never speak to me again.”
 
   All of the color drained from his face. So did his confidence. Don blinked twice, tried to mutter something in response to Lorelei’s patient stare, and finally picked up his drink and turned away.
 
   Her smile returned as she looked back to Alex. “Weren’t you going to that kung fu studio with Drew?” she asked. “I thought I wouldn’t see you until you made it back home.”
 
   “Yeah, change of plans, sorry. A couple of our other friends need to come over to talk. It seemed like tonight was the best night. I came to let you know.”
 
   “Is it urgent?”
 
   “It’s no emergency. I wouldn’t have come to find you if the phone had worked.”
 
   “Ah. And I would have been home had I known plans had changed. Gentlemen, I think I’ll be off with my man,” she said to the others. “We’ll have to do this again soon.” She reached for her purse.
 
   “I’ve got your tab, no worries,” spoke up Ted.
 
   She smiled, placing a hand on his arm. “You’re a doll. Thank you.”
 
   “Nice meeting you, Alex,” he said. “I’d tell you to be good to her, but I doubt she’d put up with anything less.”
 
   “I do my best every day,” Alex replied.
 
   “And I have never been left wanting,” said Lorelei, slipping her hand into his.
 
   The crowd and the noise kept them from speaking until they were out of the bar. Alex started to wonder if she was stalling when she didn’t speak in the stairwell, but she turned to face him as soon as they were out in the cool air of Fifth Avenue. “You handled that well,” she said.
 
   “Did I?”
 
   “Yes.” He didn’t see her smile. Lorelei glanced left and right, then stepped closer. “We may speak privately now,” she said. He realized she’d placed them under one of her enchantments, ensuring privacy even on the busy street. “I owe you my deepest apology for that scene.”
 
   “Why? Lorelei, you’re the most attractive person in the room. Everywhere. And I know you like to flirt. It’s who you are. If I want to be with someone like you, I’d better get used to other men paying attention to you, right?”
 
   “You already are,” said Lorelei, shaking her head. “That has never troubled you, nor has my behavior. This was different. Alex, I have not been with another man since Bridger.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be upset if you were, as long as he isn’t some douchebag. Look, you being with another guy doesn’t get me turned on, but it’s better than me being hypocritical about everything. Saying I’m okay with other women but not other men is basically saying you can only be half of who you are while I get to do whatever I want. What bothered me in there was how that’s not my world at all. Those are all accomplished professional types. I’m not even halfway through college. I don’t know how to compete with all that,” he said. Then he paused. The explanation clicked.
 
   “I don’t want to compete. At all. Normally when we’re out together, we’re together, right? There’s no ambiguity. You’ve never left me feeling like I was alone at a party. I had dates do that to me before we met. You never do that, even if we split off for a bit. That scene in there was different. That was a competition.”
 
   “Ah,” said Lorelei. “Yes, it was. And I encouraged it. You caught me in one of my less saintly amusements. It is not something I would have encouraged had I known you would turn up, and in truth you handled it well. You didn’t need me to intervene. Had we stayed, I would have steered things away from competition for my attention, and not merely out of consideration for you. This will not happen again. I will not allow it.
 
   “I once told Taylor that all the eager women in the world would be ashes in your mouth if your appetites ever caused them harm. I feel the same way about you. No men could bring me joy if they caused you even the slightest pain. Alex, I will never let anyone disrespect you or undercut you. I would never allow anyone to see themselves as your rival. I am mortified that I let it become as problematic as it did.”
 
   “Problematic?” Alex made a face. “What, the snarky blond dude? Whatever his name was? That’s not gonna keep me up at night.”
 
   “No. You are kinder than I. More patient with people. More merciful. My first thought was to claw out his eyes and his tongue for his impudence.”
 
   His eyes widened. “Woah. Lorelei—”
 
   “I will not. It was a fleeting thought, nothing more. You have softened me, Alex. You and Rachel and our friends. You opened the door for me to become better, and I am glad for it. Yet I am still a demon, and always will be.”
 
   “I like being in love with a demon.” Alex brushed his fingers through her hair and caressed the side of her neck. “You’re scary and powerful and amazing, and I’m always safe with you. More than safe. I think about that all the time. In the car, out on the town, standing here on the street. Surrounded by strangers in a bar. You’re always on my side.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “I cannot go with you.”
 
   Lorelei’s words came with calm frustration rather than reluctance. She sat beside Alex on one of their couches, still dressed as she was when he found her in the bar.
 
   The admission surprised him. It seemed to surprise the guests sitting on their other couch, too. Onyx blinked. Molly’s eyebrows went up. “Um. Okay?” the redhead responded, clearly unsure where to go with this.
 
   “I am sorry. I wish to help, of course,” Lorelei explained. “Whatever aid I can offer, you have it. But I don’t believe I should accompany you. Onyx, you have seen through my illusions before. I may have been weaker than normal at the time, but by that same token, you were not even deliberately on your guard. You and Molly are quite gifted in your individual talents.
 
   “Yet if this is a gathering of many Practitioners, we run a high risk of finding another similarly gifted sorcerer. They will be on their guard. Doubly so given the upheavals among the supernatural communities of this city. I want to help you. I will be nearby, and if you call, I will rush to your aid. But I do not think you want to be caught with a demon at your side in such a gathering.”
 
   Onyx released a sigh. “Yeah, we thought about that,” she said, sharing a glance and a frown with her partner. “We hoped maybe you’d know some trick that we don’t.”
 
   “I know many such things by virtue of age and origin,” Lorelei conceded. “Yet this is your world, not mine. Despite my experience and all my abilities, my skill with actual sorcery ranks me as an amateur compared to the two of you, and to the others who will be at this meeting.”
 
   “Almost all of them have been at it longer than we have, too,” Molly added.
 
   “Do not sell yourself short. I sincerely doubt many of them have faced the sort of challenges you have overcome. Still, absent some catastrophe, I do not think I should enter that gathering. I would be a grave liability to you.”
 
   “Okay, then,” Onyx said, reluctantly agreeing. Her eyes turned to Alex. “What about you?”
 
   “If you think it’ll help, sure,” he said. “Will they let me in? Pretty sure I’d flunk the entrance exam.”
 
   “You’d be there as our personal assistant.” Onyx barely failed at suppressing her grin.
 
   “Wait, your what?”
 
   “Our minion,” said Molly, who naturally didn’t try to hold back her smile. “Our goon. Our chauffeur. Our manservant.”
 
   “It’s not weird for Practitioners to show up to these things with some sort of personal staff or…okay, it’s totally weird,” Onyx corrected. “We’ve seen it done, but it’s usually it’s only the really pretentious jackasses who bring a personal gopher to a party.”
 
   “How many of these things have you been to?” asked Alex.
 
   “Get-togethers with multiple circles? Two,” Onyx admitted. “Three, if you count what went down when we all met. That was all the Brotherhood, but they were big enough that a lot of the same standards held. The thing is, as long as the precedent is there, we can get away with it. They’ll think we’re trying to keep up with the Joneses.”
 
   “It helps that you’re good-looking,” added Molly. “You make for a good trophy boy.”
 
   “That sounds plausible, yes,” Lorelei said before Alex offered a retort. Molly winked at him playfully as the succubus continued. “You’ve strengthened your standing. A servant is a sign of wealth or power. If you do this while holding to your casual dress and youthful sensibilities, you add a slight hint of rebellion to your up-and-coming status. I like it.”
 
   “Am I supposed to wear a tux or something?” asked Alex.
 
   “Nah. We want you to look good, but not stiff,” answered Molly. She made no effort to hide her amusement at this aspect of their plan. “No tie or anything. Leather jacket’s fine. Wear a nice shirt. Oh, and pants that’ll show off that cute butt.”
 
   “Wait, am I your gopher or your arm candy?”
 
   “Both, love,” Lorelei answered for them. “We want everyone to overlook and underestimate you. That is the whole point of good ‘arm candy.’ Amateurs bring along a pretty date to show off their status or sexual prowess. A true player brings an escort who can help further their agenda.”
 
   “Oh,” he grunted. It seemed completely obvious now. She’d probably played the same role at a thousand high society functions and palace balls and whatever else—only she would have “escorted” guys who had no idea how outclassed they really were.
 
   “That’s…way more articulate than we were when we first talked about it,” said Onyx.
 
   “Your intent is no less sophisticated,” replied Lorelei. “That, too, works in your favor. Your youth makes you easy to underestimate. Still, bringing Alex as an escort is a simple matter. What of the event itself? Whom do you believe will attend? What do you expect will happen?”
 
   “The strongest circles we know are the hosts and some guys from the International District,” Molly began. “The hosts are Native American, or mostly, anyway. We’re pretty sure they either own the casino or they’re a big chunk of its management. The circle in the ID—”
 
   “Hold on,” Alex interrupted. “What’s a circle?”
 
   “It’s not an official term. The thing is, almost nothing with Practitioners is ‘official.’ It’s not like we have a governing body or anyone regulating us. ‘Practitioner’ is just a nicer way to say sorcerer or wizard or whatever.”
 
   “Don’t say wizard,” Onyx added, shaking her head. “Don’t ever say wizard, Alex. Don’t make Dungeons & Dragons jokes. And don’t even think about bringing up Harry Potter.”
 
   An intrigued grin spread across his face. “Why?”
 
   “Because most people take that as condescension, and they’re usually right.”
 
   “Okay, fair,” he said, holding up his hands. “Go on.”
 
   “There are different Practices,” said Molly. “Onyx and I are witches, basically. Labeling gets stupid, but that’s what we go with. A lot of the Brotherhood guys were hermetics, which is a little more like wizarding with the secret magic words and formulas and bullshit.”
 
   Onyx groaned. “Molly, what did I just say?”
 
   “Well, it is! Seriously, Alex, I’ve seen silly robes with ‘arcane symbols of power’ on them,” Molly added with feigned gravity in her voice.
 
   “Oh god, like the guy who made the potion that messed up my head?” asked Alex.
 
   “Yes! Exactly. That guy was a necromancer, which is a kind of hermetic. Usually. Not that I know a lot of ‘em. Anyway, there’s us, there are hermetics, there are shamans who talk to spirits…lots of different styles. And there are others who basically pursue a religion that gives them magical power. We call them Believers. They usually prefer to be called by their individual faiths. Again, labels get silly.
 
   “A circle is a group of Practitioners that bind themselves together on shared principles and typically work as a group or at least look out for one another. Usually everyone in a circle is the same Practice, or at least similar. The Brotherhood was odd in that it spread across different Practices. You form a circle out of mutual interests, but it also helps with the sharing of power.
 
   “See, the more Practitioners there are in a given area, the less power there is to go around between them. It’s kind of like everyone drinking from the same well. More people means a smaller share for everyone. But if you form a circle, that power spreads around better. However you cut it, three or more Practitioners in a circle are about as much of a drain on that well as an individual Practitioner acting alone. Having a larger circle also lets you take a bigger share along the way. It’s not exactly straight math, no matter what the hermetics say.”
 
   “This is why we got so much stronger once the Brotherhood was wiped out,” said Onyx. “It’s also how we know they’re pretty much done as a group, survivors or no.”
 
   Lorelei nodded as she processed the implications. “I have had all of this explained to me in the past, but usually with some partisan slant based on the explainer’s Practice or circle loyalties. Not every Practitioner is able to look at things with any detachment.”
 
   “Well, we both grew up with a separation of church and state, right?” Molly shrugged. “Plus we had a good teacher.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Her name was Elizabeth,” answered Onyx. “She passed away last spring. She was more Molly’s mentor than mine, but she taught me, too. We’d both worked our way into using magic before finding anyone to teach us. That’s how a lot of people come into it. Some families and communities try to raise people into being Practitioners, but it doesn’t always work out. The usual path to magic starts with someone getting curious and doing a little self-teaching. If they have the talent, it goes from there. Elizabeth knew how to spot talent and coach it further.”
 
   “I’m sorry she’s gone,” said Alex.
 
   “Yeah,” Molly sighed. “Yeah, so are we.”
 
   “So…you were telling us about the other circles?” he prompted.
 
   “Right. Like I said, Kate’s group is up north of here, mostly based out of the reservation and the casinos. There’s also the group in the International District. That might give the impression that it’s all based on racial lines or whatever, but it’s never that simple. The group from the ID is mostly Asian, sure, but they’re not all Chinese or all Japanese or all anything. Like the ID, it’s a mix. They’re kind of a neighborhood watch group. Kate’s group is drawn from a few tribes around here. Everyone sets their own standards. It’s not like this is formalized.
 
   “We’ve got a couple of Believer circles, too. Those are more about religion than location or cultural lines. Some of them live right here in the city, though their meeting places are in the suburbs. And then there’s Hector. He’s in Seattle, too. Loner. You’ll meet him. He’s cool.”
 
   Onyx frowned at Molly’s last comment for the benefit of their hosts. Apparently the jury was not entirely agreed on Hector. “At least a couple of jackasses from Olympia will be there, too,” said Onyx. “They were Brotherhood groupies if not members themselves. Kate also invited the Light, who are kind of a bunch of Doomsday preppers living up in the Cascades. They can be dangerous, but they didn’t try to expand like the Brotherhood.”
 
   “And that’s the other problem,” said Molly. “We don’t know who the Brotherhood scooped up. Or who they chewed up and spit out. Things were getting ugly when you two came along.”
 
   “Wouldn’t a neutral ground be a good thing for the future, then?” asked Alex.
 
   “Sure, if it works the way it’s intended,” Molly answered. “We take Kate at her word. If she says she wants a safe zone, we believe that’s what she wants. It’s where things go from there that we’re concerned about. Also somebody may want payback over the Brotherhood. We used to have more faith in people’s civility than we do now.”
 
   “The field has shifted dramatically,” Lorelei put in. “You can take nothing for granted.”
 
   “Yeah, well…here we are.”
 
   “It means much to me that you would come to us with all of this, and with your trust.”
 
   Molly paused and looked at Onyx. “I’m not blushing now, am I?”
 
   “Oh, I would think we’ve gotten past any reason for that sort of reaction by now,” Lorelei gently teased.
 
   “I think it’s just enough that we know we should have that kind of reaction,” Onyx replied, biting her lip. Then she cleared her throat. “Anyway. That’s the situation. We’ll all show up, probably Kate or Jin or somebody will give a speech and make a pitch, and then it’ll get talked out from there. Hopefully everyone will be cool.”
 
   Alex caught a questioning glance from Lorelei. The gesture surprised him, but then he realized it shouldn’t have. “Whatever we can do, we’re on board,” he said.
 
   “We’re gonna chew on our options a bit more between now and then,” said Molly. “If we come up with a clever plan or something, we’ll let you know.”
 
   “Don’t be shy about asking for help,” said Lorelei, rising with Alex as the witches stood. A smile played at her lips. “Nor should you be shy about anything else,” she added evenly.
 
   Onyx inhaled sharply, but couldn’t hold off her entirely shy grin. “Right.”
 
   “Yeah. Thanks, Lorelei,” said Molly as they all walked to the door. Molly and Onyx both put on their coats. Hugs all around were a foregone conclusion, yet everyone could feel the tension they shared. “Alex…” Molly began, but shrugged.
 
   “You knew I’d say yes.”
 
   “Yeah,” she agreed smugly before slipping her arms around him. Her lips met his briefly, but opened enough to make her point. She leaned into the kiss, and then groped at him much lower before stepping back. “Seriously. Show off that money-maker,” she teased with a wink.
 
   Onyx took her place as Molly and Lorelei said their goodbyes. “It really means a lot to us,” she said. Her kiss was chaste compared to Molly’s, but she slipped in an extra one on his neck.
 
   “You mean a lot to me, too,” he replied. “I’ve got your back. Always.”
 
   “Then we need another date night or hang-out time,” she decided. “This one doesn’t count.”
 
   “I’m game.”
 
   Alex watched her share one more glance with Molly before they both stepped out. Though he didn’t consciously hold the door to listen, he heard them talking before it shut.
 
   “…seriously making out with him right in front of her?” Onyx objected.
 
   “Oh whatever. She digs that. I made out with her while you weren’t looking, too.”
 
   The door closed.
 
   Hands slipped around his hips and found his groin. Breasts rested against his back. He felt lips on his neck, just below his ear. “As much as I adore them, I so love this moment when we are finally alone again,” Lorelei whispered.
 
   “This moment where you’re behind me and I’m staring at the door?” Alex joked.
 
   Her hands seized his wrists. She pushed her trusting lover up against the door, stepping in close to keep her body against his. “Yes,” she hissed.
 
   Alex laughed. He felt his own breath bounce back from the door against his face and laughed at that, too. Her hands roamed. One of them went up his side underneath his shirt. The other deftly slipped between his waist and the door to unfasten his belt. “Okay, that works.”
 
   “Sometimes I wonder if I push too much,” she confessed, her lips brushing against his ear.
 
   “We’ve both got our safe words.”
 
   “No. It’s not that.” Her fingers slipped under the seam of his boxer briefs. “It’s when I advise you and our friends. When I speak from experience. It’s the age gap that others sometimes point out…when only one of us is present,” she noted with a dry hint of disdain. “No one ever brings it up when we are together, which says more about them than it says for us. But it is there.”
 
   “I think it’s hot.” He could feel his body succumb to her touch. It wasn’t like he had reason to resist. The trembling anticipation felt good.
 
   “So many men would find it galling. Frustrating.” Her voice grew thoughtful. Slightly, but noticeably, her arousing touch receded. He didn’t feel her breath on his ear. “I’m sure you’ve heard this. If not about me, then about other men in their relationships. That they’re whipped. That their women ‘mother’ them.”
 
   “You worry about that?” he asked. “I didn’t think you worried about anything.”
 
   “Even I have my doubts sometimes. One might say it is the difference between confidence and arrogance. At least I hope so. I know your desires. I know your love. Yet I don’t know your every thought.” Her head leaned against his. He felt her breath on the nape of his neck. “Have you not heard such things?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Does it not bother you? Not out of concern for what others think, but…do you never feel this way?”
 
   “No,” Alex said. “What if our roles were reversed? What if I was the older and wiser guy trying to give my young hot girlfriend advice based on experience? Would it even be a question? Nobody would think twice. That tells me it’s not about age at all.” He shrugged, but only a little, not wanting her to back further away. “But you already know that, right?”
 
   “Yes,” she said. “I’m not used to men knowing it.”
 
   A grin spread across his face. “Turns out us Millennials can be pretty enlightened compared to old folks.” She laughed out loud, leaning her head against his. It only made him grin wider. “Don’t lie,” he teased. “You know you like that about me.”
 
   “I do, Alex,” she agreed. “You’ve no idea how much.” Her touch grew intimate again. He could feel her fingers against his skin at his groin…and the brush of her tail as it, too, slipped beneath fabric to slide against his skin. “Alex,” she whispered into his ear. “Do you trust me?”
 
   “With my life,” he answered easily.
 
   “Good.” Again, she demonstrated both her strength and grace, this time in quickly turning him around to push his back up against the door. She held his arms against the door, one with her hand and the other with her tail. Her other hand stroked his chin.
 
   His heartbeat grew stronger. Though never one to overlook Lorelei’s beauty, he felt intensely conscious of it now. Her glamour left him nearly aching. So did her intense stare.
 
   “Do you remember our first time…master?”
 
   His breath came out heavily. “Of course.”
 
   “As do I.” Her lips brushed his open, leaving him defenseless against a kiss that he felt certain could drown a man. Her passion could kill. It had killed countless people before him. Lorelei could wield her beauty as a weapon—one that had brought countless others to ruin. She turned all of that ability on Alex, as she had so many times for months. Knowing he was safe with her in no way diminished the thrill.
 
   He’d worried in their first time together that he was playing with fire. Now he knew that was exactly what he’d done. He also knew he had nothing to fear. The fire loved him.
 
   The tongue that invaded and caressed his mouth withdrew. Her lips released him, as did her hand and her tail, yet his back stayed pressed against the door. Lost in her kiss, he hadn’t noticed as she’d unbuttoned his shirt. The nail of her index finger extended into a sharp talon, which she effortlessly used to cut away his undershirt. Her gaze held his the entire time, until she broke the loving staredown in favor of kissing his neck.
 
   That kiss trailed down his body, as did the touch of her fingers. He didn’t move. As he said, never forgot their first time together.
 
   Lorelei sank to her knees. Alex felt his nerves tremble with anticipation, but his body didn’t shake. He held still as those soft, skilled fingers took hold of his hardened flesh and easily stroked him to great pleasure.
 
   Her eyes turned up toward his as her lips and tongue made their first contact against his shaft. Alex breathed heavily as he fought to keep his eyes open. He watched her hands work him, watched her tease him with soft lips and kisses, and then groaned as her mouth enveloped his flesh with ecstasy.
 
   She indulged him for a long time, knowing exactly when to slow and when to change her technique to deny him release. He never protested. His lover only wanted to prolong his pleasure. They played this game often. As much as he enjoyed having the roles reversed, and as good as he’d gotten at it himself, Alex knew she’d always be the better player.
 
   He didn’t mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six:
Dirty Poker
 
    
 
   “Standard casino smell: cigarettes, old people, and regret,” grumbled Alex.
 
   The constant high-pitched tones from the slot machines hit him almost as hard as the scent from the moment he walked in with Onyx and Molly. He recognized the fake sounds of jingling coins piped in around the slots to raise the players’ hopes. At the center of the main floor, under a high ceiling painted with fantastically swirling clouds of a nighttime sky, Alex saw a bar and tables for card games. Restaurants and other diversions were laid out around the edges of the vast floor. As with the other casinos he’d seen, most of the space seemed dedicated to slots.
 
   The place seemed lively and busy. In truth not even half the patrons were elderly, but Alex’s memories refused to give up their hold on his attitude. Anyone who looked old enough for a senior citizen’s discount seemed to be there specifically to reinforce his negative emotions. So did every glum, dreary face sitting in front of the slot machines.
 
   He never understood how anyone could find this entertaining.
 
   “How many casinos have you been in, Alex?” asked Molly. She wore her usual goth-punk clothes and leather jacket. Onyx walked beside her, foregoing her typical black dresses for slacks and a dark silk shirt under her black frock coat. Neither of them wanted to impress more than they wanted to be prepared for trouble.
 
   “A few. Been a long time, though. Not since my parents divorced. We went to Vegas a couple times on ‘family trips.’ I wound up looking for my dad on the casino floor more than once. Security always caught me ‘cause I was little and obviously didn’t belong there, but even getting caught still meant I’d find his ass.”
 
   “Did your dad have a gambling problem?”
 
   “Not really. Casinos were just a lure for his actual problem.” The leggy waitress that passed by with a polite smile reminded him of how closely they shared that trait. Still, as his head turned and his eyes followed her, Alex corrected himself. It wasn’t a shared problem. Sex wasn’t a sin. His father lied, cheated, and hurt people who loved him. Alex lived a very different life.
 
   “This is as good a chance for a last-minute gut check as any,” said Molly. “Are we ready?”
 
   “I’m ready,” Onyx confirmed.
 
   Alex patted the pockets of his jeans. He’d made sure to keep an iron nail in one pocket at all times ever since the witches told him it helped ward off magic. Tonight he carried one in each pocket. The two weapons hidden under his leather jacket with some magical help from Onyx were still tucked in place, too. “I’m good to go.”
 
   Onyx glanced past his shoulder toward the card tables. He’d made a point of not looking that way once they arrived, but she had a subtle enough line of sight to look without making it obvious. They were set for the meeting. Back-up was nearby. Onyx took in a long, slow, deep breath and released it to steady her nerves. “Okay. Let’s do it.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Ah can’t tell y’all how happy ah am t’ be out with all y’all tonight.”
 
   Taylor looked up from her cards with a quizzical frown. Seated on a stool on the other end of the blackjack table, Drew caught her gaze. “Give it a second,” he said. “You’ll catch up.”
 
   She looked over at Wade, eyes narrowing in continued confusion, and then blinked again in sudden understanding. “Oh. Wow, you’re right. Now I get it.”
 
   “Whut?”
 
   “What you said,” Taylor elaborated. “I get it now.”
 
   “You’ve gone full hick on us again, bro,” Jason told him.
 
   “Yeah, ah know,” Wade admitted. “It’s whut happens whenever ah go home for the holidays or whatever. Mah accent comes back in spades. Hell, they even give me lectures on how ah’m talkin’ all wrong.”
 
   Most of the crew dressed for a night out, though they stopped short of getting fancy. Even Taylor stuck with nice jeans rather than a dress. The only exception was the woman seated between her and Wade, who arrived in a sleek black dress and heels. “I find you perfectly articulate,” Lorelei assured him. “Eloquent as always.”
 
   “Shit, that’s sweet of you to lie to me,” he said with a puppy dog smile. “Don’t worry, y’all, it’ll fade back t’ normal.”
 
   “You’ve been back for over a week,” observed Drew.
 
   “Ah know, but ah been talkin’ to a couple cousins a lot on Skype since mah trip, so the transition’s takin’ longer this time.”
 
   “The transition to what?” asked Taylor.
 
   “Back t’ usin’ the same west coast accent y’all use.”
 
   “He’s got this idea that we have accents,” Jason explained for Taylor and Lorelei. “Been a thing for him since middle school.”
 
   Drew scowled. “Dude, whatever. We sat through that same video in high school about regional differences. Everybody has accents, even us. And Wade ain’t never picked it up. His southern just gets easier to understand.”
 
   “It’s true,” Wade agreed solemnly. “An’ then mah southern kin get all bent outta shape when ah go back an’ can’t talk right.” He looked to Taylor as if to confess the worst crimes of his past. “They tell me ah use ‘y’all’ as a form of address to parties singular and plural.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “It’s supposed to be plural. There ain’t no ‘you all’ if’n there’s only one of ya.”
 
   Lorelei frowned skeptically. “And yet I’ve heard it done countless times.”
 
   “Maybe, but didja ever challenge a southerner on that point?” Wade shook his head. “Don’t do it.”
 
   “This is from the same people that brought us ‘should ought’ and ‘would ought,’” noted Jason.
 
   Lorelei looked down at her cards with a smile. “I so enjoy your company.”
 
   “Is that a slam?” asked Jason.
 
   “And also the truth.” She looked up then, glancing around the casino floor beyond the card and table game area. “They’re here.”
 
   “How can you tell?” asked Taylor.
 
   “Trade secret, I’m afraid.”
 
   Jason glanced over to make sure the dealer was distracted before he leaned in and asked, “Is it a karmic metaphysical demon connection to his soul? Or is it a sex thing?”
 
   “I’m afraid the details would cause you spiritual harm,” she answered mildly.
 
   Her companions nodded and said in unison, “Sex thing.”
 
   Lorelei sighed. “And here I wasn’t planning to humiliate you all for at least the first few hands tonight. Alas. Plans change.”
 
   “Heh,” laughed Wade as the others groaned. “’You all.’ Like that’s any way to talk.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   They passed the cashier’s windows along the far wall from the entrance, a bank of elevators leading to the hotel attached to the casino, and more diversions. Eventually they came to a roped-off hallway leading to a ballroom. Two large men in suits stood at the velvet ropes, looking as pleasant and casual as if they were merely blocking off an out-of-service bathroom.
 
   “We’re here for the seminar,” Molly told them cheerfully.
 
   “One moment, ma’am,” said one of the men. The other turned away slightly and murmured something into his wrist.
 
   Onyx snickered. “He called you ‘ma’am,’” she teased.
 
   “Hey there, ladies,” called a deep, easygoing voice behind them. His Jamaican accent was unmistakable. Alex and the witches turned to see a tall, handsome black man approaching. He wore a suit under his tan trench coat, though he didn’t wear it much like it was intended. Alex saw no tie. His shirt was unbuttoned halfway down and only half of it was tucked in. Somehow, he made it look good, too. “Guess they lettin’ anyone into this party, eh?”
 
   “Hi, Hector,” Molly replied brightly. “I was hoping we’d see you here.”
 
   Alex watched as the tall man greeted his companions. He saw smiles all around, but no hugs. Nothing more than fist-bumps. Hector sized up the witches, the suited guards, and Alex with easygoing glances that a less vigilant man might’ve overlooked.
 
   Naturally, that left Alex wondering in which if any of his previous lives he’d learned to watch for such things. He couldn’t remember anyone ever teaching him how to read dangerous people, but he had no doubt this was a dangerous man.
 
   “Hector, this is Alex,” Molly continued. “He’s kind of our plus-one for tonight.”
 
   “Ah. Gotcha. Nice to meet you,” said Hector as they shook hands. Alex noted something new in his eye in that moment. Hector sized him up, to be sure, but something in that look suggested he gave Alex a lower priority than rest.
 
   It worked for Alex. That was his job for tonight. “You, too,” he said, and otherwise kept his mouth shut. Best to follow Onyx and Molly’s leads. This was their party.
 
   “So I imagine you got a personal visit along with your invitation?” Hector asked the witches.
 
   “Yeah, we did,” said Onyx. “Kate visited you, too? Gave you the ‘neutral zone’ pitch?”
 
   “Nah. Jin dropped by my place last week. He talked about their safe space idea, but didn’t mention how anyone plans to enforce it. Maybe we all dogpile the first person to step out of line, but that ain’t much different from what we’ve got now, you know?”
 
   “Ugh. I hadn’t even thought about that,” Molly admitted. “I skipped right past enforcement and started worrying about this inevitably leading to a power-hungry government or something.”
 
   “That won’t happen ‘til there’s a reason to tax everyone,” said Hector. “Although they could always hire someone to enforce their neutral spot, an’ whoever does that has to be paid somehow, right?” He flashed her a taunting grin. “Am I makin’ you feel better yet?”
 
   “Yeah, you’re a real pal, Hector,” she grumbled.
 
   As the witches chatted with Hector, a pair of dark-haired women emerged from the ballroom doors. Alex recognized the older woman as Kate from the descriptions Molly and Onyx had given. Her clothes and demeanor reminded him of the attorneys he used to work for.
 
   Her companion, however, seemed closer to his age, with her hair tied back into a ponytail and her clothes a little more casual than Kate’s. The denim jacket, fingerless gloves, and wary gaze all put a rugged edge on her attractive looks. Alex guessed she might be Native American like Kate. Given her demeanor and her posture, the memories of the men he used to be categorized her as someone who could absolutely kick his ass.
 
   “Ladies. Hector. Glad to see you,” said Kate as she came to the other side of the velvet rope. She glanced only once at Alex, then to the witches. “Is he with you?”
 
   “Yeah,” answered Molly. “This is Alex.”
 
   Kate nodded and turned to the security suits. “They’re clear, thank you,” she said. The men unhooked one end of the rope from its base and brought it out of the way. “Please come in,” Kate said, gesturing for the guests to follow her back to the ballroom. “Almost everyone is here. We’re only waiting on a few others.”
 
   “You’re screening everyone yourself?” asked Onyx.
 
   “We have good security help, but not everyone knows how to spot Practitioners or their work,” Kate explained casually.
 
   Alex said nothing as they crossed the hallway. By the time they made it to the door, Kate’s companion drifted from her side to come within arm’s reach of him. He turned his head and offered a polite, curious smile. She said nothing. She also didn’t hide the fact that she was watching him.
 
   He turned his eyes front as they came to the doors, wondering if he was supposed to be subtle about the “I know you’re watching me” game. Then the ballroom doors opened and suddenly he had other things on his mind.
 
   The ballroom offered far more space and seating than its occupants needed. Several round tables were arranged in a semicircle in the center of the room, with a projector and canvas screen arranged to the front and center. A few dozen men and women in respectable clothes chatted in scattered groups. No one carried an owl on their shoulder or leaned on an ornate staff, let alone openly brandished wands or wore robes and big hats. If Alex didn’t know better, he might have thought he’d walked into an actual seminar.
 
   Everyone seemed cordial and polite enough. Alex even saw many signs of genuine warmth. It wasn’t until his eyes fell upon a well-dressed, middle-aged couple that he detected some animosity. She was blonde and bespectacled, wearing a fancy cream-colored dress and gloves. He wore a dark suit with a purple shirt and ascot of all things, and in keeping with the horrors Onyx had warned him about, the guy’s grey beard included no mustache. From the stories the witches had told him, Alex pegged the two as Hypatia and Archimedes—or at least, that was what they wanted other Practitioners to call them. Behind them stood a burlier man in a dark uniform and hat appropriate for a limousine chauffer.
 
   The two older Practitioners and the driver didn’t look their way, instead focusing on the smaller group nearby. They hovered at the edge of a conversation waiting for a chance to break in and join the group.
 
   Onyx seemed to spot them in the same moment as Alex. Her hand drifted back to squeeze his before falling away again.
 
   “Seems like most of the people I know in the area,” said Molly. “Kate’s people are here, Jin’s guys are here, the Grecians, the Evergreeners, Olympia’s douchiest…are the Light still coming?”
 
   “Last we’ve heard,” said Kate. “So you know, we don’t have assigned seats or anything. We wanted to offer plenty of space for different groups, as we’ve done before.”
 
   “And good lines of sight on each other, too,” Hector observed.
 
   “Well, yes. If we don’t offer that, everyone will jockey for the best spots. Speaking of those concerns: Molly, Onyx, are you good with telling your story for the group? As much as you told me, at least? I’m not sure how we can avoid it.”
 
   “Yeah, I figured,” said Molly. “How many people know already?”
 
   “My own circle, as you probably expected. I told Jin, too, so his circle knows. We’re hoping you’d be willing to shed a little more light on all this.”
 
   As she went on, Alex found his attention drawn back to Kate’s companion. With Kate and his friends on good terms, he didn’t feel like he needed to watch them like hawks—which was exactly what the younger woman seemed to be doing to him. Lacking for a better way to address the awkward situation, Alex decided to go for broke. He took a single step backward, away from the others, and gave a friendly smile again. “Hi. I’m Alex.”
 
   Her narrowed eyes and the tilt of her head wordlessly said it all: Seriously?
 
   Alex shrugged. “Normally I’d take the hint and leave you alone, but you’re staring, so…” He offered his hand. “Obviously I’m the ‘plus one’ for Molly and Onyx here. Are you part of Kate’s circle?”
 
   “You’re not a Practitioner,” she said.
 
   “No.” He let his hand drop.
 
   “What are you carrying?”
 
   Alex blinked. “Carrying?”
 
   “Whatever it is, you’re hiding it better than the other thugs hide their weapons. But I can tell from your walk that you’re armed.”
 
   He nodded slowly. If nothing else, he’d just learned the spell concealing his weapons didn’t adjust his own body language. “I’ve got a .45 and a sword.”
 
   Her skepticism deepened into a scowl. “A sword? And who the hell carries a .45 anymore?”
 
   “I’m old-fashioned.”
 
   “Are you even old enough to drink?”
 
   “Not legally, but I’m so close,” Alex replied. Half a snort of laughter escaped her, but she held onto her unfriendly façade. He grinned at this glimmer of hope and kept trying. “Seriously, what’s your name?”
 
   “Why do you want to know?”
 
   “Because aside from Hector, pretty much everyone else is ignoring me altogether.”
 
   “Are you used to being the center of attention?”
 
   “Not particularly, but ignoring you seems rude. It’s just your name,” he reiterated, holding up his hands. “I’m not asking for a phone number. Won’t ask again either, if I’m being out of line or something.”
 
   “Good.” She gave him plenty of time to respond to that, but he didn’t. “Sierra. I’m with Kate’s circle like you’re with Molly and Onyx, only this isn’t my first time out.”
 
   “Cool. Thanks.” He glanced at his companions again. Everything still seemed friendly and calm for them. “Are there rules I should know for being the ‘plus one’ at a thing like this? Molly and Onyx figured I’d just stick with them.”
 
   “That’s their call,” said Sierra, who still hadn’t lowered her guard—or her skepticism. “Most of the time, Practitioners have their mundanes stay out of the way. Usually that means sticking to the back of the room. But it’s up to whoever brought you.”
 
   “Gotcha.”
 
   “You’re really hiding a sword?”
 
   “It’s not a big sword.”
 
   “Lots of ways to interpret that,” she observed.
 
   “I can only think of two, but I’m fine with either of them. It’s up to you.”
 
   “Is this how you handle danger? You put up a humorous façade?”
 
   “This doesn’t feel dangerous. Everyone’s being nice to each other so far. A scene like this just reminds me that my life is completely ridiculous.”
 
   “You’re the one carrying a sword,” said Sierra. “What else do you do?”
 
   “Filing. Mostly lots of filing. I play piano, too. I’m also a pretty good goatherd.”
 
   Her head tilted downward as her skepticism deepened. Then in answer to some unseen and unheard cue, Sierra looked away to meet Kate’s eyes. “Would you excuse us?” Kate said to the others. “We need to bring in our last guests.” With that, the two women left.
 
   The witches rejoined Alex. “Everything alright?” he asked.
 
   “More or less,” said Molly. “It’s like we expected. They’re gonna want us to explain what went down last September. We’ll stick to the script as best we can.”
 
   “What about you?” asked Onyx. “Are you doing okay?”
 
   “I think so.” He shrugged as he saw raised eyebrows from both of them. “Remind me why I’m here again?”
 
   “Because we needed a friend,” said Molly. “And because you’re a multi-lingual monster-slaying weapons master.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “That girl made you feel like a total noob, didn’t she?”
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   “Isn’t that the plan, though? I mean at least for you?” asked Onyx.
 
   “Well, she totally knew I’m armed even if she couldn’t see through the spells you put on my stuff,” Alex told her.
 
   “Meh. Everyone here is armed with magic.” Onyx shrugged. “It’s kind of silly to say you can’t have a weapon. Giving up our wands and such wouldn’t make much of a difference for us. If we’re all armed, why shouldn’t you be?”
 
   “It’s why they don’t pat anyone down,” agreed Molly. “Not like it’d do any good.”
 
   “Guess I’ll take your word for that,” Alex mumbled—right before Kate and Sierra returned with a group of people dressed for a gun store fashion show.
 
   Six men and three women arrived to represent the Light. They wore variations on the sort of dark, padded coats Alex often saw on sale at motorcycle shops, but he doubted these were crash jackets. He saw dark ball caps and sunglasses, black or navy blue cargo pants, and combat boots all around. Only two members of the group dressed differently. Their appearance immediately raised his alarm far more than the others could have even if they’d carried in assault rifles.
 
     The sharp-dressed pair walked at the rear of the group as if they were tagalongs for this posse like Alex was for the witches. The dark-haired woman wore a form-fitting dress with a long slit up the sides to show off her legs. The man beside her was dressed in a dark suit and blue silk shirt, without a single dirty blond hair out of place on his head. While the others looked rugged and even a little burly, this pair struck an eye-catching, confident, sensuous image.
 
   Alex knew better than to take this degree of physical beauty lightly.
 
   If Kate sensed anything wrong, it didn’t show. She brought the group in with the same easy courtesy she’d shown the witches. Sierra seemed a bit edgier, following behind the pair of sharp-dressed stunners with the same wariness she’d shown Alex. He caught her eyes for only a glance as the group passed by. He made eye contact with the blond man, too. It wasn’t intentional. He wanted to keep track of the guy, not draw him over, which of course was exactly what happened.
 
   The stranger smoothly broke off from his companions to approach him, throwing a glance and a cordial nod to Molly and Onyx. “Good evening, ladies,” he said, and then his head tilted curiously. “You must be Alex.”
 
   More alarm bells. This didn’t feel right at all. The witches seemed as guarded and surprised as Alex. Sierra stayed near, her eyebrows rising as she listened in. “Have we met?” Alex asked.
 
   “No,” said the stranger after a thoughtful pause. “No, but we have common associates.”
 
   “Samuel?” came a woman’s voice. The other too-pretty newcomer joined them while the casual-tactical showcase settled in around one of the round tables. She seemed objectively gorgeous, yet even with his heightened desires, Alex looked at her with a grave sense of dread rather than attraction. “Something interesting?” she asked.
 
   The other stranger’s lips twitched with a grin. His icy blue eyes never looked away. “Yes. Evelyn, this is Alex.”
 
   “Oh. Hello.” Her face brightened. It wasn’t reassuring.
 
   “As it turns out, the hosts are holding to their rule of only one escort for every contingent of guests,” explained Samuel. “I suppose I’ll have to step out. Evelyn, have fun.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” she said, turning away once more.
 
   “I’m sorry I can’t stay to talk, Alex. It’s too bad. I thought by now your other girlfriends would have told you about me. Perhaps Rachel there can start things off.” Samuel gave a wink before leaving. “Nice to see you again, Rachel.” With that, he turned and strode past a scowling, bewildered Sierra, who silently followed him out.
 
   Wait, what? Alex thought. He suddenly found his girlfriend beside him, watching the stranger leave with wide eyes and a firmly set jaw. “Rachel?” he hissed.
 
   “Motherfucking piss buckets,” the angel muttered through gritted teeth.
 
   “The hell’s going on?” asked Molly.
 
   At the open ballroom doors, Sierra’s stride and posture shifted as soon as Samuel rounded the exit. She quickly followed, disappearing from view. “He’s gone,” explained Onyx. “Soon as he turned the corner.”
 
   “Of course he is,” said Rachel. “Asshat showoff.”
 
   “Rachel,” Molly whispered, “have you been here the whole time?”
 
   “Yeah. Don’t worry, only you three can see me. And Commander FuckWaffle out there, I guess,” the angel added.
 
   “He had wings,” Onyx continued. Alex had seen no such thing. Probably no one did except for Onyx, and possibly Rachel. “His aura was too dark to read, and he had wings. Black angel’s wings.”
 
   Polite calls went out for people to find seats. Groups of Practitioners broke up their schmoozing circles. Alex kept his voice low as he pressed, “Rachel, who the fuck was that?”
 
   “He’s a problem. He’s a serious, major fucking problem.” Rachel, too, looked back to the others in the room, her eyes darting here and there. “And his name isn’t Samuel. It’s Sammael. Son of a bitch.”
 
   “Woah, really?” Onyx blinked. “Holy shit.”
 
   “Not so holy anymore,” grumbled Rachel.
 
   “Wait, you know who that is?” Alex asked the witch.
 
   “I recognize the name, at least.”
 
   “What’s his deal, then?” Alex looked from one woman to another. “The other one is a succubus, isn’t she? Evelyn? Is Sammael one, too? What do you call the male types? An incubus?”
 
   “I don’t know what kind of demon she is, but Sammael is so much fuckin’ worse than an inkie,” said Rachel. “This is bad news. I’ll be back as soon as I can, but I’ve gotta deal with this shit now.”
 
   “We didn’t even know you were here in the first place,” Molly pointed out.
 
   “Yeah, I’m sorry. Be careful and stick together. I’ll come back as soon as I spread the news. This has to take priority.”
 
   “What about the others?” asked Alex.
 
   “They’re on my mind, too. Lorelei knows these shitheads better than I do, though. Gotta trust her to handle herself.” She put her hand on his arm with an apologetic look. “I came to have your back. Watch yourself. There aren’t any other angels in here.” Then she ran for the door, fading out of sight before her third step.
 
   Molly stepped around to pull the other two into a huddle. “Do we warn everyone about the demon chick or not?”
 
   “I’m not sure anyone will believe us,” said Onyx. “That chick is hiding her freak flag really well. I don’t even see it. And the other one is gone.”
 
   “Okay, you said you recognized the name, right?” asked Alex. “Who is that?”
 
   “Depending on your sources, that’s the guy who put on a snake suit and gave Eve the apple,” said Onyx. “Or he’s the Angel of Death. Or both. Or neither.” She gave a nervous, apologetic shrug. “It kinda depends on how deep you read into things and what you trust, but that name turns up in religious sources and books on demonology. Either way, if Rachel’s worried, he’s a problem.”
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s—” Alex cut himself off. “Great, now I’m talking like Rachel. What do you two think? It’s still your party here.”
 
   The witches shared an uneasy glance. “If we can’t warn anyone about this, maybe we should just bail?” Onyx suggested, though she didn’t seem thrilled at the idea.
 
   “If we bail, we don’t know what’s happening,” Molly noted. “It could look suspicious, too. We’ll wind up on the outside of all this. For all we know, that bitch came to turn everyone against us.”
 
   “Yeah. We can’t walk away,” Onyx agreed. “We gotta play it cool. If you’re still game, that is,” she said to Alex. “We’re not pushing you into this.”
 
   His jaw set against his discomfort. “No, I’m good. Let’s do it.”
 
   They made the decision right in time for Sierra’s return. “What the hell was that about?” Sierra asked, jerking her thumb back to the exit.
 
   “That was an example of why I don’t like being the center of attention,” said Alex.
 
   “Hey Sierra,” said Onyx. “What’s with giving Alex the stink-eye and the suspicion?” The other woman blinked in surprise. Onyx nodded. “Yeah, turns out I was listening.”
 
   “I’m giving everyone stink-eye and suspicion,” answered Sierra. “It’s my job.” She gestured to Alex. “His problem is he engaged.”
 
   He shrugged. “That’s fair. She’s totally got me on that one.”
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen,” called Jin from the center of the tables, with Kate at his side. “We should get down to business here, if everyone could join us?” Most everyone was already seated. His comment was plainly for the witches.
 
   “On our way,” answered Molly.
 
   Sierra tugged Alex’s sleeve as he moved to follow the witches. “Wait a second, you don’t need to be right next to them,” she hissed. “What the fuck is going on?”
 
   Alex rolled his eyes. “Oh, now you want to hang out and talk.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Lady in black wins again,” said the dealer.
 
   “Ugh. Seriously? Again?” groaned Jason.
 
   “We could adjourn to the bar, if my point has been made,” Lorelei replied sweetly.
 
   “She didn’t win every hand,” noted Taylor.
 
   “No. You have caught me. I am not a mathematical genius, nor can I manipulate probability. It seems I have my limits.”
 
   Taylor laughed. Lorelei’s winning streak didn’t bother her. Ultimately, she was happy to be out with friends and away from her own problems. In this crowd, even the loss of one hand after another kept her entertained. Lorelei financed the whole trip, anyway. “I’m okay with moving to the bar. You’ve punished us enough.”
 
   “Not remotely,” Lorelei said with a smile. “You mocked my sex life. In unison, no less.”
 
   “Hey now, we were mockin’ Alex with that, too,” Wade pointed out.
 
   “Ah. I see this matter is not yet settled.”
 
   “Good goin’, Wade,” said Drew.
 
   “You made a gross generalization of my relationship and my priorities,” said Lorelei. “You make it sound as if I base everything around my own personal pleasures.”
 
   “And what would be wrong with that?” spoke up a new voice from behind them.
 
   Taylor saw the other woman’s eyes widen and her breath catch before everyone turned to face him. In a reminder of the first time she ever saw Lorelei, Taylor’s mind almost ground to a halt at the sight of the newcomer. He put every sharp-dressed man in the casino to shame, and maybe every other man she’d ever met, too. Like Lorelei, he radiated an intense, confident sexuality without even trying. Taylor knew there was a fit, toned, flawless body under those nice clothes.
 
   The music and the ambient noise of the casino quieted, or at least seemed to in Taylor’s mind. Her senses focused in on him. She felt her breath deepen and her heartbeat pick up. Mere seconds had passed, and she had only just laid eyes on this man, yet already she felt aroused—and fearful.
 
   She glanced to the others. The guys seemed similarly struck by the man’s appearance, though probably not in all the same ways. Each of them stepped off their stools. Lorelei came to her feet, too, no longer laughing or smiling. She didn’t think she’d ever see Lorelei at a loss for words. Thankfully, at least one of the guys snapped out of it quickly enough.
 
   “Table’s kind of crowded,” said Drew. “Sorry.”
 
   The man’s eyes never came off the woman at the center of the group. “Oh, I didn’t come to join the game. I only hoped to speak with Lorelei. We go a long way back, don’t we?”
 
   “Yes,” answered Lorelei with a hint of heavy breath.
 
   “So who are you?” asked Jason.
 
   “Of course, how rude of me. I apologize.” His smile no longer touched his eyes. “Pleased to meet you. Hope you guess my—”
 
   Drew and Wade stepped in front of Lorelei before he could finish. Jason put his hand around the neck of the champagne bottle Lorelei had bought for the table.
 
   “Y’all might wanna reconsider that answer,” said Wade. “Last dude who quoted that song at us wound up havin’ a real bad night.”
 
   “Worst he ever had,” added Drew.
 
   “You don’t say?” asked the stranger.
 
   “Folks, is there a problem?” the dealer spoke up behind them.
 
   “No,” said Lorelei, raising one hand behind her. “There will be no trouble here.”
 
   Taylor wasn’t so sure. She was of half a mind to tell the dealer to call security, or maybe the police, if only to throw a wrench into whatever was happening. The thought of bringing more attention to this rather than less seemed appealing, as if it might dilute the effect of his eerie, magnetic presence. Despite all the people in every direction, this scene felt all too isolated. All the customers and staff were too engrossed in their own pursuits to care what was happening here unless it came to a fight.
 
   “So how ‘bout we try it again,” said Drew. “Who are you?”
 
   “This is Sammael,” answered Lorelei. “We have known each other for a very long time.”
 
   Taylor noted the drop in Lorelei’s voice. She didn’t think anything could shake the demon’s composure.
 
   “I’ve been trying to find you for weeks,” said Sammael. “Your old home office has been in pure chaos since you last checked in. No one knew where to find you.”
 
   “Tell me, Sammael: did you seek me out before that chaos? Or because of it?”
 
   He winced, but also smiled. “Oh, you know I have missed you for ages, Lorelei. Yet I had no idea where to begin looking for you…until I found Lydia. She’s in quite the state these days. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
 
   “I might.”
 
   “No, truly, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so upset or so full of…” He paused. Only then did he give Lorelei’s friends a good look. “So much anger there. So much anger. Bitterness. Venom. Something about a taser?”
 
   Jason coughed. The others didn’t move.
 
   “What do you want, Sammael?” asked Lorelei.
 
   “A private conversation.” Again, he looked around, though this time he didn’t seem to look directly at her companions so much as near them, and then around the broad, active casino floor. “It’s a topic I think best kept between us, although I suppose we could talk about it here. I don’t see any chaperones with your friends, or really many chaperones at all.” His eyes came back to hers. “I suppose there’s nothing here to stop me.”
 
   “Them words don’t sound as friendly or as harmless as you might think,” observed Wade.
 
   “No?”
 
   “Think you know what he means, dude,” said Drew.
 
   “Oh, don’t be silly. I mean Lorelei no harm. It’s the last thing on my mind.”
 
   “My friends, please,” spoke up Lorelei. She put one hand on Drew’s shoulder and touched Wade’s back with the other. “He is not here to hurt me. I think…I think it best if we step away.” Lorelei’s gentle hands urged her friends to move apart so she could slip through between them.
 
   “Lorelei?” asked Taylor.
 
   She looked back to the younger woman, her eyes full of apology. “I must go with him,” she said. “You must remember why we came. Please remain here.”
 
   Though the group exchanged nervous, doubting glances, no one moved to stop her. Sammael gestured with one hand to indicate their path. Together they walked off into the casino floor.
 
   Taylor followed a few steps, but the pair disappeared into their surroundings within seconds. She spun back to face the others in disbelief. “Okay, why did we let her go like that?”
 
   “Cuz she asked us to?” Wade replied, though the answer didn’t seem to make sense to him as it came out of his mouth.
 
   “Yeah, but that ain’t no reason to let her,” said Drew. He started walking, his head high as to look around for his friend.
 
   The others quickly followed. “Damn it, what the hell’s wrong with us?” fumed Wade.
 
   “You felt it, too?” asked Taylor.
 
   “Felt what?”
 
   “Like you could just melt for that guy the same way you could melt for Lorelei?”
 
   “Hell, no,” said Wade. “Dude had my attention, but it ain’t like I felt funny that way.”
 
   “And what the hell was he talkin’ about with chaperones?” Drew wondered out loud. He stopped amid another row of slot machines, standing up on his toes to look around. “What does that even mean?”
 
   “I think he means angels,” explained Jason. He trailed the group with his eyes partly on his cell phone. “Like maybe guardian angels. He can probably see ‘em all the time.”
 
   “Why do you think that?” asked Taylor.
 
   Jason held up his phone. “Because it turns out ‘Sammael’ gets a few hits on Google. And they’re fuckin’ scary.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven:
Flip the Table
 
    
 
   Alex barely kept track of the meeting until the shouting started.
 
   Kate and Jin began with introductions and “thanks for coming” stuff that meant little to him. As long as everyone made nice, he figured he could worry about the dangerous stuff. He sat slightly behind Molly and Onyx, frequently looking to the spinning wheel and empty signal indicators on his phone. None of it looked good for his texted warnings to Lorelei and his friends. Unfortunately, the cordial atmosphere didn’t last long. 
 
   “Cut to the chase, Oakwood,” someone snarled, snatching Alex’s attention away from his phone. He glanced around until he identified the speaker. Leon sat at the front of the Light’s spot across the room, his seat turned to face Kate and Jin at the front and center of the circle of tables. Most of the guy’s features were obscured by a camouflage ball cap, mirrored aviator glasses, and a big mustache under a sneering nose. “This meeting should involve twice as many Practitioners. Would you have brought us together if the Brotherhood of Apollo hadn’t vanished? Would you have invited them?”
 
   “We’ve made no secret of that issue, Leon,” Jin assured him. “No one could overlook their absence. Obviously we called this meeting because of the Brotherhood’s disappearance.”
 
   “Which gives you the chance for a power-grab before they return,” Hypatia interrupted.
 
   “Let’s make this ugly right from the start, huh?” muttered Molly as Kate deflected that and other accusations.
 
   “Gotta deal with the elephant out of the room,” Onyx replied.
 
   “Which one?” asked Molly.
 
   “How ugly could it get?” Alex asked quietly. He looked from one table to the next. Most of the attendees didn’t keep their hands visible, which he didn’t take for a good sign given the tense voices and uncomfortable faces. Nobody seemed particularly relaxed at all…except Evelyn, who whispered something in Leon’s ear with a slight grin and a gleam in her eye.
 
   “Why don’t we deal with the issue of the Brotherhood first?” asked a woman at another table. Alex noted a lot of hemp clothing and dreadlocks on the mostly pale faces at her table and figured that’s where the smell of patchouli came from. Apparently the “Evergreeners” were one of the “Believer” circles he’d been told about. “We came to establish a neutral ground, but how legitimate is that without the agreement of the largest circle in the area?”
 
   “Unless there’s something you want to tell us?” spoke up Archimedes. “Some reason why you chose now to have this meeting?”
 
   “Maybe you know somethin’ if you’re askin’ like that, mon,” said Hector, reclined in his seat near Molly’s. “Last time I saw you an’ your lady, Hypatia, you were lookin’ to join. Wanna share with the rest of the class?”
 
   Alex glanced down at his phone and grimaced. Still no luck. Then he rolled his eyes at his own predicament. I’m surrounded by actual, angry sorcerers and what am I worried about? The shitty cell service. I couldn’t be a better Millennial.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen,” Kate broke in with her hands raised. “As I said, everyone knows this is a concern. Everyone is affected. We had no intention of ignoring the Brotherhood’s disappearance. On the contrary, we expected this to be the first order of business.” She glanced to Molly and Onyx with a quick, wordless question.
 
   “They’re dead,” Molly announced more out of annoyance than anything else. “They got stupid and messed with the wrong people. Don’t ask for the whole story, ‘cause we’re not interested in telling, but we saw it happen. They aren’t coming back.”
 
   No one spoke. Alex gave up on his phone to watch everyone’s reactions. Some listened with guarded expressions. Others didn’t bother to hide their shock or disbelief. “All of them?” someone asked.
 
   Molly shook her head. “I don’t know. We didn’t stop to take a head count and it’s not like we had their roster sheet. They had a gathering. The whole crew was supposed to be there. We got dragged along. Almost everyone we saw or met died. And here we are, no Brotherhood survivors in sight. Any survivors probably blew town. I would’ve.”
 
   “You can’t drop a bombshell like that and then refuse to tell us the whole story!” scoffed Archimedes.
 
   Molly scratched her eyebrow with her middle finger. “I can for you, buddy.”
 
   “Why didn’t you take off?” asked Hector, turning in his seat to face her. “If you were there, how is it you’re here now among the living?”
 
   “It wasn’t our fight,” said Onyx. “We were there as guests—and not entirely willing, either. A couple of them targeted us and we defended ourselves. The rest was all them.”
 
   “I find this hard to believe,” said one Practitioner.
 
   “Do you have any proof?” asked another.
 
   “You’re unwilling to share any details at all?” asked one of the “Grecians,” as Alex had heard them described. He saw nothing particularly Greek about the man or his companions. They could have walked right out of a faculty meeting at his university. “Who were these ‘wrong people’ you mentioned?”
 
   “Vampires,” said Onyx. “Mostly the local vampires. They’re gone, too. All the physical proof went up in smoke. The best I can give you is a spell that’ll share how Lord Stefan felt when he died. I can manage that much. Wish I could cast the memory out of my head.”
 
   “It’s the truth,” added Molly. “We’re not giving you all the gory details, but it’s the truth. I’m sure somebody in here already has a spell at work to catch lies. It’s up to you whether you want to speak up or not.”
 
   “When exactly did this happen?” asked another of the Evergreeners, a short, slight woman in thin glasses who stood to make sure she’d be noticed. “We felt our powers grow sharply in late September. No one saw the Brotherhood after that. Was it then?”
 
   “Y’know, these questions are all well and good,” Leon spoke up over the other voices, “but if anyone’s keeping track, you’ll notice who isn’t asking questions. The Indians and the Chinamen don’t seem too shocked.”
 
   “Aw Jesus, really?” Molly groaned.
 
   “I wish I was shocked by your casual racism,” Jin replied. “Unfortunately it’s hardly a surprise.”
 
   “Spare me,” said Leon. “I call ‘em like I see ‘em. The two of you led the redhead there right into tellin’ us what went down with the Brotherhood. You knew what she had to say. The only question on my mind is, did you know before you organized this whole thing?”
 
   “Molly and Onyx told me when I invited them,” said Kate.
 
   “And did they tell you anything more than they’re telling us? When did that happen?”
 
   “Monday. Their news was much the same.”
 
   “Sounds pretty convenient to me,” said Leon. “The Brotherhood disappears, your two circles get together to make a power play, and then you ‘forget’ to mention you know damn well what happened to the Brotherhood when you talk to the rest of us. Until now.”
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” grumbled Molly. “That’s the dumbest conspiracy theory I’ve ever—”
 
   “That’s exactly what conspirators say when they’ve been found out!” declared one of Leon’s buddies, standing and pointing right at Molly.
 
   Still seated behind the witches, Alex watched the room uneasily. Some Practitioners hid their feelings behind guarded expressions. Others didn’t try to conceal the tension, or in the case of a few, their outright anger. He heard more shouts and saw more pointing fingers. Everyone seemed unhappy with this turn of events.
 
   Everyone except the demon seated beside Leon. Evelyn watched the meeting devolve with a placid smile. She winked at Alex when she caught him looking at her.
 
   Alex fumed. Fucking demons.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Lorelei trembled as she walked beside Sammael. She hid her reactions well, of course. None of the mortals in the casino saw anything unusual or concerning about her mood or her walk. Still, Lorelei felt the tremor in her limbs and her breath. Her heartbeat grew heavy. It all intensified as Sammael slipped his hand into hers. The gesture warned her that he would conceal them from the eyes of mortals and angels. It also reminded her of the enthralling effect of his touch.
 
   She wished her reactions came only out of fear and not something else. Lorelei didn’t fight her body or her emotions. They were too useful to her now.
 
   “These contraptions have improved since I last saw you,” Sammael said at the bank of elevators just off the casino floor. Another couple stood nearby as digital numbers counted down on a display above the doors. Sammael leaned close and whispered to them, “Wait.”
 
   “They had operators back then, too,” said Lorelei. “It made the car a bit crowded.”
 
   “Yes.” Sammael smiled. “That poor man must have been so confused when he turned around to find our clothes piled in a corner of his empty elevator car. I’ve thought of London frequently. Have you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I suppose I deserve that,” he mused. When the elevator doors opened, the mortal man and woman who’d summoned it blithely stood by as Sammael and Lorelei entered.
 
   “Where to?” he asked as the doors closed.
 
   “How do you know I have a room?”
 
   “You always have a room, Lorelei.”
 
   One eyebrow rose. “I’ve changed. Considerably.”
 
   “Have you? Or have you merely taken advantage of opportunities as they arose, as you always have?”
 
   Her eyes narrowed, but her lips pursed in a slight smile. She pressed the button for the second floor.
 
   Sammael stepped closer, breathing in as if to enjoy her scent. She felt her heart beat deepen once again. His fingers brushed her hair over her shoulder and caressed her neck. “I’ve missed you,” he said. “You were never far from my thoughts, Lorelei.”
 
   Another tremor ran through her. For so long, hearing him say her name meant so much to her, and now…
 
   The elevator came to a halt and opened. Lorelei turned away, taking his hand before he could slide it down her side. She led him to a door not far from the elevator, pausing only to slip the key card from her pocket to open the room.
 
   “I thought you would claim a full suite,” Sammael observed as they entered.
 
   “Tonight wasn’t arranged far in advance, and I had no plans to stay,” said Lorelei. She stood near the door as it closed, watching Sammael move to the foot of the bed and then turn to face her. Suite or not, the bed would be more than comfortable enough. It sat there, silently inviting her, as did the man beside it. “Did you set all of this in motion to find me?”
 
   “Would you be flattered if I said yes?”
 
   “You would flatter me more by telling the truth.”
 
   Sammael smiled at her answer. “The truth is complicated. The mortal silliness downstairs is someone else’s party. One of my friends got involved. She let me join in when I asked. Yet I asked entirely in the hopes of finding you.”
 
   “Which of your friends would that be?”
 
   “Evelyn. I don’t believe you’ve met. She belongs to Azazel. As it happens, he and I are on fairly good terms at the moment. We’ve both suffered losses in this region of late,” he added pointedly.
 
   “Is Azazel looking for me, too?”
 
   “Of course he is. Everyone is looking for you. Azazel doesn’t know you’re here, though. He has Evelyn here on other business. Most of the other lords don’t know how connected you are to Rachel and your mortal friend. They don’t know enough to look for you here. Lydia offered me a bit more inside information.”
 
   “Is that how you knew I’d be here tonight?”
 
   “Those two witches with your pet downstairs were the key. Lydia didn’t know much, but she remembered their involvement. Given how rare sorcerers are, they seemed like my best lead in my search. I knew Evelyn’s work involved sorcerers in this area, so I tagged along and here we are. I might have had an easier time finding you if Rachel hadn’t run all my own people out of town as soon as she claimed dominion.” His smile faded. “You provided more than a little aid in that. Is that the price of your sanctuary, or were your motives personal?”
 
   Lorelei tilted her head in acknowledgment. “I don’t like to be kept waiting. Even for you.”
 
   “It’s barely been more than a century.”
 
   “Do you think I speak of a mere tryst?” Lorelei asked coldly. “I waited for you for most of my existence. You promised for centuries to take me from Baal. Then Belial came along and claimed me instead, and still you gave me the same lines. How long was I supposed to wait on your sweet promises?”
 
   “You say that as if it was ever a simple thing,” said Sammael, his voice soft and apologetic. It sent a shiver down her spine. She refused to let it show, but he doubtlessly detected anyway. He knew his charms too well. “I always looked for my chance. We looked together.”
 
   “You could have defeated them,” Lorelei replied. “Belial or Baal. Either of them. You could have defeated them and taken everything you wanted. You could have had me.”
 
   “But at what cost, Lorelei? How well could I have defended my gains after that?” His face softened. “By the time I was ready to take on Baal, he’d lost you to another master. Then I had to start all over. I only awaited an opportunity. We have that now.”
 
   She looked at his outstretched hands but didn’t move from her spot near the door. “Explain.”
 
   “You don’t see it already?” he asked.
 
   “I want to hear it from you. I want to know what you want.”
 
   “The iron crown of Baal remains where it fell, Lorelei. Where its master fell. You brought that about. Only you have picked it up and survived. The others who touched it all fell to their brethren. They fight, but if none have claimed it by now, none of them will. It belongs to you. The whole of Baal’s territory and all of his servants belong to you.”
 
   Lorelei scowled. “As I thought. You want the crown.”
 
   “I want you, Lorelei. Others want the crown. Azazel, Mammon, Beelzebub. All of them. And Belial. Especially Belial. He means to take the crown through taking your head.”
 
   “He’s already tried once,” she said. “It didn’t go well for his minions.”
 
   “You know it won’t end there, Lorelei. It won’t end until you are too dangerous to anger. Not until you claim what is yours. I don’t want the crown. I want you. The crown is only a means to that end.”
 
   “And then you join me as, what? My patron? My consort? The power behind the throne? You would finally have a kingdom of your own.”
 
   “No. It is your crown and your realm. Yet whether behind you or by your side, I will ward off any challenger. You know this. One crowned prince against another may be an even match, but none would dare provoke us both. You could rebuild your domain under the safety of my protection…and we would be together, Lorelei. We would no longer need to hide from your master. You would have no master.”
 
   “And if I prefer to take my chances up here?” she asked. “If I refuse?”
 
   “I’m not here to force you,” said Sammael. “That would undermine our relationship, don’t you think? But think it through. Sooner or later the crown will be won. Once that happens, you will be the greatest threat to whoever wields it. You will still have the strongest claim. This will not be settled until you either wear the crown or serve whoever does wear it.” He shook his head in surprise. “Would you truly walk away?”
 
   “Have I not walked away already?”
 
   “Everyone thinks you’re playing some long game, Lorelei. I thought as much. If you are not, you must think this through,” he said, looking almost pained. “You know I’m right. The others will not stop coming for you…and for your new master.” He paused to let that sink in. “As I said, Lydia told me everything.”
 
   “Yes. Everything she knew, I’m sure. Fucked it out of her, did you? And this Evelyn? Is she your ‘friend,’ or is she waiting for you to ‘rescue’ her from her master like I did?”
 
   “When has that ever mattered to you? To us? When has jealousy ever been our way?”
 
   “Never,” Lorelei admitted. “I only wondered if you would deny it.”
 
   “You already told me honesty would flatter you best.” He reached out his hands toward her again, but stayed where he stood by the bed. “Tell me, is this mortal truly special to you? Lydia seemed more than half-convinced. I couldn’t blame you for some sentimentality, given what you accomplished with him. But did the touch of Baal’s crown break the bond of servitude toward Carlisle? Or is sentimentality is too mild a word?”
 
   He waited. She didn’t answer.
 
   “Lorelei, he does not have our history. No mortal can know you like I do, nor can he give you what I can. How long might he last? A century, at most? Perhaps two through sorcery? Even as an old man, he’ll never be more than a child compared to the likes of us. And by then, any chance to claim the power that awaits you will have long since vanished.”
 
   She closed her eyes, considering everything he said—and everything he didn’t. When she looked up again, he still waited by the bed with his hands reaching out. “I half expect you to disappear again every time I look away,” she said.
 
   “Not this time.”
 
   Lorelei took a step forward, and then another. “Will your ‘friend’ downstairs miss you?”
 
   “Should I care if she does?” Sammael smiled as Lorelei came ever closer, but held his place as if coaxing a nervous cat close enough to pet it. “She has her business. I have mine, and I did not share my plans with her.”
 
   “Then we have time?”
 
   She ventured into his reach, taking his perfect hands in hers. She brought one to her lips and kissed his palm. The other hand came to her side.
 
   “We have the rest of eternity together,” he assured her.
 
   Lorelei didn’t resist as he brought her close. She didn’t fight against her own reactions when their lips met in a long, hungry kiss. She gave in completely, surrendering as his free hand tore away the shoulder straps of her dress.
 
   Their kiss deepened with desire that had built up for over a century. Lorelei willingly let his hands and his mouth roam wherever he wanted—as long as she could keep her tail concealed from his sight and out of his reach.
 
   That part wasn’t too hard. Everyone tended to forget about a demon’s tail.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “I didn’t think she’d be up here. It’s too obvious and—uh, Jason?” asked Taylor.
 
   “What?” He grabbed a pillow off the bed and swung it around the hotel suite, going so far as to open the bedroom closet and swing it around inside.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “She can go invisible or whatever and hide people with her,” he explained. “They could both be standing right here or layin’ on the bed and we wouldn’t see ‘em. Maybe if I touch her, I’d notice.”
 
   “Okay, but if they’re really in here, you realize they could step right out of your way and you wouldn’t see ‘em, too, right?”
 
   Jason stopped, sighed, and tossed the pillow back onto the bed. “Shit.”
 
   “No sign of her comin’ through here, either,” announced Drew as he and Wade looked around the suite’s living area. “Nothin’ disturbed, no notes left behind. Nothin’.”
 
   “This was the most obvious place to look,” said Wade. “If’n they didn’t come up here, ah don’t know where t’ look. Lorelei an’ Sammy might’ve left the casino entirely. Could’a drove off by now. Or flown away, f’r all we know.” He turned to look out the suite’s balcony door, but he knew he wouldn’t see anything other than the night sky and the view of the parking lot ten stories below.
 
   “They went somewhere,” Taylor thought out loud as she and Jason stepped back into the living room. “We’re never gonna find ‘em if they left, so let’s hope they’re still here.”
 
   “Yeah, but where’s that lead us?” asked Wade. “We got th’ casino downstairs an’ ten floors of hotel rooms to look through. It ain’t like we got a master key.”
 
   “You think we ought’a go back to the plan?” Drew asked. “Head downstairs and wait to see if Alex and the witches need back-up?”
 
   Wade shrugged. “Maybe. It’s what we came for.”
 
   “I don’t like it,” said Taylor. “If this goes bad, he’s at least with people who can handle magic. Lorelei had us covered on that front, and now she’s gone. Damn it, she knows she’s our only protection from magical stuff. Why would she bail on us like that?”
 
   “She’s not the only protection,” Jason pointed out. “We’ve all got nails at least. You’ve got a good point, though. If things get crazy, she’s the one with all the magical offense. We were just supposed to be extra hands and eyeballs here. She’s the real cavalry. Hell of a time to run off with another guy.”
 
   “Wuz it just me, or did they have some crazy chemistry goin’ on between the two of ‘em?” asked Wade.
 
   “It definitely wasn’t just you,” said Taylor.
 
   “Y’think maybe this is another Agent Booty Call situation?”
 
   “What? No.” Taylor made a face. “She wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “You weren’t there when she did,” Jason reminded her.
 
   “Lorelei ain’t droppin’ us like that for anyone,” said Drew. “C’mon. She loves us. An’ it’s like Jason said, she’s our magic hitter. Only reason she’d bail on us is to protect us from a bigger threat, which is what that Sammael dude sounds like from what you found on your phone. Don’t matter if he’s the hottest guy ever.”
 
   “Okay, we’re still not getting anywhere,” said Taylor. “If they’re not here and they didn’t leave, where would they have gone? You think maybe they went to the meeting?”
 
   “Nah. That looked like a private conversation brewing,” said Wade. “She didn’t plan for that, though.”
 
   “You sure?” Jason wondered. “I mean she’s usually pretty prepared for stuff. She got this room in case someone got hurt or we needed a place to regroup. She thinks ahead.”
 
   “It’s kinda far from the casino floor, though,” Drew considered. “I mean if we just need to get away, any room is as good as another, right? And if someone’s hurt or running from trouble, we wouldn’t want to have to go far. Maybe this ain’t the only room?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t she tell us?” Taylor countered.
 
   Drew shook his head. “I’m not tryin’ to figure everything out. I just wonder where we might find her if she’s still here at all, like you said. If she got a back-up room, it might be downstairs, and I’d want it closer to the action.”
 
   “You wanna go knock on every door?” asked Jason. Drew shrugged, but Jason gave a grim nod. “Yeah, I don’t have any better ideas, either. Maybe if we go look around we’ll get lucky. It’s either that or we go back to the casino and wait for a phone call or a disaster. I don’t like that option, either.” He looked to Wade. “What do you think? Do we split up to cover more ground?”
 
   “No. No splittin’ up the group. Like y’all said, Lorelei’s our real hitter. Without her, the only things we got goin’ for us are safety in numbers and mah…” Wade’s eyes went wide. He slapped the small of his back in sudden alarm. “Oh, son of a bitch.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The hotel offered nicer beds than this. Lorelei had already made better arrangements. Yet neither she nor Sammael cared to go find another room now. They still had clothing to shed and tension to relieve. With their legs intertwined and his shirt spread open so her hands could roam that perfect chest, memories of other such fleeting moments with Sammael came back to her. They’d been together on stiffer beds than this, along with pallets, grass, even a rocky outcropping on a mountainside once. For centuries, all they needed was privacy. Sammael’s body and his touch provided Lorelei with more than enough comfort to make up for any other details.
 
   She attacked him without fear of hurting him, gripping his hair and his wrist to keep him partially pinned against the headboard. Her teeth bit into his lips, but he only smiled at the pain. She kept one leg between his, grinding her hip against the hardened flesh at his groin.
 
   Sammael’s free hand slid down her back, completely bare now except for the straps of her lacy black bra. She didn’t play too hard to get. Each knew what the other wanted. His hand moved over the bunched-up fabric of her dress and around her hips until his fingers could caress her between her legs.
 
   A small whimper escaped her throat. She released his wrist and his scalp, but he held his position anyway, grinning wickedly as he pleasured her with that single hand.
 
   “We’ll have an eternity of this, Lorelei,” he whispered. “You’ll have a crown, and servants, and a palace…and me.”
 
   “You feel so good,” she murmured.
 
   “No more denials?” A crooked grin formed on his lips. “No more mortal nonsense?”
 
   “I had to keep myself amused somehow. This city has been pleasant.”
 
   “It won’t be much longer. Azazel plans to fill the vacuum your angel friend created. As I said, I’m only here because one of his servants let me in on his plans.”
 
   Lorelei hummed disapproval, though the noise quickly turned into something else under Sammael’s touch. “You’re saying he has designs on my city?” she taunted.
 
   “I suppose we could stop him if one of us had the power. At that point, though, we could likely take any mortal city we wanted as our playground.” Those fingers stroked her harder, pressing the increasingly damp fabric between her legs against her flesh. “No more settling. For either of us.”
 
   “Oh. It hasn’t been all that bad,” she pouted.
 
   “You’ve always known how to make do,” Sammael teased. “But I think we know how hard it is to replace the intimacy we share.”
 
   “It’s true.” Lorelei’s eyes meeting his. “Alex needed almost an entire week to get better than you.”
 
   She spared only a heartbeat to savor the look on his face. He didn’t see her pass the gun held in her tail to her hand before she pulled the trigger.
 
   Sammael’s head reeled from the impact of the first bullet against his temple. He couldn’t react before Lorelei rose up on her knees and fired Wade’s pistol again and again. She emptied the Glock’s magazine at a range of mere inches, striking his head and neck with every shot.
 
   Not a single bullet penetrated his skin. Ricochets sparked and crashed through the room, cracking the mirror and snapping wood off the nightstand. One even struck Lorelei on the shoulder, interrupting her assault for a single breath. Sammael rocked and convulsed with each gunshot.
 
   He didn’t bleed.
 
   As soon as the gun clicked with an empty chamber, Lorelei tossed it away. Her skin turned red and her horns, wings, and tail faded into view. Her talons cut into Sammael’s skin where the bullets could not, though even with all her might, she couldn’t dig deep.
 
   None of it surprised her. She concentrated on his neck with her first slashes, but as soon as she had a sense of how tough this would be, she opted for something more decisive. Lorelei seized Sammael’s head with both hands and plunged her taloned thumbs into his eyes.
 
   Though stunned by the power of so many bullets against his skull, Sammael screamed in agony. Lorelei pressed on, tearing into the flesh of his neck behind and under his jaw while her thumbs dug deeply. Blood poured from his wounds as his scream intensified.
 
   His merciless fists slammed into her sides. Sammael pummeled her with blows that would shatter mortal bone, robbing her of the strength she needed to hold on. He grabbed her wrists and forced her off, looking up at her with split, bleeding eyes. “You wretched—!”
 
   Roaring flames from Lorelei’s mouth drowned out whatever he intended to say. Sammael cried out again, thrashing in pain under her fiery breath.
 
   It was enough to break her free. Lorelei fell back onto the foot of the bed, unharmed by the flames but still shaken and wounded. She glanced left and right, having only a split second to decide between escape or a continued assault. The outcome of the latter didn’t look promising. Not if she hadn’t caused him decisive harm already. Lorelei shifted to the left, thinking to go straight through the window—and felt Sammael’s iron grip on her arm.
 
   “Idiot!” he raged, punching her in the jaw with a strength that would have taken the head off the shoulders of a lesser being. A similar blow to her stomach left her crumpled in pain.
 
   Sammael stood on the bed, heedless of the flames that now ignited his clothes. He held her up by her arm, all but dangling her so she might see his broad black angel’s wings and his bloody, angry visage. “You could have had—”
 
   She spat in his face.
 
   Equally shocked and enraged, Sammael threw her across the room. Lorelei crashed through the door, breaking it into pieces as the doorframe held firm. She collapsed in the hallway, dimly aware now of a ringing fire alarm and the shouts of familiar voices.
 
   Sammael approached, wreathed in the flames of his burning clothes. He stopped only a few steps away, looking up at something above and behind her. Hands gripped her and pulled her back. Someone stepped between Lorelei and her foe. She heard a challenge. Bright light flashed in front of Drew’s silhouette. Sammael turned and fled through the burning room while its sprinklers raining water down on the flames.
 
   “Oh my God, are you okay?” Taylor asked as she and Jason dragged her away from the door.
 
   Lorelei’s eyes swept the hallway as she tried to catch her breath. A handful of hotel guests ran out of their rooms as the alarm bells continued, but at this hour, most of the rooms were still unoccupied. They had only a moment to regroup. “Wade,” she coughed. “Your gun is inside, by the doorway.”
 
   “I’ve got it,” Drew said. He emerged from the room holding both the weapon and his own jacket, now soaking wet but still in one piece. Drew put the jacket around her shoulders. “He went through the window without breaking it. Straight through like a fuckin’ ghost.”
 
   “Not a ghost,” Lorelei corrected with ragged breath. “He is an archangel. A corrupt and powerful archangel.”
 
   “Then why’d he run away from us?” asked Wade. He reloaded his pistol with a fresh magazine from inside his jacket.
 
   “He did not run from you. He ran from your angels. We must find the others and escape. This gathering is not what we thought. It is far worse than any of us expected.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Actually, no,” Onyx murmured to Alex. “This is exactly as bad as I expected.”
 
   They leaned together and spoke in low tones, though it wasn’t too tough to speak without disrupting anything. Practitioners at the other tables shouted across the room enough to cover quieter exchanges.
 
   “Are we even gonna get to the point of this thing?” asked Alex. “We came here to talk about specific stuff, right?”
 
   “Oh God, did we? I’ve forgotten already.”
 
   The young man watched the bickering with a frown. Molly remained engaged, along with Hector seated beside her, but Onyx didn’t have much to add and Alex wasn’t supposed to speak at all. Though he tried to keep track of the factions and their arguments, Alex kept most of his attention on Evelyn, still seated at the Light’s table. She seemed to be the only one enjoying this. “If it wasn’t for the demon lady, I’d say we should just bounce,” Alex grumbled.
 
   “Yeah, I hear you,” Onyx agreed. “But we gotta know what’s going on.”
 
   “Tonight is just a power play by Jin and Kate!” asserted Hypatia from across the room. She pointed for effect at the two hosts still standing at the front and center of the arc of tables. “They came up with all this. They carried the ‘invitations’ and chose the time and place.”
 
   “That’s what hosts do, Hypatia,” Kate responded, clearly biting back a more sarcastic reply. “This is no power play. We stated our hopes for this meeting from the beginning. All we want is to agree on some neutral grounds as a first step to assure peace among—”
 
   “A peace established after the Brotherhood was destroyed,” pointed out Archimedes. “Not one that includes them.”
 
   “Them folks were never interested in peace to begin with,” said Hector. “It ain’t just the Brotherhood missin’ here. There ought’a be more loners and little circles, too. Only they all got swallowed up or killed by the same people you’re cryin’ about now.”
 
   “Do you have any proof of that?” asked Archimedes. “More than just isolated incidents? The other circles here faced no such pressure,” he argued, gesturing to the Evergreeners and the Grecians. He turned to Leon and the Light to further his point. “Did you?”
 
   “You’re an idiot,” Leon answered. Archimedes blinked in shock, but Leon ignored it to turn his sneer on the rest of the gathering. “Of course the Brotherhood meant to absorb or crush every other faction in the region. We saw it coming years ago. We tried to warn your queen, Elizabeth, but she wouldn’t listen. She wouldn’t face them.”
 
   “Elizabeth was no queen,” Kate countered.
 
   “But everybody bought all her Kumbaya bullshit,” scoffed another man seated near Leon. He looked younger than most, but wore similarly rugged clothes and the same scowl under his USMC ball cap. “She didn’t want to face the danger. We prepared for it. Did you? Or did she tell you everything would be fine?”
 
   Molly stood from her seat. “You might wanna keep Elizabeth’s name out of your mouth, Aaron. She’s dead and she’s still got more friends here than anyone in your crew.”
 
   Alex felt a hand on his wrist. “One of them cast a spell,” Onyx warned in a hushed tone. “The guy to Leon’s left. Coot. The demon lady’s holding his hand.”
 
   He’d hardly taken his eyes off Evelyn, but now that Onyx pointed it out, Alex saw she was right. Beside Evelyn sat another bearded man in a red ball cap advertising Coot’s Towing and Garage. He was the only one not wearing sunglasses of some sort, and seemed to be sweeping the room with an intense glare.
 
   Aaron asked again, “Were any of you prepared to defend yourselves? Are you now?”
 
   “Oh shit,” Onyx grunted. “It’s a probe. The demon’s empowering the other guy while Aaron there asks the questions.”
 
   “No,” said Coot. “Most of ‘em ain’t prepared at all.”
 
   “Get ready,” Onyx warned, shifting in her seat. “Molly! Trouble!”
 
   Most of the people in the room heard her. They looked around with open worry, apparently unsure how to react. The Evergreeners, the Grecians, even Archimedes and Hypatia seemed glued to their seats.
 
   Others were more decisive. The Light quickly got to their feet. Jin raised one hand. His circle stood from their seats as if they’d rehearsed it, moving all at once to reveal wands, daggers, and other tools of magic all held low but still shown openly. Members of the Light reached into their jackets or behind their backs. Kate’s circle stood, too. Most backed away from the gathering while a couple closed ranks with their spokeswoman.
 
   Alex rose from his seat but stayed low. He tried to keep track of Evelyn while the scene unfolded. In the background beyond the blonde and her rough-looking associates, he saw Sierra silently move in from the other end of the ballroom. She made good use of the other tables and chairs for cover. He didn’t see a weapon, but from her posture, she clearly carried something.
 
   “Your man is mistaken,” said Jin. “Test us, and you will find us quite prepared.”
 
   Leon’s lip rose in another sneer. “I doubt that.”
 
   “We should all reconsider this,” Kate warned. “We all came here to talk. Peacefully.”
 
   “Not everyone did,” said Hector. He stayed in his chair but leaned forward with both hands hidden under the table.
 
   “It’s true,” Evelyn agreed, breaking the silence with quiet words ultimately meant only for her companions. “You didn’t get all dressed up tonight for nothing.”
 
   The standoff held for a moment longer. No one spoke or made any sudden moves. Alex wondered what could possibly dial back the tension. He hoped a few more moments to breathe and think would calm things down.
 
   The sudden, jarring clang and flashing lights of the fire alarms up on the walls ended that hope.
 
   “Bill!” Leon barked over the din. A man beside him in a dark green camouflage coat snapped his arms up high. The overhead lights all across the ballroom shattered in a burst of glass and sparks, plunging the room into shadow.
 
   Alex had one hand on Onyx and the other on the collar of Molly’s leather jacket before the first gunshots erupted. He pulled them both down behind their table as muzzles flashed and people screamed. Lightning, fire, and the intermittent blinking of the fire alarms on the walls cut through the darkness, but the unpredictable strobe effects only made things more confusing.
 
   Things got uglier in seconds. Alex saw people around the other tables fall to the floor as if shot or cut down by all the sorcery flying through the air. As Coot suggested, many of those present either didn’t come prepared for a fight or weren’t the fighting type at all.
 
   Alex thought fast about their situation and the layout of the ballroom. The boom of a shotgun close by drew his attention to Hector, crouched behind an overturned chair with his weapon up and firing. He seemed inclined to stay and fight rather than bail out, and he focused entirely on the Light rather than Alex or his friends. Others engaged with the Light, too. Some even got into close combat, but Alex couldn’t track how that played out.
 
   “We’re between them and the main exit,” he barked over the noise. “Can you hold this spot?”
 
   “I’m already blocking spells,” said Onyx. She had her wand up at an angle toward the ceiling and a strained look on her face. Whatever effect she created or prevented, Alex couldn’t see it.
 
    Molly’s answer came with more visible action. She whipped her wand around over her head while shouting words in Greek. The air swirled around them in a sudden, powerful rush until she pointed her wand directly at someone in the dark mob. With all the inconsistent flashes of light, Alex saw either silhouettes or brief glimpses of color depending on when he blinked, but he caught sight of Molly’s target as her spell blasted a man with a sub-machinegun off his feet.
 
   The shooter fell onto his back near two others who caught Alex’s eye. One of the Light knelt on the floor, waving his arms in circular motions. Evelyn crouched behind him with her hands on his shoulders. Fire trailed in the wake of the man’s hands, creating a large circle in the air that seemed to grow wider as his frenzied gestures continued. Alex couldn’t hear the words he shouted, but the fiery circle came to rest on the floor, seeming to follow a normal path dictated by gravity…and then nothing in the circle obeyed normal physics at all.
 
   The first demon to come through the unnatural hole in the floor rose on broad wings sprouting from his back. His face was taken up mostly by a grin of countless sharp teeth with no lips to cover them. A pair of blades rested in his hands, though the sharp talon at the end of his tail and the claws on his fingertips suggested he didn’t need swords to be deadly. He hovered in the air looking for targets while more monsters emerged.
 
   A stockier demon leaped out of the hole in an arc, his body tucked in tight and his little wings seeming to be for show rather than effect. He landed at the edge and unfolded himself with a roar from his ugly snout. Then Alex saw a red forearm the size of a bathtub hook over the edge of the fiery portal, followed by a second hand of matching enormity.
 
   Gunfire continued. So did flashes of sorcery. Hector’s shotgun boomed as the much bigger demon’s head emerged, sending a burst of sparks across its ugly crimson skull. The monster roared in pain and anger, its skin showing a dozen ugly bloody cuts, but it hardly seemed deterred. A blast of lightning struck its shoulder, seeming to hurt and anger it further, but the thing kept climbing.
 
   “Can you shut that hole or get rid of it somehow?” Alex asked.
 
   Onyx seemed to be casting some sort of spell away from the fight, perhaps to protect one of the other smaller groups staying clear. “I can try, but not if whoever made it keeps holding it open,” she answered. “I’d need to get close, too.”
 
   The flying demon swooped down at its first target. The brawler dove into the scrum. Alex still couldn’t make out much given the flashing lights and the shadows of bodies in combat, but he heard the screams. Grimacing, he reached over his shoulder to draw the gladius hidden behind his back under his jacket. “I’ll see what I can do,” he grunted before leaping over the table.
 
   The fiery outline of the portal at least provided a steady source of light. The big demon made for a frightening obstacle, too. Hector’s shotgun boomed again as Alex rushed in, but thankfully—if Alex could call it that—the monster had pushed itself up now with both hands on the floor. Its head rose high enough that Hector could shoot over Alex without hitting him. It was another headshot, once again inflicting more anger and distraction than harm, but it kept the beast from swatting Alex away.
 
   Alex had never practiced this sort of move. He didn’t have a shield to work with, either. Once at the portal’s edge, Alex spun sideways to reach the side of the demon’s hand. He brought his short sword over his head and down again with as much torque as he could muster. The blade hacked straight through two of the demon’s fingers before bouncing off the hardwood floor. The demon jerked its hand away with a roar of pain, shrinking back slightly down the hole in the floor. Now able to look over the edge, Alex saw a swirl of smoke, ash, and floating embers within. It reminded him too much of the one time he’d been on the other side of such a portal.
 
   The demon looked ready to swat Alex away with its wounded hand, but a shrieking gust of wind cut a nasty gash all along its upper arm. The loud bang of another gunshot and a yelp of pain behind Alex caused him to whirl around. He found a wounded man in hunter’s clothes at his feet. Alex spared only one glance back at Molly, Onyx, and Hector. The latter now held a revolver and seemed intent on providing cover. Grateful for the support, Alex pressed on.
 
   Evelyn and her ally from the Light held their place. The sorcerer concentrated on his work, but the blonde recognized the danger as Alex rounded the circle. Before he could reach the pair, Evelyn yelled something in a language he couldn’t understand. An instant later, he heard a shrill cry from above. The winged demon dove at him with blades extended.
 
   Bullets struck the flyer from some corner Alex couldn’t identify—not Hector’s gun, though he didn’t have time to think about it. The impacts jarred the oncoming demon just enough to give it trouble as it closed in. With only a split-second thought, Alex realized the thing might well expect him to try to roll forward under its dive, so he risked the opposite move: he jumped up into the air and stabbed forward.
 
   He couldn’t get very high, of course. Alex did better at track and field than most other sports, but even a good jump took him only a couple feet off the ground. In this context, that was enough. His enemy expected to connect a heartbeat later rather than sooner. As they collided, Alex plunged his sword into the demon’s ribcage. His foe’s blades swung into empty air behind him. The only harm Alex suffered came from their graceless landing. The demon got the worst of that, too, landing on its back and absorbing most of the impact.
 
   Thrashing to get free of the tangle, Alex yanked his blade out of the demon’s chest and stumbled backward to evade its snapping jaws. He deflected one swing of the enemy’s blades and then another with his sword. He’d done serious harm, but not enough to put the thing down.
 
   Another sharp series of gunshots close by interrupted their fight. He saw the muzzle flashes only a foot or two away from the demon’s head. The enemy jerked and blinked but didn’t fall. Instead, the demon turned its attention to its new attacker. Alex made it pay dearly for giving in to distraction. He stepped in close and stabbed in a downward arc, driving his blade between the demon’s shoulder and its neck. Thankfully, it seemed as vulnerable there as any human. It expired with an awful squawk.
 
   He glanced to the young woman with the smoking pistol on the other side of their conquered foe. “Hand weapons,” he huffed to Sierra. “Gotta fight demons up close—”
 
   She pulled Alex to the floor, saving them both from the swinging arm of the much larger demon still trying to climb out of the portal. “I figured that part out now!” she snapped
 
   Sierra took up one of the flyer’s blades, but Alex had no time to watch her use it. Shooting, screaming, and bursts of magic continued. He thought he heard another howl of wind, hopefully conjured by Molly again. He didn’t look back. Evelyn and her ally were only a few feet away. Alex moved in fast.
 
   As it turned out, the blonde was faster. She swept one hand out at him in an arc. Alex jerked back instinctively, avoiding the spread of small, sharp icicles that flew from her palm. His luck ran out when he got close enough to strike. Something wrapped around his leg—her demon’s tail, he realized—and yanked him off his feet. Evelyn stomped down on his chest, nearly impaling him with the short heel of her shoe but for the bad angle as he twisted in an effort to rise again.
 
   Sierra came to his rescue before Evelyn could do worse harm. Her newly-acquired demonic blade caught the blonde on the arm and sent her staggering. Then she pivoted and swung upward to catch the huge demonic hand coming at her from above, carving a nasty gouge across its palm. Blood rained down on Alex and Sierra, scalding them both like boiling water, but once again the big demon yanked its hand back.
 
   Alex tugged his leg to one side and brought his sword down hard on Evelyn’s tail. He didn’t cut through completely, but the blonde pulled it away with a cry of anger and pain. As much as he wanted to press the advantage, he quickly noticed bigger problems. The heads and arms of more demons emerged from the smoky hole in the floor. One or two others climbed up the body of the big monster still half in and half out of the portal.
 
   The conjurer of the portal remained on his knees nearby. Fire spread from his palms as if feeding the breach with energy. White light flashed around him as a bullet ricocheted off of some invisible barrier. Alex scrambled to his feet once more, ducking low to evade further trouble while he closed in.
 
   The few steps between them gave Alex a chance to think fast. Apparently bullets didn’t phase the guy’s defenses. It seemed a reasonable guess that magic wouldn’t, either, since by now someone must have thrown some spell or another at him in all this mess. Alex opted for an attack that probably hadn’t been tried yet. Rather than leading with his sword, he brought his foot up in a snap kick that connected squarely with the sorcerer’s shoulder.
 
   Knocked off of his knees, the man stumbled back on his hip. He reached for something in his jacket, his hands no longer wreathed in flame. Alex stabbed downward with his sword, but as before a dim white light flashed around him and the sword bounced away. Then the man’s hand emerged from his jacket once more, now clutching a pistol.
 
   Alex swung a low kick that connected with the man’s groin. It bought him a chance to grab and pull, but he didn’t want to drop his sword to wrestle for the gun. His eyes fell on the fiery ring only a couple of steps away. With a forceful pull, Alex spun his foe around and delivered another snap kick to the stomach. The impact sent his opponent stumbling into the portal.
 
   He wasn’t surprised at the sorcerer’s howl of terror. The reactions of the other demons was another thing entirely. Several of them promptly dove back in after the falling man with hunger in their eyes.
 
   In another heartbeat, the portal contracted. The biggest demon roared in agony as the ring of fire cut deeply into its torso. It pulled back from the portal’s edge, clutching its chest while the other demons scrambled to jump free in a sudden panic.
 
   A loud, steady, chanting voice drew near. Onyx rushed forward, both hands raised and empty as she slowly brought them together. Molly and Hector came with her, watching either side to offer protection as she concentrated on her work. Onyx strained against some invisible force, fighting to close her palms together with a sharp clap.
 
   In a sudden rush, the fiery circle shrank into nothing. It cut straight through the big demon’s torso along the way. The monster’s bisected remains quickly caught fire.
 
   Fighting continued, but with the steady firelight of the burning demon, Alex saw a decisive shift. Sierra engaged the last demon in sight, pushing it back with the blade she’d claimed form the flyer. Bodies strewn around the floor suggested others hadn’t put up such an effective fight. Jin staggered away from the match with one hand over his bloodied hip. Sparks from ricochets flashed off of the air around Jin and others near him, suggesting he still maintained some sort of magical shield.
 
   Alex crossed half the distance to Sierra and the remaining demon, but it turned out she didn’t need much help. The distraction he caused simply by presenting another threat was enough. Sierra dropped low and swept the demon’s legs out from under him with a hard kick. She didn’t wield the blade in her hand with expertise, but she clearly knew how to fight. She ran the monster through with an ugly but decisive swing before it could rise again. Alex never landed a single hit.
 
   He looked for other problems. Most of the Light had pulled away from the center of the ballroom while he’d been preoccupied with all the demons. Jin’s work in providing shields from spells and bullets seemed to benefit Alex as much as anyone else.
 
   “Leon!” Aaron shouted from further away. He helped Evelyn stay on her feet with one arm around her shoulders, keeping his wand ready with his other hand. The blonde still looked fully human. “Evelyn’s hurt!”
 
   “Shit,” Leon fumed. He remained engaged, having taken cover behind an overturned table with a wand in one hand and a sub-machinegun in the other. “Pull back! Everyone, pull back! Out the emergency exit! Go!”
 
   “Wait!” Evelyn protested, though Aaron was already half-carrying her out. “We’re not done yet! Not until we get—”
 
   “Go! Now!” ordered Leon. He followed his own commands, throwing out a final wave of fire from his wand in a broad arc before he turned and ran. Two more his comrades held the door on the far end of the room. Rather than opening out into a hallway or another of the casino’s rooms, greenery and the open night air waited on the other side.
 
   Alex spared only two seconds for another look around the room. He spotted Kate behind one table, casting a spell through her wand at the retreating enemy despite a bloody wound on the side of her head. Jin and a couple of his guys fought on, too, though they plainly weren’t in any shape to pursue. Archimedes and Hypatia huddled behind another overturned table with no apparent interest in fighting. The rest of the gathering was either laid out or similarly hidden behind cover.
 
   He looked to Molly and Onyx with a wordless question before he moved, but the pair were already on the case with raised wands and chants on their lips. Alex rushed to the door. He didn’t have to deal with the pair of sorcerers left behind as a rear guard. Before he reached the exit, one enemy stumbled over, clutching her head with a shriek of pain. A blast of concentrated air hurled the other one out the doorway.
 
   Sierra ran for the same door at full tilt. Alex kept going. At least he wouldn’t be alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight:
Priorities
 
    
 
   Sammael made it as high as the rooftop before they caught him. Even up here, they heard the hotel’s blaring fire alarm and cries of fear and stress from down below. By contrast, the mortals streaming out of the building would know nothing of the struggle up above.
 
   Guardian angels were no match for him in raw power. That Marvin and Jon would challenge and pursue demonstrated their courage, but the guardians of Lorelei’s little friends weren’t an exceptional threat as long as Sammael took them seriously. Their only advantage came from the damage Lorelei had already done, and even that came only through treachery. He didn’t know whether to be angrier at himself or at her.
 
   Marvin’s flaming sword burned painfully, though Sammael caught only the very tip against his forearm. The blade flickered like a candle nearly blown out by wind as it passed through Sammael’s wrist. He grabbed Marvin’s hair and twisted hard, forcefully opening the guardian up for a punishing blow to the chest from Sammael’s other hand. Despite the pain, Marvin caught the attacking wrist to provide an opening for the other guardian.
 
   The fallen angel recognized the danger in time to react. He ducked under Jon’s sword as it came for his head, still with Marvin in his grip. Then he swung Marvin up into the other guardian to knock them both back. Sammael’s fair skin contrasted sharply against the rich brown tones of his two opponents, but the chalk white color of their wings struck an even greater difference against the jet black hue of his own. He hardly noticed it himself. He could still see despite the hideous state of his eyes, though not well. What got to Sammael was the halos. The bright light surrounding Jon and Marvin’s heads created an aggravating, insulting glare.
 
   Sammael pressed the advantage with a vicious backfist against Jon’s face. He seized his foe by the arm, cruelly twisting the limb around. “Your boys will never know the debt they owe for your sacrifice,” Sammael hissed at the back of Jon’s head as the guardian struggled to break free. “Then again, they may not last long without you.”
 
   He brought back his left fist to strike again, but cried out as searing pain stabbed through his right forearm. Sammael released Jon, staggering back to avoid a follow-up swing of his new opponent’s fiery blade. Had it slashed through his arm rather than thrusting straight in, he might have lost the limb entirely. “Daniel!” he taunted with a broad, bitter grin. “What a surprise! I didn’t expect you up here!”
 
   “Kiss my ass,” Daniel growled, swinging again but still coming up empty.
 
   “A few thousand years late to ask for reciprocity, aren’t you?” Sammael gave more ground only to notice an odd glance in his new opponent’s eye. Sammael dove to the side, evading yet another burning blade that nearly came down through his shoulder and midsection.
 
   “Oh hello, Julia,” Sammael laughed. “You almost had me there. Blame Daniel for that one. Nothing wrong with your stealth, but he needs to work on his subtlety.”
 
   “Shut up and fight, bastard,” replied the dark-haired angel now at Daniel’s side. “Nothing you have to say matters.”
 
   “I’m not sure that’s true,” said Sammael, shaking off the pain in his arm. He could still use it despite the terrible burn. “There’s so much we could talk out if you had the courage to listen. It’s never too late to be enlightened.”
 
   “Tell someone who cares.” Julia rushed in with her blade up and Daniel close at her side.
 
   Sammael only evaded long enough to take in a quick breath, then released it in a broad blast of frost across both angels. Daniel and Julia cried out, staggering to either side to escape the torrent of supernaturally frigid air and ice that left them weakened and hurt. Sammael sent Daniel sprawling away with a kick in the stomach before turning to Julia once more. “It still amazes me how you people call me a ‘sellout’ but forget what that actually bought for me,” he said. “You’re not the first to fall for that trick. How was that a surprise? Don’t you people talk amongst yourselves?”
 
   He grabbed a fistful of Julia’s hair to yank her halfway up to her feet. He didn’t expect the sudden punch to his groin or the power she could put behind it even after suffering the agony of his frigid breath. Sammael released her as he staggered back. The angel fell to her hands and knees, clearly drained despite her show of force. “Right, then,” said Sammael. “Perhaps I underestimated you. It won’t happen again.”
 
   “Fuck yourself,” huffed Julia.
 
   Sammael blinked, looking from Julia to Daniel and back again. “How did you all fall into such coarse language?” he asked.
 
   Then he noticed the bright light behind him. Another angel stepped onto the rooftop, sword in hand…only this sword bore the bright white pommel of dominion over the city and its surroundings. “Still need an answer for your fuckin’ question, shitstain?” Rachel replied. Marvin and Jon fell in behind her, battered but still ready to fight.
 
   “Of course. How silly of me to ask.” He tilted his head curiously. “You look well, Rachel.”
 
   “Your face looks like a brutalized asshole after a kink session gone too far. Y’know, I tried to find you before you ran into Lorelei out of the goodness of my heart. Looks like I was too late.”
 
   His lips spread into a bitter smile. “So she talks about me?”
 
   “Not really,” said Rachel, shaking her head. “I know your type, is all. But to answer your other question: Yes. We all still talk.”
 
   Light rose all around them, chasing away every shadow. Angels floated up over the rooftop’s edge, encircling the building with burning blades drawn and ready.
 
   Sammael let out a small laugh. “I’d have thought you would be more confident after defeating Baal. Are you so worried that you’ll need all this help against me?”
 
   “No, dickhead. They’re here ‘cause I don’t care who takes you out as long as you go down. You’re too fucked up to get away and you’re not going through us all. Give up now and you’ll at least save yourself an ass-beating before we take you in for judgment. Either way you’re done.”
 
   Surrounded and wounded, partly blinded and with his head still throbbing from one gunshot after another, Sammael reached out to call upon his sword. The weapon grew in his hand to match Rachel’s in size and style, but not in grandeur. Where she and the other angels wielded swords made of pure flame and light, Sammael’s grew as a blade of ice.
 
   His eyes narrowed as he faced the mob of angels—and then he grinned at the boom of gunfire and explosions from below and the ensuing screams of panicked mortals. All around him, distracted angels looked over the rooftop’s edge. “So how high do I rank on your list of priorities?” he asked.
 
   “Shit. Take care of your charges!” Rachel shouted, releasing her allies to higher duties as she charged in against Sammael.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Sierra rolled into a somersault as she passed through the doorway. The move saved her from a blast of fire from outside. Alex saw the flames scatter against the open door, leaving behind an unnerving burn. Sierra pushed herself to her feet to give chase, staying a few steps ahead of him the whole way. Molly and Onyx wouldn’t be far behind.
 
   The fire alarm kept going out here, though with all the gunfire inside his ears felt so stuffed the bells hardly made any difference. A low line of bushes separated the long sidewalk from the driveway. Alex didn’t know the full layout of the casino before coming in. At least two of the old soldiers he used to be cursed at his stupidity. He could’ve looked this up. He could’ve checked the place out at any point over the four days between hearing about this caper and showing up. Now here he was, chasing off after a stranger in pursuit of bad guys he’d never met in a conflict he didn’t understand, all in an environment he didn’t know.
 
   That much at least felt familiar. Only the magic and the demons made it weird.
 
   Sierra slowed down as she came to the corner of the building, hugging close to the concrete wall with that black demonic blade still in her hand. Alex looked back as he caught up with her. The witches weren’t through the door yet. He opened his mouth to say something, wanting to at least coordinate with Sierra, but she didn’t wait. She rolled out into the driveway.
 
   Naturally, her move set off a hail of gunfire. Bullets ricocheted against the pavement, chasing her further away from the corner than she wanted to go. Screams came from around that corner, too—many screams, distant and not. “Aw shit,” Alex grunted. The casino and hotel’s main entrance probably weren’t far. A whole lot of anxious people would be out there, already sent fleeing the building by the fire alarm. Now they’d be terrified by crazy people with guns.
 
   “Go! Go!” someone yelled around the corner. “We’ll take her out, just go!” He heard the squeal of tires, but also more gunfire. Sierra was now behind the low hedge along the other side of the driveway and out of sight. The enemy fired at a target they couldn’t see. Alex switched his sword over to his left hand, pulled out his .45 with the right, and crouched low to look around the corner.
 
   The enemy congregated in and around a large pickup truck blocking the driveway entrance. Alex saw bright lights, fountains, and greenery, but thankfully no normal people nearby—just the lunatics with guns and wands. The one pouring out all the gunfire stood in the pickup’s flatbed like a moron, looking down the barrel of his tricked-out, expensive assault rifle as if he meant to actually aim rather than blasting away with more adrenaline than brains.
 
   Alex didn’t think twice. His partner, chosen or not, needed a break in the gunfire. He aimed his .45 and fired two shots. The shooter jerked and fell back into the flatbed.
 
   “There!” another shooter yelled. Alex meant to shift his aim to whoever was in the driver’s seat, but a dazzling flash of light threw off his aim. He pulled back around the corner to take cover, wondering if that was magic or just high-beams. Though he wasn’t blinded, he couldn’t shoot accurately through that. Exposing himself to shoot wildly seemed stupid.
 
   “Is it the one Evelyn wanted?” someone else shouted.
 
   “Yeah, go get ‘im!” Tires squealed again, this time closer than before, clearly fitting the position of the pickup around the corner.
 
   Fuck no, Alex decided, I am not getting fucking kidnapped again. He slipped back farther from the corner, wanting to wave Onyx and Molly off before they reached him. The witches were only another twenty yards back, already calling out to him.
 
   Green, glowing smoke burst from thin air between Alex and his friends. Suddenly the asshole in the Marine ball cap stood in front of him with one hand clenched in a fist and the other holding his wand. With Aaron so close, Alex didn’t try for his gun. He swung low with his blade, but jerked back involuntarily as the intense, rapid throb of an electric shock overcame him before the weapon could connect.
 
   The sorcerer blurted something in a language Alex didn’t know and gestured at him quickly, opening his fist to release a cloud of sand.
 
   Onyx saw the danger a split second before anyone else. She had her wand up and ready as the smoke erupted and Aaron stepped out. The spell was already on her lips before her target had his own magic at work. It hardly took more than two words. She’d used the same technique on the morons who’d held the door a moment ago.
 
   She imagined herself reaching out to grab Aaron’s mind by force of will, targeting the swirling colors that made up his spiritual aura—and lost it with a gasp when Alex vanished in a cloud of sand and dust. “Alex!” she shouted.
 
   Headlights flashed along the driveway. Molly flung an angry blast of concentrated wind at Aaron, sending him staggering to his knees before the pickup truck neared. Onyx recognized the danger immediately, pulling Molly down before a barrage of gunfire burst from the pickup’s window. Defensive spells could ward off gunfire, but nothing was ever guaranteed; no magical protection worked as well as simply not being in the path of a bullet. Masonry burst over their heads as shots struck the concrete.
 
   The pickup roared past rather than staying to finish them off. When Onyx looked up again, only a second later, she saw Sierra standing not far away, firing a pistol at the retreating vehicle until it turned the next corner. She didn’t see Aaron. More importantly, she didn’t see Alex.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Rachel drove Sammael back on the rooftop, forcing him to parry blow after blow, but she hadn’t gotten through his defenses yet. Even with his eyes half gouged out and all his other wounds, Sammael was more dangerous than anyone Rachel had ever fought. She kept her cool, looked for gaps to exploit, and watched for traps—no matter how much she wanted to burn away that fucking grin on his arrogant fucking face.
 
   “You should be flattered,” he said, ducking sideways to avoid another swing. He countered with a jab of his empty hand. Rachel stepped back and shook off the blow before he could follow up with his blade, dodging a wide, rapid slash that would have ended everything. “I don’t draw my sword these days for just anyone.”
 
   Then he stepped backward and swung his blade around past his own hip as if bringing it into a sheathe that wasn’t there. Behind him, Daniel screamed in pain, run through in the stomach before he could land his attack at Sammael’s back. The fallen angel jerked his sword free to hold off Rachel’s renewed offense as Marvin rushed to Daniel’s aid. “Literal backstabbing now?” Sammael taunted. “Heaven fights dirty these days.”
 
   He came in with a high swing. Rachel met it with her blade and finally had his timing right. She planted her foot in his crotch before he could spin out of the way, sending him staggering back with a groan. “All fights are dirty, shitheel,” she snapped.
 
   Sammael stepped back again, holding up his empty left hand as he said, “Well, actually—”
 
   Rachel’s burning sword cut through his hand between his middle and ring fingers. “No mansplaining!” she shouted.
 
   The follow-up kick to his jaw sent Sammael stumbling away. He turned into his backward momentum, wanting to put more distance between himself and Rachel, but found Julia in his path. Though he sidestepped in time to save himself from her blade, she still caught part of his wing as he passed, searing his black feathers and further complicating his hopes of escape. Sammael spun again, swinging wildly. Like Julia, he only managed a glancing blow, but his blade found her chest where hers had struck only his wing. Grievously wounded, Julia screamed and fell out of the fight.
 
   He spun around again near the edge of the rooftop, meeting Rachel’s next attack with a parry and riposte. “Two more of you here—yes,” Sammael seethed. Jon and Marvin returned to the fight. Their foe glanced down at the parking lot below, where mortals still rushed around in a panic and angels tried to guide them out of danger and prevent tragic accidents. That wouldn’t last much longer. The mortals would get themselves sorted, the angels would return to the fight, and Sammael would have little hope of escape. He needed to get out. Now.
 
   Rachel’s blade came in again. Sammael stepped into her swing, both blades meeting low near their crossguards. Though taller and broader than Rachel, size hardly meant any advantage at all between angels. She was stronger than any of the guardians. He felt that strength as she pushed him back. Yet while Rachel was invested with the power of dominion, Sammael still enjoyed all the might of his grand origins. He shoved her back with a growl, giving himself exactly half a breath of space to do what he needed.
 
   As Marvin and Jon closed in, Sammael brought his sword down hard on the concrete. The icy blade shattered with a thunderous crash no mortal could hear and an explosion of frozen shards only angels could see.
 
   The blast sent all three of Sammael’s foes off their feet. Rachel tumbled until she landed on her face, nearly going over the edge of the rooftop at its corner. Her whole body hurt from head to toe. Above and beyond that pain, she felt the sting of shrapnel at points all across her limbs, stomach, chest, and even her face.
 
   Grunting, Rachel picked her head up off the concrete to find her opponent. He knelt on the rooftop, breathing heavily, holding only the grip of a shattered blade that would doubtlessly reform in time. She doubted the explosion had hurt him, but such a move required the expenditure of great power. He was already hurt, too. Marvin, Jon, and the others might be out of the fight, but she could still hold him here.
 
   She took in a deep breath and pushed herself to her hands and knees. She could suck it up. She couldn’t give up now.
 
   “Alex!” someone shouted amid gunfire and a roaring engine down below.
 
   Rachel looked over the side. She saw Molly and Onyx on the sidewalk. That young woman from the meeting shot at a retreating pickup. The shimmering aftereffects of magic lingered near the witches. She didn’t see Alex.
 
   For the first time tonight, fear gripped her heart—real fear, not the alarm of finding Sammael here or concern for her friends. Rachel looked back to her enemy in time to see him leap into the air, flying away as fast as he could while his opponents were all down.
 
   He was wounded. Hurt specifically in one wing. She could give chase, alone, but…
 
   Rachel slipped over the side of the rooftop. She didn’t bother to slow her descent with her wings, coming down in front of Molly and Onyx with all the sudden force anyone else would gain after falling twelve stories.
 
   She didn’t consciously decide whether or not to let them see her. She only thought about it when the witches jumped back in surprise. The angel rose from a crouch meant to absorb the impact of her landing. She focused entirely on the lingering magic in front of her.
 
   “Holy shit!” Molly blurted. “Where did—oh my god, are you okay?”
 
   “What happened?” Rachel asked. She didn’t need to put Molly’s question to the witches. She could see they were both worried, but unhurt. Other answers came to her as she looked at the pair of women, too. Fleeting images and truths always accompanied the visage of any mortal, though never with complete clarity and usually without much context. She could read their health and matters of the heart as easily as she saw faces or clothes. That didn’t tell the whole story. “He got hit with a spell?” Rachel asked. “You don’t know what kind?”
 
   Onyx shook her head. “I’ve never seen it. The guy who cast it came out of nowhere and then disappeared as soon as Alex was gone.” She looked down at the spot where the two men had both disappeared. “He didn’t…there’s nothing left here. Nothing left of him at all!”
 
   “He’s not dead,” said Rachel, looking around at their surroundings. “If he was dead, I’d feel it. I think. I’d have to feel something. We’re bound by magic.”
 
   “And you can’t see him through clairvoyance like you used to, right?” asked Onyx. “Like when we first met?”
 
   “No. My role changed. We’re not connected like that anymore.”
 
   “Hey,” said another voice. Rachel looked up to see the dark-haired young woman with the gun approach warily. “Who is—who the hell is she?” Sierra asked, turning her wide eyes to the two witches.
 
   “Not the time, Sierra,” grunted Rachel. “Molly, I smell demon bullshit here. It’s faint, but it’s there. The blonde woman, Evelyn, was she part of all this?”
 
   “Yeah,” answered Molly. “They summoned up some demons inside. I think she helped that happen. She worked with the guy who did it or empowered him somehow.”
 
   “She did,” Rachel confirmed, seeing the scene in her mind as Molly spoke. “That sort of shit isn’t possible without help. Not on that scale. Not without preparation. She was channeling power into their summoner. It gave her people on the other side something to home in on, too. And she could’ve had a hand in whatever happened to Alex.”
 
   “How do you know who I am?” Sierra murmured, blinking in shock. Everyone ignored her.
 
   “Oh shit,” Onyx realized. “What if I didn’t spot Aaron until he appeared because he wasn’t there in the first place? What if he teleported?” She looked from Molly to Rachel and explained, “Normally that doesn’t really work on mortals. It worked on you that one time ‘cause you aren’t fully part of this world. That was a summoning, not a teleportation. You don’t work like the rest of us. Magic works differently on…wait!” Onyx reached into her frock coat, pulling out a small flask from an interior pocket. “I’ve got an idea.” She opened the flask and tipped the lid over on her fingertips, wetting them as she murmured words in Greek.
 
   Molly let her work. “It shouldn’t have worked on Alex, either,” she thought out loud. “He had a nail. He kept a nail in his pocket to protect from magic, remember? Even a spell like that should’ve been disrupted or something.”
 
   “How?” Rachel asked. “What would happen?”
 
   “I don’t know. It throws things off, but it doesn’t block magic completely. Like practicing on a gymnastics mat. It’ll blunt the fall, but you’re still gonna feel it when you land.”
 
   “Hey, he isn’t layin’ half here and half somewhere else,” Sierra pointed out, gesturing to the empty grass. “Wherever he is, they got all or nothin’ of him.”
 
   The two women looked at Sierra with wide eyes and disturbed faces. “Ugh!” Molly grunted as the angel said, “Thanks for that image!”
 
   “Rachel, look at me,” said Onyx. “Hold still and close your eyes.” She reached up with her flask and her fingers, pouring the water out again and brushing it against the angel’s eyelids. “Think about Alex. Like you said, you can’t see him like you used to, but you’re still bound. Think about that connection and then open your eyes.”
 
   The angel following instructions. She thought more about feelings and sensations than images. Given her duties, she didn’t spend as much time with either of her lovers as she wanted, yet she could always feel Alex out there. It came to her mostly through sensations of pleasure, as intended by the perverse architect of the ritual binding them together. The ritual hadn’t been built with love in mind, though, let alone designed for a benevolent soul like Alex. Love and understanding soon led Rachel to enjoy every minute of that bond...which, she realized as she opened her eyes, she could now see.
 
   A shimmering thread of light enveloped her, similar to the faint glow of magic at the point of Alex’s disappearance. She looked at the threads wrapped around her, and followed the trail, but it led only a few feet ahead of her before the threads sank straight into the ground. “Oh, shit,” she breathed. Rachel ran a few steps to one side and saw how the direction of the threads hardly changed. She felt something different, too: the pull of distance. Great distance.
 
   “Aw for fuck’s sake,” Rachel fumed. “You gotta be shitting me!”
 
   “What?” asked Onyx. “Did it work? Do you know where he is?”
 
   “I’ve got an idea, but I’ve gotta go. Now!”
 
   Molly, Onyx, and Sierra watched Rachel shoot straight up into the air, carried halfway up the height of the hotel by a single jump and then the rest of the way with one beat of her wings. They barely heard her voice as she shouted, “Marvin! You’re in charge!” and threw her flaming sword onto the rooftop.
 
   Her wings beat again as she changed direction, flying off into the night. She faded from sight even faster than distance would have suggested. In the space of a single breath, she was gone.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Escape from the second floor proved easy enough. Most people were still out for the night. The path was largely clear. Then they came to the casino floor and found pandemonium.
 
   People ran this way and that. A packed showroom emptied out right in front of the stairwell, blocking the path for several seconds. It took no time to realize this was more than an evacuation for a fire alarm. Something well and beyond a blaring siren had everyone scared.
 
   “Folks! Folks, I need you to head this way,” said an usher in a tuxedo shirt and bowtie as they tried to wait out the rush.
 
   “We’ll move out,” Wade assured him. “We gotta go across the floor first.”
 
   “Sir, I can’t let anyone go anywhere but out right now,” the usher pressed.
 
   “Wade,” Lorelei spoke up. “Allow me.” She stood behind him and Drew, leaning on Jason’s shoulder with Taylor close by in case she needed more support. She’d made it all the way to the stairs before accepting that she’d need help to walk, but here she could muster the strength for a few steps on her own.
 
   “M-Miss, are you hurt?” the usher stammered. Even under the pressure of his duties and whatever fears he now carried, he had to do a double-take. Underneath the borrowed coat over her shoulders, her dress was in tatters. Her legs were covered in soot.
 
   “I’ll be fine if you’ll let us pass,” she said, reaching out to grip his arm. Her eyes stared into his. She managed a slight smile. “Please.”
 
   “Miss, there’s word of a shooter in the casino and a fire, too. This isn’t a drill. You want me to come with you?”
 
   “No. We’ll be fine. See to your responsibilities, please. Thank you.” She looked back to her friends. Jason stepped up to offer his shoulder again while Taylor took her other side once more. Drew and Wade returned to the lead.
 
   “I still don’t understand how people buckle for you like that,” said Jason.
 
   “Tricks of desire and persuasion,” Lorelei explained. “If it makes you feel any better, mortal minds become resistant to such influence with repeated exposure. It is not unlike building an immunity to drugs or disease. The mind grows harder to twist over time, not easier.”
 
   “Crazy,” Jason replied. They paused as Drew and Wade cleared a couple of bewildered drunks from the bar out of their path. “Wait. Have you ever messed with our heads?”
 
   “Only a little,” she admitted. “You’re stronger for it.”
 
   “Uh. Thanks?”
 
   Wade picked up his pace, trotting ahead and ready to pull his weapon again as he looked out over a last bank of slot machines. Then he motioned for the others to catch up. “There ain’t nobody blockin’ the ballroom like before,” he said. “Just the rope line.”
 
   “Is that a good sign or bad?” asked Drew.
 
   “Bad,” said Lorelei. “I smell the scent of the Pit.”
 
   The fire alarm cut out as she spoke, though other sirens continued to wail farther back along the floor. Drew tilted his head curiously. “Why’d they only shut off part of it?”
 
   “I dunno, but I don’t hear nothin’ from up there,” said Wade, nodding toward the ballroom.
 
   “The true masters of this place are in that direction,” noted Lorelei. “They need not obey the same rules as the workers and guests. My friends, this may still—”
 
   “We’re going in with you,” said Taylor. “Unless you plan on twisting everyone’s will here?”
 
   She shook her head. “I do not. Thank you. Let’s go.”
 
   Once again, Wade took the lead as they approached the open ballroom doors. Rather than fighting, they heard voices ranging from fright to anger inside. Someone wailed with grief. Others shouted for help.
 
   “This one’s still alive! I need help over here!”
 
   “…thought we were all going to die! What were those things?”
 
   “You told us this would be safe! You promised security!”
 
   “Oh god, what are we going to do?”
 
   “Say as little as possible,” Lorelei warned. “Our only friends here are those who’ve shed blood at our side. Everyone else is a potential enemy.”
 
   The scene in the ballroom shocked most of her companions. Bodies were strewn around the floor along with broken and overturned tables and chairs. A lifeless, monstrous figure apparently made of charcoal rose near the center of the room, comprised only of a head, shoulders and one arm reaching up from the floor. Light shone not from overhead lamps but rather a handful of brightly glowing orbs floating in the air.
 
   “Oh my god,” Drew breathed. “What the fuck…? This is crazy!”
 
   Taylor covered her mouth with her hands. “I can’t believe this.”
 
   Blood marred the floor and the tablecloths all across the ballroom. Here and there, people knelt over the fallen. Some provided aid. Some wept. A few bodies laid entirely alone. Those who remained standing focused mostly on caring for the wounded. A handful of others argued.
 
   “We could have all died, Oakwood,” a man with a beard and no mustache yelled at a dark-haired woman in a bloodied and torn suit. “Why weren’t you prepared for this?”
 
   “Tell me how to prepare for something like this,” the woman snapped. “Tell me how I should have seen this coming. Wait, you know what, Archimedes? Don’t. Don’t tell me anything at all. You and your wife are fine. Why don’t you just go?” she suggested, pointing to the door.
 
   As she did, a couple of others in the ballroom looked up and saw the newcomers. “Kate,” spoke up an older man. Another man, also wearing a suit, stood up from his work with one of the fallen to face the entrance. He didn’t bother hiding the pistol in his hand.
 
   “You can’t be in here,” someone else called, stepping forward with his hands up. “You need to evacuate—”
 
   “It’s a little late for that,” said Kate. “I’ll handle it.”
 
   “Where are Molly and Onyx?” Lorelei asked in a loud, clear tone. Only the grieving and the healers ignored her. Everyone else looked up at her voice.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Kate answered, stepping forward along with the man with the gun. “I have to ask who you are first.”
 
   “You’re Kate Oakwood? And you’re Jin?” Lorelei replied, looking from one to the other.
 
   “Yes,” Jin answered. “Again, who are you?”
 
   “Lorelei!” someone called from across the ballroom. Onyx and Molly came in from the far emergency exit, quickly picking up their pace at the sight of their friends.
 
   “Kate, they’re with us. We’ve got it,” Molly explained.
 
   Another woman came with them, tilting her head curiously as she recognized at least one of the others. “Drew?” she asked.
 
   The young man’s jaw dropped. “What the hell?”
 
   “You know her?” Wade murmured, nodding toward the stranger.
 
   “Yeah,” he answered. “Been at the same kung fu studio for a while. Why’s she here?”
 
   “Lorelei is with us,” Molly assured Kate and Jin as they came over. “They’re all with us.”
 
   “Are you both alright?” Lorelei asked.
 
   “Yeah, we’re…oh God,” Onyx gasped, looking around the scene under clear lighting for the first time. “I didn’t realize it was this bad.”
 
   “Onyx,” Lorelei said again, walking forward to take her hand despite her injuries. “You are unhurt? Where is Alex?”
 
   The younger woman swallowed hard. “We don’t know. He’s gone.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine:
Someone Else’s War
 
    
 
   Alex nearly choked with his first breath. He smelled smoke, but beneath that he smelled musty, rancid, old air. The source of the smell wasn’t readily apparent. His eyes opened to complete darkness. He found himself on his back atop a shifting bed of debris. It felt like a mix of cardboard, metal, and who knew what. His ears still rang from the usual side effects of indoor gunfire.
 
   Am I waking up? he wondered. Was I ever asleep? God damn it, I am not getting kidnapped again! The thoughts came in a rush. He sat up and hit his head on something hard and flat overhead—which gave slightly with a low, metallic noise. It didn’t hurt much given his level of adrenaline. He realized he still had his hands full with his sword and pistol. That proved nothing, of course. Whoever put me in here could’ve unloaded my gun and given it back just to be a dick, but it feels normal. Sword feels okay, too. Alex turned it a little to test it out. Once again he heard that metallic bang as it hit something to his side.
 
   The sound felt familiar. Ordinary. Am I in a dumpster? Sure smells like it.
 
   I’m still amped up. Breathing hard. Feels like it was only a second ago that jackass in the Marine cap hit me with that spell. There was a flash of light, weirdness in my head and my gut, and now…? Shit. I can’t even tell if I blacked out or not. I’m not dreaming, though. Definitely awake.
 
   Despite the ringing in his ears, he could hear his own movements and the shuffling of trash or whatever the hell he sat on. He also thought he heard the whistling sound of strong winds all around. He concentrated a little more, noticing the absence of rustling leaves he’d come to associate with windstorms growing up in Seattle.
 
   Then he heard low, guttural noises creeping around his space in the darkness. Wherever he was, the walls were very thin. Something moved just outside. It let out a rasping noise of excitement and rushed to a sudden stop. Then…Is that an animal eating something?
 
   Alex held still. How much am I missing ‘cause my ears are still ringing? Noisy eater, whatever the hell it is…or whoever, he considered. Shit, if I move at all I might knock something around on this pile and make noise.
 
   A chorus of distant screams changed his mind about all that. Most of them sounded like the shouts of men protesting something horrible. The one that rose above the others conveyed awful pain and quickly died off. Alex twitched slightly, but it was enough: something in his unstable space in the darkness banged loudly against something else. The chewing noises outside stopped.
 
   He winced. That’s what I was afraid of.
 
   A booming male voice from further away spoke in angry words, but Alex had no chance to track whatever the man said.
 
   Everything happened at once: a raspy rush of breath, the rapid grind of metal, darkness broken by muted daylight as human hands pushed open the lid to the dumpster. Alex saw black smoke up above, blotting out the sky, while right in front of him loomed an ugly, gruesome face. He saw glowing red eyes and a bearded, bloody mouth. He saw black sleeves and some sort of loosened black head wrap. He saw an open head wound under the tear in that wrap, too, and a big piece of shrapnel protruding from the man’s cheek.
 
   The wounded man shoved the dumpster lid up, sending it flying back around on its hinges. His bloody, scraggly hands reached inside. The glowing eyes and debilitating if not fatal wounds made the next decision easy for Alex. Training and instincts took over. Alex didn’t try reasoning with the stranger. He stabbed his sword straight up into his attacker’s neck.
 
   That stopped the assault. Suddenly Alex was holding the guy up. Those eyes still glowed, but the arms went limp. With his sword embedded in the man’s throat, Alex realized he’d probably cut everything necessary to keep the body moving. He yanked the weapon back quickly to keep the weight of the corpse from snapping the blade in half. The bloody man in black fell lifelessly to the ground outside the dumpster.
 
   Black smoke filled the skies, swirling around steadily and angrily rather than rising skyward in any normal pattern. It was like being at the center of a whirlwind, except Alex hardly felt the slightest breeze.
 
   In front of the dumpster lay a charred, overturned vehicle inside a shallow black crater. Past the crater, Alex saw the remains of low, formerly tan-colored brick buildings, now mostly covered in soot and missing doors, windows, and even patches of their walls or rooftops. More of the same awaited to the left and right, all surrounded by the swirling mass of black smoke. Bodies lay here and there, along with scattered rifles and other gear.
 
   Holy shit, it’s like a bomb went off here, thought Alex. Artillery or an airstrike or something. Everyone’s got guns and combat gear but nobody’s in a uniform. Just black clothes and masks. Why the masks? What the hell is this, a terrorist camp? 
 
   Where in the fuck am I?
 
   His attacker lay in a heap on the ground. Blood spread in a pool around his head. There should have been more. He’s not crumbling, so he’s not a vampire. If he was a demon in human skin, he’d be way tougher than that. What the hell is he?
 
   Oh god don’t tell me he’s a zombie. Shit. I hate zombie movies. Don’t tell me I’m actually in one now. I don’t want to deal with goddamn zombie terrorists.
 
   “Whom do you serve?” boomed that unnaturally loud, deep voice he’d heard before. Alex whirled around. Not far away, across more blackened ruins, a towering red giant with an aura of fire loomed over a crowd of human silhouettes. No, wait—not a giant, Alex realized. Something else. The figure was twelve feet tall at least, but seemed to have no legs. Everything beneath his hips tapered off into a glowing red cloud stretching to the ground. The figure’s eyes blazed with an orange fire that stood out over its red skin, matching the flames outlining its body. The head, the arms, and the torso all seemed perfectly solid. The flames gave off no smoke. Is that a demon? No wings, no horns, but still that seems like a safe guess.
 
   Somebody screamed in the crowd before the fiery monster. Alex saw a good deal more figures like the one he’d stabbed: shuffling men mostly in black, some of them missing arms or standing on visibly broken legs. Some carried rifles strapped to their backs. Others carelessly let their AKs dangle from their shoulders or drag from straps hooked around their waists. Only a few of them actually held their weapons.
 
   A few of the shambling men in black pinned a handful of others down on their knees. Alex saw black and white men among them, wearing desert fatigues and combat boots. Another man in fatigues laid on the ground nearby, also surrounded by more of the bloodied, shambling men, who knelt beside the body to tear and bite and—
 
   Alex looked away. He’s dead. He’s already dead. They can’t hurt him anymore. I don’t need to see the rest. Ugh. He took in a deep breath, fighting to ignore the smells of smoke and death. I’ve got bigger problems than what they do to the dead.
 
   The biggest such concern spoke again: “You knew what you would find. You knew this was no ordinary camp. You knew how best to strike. Who sent you? Tell me and I will let you live!”
 
   “Boss?” asked one of the captured soldiers, a white man with his head shaved bald.
 
   “Don’t say shit, Austin!” snapped another.
 
   “Rico, they eatin’ Bryce, man!” warned a horrified black soldier. “Christ Almighty, they—”
 
   “Do not invoke such names here!” bellowed the giant. The crowd grew animated as the zombies applied more arm-twisting and other painful measures. A couple of the soldiers cried out in pain.
 
   Alex raised his pistol, but thought better of it before he took aim. Though he felt a deep urge to sink back into the dumpster and hide, he immediately recognized that option as impractical. Hiding won’t get me home. These assholes would probably find me eventually, anyway. Hell with that. I gotta do something.
 
   Okay. So. American soldiers on one side of this, scary-assed maybe-demon and goddamn zombie cannibal terrorists on the other. Guess I can choose sides pretty easily.
 
   With his decision made, Alex looked over his surroundings again for options. Away from the scrum of bodies, partly hidden behind what remained of a wall, stood two intact military-looking Humvees. Those couldn’t have escaped whatever hit this place, he thought. Someone must’ve driven them here…oh God, is that a .50 caliber machinegun on the turret? They still use .50s? The sight filled him with an uplifting rush of familiarity—and a sense of dread as he considered the distance and the danger. Oh sure, just sneak over there and not bump into any fucking zombies or make any noise at all. Then hope the doors aren’t locked and the gun works like I remember and the demon asshole doesn’t zap me with his magic fireball eyes and…how do I get into this shit?
 
   He thought once again of the parallels between this moment and a pivotal night only a few months past. One of the soldiers shouted in pain.
 
   Guess there are some lessons I just don’t learn.
 
   Okay. Zombies. Or whatever they are. Pistol won’t do a lot of good. They’re probably a lot like vampires. It’s not like they’ll go down from a hole or two in their organs. That .50 cal would tear ‘em apart, though. It won’t kill a demon, but it’ll knock him around and give these guys a chance to move. I’ve just gotta get to it.
 
   He tucked his pistol back into its holster. The sword’s better if I bump into a zombie or two, he decided. If I get mobbed, I’m screwed anyway.
 
   Okay. Out of the dumpster. Don’t kick anything, don’t make noise, don’t go bang, don’t go bang. He slid down the front side, landing by the zombie he’d killed and the corpse it had been munching on. He found a bloody AK-47 lying between them. Might need that. Ugh. Okay, suck it up, Alex. You were a bad ass berserker and a legionnaire and a crusader and all that other shit. You used to hack people up all the time. You can do this. It’s just blood and guts. You can deal. You can ew ew ew so fucking gross! he complained silently as he checked the weapon and slung it over his shoulder. For now, the sword was still the best option.
 
   He leaned around the dumpster and picked out a path. If I get to that fucked-up wall there, then those tires, then that overturned table, I’ll be halfway there. Nobody’s looking…go!
 
   Alex darted from cover, staying low and moving like they’d taught him in the last stupid war he’d fought. The shadows cast by the swirling smoke gave him a little extra cover to move from one hiding spot to the next. Fortunately, the demon and his minions were too fixated on their prisoners to watch for trouble.
 
   “I will ask again before my friends devour your limbs,” said the demon. “Or before I burn one of you to a cinder myself. Who sent you? Who told you to destroy this cult of Azazel?”
 
   C’mon, guys, stall him, Alex thought. He crawled low behind an overturned table that probably belonged inside one of the destroyed buildings. Then he blinked. Wait, a cult? This place is a cult of…shit, is Azazel another demon? It sounds like the right kind of name.
 
   “We don’t know for sure,” began one of the soldiers.
 
   “Austin, shut up!” snapped another.
 
   “Man, Dwayne, this shit is crazy!” Austin snapped back. “Somebody set us up! We don’t owe anybody shit now!”
 
   “Keep it together, Austin,” urged the apparent leader.
 
   “Perhaps you’ll speak more freely without Rico present,” mused the demon.
 
   “What? Yusuf, no! Don’t!” protested another of the men.
 
   “Motherfucker, we trusted you!” growled Dwayne. “We looked out for your ass, Yusuf!”
 
   Alex blinked. Huh? He risked a peek over a burnt-up crate. At this angle, he had a better look into the crowd. The giant still seemed to rise out of a fiery cloud, but now Alex saw a pile of fatigues and a helmet on the ground where its feet should have been.
 
   “The Yusuf you knew is but one disguise,” said their captor. “I have worn many. As for your trust, look what you and yours have done to this land. Do I owe you trust, mortal? Does anyone? How many lies, how much treachery have you committed to come this far?”
 
   Okay, that sounds different. Apart from Lorelei, he’d had only a few conversations with demons, but…Why’s he being defensive? Demons don’t give any fucks at all what mortals think, same as vampires. This dude is indignant. Why’s he gotta justify anything?  Maybe he’s not a demon?
 
   Still sounds like an asshole, though. Those guys have gotta be American soldiers, and I’m not down with eating the dead regardless.
 
   He crept on toward the Humvee. Almost there.
 
   “Speak not of trust if you want to live,” Yusuf continued. “Speak instead of your masters. Who sent you, and why? Who told you of the magics of Azazel and how to defeat them? What did you intend to retrieve from these ruins?”
 
   “How do I know you’ll let us go?” Rico asked. “You’ve already said our trust didn’t mean a damn thing to you. Why should we deal now?”
 
   “You have few other options,” said Yusuf. “Explain yourselves fully or die. Insult me and I will let the ghuls devour your flesh and cast your bones out into the desert. Tell me what I want to know and I may release you. Tell me things I do not expect, and I may even allow you to take water when you walk out of here.”
 
   Ghuls. Gotcha. Not zombies. As if I know the difference. Keep talking, guys, Alex thought as he slipped up to the armored Humvee. Keep talking and don’t get crazy.
 
   Thankfully, the door opened without a fuss. He crawled in, pushing aside a little gear and ammo. With the door shut behind him, Alex contorted and climbed around up into the turret. Though the vehicle sat partially hidden behind a wall, the turret offered a decent line of fire on Yusuf and the mob of ghuls. He kept his head low as he looked over the weapon.
 
   Oh god you’re practically the same gun. Ammo’s loaded into the receiver, safety’s off. A gentle tap of the box of ammo attached to the machinegun suggested he had a full load ready to fire. He could swivel the gun easily enough. Alex turned his eyes back to the scene in front of him. Yusuf’s height at least put him into a clear line of fire above the prisoners. A gun could be completely pointless against this dude, Alex figured, slowly turning the weapon. But if I’m gonna fight a monster, at least I’ve got a monster of my own.
 
   “The desert is vast and dangerous,” said Yusuf. “Your spies and satellites cannot see through the smoke. No one else knows you are here. Your survival depends entirely upon my mercy. Give me a reason to let you live.”
 
   Alex answered Yusuf’s challenge with a stream of bullets. The flash of tracer rounds drew an orange line from the machinegun’s barrel to Yusuf, but the real proof of Alex’s accuracy came from his target’s instant reaction. Yusuf cried out in surprise and alarm, jerking backward with his arms up to defend himself. Small gouts of fire erupted from his red skin where the bullets struck. The giant practically bled with flame as Alex hammered him with a second burst and then a third until Yusuf quickly faded from sight. In another breath, Yusuf was gone.
 
   “Get down!” Alex shouted as loud as he could. “Get the fuck down!” As he expected, he now had the full attention of every ghul in sight. Most of them rushed straight for him in a mob. Alex opened up with a longer blast, sweeping to the right of the soldiers now lying on their faces. Given the enemy’s close ranks and the lack of cover, Alex saw exactly the instant carnage he’d hoped to inflict. The machinegun’s powerful rounds cut through one ghul after another. Blood and bone flew everywhere.
 
   Four seconds of gunfire wiped out much of his opposition. Alex glanced to his left, knowing he still had plenty more to deal with. He saw an even bigger problem than the risk of hitting the men he wanted to save: some of the remaining ghuls fumbled with their rifles. A few had them up and ready. Not zombies! Alex thought with alarm. He ducked to avoid wild return fire.
 
   The armored Humvee rattled loudly with the impact of round after round. Many more bullets flew high or wide. Some of the ghuls aimed their weapons with wounded arms. Others shambled along on shaking legs. None could match the skill their bodies had learned in life, though poor marksmanship wouldn’t make a man’s skull any less susceptible to bullets.
 
   Alex swung the .50 to the left, deciding to focus on targets that posed no risk to the soldiers. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw several of the men scramble to their feet to join the fight.
 
   Though the ghuls had held them down for Yusuf, they apparently hadn’t done much of a job at disarming their prisoners. Dwayne grabbed one ghul from behind and plunged a knife into its throat. Rico drew a small pistol from an ankle holster, unloading it on the two ghuls nearest to him. The living quickly claimed better weaponry from the dead.
 
   All of that worked out as Alex had hoped. He held no illusions about taking on every enemy alone. As he suspected, all these guys needed was a break and a distraction to turn things around on their captors. Once back on their feet and armed, the men could fight for themselves, could make a run for the Humvee and escape…or, as it turned out, they could split up into a mess.
 
   “Carter, Dwayne, secure the objective,” Rico called out, pointing to the closest ruined building. “Austin, Wes, cover me,” he ordered.
 
   Aw, really? Alex thought. The only objective he had in mind was escape. Unfortunately, he couldn’t shoot and drive at the same time. He watched two of the soldiers plunge into the ruins at Rico’s command while the apparent leader of the group knelt over their fallen comrade. Alex couldn’t fault him for that. Maybe he was making one last verification of Bryce’s death. Maybe he wanted to grab the poor guy’s dog tags or something.
 
   The situation didn’t offer Alex much time to watch. Movement drew his gaze to the left of the group. More foes appeared, shuffling and scrambling on mangled limbs and dead flesh. A few fired their weapons with all the same poor marksmanship. Alex turned his machinegun on this new threat and hammered away. The .50 cal shattered masonry and bodies alike with each pass, quickly kicking up a cloud of dust along with its destruction.
 
   Risking a glance to his right, Alex saw the others were now on their way to the Humvee—and then yelped as strong, impossibly hot hands against his leather-clad shoulders yanked him halfway out of the turret.
 
   Yusuf dropped Alex on his back against the Humvee’s roof. The literal fire in the monster’s eyes said plenty about his mood. All the wounds drilled into Yusuf’s flesh by the machinegun had vanished. He looked entirely whole again.
 
   He also suddenly looked quite surprised. Rather than finishing Alex off, Yusuf hesitated. “You are not with these men,” said the angry giant. “Why have you come here?”
 
   Gunfire continued nearby. Men shouted. Smoke kept spiraling into the sky. Alex forced himself up, rolling and rising to his hands and knees to face the red monster. He shook his head to clear it. “What was the question?”
 
   “Get down!” someone shouted. Alex dropped as Rico leaned around a ruined wall nearby to fire his captured AK. Yusuf soaked up the bullets with less trouble than he’d had from the machinegun. The red giant made a wide, sweeping gesture with one arm, conjuring an arc of fire that roared out over Alex’s head. Rico dove back behind the wall to avoid the flames.
 
   Yusuf slammed his hands together, creating a loud gust of wind that blew ghuls and soldiers alike off their feet. Already practically on his belly, Alex felt the rush of air but suffered no harm as it passed. He rose to a crouch.
 
   “Why are you here?” Yusuf asked again.
 
   “Have we met?”
 
   “No. I recognize the blood on your hands.”
 
   The blood on my…? Alex wondered. It could only mean one thing. He decided to go with it. His hand reached back to his collar, snatching the gladius free from its sheath. “Then maybe you ought’a step the fuck back, buddy,” he suggested.
 
   Yusuf’s fiery eyes narrowed. “You cannot harm me with such ordinary weapons.”
 
   Don’t back down now, Alex thought. He nodded with all the confidence he could pour into his bluff. “That’s what the other guy thought.”
 
   The staredown lasted for a heartbeat, then another…and then Alex took a single step forward. Yusuf floated back out of reach.
 
   “Keep steppin’, asshole,” Alex warned, hoping to God this would work.
 
   Yusuf raised his hands in a dramatic motion. Alex flinched, expecting more fire or wind or some other awful magic bullshit. Instead, Yusuf faded from sight as he had before. He thought for a split second his ruse had worked.
 
   Then a faint green mist spread over the ruins. “Aw, shit,” grunted Alex.
 
   Corpses all around moved once more. For every ghul blown apart with the machinegun, another now rose. Some came from the blasted buildings. Others crawled out of the burned and overturned vehicles nearby. One crept around from the dumpster—not the one he’d slain with his sword, but rather the body it had been chewing on.
 
   “Get in the truck!” Alex shouted at the soldiers. He rushed back to the turret. “We gotta bail.”
 
   “Who are you?” replied one of them.
 
   “I’m an American with a machinegun and I’m not tryin’ to eat you. What more do you need to know?”
 
   “Rico, we got it,” called out Dwayne. He hustled back with Carter beside him with a long box in a black cloth tucked under his arm. “Objective secure.”
 
   “Not all our objectives,” pointed out Austin. “Bad guys are still moving.”
 
   “Dude, get the fuck over it,” Alex snapped. “This isn’t the kind of fight you win. It’s the kind you escape.” As if to punctuate his point, a bullet ricocheted off the Humvee’s armor. Alex ducked reflexively. He saw entirely too many targets to choose from in almost every direction.
 
   “Rico?” asked one of the soldiers.
 
   “Wes, you’re driving,” said their leader. “Let’s go.”
 
   They piled into the truck. Alex swung the machinegun around to blast the nearest group of ghuls. The Humvee’s engine roared to life, giving him a sense of hope until a sparkling wave of red light swept through their surroundings. The light faded almost as quickly as it had appeared, but it lingered in the eyes of the ghuls. Red sparkles ran down their broken limbs. In an instant, much of the mob went from limping and shambling to the energetic run of living, unharmed men. Others took up kneeling positions to aim and fire their rifles.
 
   The last soldier through the Humvee’s doors cried out as he fell to the ghuls’ sudden improvement in their marksmanship. More bullets bounced around in the vehicle, filling Alex with terror. He fired back, having no better option than to stand in the turret basket and hope nothing hit him.
 
   The driver didn’t wait for the others to slam the door shut. As soon as they had their comrade halfway inside, Wes got the vehicle rolling.
 
   Movement gave Alex a boost of hope. The armored Humvee’s slow acceleration quickly put that hope into perspective, but as long as nothing killed the engine, Alex would take what he could get.
 
   He felt a sharp thump, followed almost immediately by a jarring upward lurch and collapse like running over a speedbump. With a glance to the front, Alex realized the speedbumps were organic. One ghul after another bounced off the bumper or went down under the Humvee’s wheels.
 
   More waited at the broken gate up ahead. Alex sprayed urgently with the .50. Unlike reasonable living people, the ghuls held their ground rather than scatter for the machinegun fire or the oncoming vehicle. Alex partially cleared their path, blowing more wood and steel off the gate along the way, but he couldn’t get all of the ghuls.
 
   Some of them shot back. The handful without guns charged forward.
 
   For most of the ghuls, their last stand at the gate didn’t work out. The Humvee blew straight through every barrier. A few leapt up in time to cling to the vehicle by way of hooking their arms through the shattered windows on either side or through even crazier means. One managed to clear the top of the hood, rolling straight into the windshield. Another hung from the corner of the hood through unfeeling tenacity, taking the full brunt of the gate on its back as the Humvee rammed its way out of the compound. Alex saw glowing red rage in its eyes as it glared back at him, and then nothing when the Humvee plunged into the swirling black smoke surrounding the area.
 
   Thankfully, the darkness didn’t last. For a brief moment, Alex couldn’t see anything, nor could he breathe. Then he found himself nearly blinded by the full light of a nearly cloudless day. Wincing, Alex spotted a few small plants dotting the landscape here and there, but for the most part he saw only desert for miles around.
 
   He still heard shouting and a few pops of gunfire, too. The ghuls hung on. The men inside the Humvee tried to fight them off. Alex shared their fright as the ghul lying against the windshield threw one hand over the corner of the vehicle’s roof and then the other to pull itself up.
 
   Alex swatted the ghoul hard with the back of his fist. While the dead man may have felt no pain, the weight and force of the blow still knocked the ghul away. It lost its grip on the rooftop and fell away into the dirt upon the next solid bump.
 
   The soldiers quickly shot and battered away the others that hung from the Humvee’s sides. Alex spotted the last ghul still clinging to the hood, its red eyes staring at him as it tried to climb up over the side. The .50 was clearly the last weapon Alex wanted to use for this task, even if he could have turned it that low on its mount. Instead, he drew the .45 from his jacket and took careful aim before he fired.
 
   His first shot went high. His second struck the ghul squarely in the head, but that only made Alex feel worse as the dead thing still hung on. “Aw, gross!” he complained, looking away from the gruesome visage staring back at him. Alex forced himself to suck up the nightmare fuel as he aimed and fired again. He missed with yet another shot because of the bumpy ride. His fourth bullet ricocheted off the armored hood of the vehicle and into the ghul’s ruined face. It slipped from the hood to fall under the Humvee’s wheels.
 
   The gunfire ended. No one shouted. Alex took in his surroundings again, watching the desert for more demons or ghuls. At this point, he half expected dinosaurs, too. Instead, he saw only low hills of sand, rocks, and scattered scrub plants. The Humvee rolled along a relatively flat dirt road. Thick plumes of black smoke rose from the ruins, hardly matching the obscuring tornado he’d seen from the inside. Even now, the smoke seemed to be dying off.
 
   “Hey, buddy,” someone said, patting him on the foot. The soldier named Austin looked up at him. “That’s actually my gun. How about you let me take over?”
 
   “Sure,” Alex replied.
 
   He climbed down out of the turret to find Rico watching him from the shotgun seat, holding the mic from the vehicle’s radio in one hand and a pistol in the other. The gun wasn’t pointed at Alex, though its presence said enough. “Six, this is Alpha,” Rico said into the mic. “Primary objectives achieved, partial accomplishment of secondary objectives. I say again, primary success confirmed, secondary is a partial. We have two down and our tour guide turned on us. One person of interest acquired. En route to Point Echo now. Over.”
 
   Dwayne crouched over their fallen comrade laid out on the back seat. Something about his body language told Alex the moment of crisis for the other guy had passed. “Is he gonna be okay?” Alex asked. “Can I help?”
 
   Dwayne shook his head. “He’ll be fine. Leg wound. Ain’t too bad. He can probably limp on it if he has to.”
 
   The other man raised his hand in a thumbs-up where Alex could see it. “Felt worse than it was. I’m good.”
 
   Alex turned around to find Rico still watching him. “Have a seat,” he said, nodding to the chair behind the driver.
 
   “Alpha, six, acknowledged,” said a male voice on the radio. “Please repeat status of your tour guide, over.”
 
   “Six, alpha, he set us up for an ambush at the objective,” Rico fumed. “We barely made it out of there. Our tour guide was an ‘extraordinary factor.’ Over.”
 
   “Alpha, six, understood. Is the tour guide neutralized? Over.”
 
   “Negative.”
 
   “Acknowledged. Continue toward Point Echo. Be advised, you have multiple armed vehicles in your area. Presume hostiles. Support remains minimal. Over.”
 
   “Understood. Alpha out.” Rico replaced the mic in its holder without turning away from their passenger.
 
   “Am I the ‘person of interest?’” asked Alex.
 
   “That’s you,” confirmed Rico. “I can’t tell them anything else until I know more myself.  So who are you? What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m Alex,” he answered, already considering how little he wanted to tell these guys. “Where am I? And what’s the date?” He watched Rico frown and glance to Dwayne, who seemed just as surprised by the response. “Hey, don’t look at me like that. You guys almost got barbecued by a giant fire fairy and fed to zombie terrorists. Obviously shit’s weird here, so let’s roll with it. Where are we and what day is it?”
 
   “You’re in northwestern Iraq,” said Rico. “It’s Saturday, January Ninth.” He pulled back his sleeve to offer a look at his watch.
 
   “Any chance you know the time difference between here and the West Coast?”
 
   “We’re ten hours ahead,” said Dwayne.
 
   Alex sighed, sitting back against the seat. He hadn’t lost any time between the casino and the dumpster. “What’s going on with you guys here?”
 
   “I think maybe we need some answers from you first before we tell you more,” said Rico. He seemed drained rather than aggressive, but he wasn’t about to let his guard down. “You’re Alex who? What are you doing here?”
 
   “It’s just Alex. Ten minutes ago, I was in the States. I got hit with a magic spell. Next thing I knew, I was in a dumpster in that camp or whatever it was. I poked my head up and saw you guys in trouble. Figured I’d better pick a side and pitch in. It seemed pretty obvious which side I should choose.”
 
   “A magic spell,” repeated Rico.
 
   “Yeah, I was having a shitty night, but it wasn’t any weirder than zombie terrorists and fire fairies,” Alex countered. “Since I’m the guy who chased off Big Red back there, maybe you ought to reconsider who owes who an explanation?”
 
   “Alpha, six,” broke in the steady voice on the radio. “We have eyes on hostiles in your area. Multiple vehicles. Available support is limited. Over.”
 
   “Sounds like maybe we’re gonna have to work together to get through this,” Alex spoke up. “I bailed you out already. You wanna tell me what’s going on? Or at least who you guys are so we can get names straight before shit gets crazy again?”
 
   Rico frowned, glancing once toward Dwayne before answering. “Wes, can you respond to that?” he asked his driver. Then he looked back to Alex again. “I’m Rico. That’s Wes in the driver’s seat. This is Dwayne. The guy on the turret is Austin. The one lounging around like he deserves a Purple Heart is Carter. That’s all I can tell you there, ‘Just Alex.’
 
   “As for what’s going on, it’s what it looks like. We’re in hostile territory and we need to get out. We’re grateful for your help. I can’t tell you much more than that.”
 
   “Tell me about the cult of Azazel,” Alex suggested. “I heard that much. Those guys back there weren’t really terrorists, were they?”
 
   Rico hesitated. Dwayne shrugged, turning to sort out weapons and gear while Wes answered the call on the radio. “Fuck it, boss, this shit’s all sideways already as it is,” Dwayne grumbled. “Seems like this kid knows more about what’s goin’ on than we do.”
 
   Alex kept his mouth shut, figuring that was the best way to bolster Dwayne’s premise.
 
   “You were in the States, you got hit with a magic spell, and now you’re here?” Rico asked again. “And your name’s Alex? Is that all you’re gonna tell me?”
 
   “Hey, I won’t ask personal questions if you don’t.” Alex shrugged. “I’m guessing you aren’t gonna tell me your whole name or what unit you’re with, right? I don’t see any nametags or rank insignia on you guys. Maybe you’re not supposed to be here, either. It’s cool. I get the ‘need to know’ thing, but if we’re wrapped up in demon cult nonsense and magic bullshit, I kinda need to know.”
 
   Rico answered slowly, choosing his words with care. “The bad guys back there were some local insurgents who’d split off from the big boys to form some kind of cult. The leader claimed magical powers and made prophecies. All that shit. Obviously every other insurgent cell would’ve killed them for heresy if they ever found out. They didn’t find out, though, which is why we came in to take care of it. We hit the site with a couple of Hellfire missiles from a Predator drone a little over half an hour ago.”
 
   Alex snorted. “Wait. Hellfire missiles? You shot a demon cult with weaponized irony?”
 
   “We didn’t know this ‘Azazel’ is supposed to be a demon,” noted Rico.
 
   “Ah. Yeah. I’ve played a little Dungeons and Dragons. Stuff sticks with you. Go on.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” Rico’s frown deepened. “That compound was an American post during the occupation, so we knew it would be fortified. We came in on the ground to watch the target for the Predator. We had to make sure it was done right. Once the strike was over, we drove in to check the damage and make sure we’d taken everyone out.
 
   “The strike went fine. We got everyone, including the cult leader. Where it went wrong was with Yusuf. He’s a local we’d known for years. The guy worked as an interpreter during the occupation. He’d always been loyal and reliable. Only once we were on site, Yusuf turned into that big red monster and all those corpses got up and attacked us. One second he’s our old war buddy, next he’s that thing and we’re in a horror movie. You know the rest.”
 
   Alex glanced back to Dwayne and Carter in the back, and the box wrapped in black cloth nearby. Rico had mentioned a partial success on “secondary objectives” on the radio, yet the box had seemed like the real priority. Was it more important than taking out the cult?
 
   Whatever was in the bundle, Alex doubted the soldiers would answer any questions about it. They probably hoped he hadn’t noticed.
 
   “Okay, so where are we going? You guys have a helicopter ready to pull you out, right? What’s the plan?”
 
   “We drive,” said Rico. “You don’t see any American markings on this Humvee because it was handed over after the occupation ended. This is an Iraqi Army vehicle now. Don’t ask how we got it. The bottom line is, you’re right: we’re not supposed to be here. We’ve got a drone keeping an eye out for us and we had another one deliver the airstrike, but there’s no air support. No back-up nearby. We’re on our own.”
 
   “Seriously?” Alex blinked. “They really sent you out here on your own in a truck? What kind of plan is that? I thought the US and the Iraqi Army at least worked together. How far into ‘not supposed to be here’ are you guys, anyway?”
 
   Rico glanced once at Dwayne, then back to his driver. “How are we looking?”
 
   “The Hummer’s running fine and we’re okay for gas,” said Wes. “I figure we’re two hours out if we can avoid any trouble. Six is calling out threats, though, so we maybe gotta take a few detours.”
 
   “Sounds good.” Rico turned back to Alex. “We’re on our way to a safe haven to the northwest, near the border.”
 
   “The border with who?” Alex tried to imagine the map in his head. He followed the news fairly well, and could more or less remember the neighboring countries. “That doesn’t sound all that safe to me.”
 
   “It’s the plan we were given,” Rico shrugged. “I can’t tell you any more than that. And I can’t let you get out and walk, either. Sorry. You’re gonna have to stay with us for now.”
 
   Grimacing, Alex looked through the window at the vast desert outside. As the fiery red guy had said, it was dangerous out there. That led him to another thought: “Hey, you said Yusuf was your interpreter and your guide, right? Did he know your exit plan?”
 
   Rico didn’t answer. That told Alex all he needed to know. “No way am I gonna get that book report in on time,” he grumbled.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten:
A Face You Can’t Trust
 
    
 
   “Keep pressure on it right there an’ keep it elevated.” Wade turned from Jason back to the injured man on the floor. “Buddy, what’s your name?”
 
   He didn’t speak loudly enough for Wade to hear. Blood trickled from his mouth. He seemed middle-aged and healthy but for the pair of gunshot wounds. Jason held one of his legs up in his lap, keeping one hand over the ugly mess of his thigh. The bigger problem laid under the torn shirt Taylor pressed into the man’s gut.
 
   “Don’t we need to get the bullet out?” Jason asked nervously.
 
   “No,” Wade and Taylor answered simultaneously. Taylor continued: “We’d do more harm than good pulling it out. That’s a job for a doctor, anyway.”
 
   “I know, but he’s…” Jason’s voice trailed off. He looked around the room, hoping someone would be there to help soon. Drew had already run off to see if anyone else in the ballroom could do something about this. The room was full of sorcerers, but they didn’t know if any of them could heal bullet wounds—aside from Molly, who still spoke urgently with Lorelei and Onyx. The carnage scattered all around the area suggested magic couldn’t fix everything.
 
   “Someone called 911 already, right?” Taylor asked. “Tell me somebody’s doing that.”
 
   “We can’t,” said Wade.
 
   “Jesus, people are dying here. Some of them are already gone.”
 
   “Magic bullshit, Taylor,” Wade reminded her steadily. “This ain’t our world. It ain’t our call. I don’t like it any better’n you, but it’s what we’ve got. Whoever’s hostin’ this mess gets to make that call. We’d only piss ‘em off if we took it into our own hands.” He glanced up as Drew arrived with a stranger in a slightly torn-up suit. “Can you do anything for this guy? Ah figure he needs either magic or a paramedic right away.”
 
   “No guarantees,” said the newcomer. He placed his hand on the fallen man’s forehead and whispered something before looking up again. “I’m Natsuo. What are your names?” he asked as he fished a few things out of his pockets.
 
   Wade hesitated for only a second, but relented. “Ah’m Wade. Taylor, Jason, Drew.”
 
   “Okay. Listen. I can help him, but only if you’re willing to give to make it happen. This will come at a price.”
 
   “What kinda price?” Jason asked. “You don’t have a spell to put him back to normal?”
 
   “Some Practices allow for that. Mine doesn’t. I can mend the muscle and bone and all that, but I can’t conjure up everything he’s lost. He needs blood. You can give it. Blood type and all that won’t matter. I only need donors. Magic will do the rest. Are you up for it?”
 
   “Yes,” said Taylor without hesitation.
 
   “If we gotta,” said Wade.
 
   “How much blood are we talking?” Jason asked.
 
   “I’ll split it among you so it won’t take too much from anyone.” Already, Natsuo had a wand and a sharp pocketknife out. “If you are reluctant…?” he asked, leaving the rest unsaid.
 
   “Jason, I’ll do it,” Drew volunteered.
 
   “No, it’s not that. It’s fine,” said Jason. “Just a lot of other hurt people around here, is all. I don’t know if there’s enough of us to go around.”
 
   “There isn’t,” Natsuo said, shaking his head. “Others here have different magic. This is what I can do. Our patient here doesn’t have much time.”
 
   “Do it,” said Wade. Natsuo closed his eyes and began murmuring. Wade took that for a spell. He glanced up to Drew while Natsuo focused on his work. “Can you stick with the others?” he asked quietly. “Maybe see what else they can do?”
 
   “You don’t want me to watch you guys while he does his thing?” Drew suggested.
 
   Wade frowned. “That’s a good idea, but ah’m worried ‘bout them. Still wonderin’ what they mean ‘bout Alex bein’ gone. It don’t sound like he’s dead, but—” 
 
   “Give me your hand,” Natsuo said to Wade. The younger man complied. Natsuo brought the blade of his knife to Wade’s palm, paused long enough to ensure Wade knew what was coming, and drew a shallow cut through his skin. Then he put his wand in Wade’s hand and turned it to point into the wound, gently pushing Taylor’s hands aside.
 
   Blood spiraled out from Wade’s hand down the length of the wand into the wound, but it came out in a mist rather than droplets. “Woah,” Wade grunted.
 
   “Count out each second for a full minute,” Natsuo murmured, placing his fingers around the tip of the wand at his patient’s wounded stomach. “I’ll start mending. After that minute, we’ll switch to Taylor, then to Jason.”
 
   “Gotcha,” Wade agreed. He looked up to Drew again and nodded.
 
   Drew returned the gesture. He didn’t like the thought of all three of his friends being tied up with no one to watch them, but he also wanted to know what happened with Alex. Beaten up as she was, Lorelei needed someone to look out for her. He thought at first the witches might be able to take care of that, yet as he joined the three women, he realized they’d all been through hell already. If nothing else, Drew was still fresh in case of further trouble.
 
   “Teleported? Are you sure?” Lorelei asked as he joined the trio. The de facto leader of the crew stood tall as she spoke with the witches, though she couldn’t conceal all of her pain. She didn’t waste energy on illusions to conceal the damage to her clothing, either.
 
   “No, I’m not, but it fits better than anything else I can think of,” said Onyx. “Something like that would take a lot of power, though. More power than anything we’ve ever tried. I mean we’re talking human sacrifice or something crazy like that.”
 
   “Or demons,” Molly pointed out. “It looked like that Evelyn chick we told you about was helping them somehow.”
 
   “Yes. I know of her. That would make sense.”
 
   “But here’s the thing,” Molly continued. “It shouldn’t have worked. Not with a nail in his pocket. That should’ve disrupted the spell. For all we know, it did. But when Rachel took off, all she said was, ‘Gotta go,’ and then she bailed. She didn’t say to where.”
 
   “Do you have any thoughts?”
 
   Onyx shook her head. “I don’t have any specific guesses, no. If it works like a summons on a spirit, he’d have to land someplace that was prepared in advance. But again, with the nail in play to screw things up?” She shrugged. “Best we can say is he’d be someplace with a lot of magical energy. Probably the closest kind of energy, too. Like the same sort of source, or maybe…I dunno, flavor? It’s hard to describe.”
 
   “And Rachel flew off after him,” Lorelei finished, still considering all she’d heard.
 
   “Yeah. She didn’t say where, though,” said Onyx. “Far as I know, all she had to go on was the spell I cast so she could follow the magic that binds all three of you.”
 
   “Rachel would not have left unless Alex was in extreme danger. She has great responsibilities here. Alex knows she places those responsibilities first. Yet the bond between us compels her to protect him. For her to have abandoned all of this in favor of his safety is...” Lorelei shook her head. “His situation must be dire.”
 
   “He ain’t the only one,” Drew spoke up. “Listen, if we can’t help him, can you two help any of these other people? Looks like there ain’t enough first aid magic to go around.”
 
   “Shit. Yeah,” said Molly. She quickly took in the scene once more. Some of those on the ground had people helping them. Others still laid on the floor alone. “I don’t know who needs it most. Onyx?”
 
   Her partner shook her head. “Everyone who still has an aura has someone looking after them. I guess Kate or someone must have sorted that out while we were outside. That guy the others are working on now was the last.”
 
   “Damn,” Drew breathed, his gaze sweeping the room once more. “What is this, like, ten dead in here? Twelve? What the fuck happened, anyway?”
 
   “The Light showed up planning to do this,” said Molly. “They only sat through the start of the meeting to get a sense of who was ready for trouble. Things got kinda heated and it came to a stand-off. For a second, they looked like they might back down or walk out of here without a fight, but then the fire alarm went off and everyone snapped.”
 
   Lorelei winced. “The alarm started the fight?”
 
   “More or less.”
 
   “Hey, hold up,” said Drew, placing a hand on Lorelei’s shoulder. “If they came here to start shit, it don’t matter what kicked things off. You said this was premeditated, right?” he asked the witches.
 
   “Oh man, demon summoning and teleporting? I sure hope so,” Molly huffed. “I don’t wanna think about how much power they have if they can do stuff like that on the fly.”
 
   “That’s not what you mean, is it?” asked Onyx. She looked from Drew to Lorelei’s pained expression. “What set off the fire alarm?”
 
   “Molly?” came Kate’s voice as she walked over to join them. “You said all of these people are with you? Who are they?”
 
   “Friends of ours,” Molly replied. “They came as back-up.”
 
   “You brought back-up?”
 
   “Yeah. In case some shit like exactly this happened,” Molly snapped, waving her arms at their surroundings. “It’s not the first time I’ve seen a bunch of Practitioners turn a club meeting into a big murdering clusterfuck.”
 
     Kate paused, caught between defensiveness and knowing that Molly had a point. She chose her words carefully as she looked to Lorelei and Drew. “Are you Practitioners?”
 
   “No,” said Lorelei. “Yet we are all familiar with the night life from prior experience. Molly and Onyx met us through their trouble with the Brotherhood. They revealed very little by asking for our support.”
 
   “Okay. Who are you?”
 
   “I am—”
 
   “She’s another one of them!” warned a fearful voice from across the room. Archimedes and Hypatia stood not far from the overturned tables where they’d hidden during the fight. Neither looked injured, though Hypatia pointed with undisguised fear. “That’s an illusion. She’s covering up wings and a tail like the other demons!”
 
   The pump action sound of a shotgun soon followed. Hector stood not far away with his gun pointed low. “She ain’t wrong, now that I’m takin’ a closer look myself,” he agreed. “Molly, Onyx: you know who you’ve been associatin’ with here?”
 
   “Woah, Hector, chill out,” said Molly, one hand raised to stop him. “It’s not like that.”
 
   “Kate, she’s not a threat,” Onyx tried to explain, but their host had already taken several wary steps backward. Others in the room looked on, some with nervous curiosity and others with renewed tension. “Seriously, we wouldn’t bring her if she was dangerous to you.”
 
   “And we’re supposed to believe that?” asked Archimedes. Like his wife, he had his wand out and ready. Unlike Hector, the couple didn’t have the decency to keep their weapons pointed away. “After what just happened?”
 
   “Molly, Onyx,” said Jin. He came forward from another corner full of wounded Practitioners with a couple of his associates in tow. “I don’t believe any of us want further trouble.”
 
   Drew stepped between Hector and Lorelei. “Maybe we all oughta chill, then,” he said.
 
   “Maybe this is as chill as we gonna get,” Hector countered.
 
   “Drew,” Lorelei murmured, placing one hand on his shoulder. “I will endure gunshots much better than you could. You must be ready to act if I should fall.”
 
   He understood her point even if he didn’t like it. Drew stepped aside, glancing back to his other friends. Wade had already stood from their work with the man still lying on the floor, probably ready to pull his own weapon and start shooting if this went south. Taylor and Jason stayed in place, stuck between this mess and the need to keep helping Natsuo with their patient. It presented an obvious counter to the looming threat.
 
   “Think you oughta listen to your man there,” Drew said to Hector, nodding his head slightly toward Jin. “Look around. People are still hurtin’ here. Some of ‘em still need help. Gettin’ all crazy won’t help. It’s only gonna make all this worse.”
 
   “Not really my problem, mon,” Hector replied.
 
   “No,” Kate broke in assertively. “No, he’s right. I don’t want more bloodshed.”
 
   “Then can you tell everyone to back off?” asked Molly. “She’s with us, okay? We didn’t start this shit and we’re not here to hurt anyone now.”
 
   “We don’t know that,” called out Archimedes.
 
   “More to the point, we don’t know her,” corrected Jin. “Or your relationship. Or any of your other friends.”
 
   “She is not your biggest problem right now,” said Onyx. “None of us are.”
 
   “This is true,” noted Lorelei. She looked to Kate and Jin. “You have a crisis to manage. Mundane authorities are surely on their way. Whatever influence or control you have over them, you surely have much to manage. Between that and the harm you have already suffered, further violence will only make your problems worse.
 
   “If my presence is alarming, my friends and I will leave. We mean you no harm. Surely you have more pressing matters to attend than your concerns about me.”
 
   The hosts shared an uneasy glance. So did the witches. “If you leave, we all leave,” said Onyx.
 
   “I think that might be best,” said Kate. “Under different circumstances, I wouldn’t be okay with any of this, but you’re not wrong. We have more immediate problems. I’ll have to take your word that this woman isn’t a threat,” she said to the witches. “I hope that’s true. I’ll tell security to let you out to your cars or however you got here. You should leave. Now.”
 
   “We’re kinda busy with something here,” Taylor objected. She held Natsuo’s wand. Blood trailed down into the injured man on the floor between her and Jason. “Can we at least hang on ‘til this is finished?”
 
   “Others will take over,” said Jin, stepping forward to make good on his offer.
 
   Taylor looked up to Natsuo, who focused on his work, but nodded. “He will live. We can take it from here.” Only then did he glance up to meet her eyes. “Thank you.”
 
   Jason could only shrug before letting Jin take hold of the improvised bandage on the wounded man’s leg. He and Taylor joined the rest on the way out of the room.
 
   “Wait, we can’t walk right out of here,” Taylor said at the door. “Half of us are covered in blood. Someone’s gonna stop us or something. Maybe not security, but still. What if the cops are out there already? There’s gotta be firefighters by now at least.”
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen,” said one of a pair of Native American men in dark suits near the door. “If you’ll come with us, we’ll show you out the back.”
 
   Lorelei gave the two men a wary glance before looking to the witches. Molly answered her unspoken question. “We can make sure nobody notices us,” she said. “As long as we don’t shout or try to draw attention, it’ll be fine.”
 
   “What about Alex?” asked Wade.
 
   “He’s not here,” answered Lorelei. “Staying here to look for him will do no good, or I would not agree to leave. We must go.”
 
   “So much for neutral zones and a peaceful place to talk,” grunted Molly.
 
   Onyx said nothing. She slipped her hand into Molly’s.
 
   The hallways laid deserted as they walked. Neither of the suited security guards spoke aside from a curt, “This way, please.” Not far away, they could hear the voices and thumping boots of firefighters and other emergency responders. Tellingly, none came near their path, nor did any of it head toward the ballroom.
 
   Drew looked back as they walked through the halls. He saw Sierra trail them at a watchful distance, making no effort to hide herself. Ordinarily, he would have waved. They hadn’t hung out after class, but in the studio they laughed together and got along well. Now he wondered how well he actually knew her at all. He realized she must be thinking the same thing.
 
   Their escorts brought them to an emergency exit, holding the door open for them. Wade raised one hand to the others, stepping out first for a quick look before gesturing for the rest to follow. The move brought raised eyebrows from most of his friends save Lorelei and Drew. “Dude’s been through a war, remember?” Drew noted when he saw their surprise. “He knows what he’s doing.”
 
   Lorelei stepped out into the night without a word. The others followed, quickly drawing into a tight cluster. Only Jason mumbled out an awkward “Thanks” to their escorts.
 
   Drew offered his arm to help Lorelei walk. Now that they were outside and farther from hostile eyes, she accepted it.
 
   They walked a short distance to the corner of the casino, where they soon found all the chaos and activity that went with evacuating a large, busy building. Fire trucks, ambulances, and police cars crowded the front driveways. People swarmed all around. The group plunged into the mess, slipping around vehicles, busy emergency workers, and bewildered and upset guests. Most people seemed fine, though paramedics saw to a handful of patients hurt in the initial rush. Near a news van, a reporter delivered an on-scene update.
 
   Thankfully, the initial lines of activity were fairly thin. Many of the evacuees stood near or sat in their parked cars, allowing the crowds to spread out. Only once free of the tangle and well into the open parking lot did anyone speak.
 
   “So what’s the plan?” asked Jason. “What the hell happened to Alex?”
 
   “He vanished after being hit with a spell,” Lorelei explained. “We don’t know where he went, but he’s surely alive. Rachel went after him. My friends, most of us have only half of this story at best. We are surely being watched, perhaps by more than one faction. This is not the time or place to talk. We should regroup at my home, unless you know of somewhere safer and more private?” she added, looking to Molly and Onyx.
 
   The pair shook their heads. “Not really,” said Onyx. “Our apartment is about as good, but you have more space.”
 
   “Yes. We have magical wards in place,” Lorelei said to the others. “Between that and the mundane security, we should have some measure of seclusion. I think it would be wise for all of you to stay the night. Molly and Onyx are in the most danger of another attack, but it is possible that any of you might be at risk. Between the couches and the guest bedrooms, we have plenty of space. Once we’re there, we can determine what to do next.”
 
   “We can’t ask you guys to get any deeper in this mess,” said Onyx, glancing only once to Molly to confirm her agreement. “It’s bad enough you came this close already. If you’d gotten hurt—”
 
   “Hey, y’all came to our rescue not too long ago,” Wade countered. “Wasn’t just Alex an’ Lorelei in trouble that time. ‘sides, we like you. An’ we’re already in this. Ain’t none of us bailin’ on you now.”
 
   Onyx winced, at once grateful and still apologetic as she looked at the guys. Then her eyes settled on Taylor.
 
   “Nope,” the other young woman objected, holding up her hands. “Doesn’t matter if I don’t owe you one. I’m not going anywhere.” She shrugged. “I like you, too.”
 
   “That means a lot,” said Molly. “Guys, I’m—we’re so sorry. If we knew things would get this crazy, we’d never have asked.”
 
   “Don’t trip,” Drew replied. “We all came because shit could get crazy, remember? You don’t have to apologize. It’s cool. We all know who to blame here.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Though Evelyn rarely felt such emotions as gratitude anymore, the silence during the journey back to the compound brought something close to it. Her apprentices and their friends engaged in a few minutes of urgent cell phone calls as they fled the casino to confirm losses and make sure no one had been left behind.
 
   Evelyn made only one call of her own. After that, she didn’t want to hear any further mortal yapping.
 
   The two-hour drive took them through lowlands and small towns along the highway until they reached the mountains. Light rain began before long, turning to snow as the elevation rose. Evelyn stared off into the darkened sky and then the shadows of tall, snow-dusted trees, mostly to avoid further conversation. She didn’t need to talk to Leon or the pair of sorcerer-thugs sitting in the back of his SUV. She needed to talk to his son.
 
   That discussion drew near as the vehicle rolled off the mountain highway. Leon brought the SUV through a few bends in the woods, where the snow grew thicker but the roads were still clear. He turned onto a small access trail originally blazed for Coot’s Towing and Junkyard. A lone, scruffy man in brown overalls and a winter coat stepped out to unlatch the gate toward the true spread of the property beyond the corrugated metal fence.
 
   Two more rugged men waited at the main gate, armed with rifles and accompanied by a large guard dog. Evelyn noted the faint red glow of the dog’s eyes as Leon and the others pulled into his customary parking spot outside the largest of the compound’s wooden buildings. Though most of those left behind at the compound had no magical skill, Evelyn had assured they would not be left blind and unaware in the night.
 
   “Okay, I want to get everyone together in a huddle,” Leon said to Roger and Bill in the back seats. “Let’s debrief right now before anybody runs off to do bathroom breaks or any of that bullshit. I don’t wanna go chasin’ everyone around all night.” He stepped out of the SUV too quickly to allow for argument.
 
   Roger let out a sigh. “You got it, boss,” he grumbled.
 
   Bill patted him on the shoulder. “Gotta teach that bladder some discipline,” he joked.
 
   “It ain’t the can I need. It’s a shower.”
 
   Only then did Evelyn glance back. “Bloodshed gets easier over time,” she assured him with an encouraging smile. “Your third transgression will hardly bother you at all.” Like Leon, she slipped away before either man could retort.
 
   Leon’s boyhood friends, now middle-aged men like their leader, shared an uncomfortable glance. “Bill, you ever get the feeling—?”
 
   “No,” Bill interrupted. “No, I don’t. And I wouldn’t talk about it here if I did.”
 
   Evelyn heard the exchange. She almost smiled. After tonight, their souls were already secured for her liege, no matter what ignorant delusions of hope they might entertain.
 
   The other pickups and SUVs emptied out. Everyone gathered near the flag pole at the center of the compound, including those who hadn’t been along for the raid. One such member of the Light skirted the crowd to find Evelyn before Leon got talking.
 
   “Miss Evelyn?” asked Tammy. The brunette kept her arms wrapped around her belly, giving an impression that she might be cold under her ski jacket and wool cap. Evelyn knew her body language for the fear it betrayed. “I checked the cell a few times after you called. Nothing ever turned up. I didn’t see the circle disturbed, either, and the door was still locked.”
 
   “I expected as much, Tammy,” said Evelyn. “Don’t be worried. None of these mishaps were your fault, and I would not be angry regardless. Things go wrong, even in sorcery.” She favored the young woman with a tight smile. “You’re sure nothing unusual happened elsewhere in the compound? No strange noises in the woods?”
 
   Tammy shook her head. “Nothing, Miss Evelyn.”
 
   “Very well. Thank you.” Evelyn watched Tammy hustle off to throw her arms around another of the returning Practitioners. Her smile turned to a dark scowl. “Obsequious lickspittle,” Evelyn muttered. She’d had half a mind to have Leon bring Tammy along, if only as fodder. The girl’s magical talents didn’t lend themselves to fighting, but she could surely soak up a bullet as well as anyone else.
 
   “Alright everybody, listen up,” Leon called out. At his word, the semicircle of followers fell silent, putting off further reunion banter until later. “We did real good tonight. Damn good. We’ll have more of a debrief in the morning. Right now I wanted to tell you how proud I am of this whole crew. I’m proud of every one of you, whether you went out with us tonight or if you stayed on guard as ordered. Everyone’s pulling their weight and more.
 
   “We didn’t take ‘em all down, but that’s fine. They put up a better fight than we expected. Gotta give ‘em that. What’s important is that our enemies are weaker while we’re stronger. When the end comes—and it will come—we’re gonna be the last ones standing. The bombs might fall and the city might slide off into the ocean, but in the end it’s gonna be the strongest who survive. After that, it’ll be the strongest who rule. We can’t only prepare for the Reckoning. We gotta prepare for what comes on the next day. That’s what tonight was about. That’s what this whole war is gonna be about.
 
   “And make no mistake: we’re at war. There might not be much of a war left in the other circles after the lickin’ we gave ‘em tonight, though,” he said with a broad smile. Following the cue, most of his people smiled or even laughed in response. “The next fights will be easier and shorter. We made sure of that tonight.”
 
   Leon pulled off his ball cap, revealing his steadily balding scalp. “That’s all I had to say. But I think before we go, we ought to have a moment of silence in memory of Joe, Carl, and Mac.”
 
   Most of his followers bowed their heads. A few sniffled. One leaned her head into the shoulder of the man beside her.
 
   Evelyn rolled her eyes. No one heard her move around the edges of the crowd, not that any of the assembled would have dared challenge her for ignoring their memorial. She slipped behind the one mortal she needed to see, silently beckoning him away from the gathering. Aaron only paused to get his father’s consent with a nod before following his mentor around the corner of his cabin.
 
   “I imagine you have contemplated tonight’s events on your way home?” she began.
 
   “Yeah. Mostly the spell and what happened before and after.” His brow furrowed under his Marine Corps ball cap. “I keep thinking about the incantation, the gestures, all of it. I focused on him. I had a clear image of the cell in my mind.” Aaron shook his head. “I don’t know what went wrong. The spell went off, the smoke rose, and he was gone, like he should’ve been. Then I took off. I thought it worked.”
 
   “Do not feel defensive,” she said. Evelyn patted his arm. “I do not punish. No battle goes completely according to plan. You know this from experience. I only wish to determine what went wrong. Think back to that moment. Concentrate. What felt differently from the other times? Consider your senses. Did anything feel different? Did you hear something new?”
 
   Aaron paused. “I thought I might’ve imagined it, but I got this metallic taste in my mouth. With all the gunfire, I ignored it, but it’s there on the tip of my tongue again.”
 
   “Iron?” she asked.
 
   “Maybe? What does that mean?”
 
   “It means he carried defenses,” answered Evelyn. “The two witches brought him as their pet. It appears they prepared him well for the evening. I did not expect such things.”
 
   “What kind of defense is that?”
 
   She shook her head. Even her brightest apprentices needed to know only so much. Teaching defensive tricks made no sense if they might be turned against her. “A lesson for another time,” she said. “I will go check the ritual circle in the cell again, though I doubt I will find anything wrong with it. Rejoin the others. Remember, this was a lesser priority. You did well tonight.”
 
   The big man brightened at that, almost looking like an overgrown puppy before he trudged across the snow-covered compound.
 
   Evelyn sighed. Aaron was a decent minion. In truth, he was outstanding, and on the whole so were the others. How often did she find over a dozen Practitioners all in one place, open to corruption and even further use, right along with their own mundane thugs and hangers-on? This mission had already been the most fruitful in centuries. She could hardly remember the last time she’d so greatly pleased her master.
 
   Unfortunately, she wanted to please one other tonight. Apparently her apprentices failed at that task. Pondering how to address this failure, Evelyn walked into the cabin set aside for her personal use. The only light in the cabin came from the embers of the fireplace, still glowing despite being left untended for hours. It was more than a demon needed. She closed the door without bothering with the light switch.
 
   “So how was your night?” asked a low, weary male voice.
 
   He sat in the plush chair by the fireplace, slumped back with his legs lazily stretched out rather than his usual good posture. His clothes were matted, burned, and torn. His left hand bore an awful black scar running down below his middle and ring fingers. She couldn’t tell whether the ugly black marks all around his right temple and scalp were burns or bruises, yet they weren’t the worst of it all.
 
   Sammael sat with his eyes closed. Closed, and still dripping blood.
 
   “What happened to you?” Evelyn asked with concern. She walked over to him, but thought better of reaching out to touch.
 
   “A careless misstep, followed by an avalanche of angels.” His words came with a morose grin. “It would appear I am unwelcome in these parts.”
 
   “Does this explain the fire alarm in the casino?”
 
   “I suppose you could say that.”
 
   Evelyn folded her arms across her chest. She knew Sammael well enough to expect half-truths rather than outright lies. Everyone had their style. “I know many healing charms for mortals and demons, but I don’t know if any would work upon you,” she said.
 
   “Time and rest will remedy this. Any other options would require unnecessary sacrifice from your mortal associates. Best not to expend them carelessly. On that note, I see our plan to capture Alex did not play out as we’d hoped?”
 
   She tilted her head curiously, then gestured to his face. “You…see?”
 
   “Ah. Yes, darling. The scars beneath my eyelids run all the way up, but I have other ways. Again, my wounds will heal.”
 
   “Then I wish you a rapid recovery.” She knew any ploy at feigned compassion would be pointless. Sammael surely knew better than to believe that from a demon. “Yes. He bore protective trinkets to disrupt or at least mitigate magic. Aaron caught him with the spell, but he didn’t appear here. That means he is somewhere, though I am unsure where.”
 
   “Unfortunate,” said Sammael. He took in a slow, frustrated breath. It was the only sign of displeasure he let show. “What of the other goals?”
 
   “A mixed result. The Light killed many, but we met with greater resistance than expected. Several fell to blades and magic. Your Alex pitched our summoner through the portal to the Pit. I must assume he perished, since that complication closed the gate. At that point, Leon decided to quit while he was ahead. He’d already inflicted much greater losses than he suffered.
 
   “For a mortal, this Alex seems quite proficient at fighting demons,” said Evelyn. She let the statement hang in the air to watch him carefully. “Is there anything you wish to tell me?”
 
   “We need to find him,” Sammael seethed. “I must know if he lives, at least, and how far he has gone.”
 
   “Very well. I have some thoughts on that. I will see to it after I report to my master.” Evelyn turned toward the fireplace, intending to kneel before it. Sammael’s hand on her arm stopped her—firmly, for an instant, then gently. Even without his eyes, he could apparently “see” quite well.
 
   “Please, Evelyn,” said Sammael. “It is important. His…guardian is a concern. She may be a problem for our plans.”
 
   “I saw no sign of a guardian,” said Evelyn. “He bore no trace of Heaven’s light. Nor did anyone in that room.”
 
   “He is a special case.”
 
   Evelyn noted the tension in his jaw. Though his eyes were closed, he still turned his head slightly as if he didn’t want to look at her. She already accepted how he would often tell her only half-truths. Yet why this trouble in speaking to her now?
 
   Unless he was telling her the truth. Or admitting it to himself.
 
   His hand slid up her arm. He stepped slightly behind her, remaining close enough that she felt his breath upon her neck before the caress of his fingers arrived. “Do you believe you can find him?” he asked.
 
   She enjoyed his touch despite knowing it for what it was. Why shouldn’t she? “If he still bears protective charms, I may only discern a vague location,” she said, her voice dropping to match his. Sammael’s other hand came to her hip. Wounded or not, that hand could still stroke her to great effect. “We may at best see a choice of possibilities.”
 
   His lips brushed against her ear, sending a shiver down her spine. “Would it take long?”
 
   “Perhaps. Perhaps not. I cannot say.” He kissed her neck. His hands roamed her body. She leaned back into him, allowing him to persuade her. “I like it when you ask nicely.”
 
   “Please, Evelyn,” he whispered. The hand on her hip moved around her belly and downward. He held his tongue until his fingers slipped between her legs in an intimate stroke. “You know I will make it worth your while.”
 
   “Mmh. Will it be worth Azazel’s displeasure?”
 
   “If you find him impatient when you speak, blame any delay upon me. I will make it up to you both.” A kiss on the nape of her neck coincided with another stroke between her legs. “Have I not always made you happier than he?”
 
   Evelyn’s breath grew heavy. He had indeed been better to her than Azazel, yet that was not a difficult standard to match. Azazel made demands. Sammael cajoled and seduced—which still showed more respect for her than she received from her master, and more appreciation. Azazel only demanded servitude. Despite his half-truths and hidden agendas, Sammael earned and rewarded loyalty.
 
   “Tell me again your price for aiding Azazel here,” Evelyn whispered. “Tell me what you will ask of him.”
 
   He kissed her neck again. His fingers nearly lifted her off the ground with pleasure. “You.”
 
   Evelyn smiled. Even if it was a lie, at least it was a good one. “If I find him, you will go?”
 
   “I must.”
 
   “Then you owe me when you return,” she dared.
 
   Despite his greater power and station, the lord of the Pit entertained her demands with a grin she could feel against her cheek. “Agreed.”
 
   Reluctantly, Evelyn stepped out of his embrace. She leaned toward the fireplace to breathe a single puff of flame upon the embers. Smoke and ash flew within the hearth. Charred wood reignited. Then she stepped back, elegantly raising her hands as if bringing a symphony to order. The cloud of smoke and embers followed in a thick, sinuous stream.
 
   “He may be anywhere,” she warned. The cloud twisted and rolled under the broad gestures of her hands, swirling into a large orb. “If my suspicions are correct, the spell will seek out a similar expression of magic as that which empowered it. Aaron is not capable of such sorcery on his own. He borrowed much of his strength from me, and therefore from Azazel.”
 
   “Will Alex at least be on this same plane?” asked Sammael.
 
   “Yes. That much is certain. This spell would not send him to the Pit or anyplace else.” Evelyn glanced back to Sammael as the orb condensed and solidified, floating along in the air only high enough that she might raise a hand over the top. Her companion still held his eyes closed. “Will you be able to see details?”
 
   “I can still see when it counts, yes.”
 
   She turned back to the sphere. With another small breath of flame, Evelyn sent a ripple of orange light burning across its surface. The light traced out a swarm of jagged lines, leaving the distinct shapes of continents and islands in their wake. Soon a huge, ashen globe hovered under her raised hands.
 
   Evelyn cut into her wrist with a single talon, grimacing in pain but making no sound. Blood poured from the wound onto the globe, sinking straight through the surface. When she withdrew her hands, she felt Sammael’s touch on her arm once more. He brought her wounded wrist to his lips. The bleeding ceased almost instantly. A second kiss sealed the cut, leaving only a light red line that would heal in little time.
 
   “Benefits of my former station,” he said, leaning in to kiss her lips.
 
   He did not linger in the moment, yet it was enough to make Evelyn smile and to chase away her doubts. She turned back to the orb and blew another puff of fire. This time, the flames sank directly into the ash. In the space of another breath, glowing embers rose all across the globe. Most arose in line with major cities. A few appeared in more isolated spots.
 
   “Behold,” said Evelyn without reverence, “the expanse of Azazel’s power across the mortal world.” She looked to Sammael as he examined the slowly-turning globe. A gasp caught in her throat. His eyes, now open, bore deep, piercing wounds right down the middle. Her hand reached out to take his arm. “Sammael,” she breathed in shock. “No angel did that to you.”
 
   “No. Not an angel at all.” His smile may have been meant to reassure, but it only seemed grim and gruesome when contrasted against his once-beautiful eyes. “I will heal in time. What are we looking for here?”
 
   Evelyn tore her gaze from his face with some effort. “As I said, the spell was completed. It did not follow its intended path. Absent that destination, the spell would turn instead to the strongest expression of the same power. In simple terms, it is like flowing to like. The embers mark Azazel’s holdings and agents across the world.”
 
   Sammael’s grim smile broadened. “Not something he would want me to see, I imagine.”
 
   “No,” said Evelyn, her gaze unwillingly drawn to his wounded face again.
 
   “We’ll have to keep this between us.” He gestured to the globe once more. “Thoughts?”
 
   Evelyn blinked. “The hottest embers will be the greatest and most overt—”
 
   Sparks and ash popped brightly off of the globe. Evelyn turned her attention to the source of the tiny blast. A small spot in the Middle East turned darker and colder than the rest. “I’ve never seen that happen before,” she said.
 
   “The meaning is easy to guess,” said Sammael. His scowl returned. “This boy is troublesome indeed. I believe I now know where to start. Thank you, Evelyn.” He stepped back from her and unfurled his broad black wings. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
 
   “Sammael.” She reached out to place a hand on his chest. “Will you stay with me while I contact Azazel? The more he sees of you, the less he will suspect you of treachery.”
 
   A wry grin played at his lips. He kept his eyes closed, though the blood that escaped while they were open left a visible trail down his cheeks. “This matter must be resolved quickly. The less Azazel knows of it, the better. For both of us,” he added gently, reaching out to stroke her chin. “I will return as soon as I can, dearest.”
 
   His wings beat once as he soared straight up through the ceiling like a ghost. Then he was gone. Evelyn’s gaze followed his path, leaving her looking at the rafters in a mixture of longing and annoyance.
 
   “Damn him,” she said. A redundant curse, she knew, but he deserved it.
 
   Evelyn stepped to one side of the globe. She reached back with both hands, pulling her creation along through force of will, and then reversed her motion to send it flying back toward the fireplace. The motion tore the globe apart before it hit the wall, sending every ember and clump of ash into the hearth where not a bit of it escaped. Flames roared to life within the cloud, burning without wood to feed them.
 
   She sank to her knees before the mantle, bowing her head and stretching her arms forward. Then she waited.
 
   Slow, rumbling words broke the silence. “I received only a handful of souls tonight, Evelyn,” said her master’s voice from the smoke and fire within the fireplace. “One fell into the Pit while still attached to its body.”
 
   Evelyn grimaced. So much for recovering that one. She expected as much. “Tonight’s actions have secured more for the future,” she said, only slightly lifting her head from the floor.
 
   “You may rise,” said the voice.
 
   She knew better than to stand, but she sat up on her knees. “Yes, master.”
 
   “I expected to send many more of my servants through the portal,” said Azazel. “Only a few made the passage. They soon perished on the other side. A death in the mortal world requires a longer recovery than a death in the Pit. It will be some time before they reemerge.
 
   “Mortal sorcery alone will not empower such a portal. This cost me,” said her stern master. “Why did it close so quickly?”
 
   “The Practitioners marked for sacrifice to ease the portal put up greater resistance than anticipated, master,” explained Evelyn. “Our puppets underestimated the enemy’s knowledge and power. We killed many and weakened the rest. I beg of you the chance to pursue your wishes. I will complete this task.”
 
   “That city is ripe for the taking, Evelyn,” rumbled her master’s voice. “It is open. Vulnerable. I must claim it now, before others sense the opportunity. My servants cannot be left waiting.”
 
   “I will bring them through, master. Soon. I promise. Give me only a little time to set our puppets to the task. The one I groomed for summoning died tonight. You have his soul now as payment for these failures. But the others will suffice. I need only persuade them. We shall pave the road from Perdition to this city with the bodies of those who oppose us.”
 
   “And what of my ally? Where is Sammael?”
 
   “He left to deal with some of that opposition, master. I asked him to remain to speak with you, but he refused.”
 
   “Does he seek to betray me?”
 
   Evelyn let out a tense breath. Lying to her master required a greater exercise of will than she could manage frequently. She had to pick such battles. Besides, some questions had obvious answers. “Of course, master. I am not yet sure how.”
 
   “And are you still loyal to me?”
 
   There it was. The test of will. Evelyn’s hands trembled. Her voice did not. “Always, master.”
 
   Silence followed. She hoped he would not ask again, or probe further. Thankfully, her wishes were granted. “Resistance remains? Skilled resistance?”
 
   “Yes, master. The survivors may be frightened, and they are fewer in number now. Yet they have fought back and escaped death once already. They are not to be underestimated.” She paused. “Every servant I bring over will make it easier to crush that resistance. Each slain enemy will make the passage easier.”
 
   “You know my will, Evelyn,” rumbled Azazel. “Open a passage. I care not where or how or who pays the price. My servants will claim that city for me. You will open the way.”
 
   “Yes, master.”
 
   As if suddenly cut off from air, the fire died out. Where smoke once billowed up from the hearth into the chimney, it now only trailed in a faint line. The cabin lay dark.
 
   She didn’t have to wait long for her next visitor. The knock at her door came soon enough. Evelyn rose, igniting the numerous candles scattered around her cabin with a wave of her hand. “Enter,” she called.
 
   Leon came in, glancing around quickly before closing the door behind him. “Thought you might have someone else in here,” he muttered.
 
   “A divination,” she lied. “Nothing more. What brings you here?”
 
   “What else?” Leon snorted. “I’m thinking about what to do next. Thinkin’ about the fight. It should’ve been the beginning and the end right there. What went wrong?”
 
   “This began when you removed Elizabeth last year,” the demon reminded him. “She was the first obstacle. The Brotherhood was the next, and now they are gone. This was the proper time. As for what went wrong, ask yourself instead, ‘What went right?’”
 
   Leon tilted his head thoughtfully. “We hurt them much worse than they hurt us. They had us outnumbered, but we had the element of surprise and we’re tougher. A few of ‘em were better in a fight than we expected, but everything we brought to the battle worked.”
 
   “Yes. And we would have matched those numbers had we not lost the portal,” said Evelyn. “Those summoned to your aid fought on your behalf as expected. Had the portal remained open, it surely would have made the difference. There is no reason to abandon such a weapon.”
 
   “Joe didn’t make it back,” noted Leon. “He was the only one of us who had the talent for that sort of magic. You said so yourself.”
 
   “He alone had the natural talent for summoning under shifting conditions, yes. Any of you could conduct a more careful ritual under my guidance in a controlled environment. To conjure amid a battle was a risk. We knew that all along. We hoped to fuel and stabilize the portal with the blood of our enemies. That did not play out as we’d hoped. What if you tried it again under safer conditions?”
 
   “You can show us how?”
 
   “I can. The portal will be safer. Stable. You could assemble your forces and pick off your enemies at your leisure.”
 
   “I’m not feelin’ a lot of leisure right now,” Leon grunted.
 
   “Indeed. Your enemies will surely strike back. All the more reason to press your advantage. I can guide you, Leon, as I have all this time. The decision must be yours.”
 
   “And the cost?”
 
   “Yes,” the demon admitted. “All things come at a cost. Yet I’ve found there’s always someone else to pay the bill if you look hard enough.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven:
Friends and Allies
 
    
 
   “Leon and his moron buddies had a bunch of crazy ideas to attain more power. Weird ritual schemes in places where magic is stronger. Soul-bonding bullshit that never works. Finding mystical artifacts. Stuff like that. They talked about reaching out to the ‘great beyond,’ too, and that’s when Elizabeth threw ‘em out on their asses.”
 
   “Reaching out to the great beyond is bad?” asked Taylor. The crew sat around late night fast food in Lorelei’s living room, with Drew and the witches on one couch and the rest sitting on the other. “What does that actually mean? Like, contacting ghosts or something?”
 
   “Ghosts, spirits, things people used to worship as gods,” Molly answered. “People do it, but it’s dumb. Once you start learning magic, you figure out real quick that you shouldn’t even mess with a Ouija board, let alone fuck around with the serious shit.”
 
   Taylor tilted her head curiously. “What’s wrong with Ouija boards?”
 
   “Nothing as long as somebody cheats, which is what usually happens,” Onyx scoffed. “Also, mass-produced crap like that doesn’t make for good ritual tools. But let’s say you overcome all that and get an answer from the board: something is answering your question. Do you really want to poke whatever’s on the other side of that connection just to ask who has a crush on you or where you misplaced your keys? Do you think the answers come without a price?”
 
   The other young woman sank back against the couch. “Yikes.”
 
   “I know, right?” said Onyx. “And it’s on every store shelf next to Life and Monopoly. Welcome to our world.”
 
   “Seriously,” Jason grumbled. “All those old school board games suck. Their design is shit, the outcomes are totally random…what?” he asked as his friends stared at him.
 
   “Focus, bro,” grunted Drew.
 
   “Sorry, my bad,” Jason replied with a weary sigh. “Okay, so contacting the other side is crazypants, and…?”
 
   Molly gave a tired shrug. “Like I said, some Practitioners do it. Most of the time, you’re only having a quick conversation with a spirit under controlled conditions. Some spirits are harmless. Some are stupid. The powerful ones are seriously dangerous, and that’s what Leon and the idiot brigade wanted to find. They wanted power. On the scale of things that’ll blow up in your face, that’s somewhere between taking out a loan from the mafia and self-medicating with crack. Nobody wants you around when you’re that desperate, right? So Elizabeth threw ‘em out and cut ‘em off her Christmas card list.”
 
   “An’ that was four years ago?” asked Wade.
 
   “About that, yeah. Far as I know, nobody heard from them since. Not until Kate invited them to tonight’s thing.”
 
   “And now they’re running around with a demon,” said Onyx.
 
   “Is that what happens when you call on the ‘great beyond’ for help?” Taylor asked. “You wind up in bed with…er…”
 
   All eyes turned awkwardly to Lorelei. She sat in a plush chair facing the couches, having gently refused suggestions to lie down. Though she saw no need to hide her injuries from friends in private, she didn’t need to be coddled. For the first time since their fun in the casino, they saw her crack a smile, even if it was grim. “A fitting turn of phrase. Yes. It is a likely outcome of such foolishness. The line between ‘spirit’ and ‘demon’ is easily blurred.
 
   “I only know Evelyn by reputation. She serves a powerful demon lord named Azazel. Evelyn works through sorcery and magic in much the same way a succubus like myself exploits carnal desires. She lures mortals into Hell’s control by playing upon their ambition, offering knowledge and techniques they could never learn on their own. She likely grants them some measure of raw infernal power, too. Naturally, this comes with a hidden price. If they are not wholly her puppets already, they are at least under her influence.”
 
   “If she made ‘em so powerful, how come they didn’t take everyone out?” asked Drew.
 
   “We had them outnumbered and they still did a pretty serious job,” noted Molly. “They also probably didn’t expect anyone to know how to fight demons. That clearly fucked up their plan. It would’ve been uglier if they stuck it out, too. I’m not calling that fight a win for our side.”
 
   “They hit an’ they ran an’ got away with it,” said Wade. “Maybe they didn’ wipe everyone out, but it sounds like mission accomplished.”
 
   “So that explains Evelyn,” said Taylor. “What about the other guy? Sammael? Is he on the same team she is?”
 
   “The internet says he’s an angel, not a demon,” added Jason.
 
   “He is a mixture of both,” Lorelei began. “Many demons are born of the Pit, while others are of mortal origin like myself. Some, like Sammael, were once angels. He is a special case in that he managed to retain much of his former power even after his fall from grace. I’m afraid I cannot tell the whole story. Karmic, metaphysical matters prevent that,” she added with a weary but teasing wink to Jason. “As a lord of the Pit, Sammael has only small holdings and few open followers. As an individual, though, he is certainly as powerful as the rest.”
 
   “So not much of a following, but in a dark alley he’s as scary as any of the big boys?” Wade asked.
 
   “A good way of putting it, yes. The other lords must contend with Sammael as an equal because of his raw power, and also because he is dangerously clever and resourceful. Sammael has won the secret loyalty of demons otherwise pledged to his rivals. He seduces, he subverts, he undermines. You saw his beauty. Imagine that, and his power, and then consider that his sweet words are equally compelling. Ultimately, only he knows how many demons are truly loyal to him rather than their masters.”
 
   Lorelei paused. The faces looking back at her watched and listened with patience and without judgment. Somehow, that made it difficult to explain the rest. Gingerly, Lorelei stood and turned to the sliding glass door of the balcony. Directly ahead was an office building, yet to either side she could see the darkness of Elliott Bay.
 
   If she didn’t care what these young mortals thought, it would have been easier.
 
   “For most of my existence, I believed I was Sammael’s favorite. That may have even been true. While I served one master and then another, I stole time to be with him. I shared secrets. When I was caught by my masters, I endured their anger and punishment…and then I did it all over again.
 
   “I was never so naïve as to believe demons might find love among their own kind. Yet after a few centuries of Sammael’s attention, I believed he and I were as close to it as one could hope. He told me that he would one day steal me away from my master, Baal. He made promises to me that are older than Christianity. Eventually, I was taken by another demon lord, Belial…and Sammael only repeated the same sweet words.
 
   “Even as I grew disillusioned, he still provided more comfort and aid than I would have had without him. My hopes faded, but I played along as one might hedge a bet in case an opportunity arose. If nothing else, I knew he saw my value. That alone had to mean something.”
 
   The others waited for her to continue. Instead, she stared at the reflection in the window. “He never tried, did he?” asked Taylor.
 
   “No.” The question chased away her sadness. A soft, fond smile played at the corners of her mouth. “Someone else helped me escape. Entirely by accident, at first. Yet he made good on it, even in the face of the same dangers that were too much for Sammael. He did it with his—our friends. And here we are now.”
 
   Her smile faded. She turned to face them again. “The iron crown of Baal remains unclaimed. Apparently none of the other lords have managed to seize it, nor have Baal’s servants. Many seem to believe I have the best claim. Sammael hasn’t suddenly turned up in my life again out of romantic interest. He wants me because he wants the crown. He believes I would rule Baal’s kingdom while he, in turn, rules me.”
 
   “Given the fight y’all had, he prob’ly ain’t sold on that plan no more,” suggested Wade.
 
   “One would think.”
 
   “So what happened?” asked Onyx. “Did you think you could take him out?”
 
   “I went with him because I did not want him to turn his attention on any of you,” Lorelei explained. “I needed to know his plans, and so I played along. Unfortunately, if he has any goals beyond winning me over and convincing me to claim the crown, he shared little of them. Evelyn is one of his friends, and possibly one of his converts. He says she is here on her own business for Azazel, and that he only joined her to search for me. Knowing Sammael, he would have told her as little as possible of his plans. She may be entirely unaware of my presence here.
 
   “I also hoped my ambush would draw the attention of any nearby angels. In that, my plan succeeded. However, without Rachel here to tell us what happened, we must assume Sammael escaped.”
 
   “How would he know you’d be there tonight?” asked Jason. “You guys can’t all magically find each other, right?”
 
   “No, or my life would be far more complicated. It appears Sammael has Lydia in his pocket. She told him what happened here, including what little she remembered of Molly and Onyx, but that at least connected me to Practitioners in Seattle.”
 
   “Sammael made sure to point Alex out to Evelyn when they first showed up,” said Onyx. “They didn’t say anything after that. No goofy villain monologue stuff. I’ll bet he showed up to see if we were there and then he left. Maybe Sammael was gunning for Alex from the start as leverage against you?”
 
   “It seems likely,” said Lorelei. “Lydia knew of the bonds between myself and Alex, though exactly how much I am unsure. If Lydia told Sammael everything, he likely does see Alex as leverage, and as an impediment.”
 
   “That would explain why Aaron tried to grab Alex,” said Molly. “But I’m still pretty sure that spell went wrong. They had to know where they were sending him ahead of time. Given that, they could’ve set up wards against scrying. That’s not too hard. Except when Onyx worked up that spell for Rachel to trace out your connection, she could see it without a problem. Wherever he landed, there’s nothing warding him from scrying.”
 
   “I don’t think my spell gives Rachel an exact trace,” Onyx corrected. “That nail in his pocket works against me as much as anyone else. I’m only hoping the spell gets Rachel close enough to figure the rest out on her own. You’re right, though. If they could pull off teleporting a human being, they’ve gotta have the ability to block dowsing or tracing spells. The fact that they didn’t says something went all wrong.”
 
   “Yet until we hear from Rachel or Alex, we cannot do much about it,” said Lorelei.
 
   “So do you think Sammael set all this up to get to you?” Drew asked.
 
   Lorelei frowned thoughtfully. “No. Kate and Jin initiated this gathering. They decided who to invite. I somehow doubt Sammael or Evelyn have strings on them, too. Sammael took advantage of Evelyn’s scheme, and therefore Azazel’s. He may have some interest in all that, but I believe I am his true objective here—myself and the crown.
 
   “What troubles me most is what Azazel wants. Sammael said Seattle would not be pleasant much longer, and that we had created a power vacuum in the last few months. He’s right about that second point. The Brotherhood is gone, as are the vampires. The Light represent souls ripe for the taking, particularly by Evelyn, so his interest in them is natural. But her involvement in their aggression suggests much more than a harvesting of souls.”
 
   “You don’t think it was all her idea?” asked Molly.
 
   “It’s possible, but unlikely. I would expect Evelyn to merely encourage and help the Light along with their own worst ideas. Ultimately, she wants their souls for her master. The more evil they work, the deeper they fall into her grasp. The choice must still be theirs.”
 
   “Why the fuck would they decide to do something like this on their own?” Molly pressed.
 
   “Why wouldn’t they?” asked Onyx. “With the Brotherhood gone, we’re more powerful. There’s less of a drain on the magical energy around here. Same with the others who aren’t around anymore. I hate to say it, but it’s true. And with Elizabeth and the Brotherhood out of the way, who else does the Light have to worry about?”
 
   “Everyone else in that room tonight,” said Jason. “Sounds like this was their Pearl Harbor.”
 
   “Ugh, really?” Molly frowned. “It’s that simple?”
 
   “We ain’t exactly talkin’ about the most rational folks in the world to start with,” said Wade. “Ah mean they’re shackin’ up in the mountains with canned food waitin’ for society to collapse, right? They ain’t subtle.”
 
   Silence followed.
 
   “So what do we do about it?” asked Drew. “We can guess all night what this Az-asshole guy wants, but we still gotta do somethin’. Let’s worry about the problem we understand, right?”
 
   “Drew’s got a point,” said Wade. He turned to face the witches. “Y’all think your other buddies are fixin’ to do somethin’ about the attack tonight? Kate’s group or that Jin fella? At least some of the folks I saw in there looked like they can take care of business if’n they know trouble is comin’.”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Molly. “Fact is, most Practitioners don’t specialize in being bad asses. They learn a thing or three to protect themselves, but that’s not the same as going to war. Faced with a problem like this, I don’t know what the other circles will do. I doubt most of them are up for another fight.”
 
   “We can ask, right?” suggested Onyx. “It’s not like we can’t call a couple people tomorrow.”
 
   “Who knows if they’ll even answer now,” Molly countered with a glum frown.
 
   “Worth a shot, at least.”
 
   “Worst case, we’re on our own,” said Wade. “What’re our options? Do we even know where these assholes are? Y’all said they’re up in the Cascades. How far out an’ where?”
 
   “We don’t know,” said Onyx. “Probably not too far into the mountains, at least. If they were on the other side, they probably wouldn’t even think about Seattle much. But it’s not like we’ve ever been there before. All we know is it’s some kind of compound.”
 
   “Then it probably shows up on satellite photos,” suggested Jason. “It might take a while, but we can spend some time online trying to narrow it down.”
 
   “That could be a huge chore and still get us nowhere,” said Taylor.
 
   “I might have a magical option,” Molly thought out loud. “It might narrow things down with a little more info than Google would show us, too.”
 
   “I thought you said stuff would probably be warded so you couldn’t see?” asked Taylor.
 
   “Wards don’t cover everything up like a blanket,” said Molly. “They’ll block out a scrying spell, but they don’t turn anything invisible. If they really do have some sort of compound up there, we can probably find it.”
 
   “Okay, then what?” asked Taylor. “Obviously we can’t let all this go, but it’s not like we can talk everything out all nice. Blowing them all up doesn’t seem like an option, either.”
 
   “You don’t think so?” asked Wade. “Seems like the best option to me.”
 
   “Dude. Seriously?” Drew frowned.
 
   “It’s what we did with the vampires an’ the werewolves.”
 
   “That shit wasn’t premeditated. We didn’t have no other options. Plus those were monsters, and these are—uh. I mean…” Drew’s voice trailed off as he considered his words. “Okay, that’s kinda fucked up. I’m not sure what I’m saying now.”
 
   “It’s called de-humanizin’ your enemy,” Wade explained. “You’re more willin’ to take an enemy out if’n you stop thinkin’ of ‘em as people.”
 
   “Vampires and werewolves are damned beyond redemption,” Lorelei spoke up softly. “Such curses can only take hold within people who are already monsters. Do not let those deaths trouble your conscience. Other foes are not so easy to condemn…though to commit so much murder and associate so closely with the Pit does not suggest much chance for redemption.”
 
   “Even so,” said Taylor, “there’s gotta be some other option besides going straight to kill or be killed, right? Molly, Onyx, isn’t there any kind of…I dunno, sorcerer prison or something?” She waited only a few heartbeats for an answer while everyone stared at her—and then turned as she realized they were staring at the young man on the couch beside her.
 
   “What?” asked Jason. Then he groaned. “Oh. Them. Yeah, I dunno. We haven’t talked about wizards.”
 
   “Sorcerers,” Onyx gently corrected. “Or Practitioners.”
 
   “Shitheads,” Molly grunted.
 
   “Jason, what have you told Amber about tonight?” asked Lorelei.
 
   “Nothing. What, you think as soon as a guy has a girlfriend, he’s gotta tell her everything about everything?”
 
   “Alex does,” said Molly, Onyx, and Lorelei in unison.
 
   Wade slipped one hand over his face. “Chrissake, Alex,” he muttered.
 
   “I accuse you of nothing, Jason,” said Lorelei. “It seems only natural that you might have told her something.”
 
   Jason glanced at Molly and Onyx again before he reluctantly answered, “I told her we were going with you to a meeting with some other people like you. We didn’t get into it.”
 
   “Wait, ‘people like you?’” Onyx teased. “What’s that mean?”
 
   “Magic types, obviously. Look, we don’t talk about stuff like that over the phone unless it’s planned. She doesn’t want it going out over a random cell phone call or a Skype chat, y’know? She knew what I meant.”
 
   “So you did tell her,” said Wade.
 
   “I dropped a little hint about what I’d be up to tonight in case I never came home again ‘cause I got turned into a fucking toad or something.” He shot Wade an irritated look. “And that’s not weird or clingy.”
 
   “Shit, I’m startin’ to think I need to leave notes for my family in case I never come home,” muttered Drew.
 
   “I know, right?” Jason huffed.
 
   “It is entirely up to you how much you tell her,” said Lorelei. “None of us expect you to keep secrets from your girlfriend. Yet given the situation now, it may be best if you call her. Unless that puts you in a bind with your peers?” she asked the witches.
 
   The pair glanced at one another and shrugged. “We’re paying the rent with that bind,” said Molly. “Sure. Call her up and tell her what’s going on. Maybe she can give us some advice.”
 
   “Advice? You’re kidding, right? She’s gonna be on the first flight up tomorrow. What else do you think she’s got goin’ on right now?”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “I’ll kill you all! You’ll choke on your own blood as I feast on your entrails,” snarled the hog-tied man on the sidewalk. “Let go of me or face my wrath!”
 
   “Just ignore him,” Agent Nguyen counseled. She stood close in case he did anything stupid, but otherwise didn’t touch him further.
 
   “I’ll hunt you bitches down in your sleep!”
 
   “Threatening Federal agents is a crime, George,” sighed the young agent leaning on the car parked at the curb. Amber held her cell phone up with the recorder going. “We’ve already read your rights. Are you sure you want to say things like that?”
 
   “Rights?” George spat a nasty wad of bile onto her phone. “You think rights mean anything to La Chupacabra?”
 
   “That’s assault, and you are not la chupacabra,” Amber repeated with some disappointment. She grimaced at the bile sliding down the screen of her phone before setting it down on the hood of the car. Thankfully, she came prepared for things like this. Antiseptic swabs ranked only below her pistol and handcuff keys as daily necessities. She fished around for one in her jacket pocket with her clean hand.
 
   By now, several porch lights had come on as the shouting drew neighborhood interest. Not far away, Agent Lanier offered another apology to an irate homeowner about the racket their arrest had made in his backyard.
 
   “Yes, I am. I am la chupacabra, you puntus, and I’ll—”
 
   “Oh for the love of—you can’t even drop slang right. It’s not puntu, it’s punta. Who doesn’t know that? You don’t speak a lick of Spanish, do you? Christ, you sound like a Jersey Shore reject, anyway,” Amber grumbled as she tore a swab from its packet to wipe her hand clean. “You aren’t la chupacabra. More like the chupaca-bro.”
 
   “Oh, fuck you, bitch.”
 
   Nguyen looked up curiously. “Wouldn’t that be the correct conjugation anyway?”
 
   “Whatever,” Amber fumed.
 
   “Let me go!” George demanded again. “I am la chupacabra!”
 
   “Swear to God, we should be allowed to charge him with felony cultural misappropriation,” said Amber.
 
   “Okay, San Diego PD is on the way,” announced Agent Bridger as he rejoined the group. He hadn’t gone far. George’s shouting drove him down the block so he could make the call in relative peace. “They should be here in only a few minutes.”
 
   “Good,” grunted Amber. She wiped the spit from her phone, but soon decided she might as well use another swab on it for good measure.
 
   “Are you angry at his bad Spanish, or are you angry we didn’t find a real chupacabra?” asked Nguyen.
 
   “Yes,” Amber replied.
 
   “I really am la chupa—”
 
   “You’re a jackass neighborhood creeper,” Amber cut him off. “Shut your hole and go to county lock-up until they give you a psych eval.”
 
   “What’s wrong with your phone?” asked Bridger.
 
   “He spit on it,” said Nguyen.
 
   “Why’d you put it out where he could spit on it?”
 
   Amber shot him a dirty look. “Way to blame the victim there, Doug.” Her phone vibrated in her hand as she wiped it off again, causing her to nearly drop it on the ground. “Who’s calling at two in the—?” Then she looked at the name on the screen. “Hey guys, I probably better take this, okay?” she murmured before stepping away from the group.
 
   “It’s Amber,” she said into her phone.
 
   “Hey, I’m sorry if I’m waking you up,” said the familiar voice on the other end of the line.
 
   Amber glanced back to the others. “Not at all. I’m wide awake and having the dumbest night on the job ever. What’s up with you? How’d your thing go tonight?”
 
   “Not so good,” said Jason. “Remember how you said I should always call you immediately if certain things happened? Tonight pretty much fell straight into that category. With a cannonball dive, really.”
 
   “Shit, is everyone okay?”
 
   “Mostly. Lorelei got seriously jacked up, but she’ll be okay. Alex is MIA. His girlfriend is out looking for him. The rest of us are fine. It got real ugly for the other people, though. Like, worse than the last time you were up here, y’know?”
 
   “Where are you?” Amber asked. She glanced over to Nguyen and Bridger again to find them both watching. Though they were too far away to hear her side of the conversation, they surely noticed her change in posture.
 
   “I’m safe,” he said. “We’re all at Lorelei’s place, trying to work out what we’re gonna do next about all this. It seemed like time to call you, ‘cause this shit isn’t over.”
 
   Amber let out a heavy breath. The team already had other pressing cases. “La chupacabra” was an unwelcome distraction, and doubly so given the mundane truth behind his escapades. She didn’t doubt the seriousness of Jason’s situation, though. This went beyond mere concern for her long-distance boyfriend. “Okay, we probably don’t want to talk about this on the phone, right? So let’s cut to the chase. If I get to a secure line and you tell me the details, am I gonna be on the first flight to Seattle in the morning?”
 
   “Yeah, probably.”
 
   “Do I bring the others? Is this like the world ending or something?”
 
   “Doesn’t look like it, but it’s super shitty. You’re gonna want to know what’s going on.”
 
   “Okay. Sounds like we’re gonna see each other sooner than we expected. Let me talk to my boss first before I make any promises.”
 
   “Gotcha. Thanks. Sorry I’m dropping all this on you.”
 
   “Don’t even worry about it, babe. I know you wouldn’t mess around about my job. If you say it’s serious, I trust you. We all trust you. I’ll call you back in a bit, okay?”
 
   “Did I ever tell you I’m really hung up on you?” asked Jason.
 
   In spite of her concerns, Amber grinned. “That’s convenient for me. Gotta go. Bye.” With that, she hung up and returned to her team.
 
   “That looked serious,” observed Nguyen.
 
   “It is.” Amber glanced down at their prisoner, now somewhat settled down but plainly listening to their conversation. She also noted a pair of patrol cars on approach as they passed under the streetlights up the road. “That was Jason. Our friends in the great wet north ran into some trouble again. Sounds like somebody better go up and talk to them.” 
 
   “Is it something dangerous?” Nguyen asked.
 
   “It was. I don’t know if it still is. He couldn’t really tell me over the phone, but they’re okay for now. Mostly.” Amber shrugged. “One of us needs to make a personal visit.”
 
   “I could go,” offered Bridger.
 
   Nguyen glanced at him once before rolling her eyes. “We need you here for the other cases,” she said. “Amber, go ahead and book a flight. You can send a secure message to fill us in as soon as you know what’s going on. I’m also going to need your statement on this jackass as soon as you can make it, too.”
 
   “Right. Thanks, boss,” she said.
 
   Nguyen gave a nod before turning away to meet the local police. That left Amber alone with George and Bridger, who gave her an awkward look.
 
   Amber sighed. “Yeah, I’ll tell her you said hi.”
 
   “Who said anything about her?” Bridger asked defensively.
 
   “Please. Like I don’t know what you’re thinking about right now.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “If you aren’t using one of the beds, you gotta at least take one of the couches,” said Drew. “I can sleep on the chair. That thing is half pillow anyway.”
 
   Standing with Drew at the sliding glass balcony door, Lorelei glanced back to the plush chair with a smirk. “You might not be so eager if you knew the sort of things that chair has—”
 
   “Stop. Too much.” He held up one hand to cut her off. “Listen, I assume every square inch of this place has been used in some degree of freaky shit or another. Obviously you guys clean up after. Don’t go putting specifics into my head.”
 
   “As you wish,” Lorelei chuckled, then winced.
 
   Drew glanced back to the hallway. With Molly and Onyx in the master bedroom and the others in the two guest rooms—or on the phone, in Jason’s case—they had the living room to themselves. “How you holdin’ up?”
 
   “I’ll survive.”
 
   “Anything I can do for you?” he asked. He was unsurprised when she shook her head. “How bad is it? Like if you decided not to keep my spirits up and told me the truth instead?”
 
   “Ah. When you put it that way…I’m fairly certain I have several broken ribs. Something in my left shoulder grinds when I raise my arm. If you could see my true demonic visage, you would see more bruising on my face than my natural color. I imagine much of my body is the same.”
 
   “Damn. Why are you even standing up?”
 
   “I sometimes think better when I stand.” She squeezed his hand. “When you first met me, I had been maimed. Alex told you, didn’t he? I still lacked my wings and my horns. Tonight’s injuries hurt more, but those left me weaker. I’m not sure which is worse.”
 
   “So are you gonna heal on your own, or do we need to find you some kinda demon doctor?”
 
   Lorelei grinned. “I will heal in time, though much of that is dependent on Alex. It is part of our bond. At the risk of sharing too much, it is the lust of others that empowers me. By far the greatest share comes from the desires of my prey.” Her gaze drifted out to the night. “Wherever Alex is, lust and desire are the last things on his mind, or I would know it.”
 
   “So you actually feel better when he gets…?” Drew reasoned.
 
   “Yes. My own activity brings strength, too, apart from whatever Alex gets up to. Naturally, being together brings the greatest benefit.”
 
   “Gotcha. That’s why you were, uh, with the FBI dude, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So if it’ll help you heal, and Alex and Rachel don’t care, what’s stopping you? Y’know?”
 
   “Even I have my limits. After what I’ve been through tonight, and with Alex missing and Rachel possibly flying off after him to who knows what result? Sometimes even a succubus isn’t in the mood.” She gave him a wink. “It’s kind of you to offer, though.”
 
   “Oh damn, wait up,” Drew stammered, looking down at his suddenly shuffling feet. “I ain’t tryin’ to volunteer. I’m just sayin’ I know you an’ them aren’t exclusive, and you wouldn’t have any trouble hookin’ up.”
 
   Lorelei watched as he got his embarrassment under control. “I never thought I would see you blush,” she teased.
 
   “Uh-huh. Think I’m a little too dark to blush.”
 
   “Alas, it’s too late to get a camera and prove you wrong.” She watched him thoughtfully. “I know you are not hitting on me, Drew. You came to understand casual romance far earlier than Alex, but you are also not the sort to throw everything to the wind for the sake of lust. I have known such men all my life. My mere presence has shattered families and destroyed friendships in the past without any effort on my part. Being a succubus meant I was drawn to such people. I worried at first that it would happen to you and the others. I even took steps to prevent it. Now I see how unnecessary that was. Perhaps even paranoid.”
 
   Drew nodded, staring out into the night as he listened. “I can’t really blame you for that,” he said. “You are hella fine.”
 
   Lorelei winced again. “Don’t make me laugh.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “I spent millennia as a seductress for the benefit of others. It was only after I met Alex and Rachel that I could freely enjoy what I am for myself.” She squeezed his hand again. “It was only after you and the others that I could have friendships apart from that. It has meant—” Lorelei stopped. Her eyes widened and her lips twitched as she clutched Drew’s hand.
 
   “What’s up?” Drew asked.
 
   “It’s not much,” she hissed, “but I can feel him!”
 
   For two seconds, he shared his excitement. Then her confessions caught up to him. “Okay, now it’s awkward.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve:
Oh Shit, Oh Shit, Oh Shit
 
    
 
   This has got to be my dumbest idea ever, thought Alex. Oh sure, I’ll just stare at pictures of my lady friends on my phone ‘til Lorelei looks up and declares her succubus-sense is tingling. Real slick.
 
   The Humvee bumped along as Alex slid through the digital photo album. Naturally, most pictures showed Lorelei, who occasionally seemed intent on setting his phone on fire in the middle of the day. She never sent anything genuinely pornographic. He had to come home for that, which was the whole point. Her selfies were only a lure, and a reminder of his place in the best predator/prey relationship he could imagine.
 
   The handful of pictures he had of Rachel were not so risqué. None displayed her wings or her halo, of course. Alex had been surprised she was okay with having her picture taken at all. Yet even after granting permission, she still generally avoided cameras, and thus he never pushed the subject.
 
   Alex passed through photo after photo of less relevant subjects, thinking he’d be happy to see his male friends again or even the other random subjects of his lens, but none of them fit the goal of this silly exercise. He gazed on another sultry photo of Lorelei, this one of her on the balcony with her robe falling off her shoulder, and then moved on to something recent…and stopped.
 
   Onyx stared back at him, her face screwed up in an annoyed expression. Nothing about the picture suggested sexual intent. She sat at a restaurant table, coffee mug in one hand, ready to tell off the photographer. Molly had sent this to him only a few days ago. The picture preceded this whole ridiculous and now very bloody mess.
 
   He glanced up at the weary, ragged soldiers sitting with him in the Humvee, the rattling guns on the benches, and the desert drifting by in the windows. Then he looked back at the picture of Onyx. Worth it, he decided.
 
   “You know you’re not gonna get any reception out here, right?” asked Rico from the shotgun seat, his hands full of an unfolded map.
 
   “Got it in airplane mode already,” said Alex.
 
   “What’cha lookin’ at?” asked Dwayne. He leaned against the Humvee’s right door much the same way Alex rested against the left.
 
   Alex nodded at the long, thin box the soldiers had retrieved from the ruins. “What’s in the box?” he countered.
 
   “I’m not at liberty to say.”
 
   Smiling, Alex turned his cell phone off and tucked it away in his jacket pocket. “Same here.”
 
   Dwayne chuckled. “You don’t look like a soldier or a spook, but you come outta fuckin’ nowhere carryin’ a goddamn sword. You jump in and fight monsters like you know what’s up. This is your life, isn’t it? You’re used to this.”
 
   “Little bit. Getting there, anyway.”
 
   “How do you deal with it?” asked Dwayne. “Seriously. Magic and zombies and shit? Doesn’t it turn the whole world upside down?”
 
   “I’ve got a lot of good people in my life,” said Alex. “Lots to be grateful for. Magic and zombies don’t change that. I figure if I focus on all that, I can deal with the rest.”
 
   “It’s that simple?”
 
   Alex shrugged. “Hey, I went to school and got told magic wasn’t real just like everyone else. All this only started up for me a few months ago. I realized my life is completely absurd. After that, I thought about all the good and decided it outweighed the bad.”
 
   “I’m not sure that’s enough for me,” grunted Dwayne. “That was some Apocalyptic shit back there, y’know? I don’t see how to square that with everything else I ever believed.”
 
   “Nah, man. Think it over without making it about yourself,” Alex suggested. “That stuff is all real, right? No smoke and mirrors. But if it’s real, it’s always been real. The world’s been like this since before you or I came along. It’ll be like this after we’re gone, too. There’s no reason to think everything changed just ‘cause we saw it. We have always lived with this, so we can go on living with it. That fight was a bad scene, sure, but we’re not talking nuclear war or climate change here.”
 
   “Shit,” huffed Dwayne. “I still gotta worry about all that, too?”
 
   “Far as I can tell,” said Alex.
 
   “Alpha, this is Six,” came the voice over the radio. “A nearby Predator has you in sight. You have enemies approaching at your four, six, and ten o’clock. Multiple vehicles at six and ten. We’re not sure how they spotted you. Over.”
 
   Alex thought it easy to follow for military radio chatter. Granted, Vietnam had literally been another life, and he couldn’t remember it all that clearly, yet he knew the Army loved its jargon. Wade had spoken of it frequently in his calls and letters home while on active duty. Even now, he still accidentally dropped military terms in his day-to-day speech. Wouldn’t radio calls on a mission like this use that language? Alex thought. Or at least more code words?
 
   And why does that voice sound so sinister?
 
   “Six, Alpha, copy that,” Rico said into the radio mic. “Do you have a range or an ETA?”
 
   Yeah, thought Alex. Shouldn’t they have already given that?
 
   The several seconds of delay that followed bolstered his suspicion this was not exactly a precision operation. “Alpha, Six, within one minute, maybe less. They’re moving fast.”
 
   “Shit,” grunted Rico. He looked up to the gunner standing in the turret mount right behind the two front seats. “Austin! We’ve got off-road traffic. You see any dust clouds behind us or off to the left?”
 
   “No, boss,” said the gunner. “I don’t see anything.”
 
   “It’s all sand and dust out there, they’ve gotta kick up something.”
 
   “You can come up here yourself if you want. I got nothin’.”
 
   Alex looked out the windows. The terrain gently rose to either side of the Humvee, but not enough to be call the area hills. When he glanced forward again, he caught Rico’s questioning gaze. Alex shrugged. “Don’t look at me. It’s your mission. I don’t know these guys any better than you do.”
 
   “What do we do, boss?” asked Dwayne. “Can’t outrun much in this truck. Armor is nice and all, but it don’t win us any races.”
 
   “We’ve gotta keep moving toward our objective,” Rico decided. He turned back to the radio. “Six, this is Alpha. Does the Predator offer close air support? Over.”
 
   “Alpha, Six,” came the reply a few seconds later. “Yes, but limited. It has only three missiles. Not enough to take care of the whole problem. Perhaps if you lured them in close?”
 
   “Who the hell suggests something like that?” asked Alex. “Is that even a military—”
 
   “Contact, six o’clock!” blurted Wes from the driver’s seat while Austin shouted out much the same warning. Wes pulled the Humvee off to the right, plowing off the road and onto the bumpy desert ground. The move jostled everyone, nearly sending Alex out of his seat. Something clattered away from him onto the floor.
 
   “Lost ‘em for a second, but they’ll be on us soon,” Wes warned.
 
   “Shit,” growled Rico. “Okay guys, lock and load.”
 
   It was an unnecessary order. All of his guys already had their weapons prepped. Dwayne’s attention fell on something more mundane. “You dropped your phone, bro,” he said, leaning out of his seat to reach the device.
 
   He touched a button on accident as he picked it up. The move couldn’t have been deliberate. Yet he paused as the “wallpaper” lit up, staring hard at the picture of Lorelei. For a split second, Alex thought little of it. Even pictures of Lorelei could stop people in their tracks. Then Dwayne glanced back to Alex with something less than the camaraderie he’d shown before. “Boss,” Dwayne beckoned with urgency.
 
   Rico looked back, then down at the screen shown to him. His grim expression turned even darker. “How do you know this woman?”
 
   Alex groaned. “Aw, seriously? You’ve gotta be kidding me.”
 
   “How do you know her?”
 
   “How do you know her?” Alex retorted.
 
   The team leader glanced back to the wounded man sitting behind Alex and gave a quick nod. In an instant, Carter sat up and hooked one arm up under Alex at the shoulder and across his neck. Dwayne surged up in front of him, pinning Alex to his seat and fighting to take hold of his other arm.
 
   Everything became a sea of unwelcome weight, grunts, and the constant bump of the road. At the first kick from Alex, Dwayne punched him in the gut over and over. Alex withstood the first blow better than the second. The third overwhelmed all his gains from months of active living and working out. His core muscles collapsed as Alex wheezed and his stomach fell into spasms.
 
   “I’ve got him,” grunted Carter. “You got zip ties?”
 
   “Yeah, in my pocket,” said Dwayne, fishing around for them while straddling Alex to keep his legs still.
 
   Panic surged through Alex as the men wrestled him and his lungs refused to take in any air. Been winded before, he thought. It’ll be okay, it’ll be okay, fuck fuck I can’t breathe. His sight blurred. Unwelcome weight closed in on his legs and around his shoulder and neck. He’d be okay in a minute or so, and knew it, but that didn’t help him breathe any easier as his body screamed that he would die without air.
 
   Not gonna die. Not gonna die. Not gonna get kidnapped again, either, he thought. Alex hid his left arm in the small space between his seat and the wall of the Humvee so Dwayne couldn’t get his wrist. Not letting anyone kidnap me again. Get off me. Get off.
 
   The voice on the radio chattered again. Someone shouted. “Stupid kid,” grumbled Dwayne as he fumbled with the handful of big zip ties. Most of them fell to the floor, but he only needed one.
 
   Rage built along with panic as Alex struggled. He still couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t move much, either. It all made him angrier, which still didn’t settle his diaphragm. A bad day on the field in middle school P.E. had taught him he’d survive this problem, but that didn’t settle his wild emotions. Fortunately, one of the men he used to be knew how to use such fury.
 
   The Humvee bumped along. The engine roared. An awful noise escaped from Alex as he barely managed to inhale.
 
   “Okay, ease up, I’ll get his wrist,” Dwayne said to Carter.
 
   “Get the other one first,” Carter advised.
 
   The loud hammering of the .50 cal warned everyone of the appearance of new enemies. “Shit has hit the fan,” declared Austin from the turret.
 
   I’m not getting kidnapped again, thought Alex. Memories of a young warrior named Skorri agreed. His head pounded. His vision went red and darkened all at once as his rising anger and a second gasp of air fought off the threat of blacking out. Dwayne ducked his head against Alex’s shoulder to grab at the younger man’s wrist. No. No. He wanted to scream, “No,” but it came out instead as a nonsensical, jarring shout.
 
   “Do you need help?” Rico barked. He climbed halfway out of his seat and around the interior mounting for the turret. Alex kicked at him out of desperation rather than any sort of plan. His heel shot out at Rico, striking his hand.
 
   Alex saw his cell phone bounce free from the team leader’s grip. His own kick had already cracked the screen. The device landed on the floor, only to be completely crushed under Austin’s foot as he struggled with Alex. The younger man knew the sound of irreparable phone damage all too well.
 
   Skorri’s rage never came so naturally.
 
   His strength surged. He overcame Carter’s arm pinning him to the seat long enough to force his jaws between Dwayne’s shoulder and helmet.
 
   “Gah! Get him off!” Dwayne screamed. “He’s biting!”
 
   The .50 cal hammered again over Dwayne’s yelp. Carter tried to regain his grip, but Alex squirmed and fought too much to let that happen again. The struggle allowed Dwayne to wrench free, only to stumble onto the floor between the front and rear seats—right where Alex could stomp on his face without mercy.
 
   “Six, Alpha, we need—shit!” Rico blurted as everything went wrong right behind him.
 
   Alex made another horrible noise, trying to suck in every bit of air in the world. He pulled in perhaps half a breath for his effort, but it kept him moving. With Carter still struggling to keep his grip, Alex had only his left arm free. Alex squirmed in his seat, grabbed Carter’s right hand, and bent it viciously. Leverage and strength weren’t enough against such berserker rage. Alex squeezed and twisted Carter’s fingers until they cracked, kicked and stomped Dwayne further into the floor, and screamed all the while like a cornered, wounded animal.
 
   “Jesus, boss, you’ve got a pistol. Just shoot him!” suggested Wes from the driver’s seat.
 
   “I’ll hit Carter,” objected Rico.
 
   He was right. In that instant, Carter’s right arm went from his only hold on Alex to his biggest liability. Alex pulled Carter around the seat and halfway into his lap. With his right hand finally free, Alex dropped a hammering blow against Carter’s nose. No one heard the crunch of cartilage over the gunfire, but Carter reflexively covered his face to protect himself.
 
   The broken nose only stunned Carter for a couple of seconds. Soon enough, he’d throw elbows again, but it gave Alex a chance to look around for an escape route.
 
   If the Humvee opened from the back, Alex couldn’t tell. Any door handle or hatch release was buried beneath piles of backpacks and other gear. Alex nearly turned away again before his gaze fell on the long wooden trunk the soldiers had pulled from the ruins. In the struggle, Carter had kicked aside the black shroud. Much of the lid had been broken off, either from the drone strike or simple age. Everything about it looked old. The bones inside it looked older—human bones, gathered in black cloth and but otherwise collected like so many odd trinkets.
 
   A skull stared back at Alex from amid the pile. That did him no good. Other bones proved more immediately useful. He had only a split second to examine and evaluate. It was enough. The enemy looked on in horror as Alex surged back swinging an ancient femur.
 
   His first blow collided with Carter’s cheek, knocking him onto his butt on the floor. His second, reaching further forward, swatted the pistol from Rico’s hand before he could fire. That reminded Alex of his own weapons, but as long as he had the initiative, he could keep bashing away with his improvised club. Somewhere amid the chaos, Alex gasped his way to a full breath, and then another.
 
   More gunfire rang out all around. Alex heard the popping noises of rifles in between bursts from the Humvee’s machinegun turret. A few bullets struck the vehicle’s armor, but none hit the remaining windows. Wes put the Humvee into a violent swerve. “Shit, they’re tryin’ to run into us!” he yelled. “That fucker looked like he was gonna jump!”
 
   With a glance outside the broken passenger side window, Alex saw what Wes meant. A pair of white pickup trucks tried to keep pace with the Humvee. Men clung to the roll bars on each truck while others leaned out of the windows to fire their rifles.
 
   The vehicles outside presented a terrible danger. So did the men inside this vehicle. Alex had no chance of talking the soldiers down now, nor could he take control of the Humvee. Not with enemies closing in. Literally everything I could do here is a terrible idea.
 
   Alex reached for the handle and flung the door open, only for a man’s face and body to slam it shut again. The moment happened so fast Alex would have missed it if he’d blinked, but he surely saw a face and beard crushed against the window. The man fell away again just as quickly as he’d appeared, doubtlessly tumbling away in the dust. Alex pushed the door open again, this time to the sight of a white Toyota pulling up alongside the Humvee.
 
   A masked man leaped from the cargo bed toward the open door. He caught the lip of the Humvee’s roof and lifted his feet up to keep them from dragging on the ground. His ski mask muffled his wild cry, but it didn’t cover up the crazed look in his eyes.
 
   “Holy shit!” Alex blurted. He clobbered the boarder with the femur, crushing his nose and sending the man falling away in the dirt. Jeez, and I thought I had a crazy plan, he thought in a flash—and then realized the pick-up’s cargo bed was now empty.
 
   Alex promptly threw himself out of the Humvee, unwittingly escaping a bullet in the back of the head from Rico. He dropped the femur as he jumped, wanting both hands free to cling to the side of the Toyota. Right away, Alex found himself preoccupied with the problem of keeping his feet up out of the dirt. He had to fight more than just his own body weight to haul himself up over the edge. Predictably, he realized now that this nonsense was much harder than it looked in the movies.
 
   Bullets flew. The men in the pickup’s cab shouted. Dust permeated the air, threatening Alex with more choking right when he’d finally gotten breathing again. With desperate effort, Alex flung one leg up over the side of the cargo bed and pulled the rest of his body over the edge in more of a flop than a landing. The pickup swerved hard and sent him rolling over to slam into the opposite side of the cargo bed.
 
   I am easily the dumbest person here, he thought.
 
   The pickup kept rolling. Alex looked up in time to see the hooded man in the front passenger seat slide open the rear window. A rifle barrel poked out of the window, but by then Alex had his hand on his pistol. Given the easier angle, Alex got his shots off first. At this range, he could hardly miss, even if it meant shooting through the passenger cab. The man jerked in shock and fell forward.
 
   The driver turned his head frantically to try to keep track of Alex. Amazingly, the pickup kept moving. “Why the hell don’t you stop?” grunted Alex. Staying on his hands and knees, he looked up and around to get some sense of the situation.
 
   Four pickup trucks pursued the Humvee, all of them manned by guys in hoods and ski masks. “God damn,” Alex muttered. “It’s just like on TV. They really do all drive Toyotas.” He saw all the other things he’d seen in the news, too: AK-47s, RPGs, and even a billowing black flag mounted at the end of one truck. Only a couple of the men in one of the trucks seemed to notice him, though they now banged on the passenger cabs and shouted warnings to their drivers. Everyone else appeared obsessed with stopping the Humvee—including the man still driving for Alex, though he now shouted something in Arabic into his truck’s radio.
 
   The wild chase continued. From the Humvee’s turret, Austin tried to ward off a vehicle from pulling alongside. That kept him distracted from another pickup drawing in close behind. One of the men in the back climbed over the pickup’s cabin and ran along the hood to dive onto the back of the Humvee.
 
   Alex couldn’t let the chase distract him. He knelt down behind the passenger cab of his truck and banged on the window. “Pull over!” he demanded. The driver glanced back at him before producing a pistol. Alex yelped and shot first, once again too close to miss. Blood exploded all over the passenger cab and its now broken rear window. A worse problem resulted when the driver slumped over and the vehicle went into a hard left turn.
 
   The roll bar offered a good place to hang on. Alex clung to it with his heart in his throat, only to realize after a couple of seconds that the truck was slowing down. The driver had died with his foot on the brake while intending to shoot. Sand and scrub plants helped bleed off the remaining momentum.
 
   He glanced up ahead. The chase hadn’t moved too far away. An armored Humvee could only go so fast, particularly off-road. Unfortunately, the small swarm of vehicles also pulled off to the left as the Humvee tried to evade them. Austin blasted the one-man boarding party off the back of his ride with his pistol. Nothing was resolved, nor did the pile of problems leave Alex behind.
 
   “Fight or run,” he huffed, though it was no real choice.
 
   Alex stuffed his pistol back in its underarm holster. “Please don’t have auto-lock doors,” he muttered as he leaned hard around the side of the cab to reach the handle. Though he had to stretch further than he wanted, the door came open without much trouble. His luck held further as the dead driver, already slumped against the door, fell out of the truck entirely.
 
   Gunfire and roaring engines continued up ahead. Alex put it out of his mind, focusing on the brief but daunting task of climbing from the cargo bed to the driver’s seat. He grunted in pain and frustration as the door came back on his shoulder and outstretched leg, but counted himself lucky again in that the door didn’t catch his fingers. Adrenaline kept Alex from second-guessing himself into clumsiness.
 
   The “oh shit” handle above the driver’s seat offered him something to grab onto. The step-up mounted beneath the door gave him a place for his foot. The rest came down to a deep breath, a lunge, and a sudden swing that left him sitting in a pool of blood.
 
   “Ugh,” Alex grumbled. Without any conscious thought, Alex found the brake and pulled the door shut. He quickly fastened the seat belt, too, refusing to make the same mistake as the driver—or the passenger. “Aw, man,” he complained when he remembered he still shared the cab with a dead guy in the shotgun seat beside him.
 
   With the Toyota under control, Alex found the Humvee and its pursuers all coming straight for him. He floored the accelerator, pointing his truck directly westbound out of a southbound chase. A great cloud of sand and dust emerged in his wake.
 
   He didn’t get very far before the Humvee roared past, but at least he avoided a crash. He felt good about that. The cloud he left behind made looking in the rearview mirror pointless. He tried it anyway, though, and made out the blurry images of at least two trucks chasing him. “Oh, come on!” he shouted. The Humvee was already out of sight again.
 
   Alex turned his eyes front. He noticed the gleam of sunlight against metal in the clear blue sky above, and the puff of white smoke that appeared under a wing.
 
   He didn’t see the missile in flight. It shot toward him much too fast to track. Alex only realized what had happened when the world exploded in fire and smoke behind his truck. He felt the back end lift up in the blast, but that was nothing compared to the sensation of his heart and his stomach both trying to leap into his throat. He clutched the wheel and hit the brakes as if either move mattered. Like so much of this insane day, the moment lasted only a couple of seconds but felt much longer. The sensation of the back wheels slamming back down to earth gave him some measure of relief.
 
   He’d escaped the blast. He drove out of the smoke. The pickup still ran fine. The back end was barely on fire at all.
 
   Then the Humvee appeared out of nowhere and sideswiped the Toyota hard, throwing it over instantly. The truck rolled in a cacophony of shattering glass and bending metal that drowned out every frightened yelp of its driver. It came to a stop on its roof, leaving Alex battered, disoriented, and tangled in his seatbelt. His limbs dangled. His head throbbed.
 
   Through the broken windshield, Alex took in an upside-down view of the Humvee rolling off further away. The machinegun kept firing, finally reducing one of its pursuers to a smoking, rolling ruin. Only one more pickup carried on with the chase.
 
   Though his body ached with five kinds of pain, Alex fumbled to unlatch the seatbelt. He made a sensible attempt to brace himself against the roof of the cab before pressing the release catch. In the end, he still fell onto a hard surface covered with broken glass.
 
   Everything still moves, he thought. I didn’t break any oh fuck wait no, my foot. That’s bad. Oh shit my foot and my…ow ow ow! Sharp pain shot through his leg and his left shoulder. My brain feels broken, too. Ow.
 
   Blood dripped freely from his hand as he pushed the door open. His leg felt wet. So did the collar of his shirt. One thing at a time, he decided. Daylight and dusty air came through the open door. He dragged himself halfway outside.
 
   The sharp reflection of the sun glinted off something in the sky directly ahead. Alex winced. Oh no, he thought, remembering where he’d seen that same effect less than a minute ago.
 
   Something white and broad flew overhead to intercept the gleaming craft. Alex blinked. No. Not something. Someone.
 
   Rachel soared straight onto the drone. She caught its wing with both hands and yanked down hard. The Predator didn’t fare well from such treatment. It spiraled free of the angel’s grasp, veering well off course before falling into a nosedive.
 
   The burst of metal and dust as it hit the ground seemed somehow anticlimactic. Alex saw no fiery explosion, nor did he even hear anything all that loud. He slumped to the ground on his right shoulder. That was good. His left shoulder didn’t feel up to the job.
 
   A moment later, Alex woke up. He didn’t remember falling asleep. Blacked out, he realized, but now he saw sandaled feet and shapely legs sticking out under a white dress right in front of him. “Lover, you look like fucked-over dumpster meat,” Rachel declared.
 
   “Izzat an actual thing?” he slurred.
 
   He felt better the instant he saw her. More so for hearing her voice. Rachel made everything better. In the back of his mind, Alex wondered if he’d become so used to the healing quality of her touch that he’d developed a Pavlovian response to her presence. Then he wondered just how fucked up his brain must be to throw out thoughts like that in a time like this. “I think I got a concussion,” he mumbled.
 
   “Only one?” she asked. “Hold on one sec.”
 
   Alex squinted up at her as she stepped past. The angel reached into the overturned passenger cab to pull out a rifle from amid the mess. She looked around the other side of the truck, reached back with the rifle, and flung it hard.
 
   “Whuz a perfe’ly good rifle—?” Alex managed, but then he heard the shattering sound of glass. An engine roared, followed by the loud crash of another truck. A hubcap rolled through his field of vision. “Oh.”
 
   “Think we’ve got a minute now,” said Rachel. She slipped her hands over his shoulders.
 
   Relief coursed through his body, chasing away pains his brain hadn’t even registered until other problems stopped drowning them out. A single stroke of her hands along his neck unraveled tension all along his back. He let out a heavy breath, and along with it much of the stress of the battle, the chase, and so much else.
 
   “Oh wow you’re the best,” Alex declared.
 
   “Okay, we’re both fucking the same woman, so I know that’s not true.”
 
   “I thought we didn’t play favorites?”
 
   “Uh-huh. Tell me I’m the best next time she’s sitting on your face and maybe I’ll believe it. I only wish I’d gotten here sooner.”
 
   “I’m alive, right?” Alex sighed again. “Works for me.” He sat up, feeling odd sensations in his leg and hip as he came to rest against her shoulder. His head felt much clearer already, along with his ability to speak. Rachel’s touch muted whatever pain he might otherwise suffer from his injuries.
 
   His gaze fell on the hubcap. “Aren’t you forbidden from hurting mortals?”
 
   “What? Nah. You don’t even know how many mortal assholes I’ve fucked up for messing with you. Just weren’t watching. Anyway, it’s not like any of these shitstains have guardian angels anymore. Nobody’s gonna bitch at me on their behalf.”
 
   “What the hell happened to me, anyway? How’d I even get here? One second I’m fighting at the casino, next I’m in a dumpster out here. Is everyone okay?”
 
   “One of the bad guys hit you with a teleportation spell, something fucked it up, and I think so, but I don’t know for sure,” Rachel answered in sequence. “Onyx gave me kind of a tracer spell and I knew I had to haul ass all the way out here to help you.”
 
   Alex turned back to face her with a smile. Then he noticed the ugly cuts, bruises, scuffs, and bloodstains all over her. “Oh my god, are you okay? What happened to you?”
 
   “I’ll be alright,” she said, leaning her forehead against his. “I’m with you now. Shh,” she added, caressing his cheek with her fingers but holding them there. “Hold still.”
 
   He did as she asked. An instant later, he heard the sound of an engine and rolling tires. The Humvee drove by within throwing distance, only to roll right on past. Austin still manned the machinegun turret. He looked right at Alex and Rachel, yet seemed completely oblivious to their presence.
 
   “Those guys are some real assholes,” Rachel observed as they moved on by.
 
   “Yeah, I figured that out a little bit ago.”
 
   “What’re they looking for? Besides you? What did you take?”
 
   “Shit, I already lost it. They—okay, you never explained how this works. I don’t know what you can tell from looking at me or what I need to explain.”
 
   “Sh’yeah, right, like I’m gonna explain that to you now that your concussion is healed up,” Rachel scoffed. “You should’ve asked me thirty seconds ago.”
 
   Alex rolled his eyes. “You really need a whole recap?”
 
   “I do now that you called out my sketchy claims of omniscience. Sheesh.” Rachel helped him up, brushing off some of the dirt on his shoulder once he was on his feet. “Can’t game the system if you’re gonna start trying to piece it together. You might get too close to some universal truth and then it’s existential crisis bullshit every night at dinner forever.”
 
   He threw her an exasperated look, then glanced up and down at her battered, disheveled appearance. “Rachel, what happened?” he repeated.
 
   “Sammael. I tried taking him on. Me and a bunch of my buddies, right after Lorelei broke off a piece of him. It was a four-on-one fight and he still knocked the fuck out of us and got away.”
 
   “He did this to you?” Alex blinked. “And he fought with Lorelei, too? Is she okay? What about the others?”
 
   “Like I said, I dunno. Based on his shit-talking it sounds like she’s okay, but she might be a little beat up.” Her brow knit as her voice cracked. “You were in trouble.”
 
   “I thought—” Alex caught his words, pausing and taking her hands. “I thought if we’re both in trouble, you’d take care of her first?”
 
   Rachel shrugged uncomfortably, but her big blue eyes never broke from his. “I had more to go on with you. She wasn’t all alone. You were.”
 
   Alex stopped. He couldn’t second-guess her. All three lovers had confronted this before. No matter how much they loved each other, none of them could be in two places at once. Not even Rachel could come to the rescue of both if they weren’t in the same place, to say nothing of her higher duties. “What about your dominion?” he asked softly.
 
   “Other guys can stand in for me,” she said. “What about you?”
 
   He didn’t have an answer for that. Rachel’s responsibilities kept her away from her lovers so often. No matter how much she might grumble about the job on any given day, her post meant the world to her, and Alex knew it. Yet here she was, having dropped everything for him.
 
   Alex kissed her cut lips. She instantly responded with hunger and passion, giving no fucks for her wounds. The angel threw her arms around him and kissed back hard.
 
   Nothing he’d faced today scared him anymore. The desert couldn’t stop them. Whatever trauma he’d endured, none of it would linger now. He could handle all of that if he had Rachel.
 
   “Thank you,” he murmured when their lips parted.
 
   “Anytime,” said Rachel. Her mouth twisted into a grin. “That probably helped her out a little, too.” She pushed against him tauntingly, confirming in no uncertain terms that she’d felt his stiff response to her kiss.
 
   “Probably,” Alex chuckled. “No time for that now, though. Okay. You’re here. Thank you. Now how the hell do we get home again? Can you fly us back or what? Wait, if I teleported, then I didn’t lose any time getting here, right? We’re on the other side of the planet! How freakin’ fast are you?”
 
   “Pretty fuckin’ fast if I can shoot straight from point A to point B. Faster going long distance, actually. Doesn’t matter now, though. It’s one thing to catch you if you fall or something like that, but I can’t take you far. Angel wings aren’t made for lifting. The main reason I can fuck around in the mortal world as much as I already do is the ritual that stuck the three of us together.
 
   “We gotta find you another way home,” she said. “And if Sammael’s out there dicking the place up, we gotta get back fast.”
 
   “Okay,” said Alex. “I guess we gotta get to civilization first, right? Find a town or something around here…for whatever that’s worth. Half this country is still a warzone.”
 
   Rachel’s eyes lit up as she nudged Alex with excitement. “I totally know someone who can help. Maybe. If she’s still around. We might have to sneak across a border or two. I can help with that much, at least.”
 
   “We don’t want to go to Baghdad?”
 
   “Fuck no. The angel in dominion there hates me. We’re going that way,” she said, pointing to mountains far off in the distance.
 
   “Um. Okay?” He took in a good look at their surroundings. Every vehicle in sight either burned from the drone strike or lay on entirely the wrong side. “That looks like a hell of a walk if you can’t fly me.”
 
   “Fuck walking.” Rachel stepped up to the overturned Toyota, shut the driver’s side door again, and crouched down beside the roof.
 
   “Wait, can you really—?” Alex began.
 
   The upside-down Toyota wobbled slightly as she slipped her fingers under the passenger cab. “Oof, hold on,” she grunted. “I’m not as strong outside my dominion. Shit.”
 
   “Rachel—”
 
   “Nope. Nope. I got this. I’ve got it.” She winced hard as she strained, finally growling, “Motherfuckballs!”
 
   Alex watched in awe as the petite blonde heaved the pickup over onto its side with a mighty grunt. She hardly even paused before crouching down again to push it over another ninety degrees, leaving the big vehicle bouncing on its tires as it settled back into its right-side-up stance once more.
 
   Rachel slumped against the door to throw a proud grin at her awestruck lover. “C’mon,” she huffed. “I don’t know how to drive, so that’s all you.”
 
   “I—you—holy fuck!” blurted Alex.
 
   “Babe, I want to, sure. But with our luck more of these assholes would show up right when I’m about to get off.” She threw open the passenger side door and looked inside with a scowl. “Ugh. Sorry, fuckface,” she said to the dead body still lying inside. “You made your dumb life choices.” With an unceremonious tug, Rachel tossed the dead man out onto the dirt. She happily slipped into his seat and closed the door behind her.
 
   Still stunned, Alex opened up the driver’s side door. Only then did he notice the considerable difference between his side and Rachel’s. “Oh, great,” he grumbled. “I get the bloody side.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Hey, I found it! Guys!”
 
   Rico looked up from the map laid out over the Humvee’s hood. Not far off, Austin repeated his call. He jogged back to the vehicle, grinning with obvious relief. Dwayne and Carter abandoned their search along the other tire tracks running through the dirt and brush to regroup with the others.
 
   “Man, I told you that fucker dropped it when he jumped outta the Hummer,” said Wes as he crawled out from under the hood. “Last thing I saw before they shot off the side mirror.”
 
   “If I doubted you, we wouldn’t have come looking for it,” said Rico, patting his driver on the back. “How do we look down there?”
 
   “She’ll run fine. We’re good.”
 
   “Goddamn thing must’ve gotten run over,” Austin huffed upon arrival. “I found it halfway buried in a tire track.” He held out the large bone to Rico with a look of triumph. “Surprised it’s still in one piece, y’know?”
 
   Rico looked the femur over with concern. “Shit, I dunno about that. Carter?” he asked, bringing it to the team’s medic.
 
   “Yeah, that’s a chip right there. And there.” Carter blew across one knobby end to clear off some dirt. “It looks fresh, too. I’ll go compare it to the other one, but you can see how the color is off here and here. This isn’t from decomposition. I don’t think it happened in the airstrike, either.”
 
   “It’s better than nothing, though, right?” Austin suggested.
 
   “You found it. That’s what counts.” Rico slapped his comrade on the shoulder. “Okay, we’ve gotta get moving. If anyone needs a minute to get sorted out, do it now. I’ll call in.”
 
   The team leader sank back into the shotgun seat, leaving the door open to allow for a little air until they headed out. On the dashboard sat the pieces of the smashed cell phone taken from their mysterious guest before his escape. They’d never get anything useful out of it now, but he knew who he and Austin saw on the screen. Who could forget that face?
 
   Grimacing, Rico picked up the radio handset. “Six, Alpha, over.”
 
   “Alpha, Six,” came the response. “What is your status?”
 
   “We’re clear of hostiles for now. No team casualties. We have another problem, though. That passenger we picked up turned hostile.” Rico braced himself before relaying the rest. “He damaged one piece of our mission cargo during the fight. We lost him after that. Also, we have reason to believe he could be connected to our, uh…previous career difficulties. Over.”
 
   An ominously long pause followed. Rico stared at the radio wondering how bad the news of damage to their cargo might be. From the start, everyone accepted the possibility that the bones would not be in pristine condition, or perhaps not even all together as hoped. Yet once they’d been recovered, responsibility for their safety was a different matter.
 
   Still, it wasn’t as if Rico or his people could deflect bullets or rockets. Their superiors knew that. Bad things happened in battle. Hopefully, everyone accepted that, too—particularly the man on the other side of the radio channel.
 
   “Alpha, Six. Did you see what brought down the Predator? Over.”
 
   Rico blinked. At least he was still talking, so that was good, but the question surprised him. He looked around to the other guys. Surely they’d have said something if they had seen the drone go down. “Negative. We didn’t even realize it crashed. It must have happened while we were still engaged.”
 
   “Acknowledged. Moving on. I’ve sent an image file, but apparently it won’t go through.”
 
   “Six, Alpha, the on-board computer took damage. I have my portable on hand.” He slipped the laptop out of the backpack at his feet and opened up the screen. The satellite link still worked. “Try sending again, please. Over.”
 
   A couple of the others settled into their seats again while Rico waited for the message to come through. Not for the first time, Rico wished their “headquarters” included a full team of competent tech guys. The bosses could arrange drone support, but not a dedicated communications specialist. In hindsight, while Rico didn’t miss all that much about the Army, he appreciated the spread of support services.
 
   His message program flashed with new input. Rico opened up the video file to find an aerial view of their running battle, and in particular the moment Alex leaped out of the Hummer and onto the nearest pursuing pickup. “Is this the passenger?” asked Six over the radio.
 
   “Affirmative. He turned up at the mission site and helped us escape, and he knew how to fight against our, uh, ‘extraordinary’ hostiles. We don’t know how he got there, but I don’t think he knew our mission, or who we were. Said his name was Alex. He may still be nearby.”
 
   “Understood. Do not pursue or engage unless necessary. Continue on to the extraction point. Your current mission takes priority. We’ll follow up with this problem at a later date.”
 
   Rico looked from the image on the screen to the broken cell phone on the dashboard. “Damn right we will.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen:
Road Trip
 
    
 
   “He’s not the Angel of Death! Why would we even have one of those? That’s like having an angel of hemorrhoids.”
 
   Rachel sat in the front passenger seat of the pickup, rummaging through the backpacks and other gear left behind by the previous occupants. The Toyota rattled and occasionally bounced as Alex drove through the desert. He watched for obstructions in the night, but aside from the occasional scrub plant or rock, the terrain was generally as smooth as he could hope for off-road driving. His lover seemed utterly unbothered by the rough ride.
 
   “Seriously, he only got that rep by making bullshit ‘angelic appearances’ in front of scholars and monks in the Dark Ages. And what the fuck did they know, right? It’s like the Ninth Century equivalent of writing your own entry on Wikipedia. Oh, shit!” Rachel breathed, looking up from her work with wide eyes.
 
   “What?” Alex asked, looking to her urgently.
 
   “Look up his—aw, you don’t have your phone.” She abandoned her excitement as quickly as it had emerged. “Probably no reception out here anyway. I’m just thinking Sammael probably did write his own article. Conceited cocknugget.”
 
   “So do you know each other personally?” asked Alex. He tried to keep his eyes on the road, or lack thereof.
 
   “Yeah. That’s normal for angels, though. Even with as many of us as there are, we’ve been around so long most of us know each other at least by name and face. It’s a smaller world when you kick around for thousands of years.”
 
   “And you all go by first names?”
 
   “Well, it’s not like we’ve got family lines. I don’t have angel parents.”
 
   “Yeah, but are there enough names to go around?”
 
   “Pff. Fuck no. How many guys do you know named Matt?”
 
   “A lot.”
 
   “There you go. Same for us. We don’t have last names, but we all usually know who we’re talking about when we mention other angels.”
 
   “And some of you have less common names like Sammael?”
 
   “Yeah,” Rachel sighed. “All the other Sammaels changed to Samuel or something else when he went full turncoat ass-goblin on us. Nobody wanted to be even a little bit associated with him. Naturally he tried to spin that as a sign of how special he is.”
 
   “You sound really pissed at him.”
 
   “I am. He turned his back on Heaven and he’s been running around being an evil, arrogant shitbat since the—” she cut herself off before saying too much. It happened frequently. “For a long-assed time. Plus he punched me a bunch last night.”
 
   “How well did you know him before he went bad?”
 
   She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Eh. Not that well. We had a couple flings.”
 
   Alex blinked. “Wait, what?”
 
   “It wasn’t a big deal,” she said casually. “Sammael was like the village bicycle back then. Everyone went for a ride, ok? We’re talking about a long fuckin’ stretch of time here.” The angel shrugged. “It was something to do.”
 
   “…wow.”
 
   “Then he went bad and started playing for the other team. And I don’t mean the other team like he started bangin’ guys,” she corrected. “That wouldn’t be a change. Angels are way more open about that sort of thing than mortals. It’s not even an issue for us. When I say everyone fucked him, I mean, everyone—”
 
   “I get it,” Alex interrupted. “You don’t need to elaborate.”
 
   “You know what’s crazy about that, though? Everyone acted like Sammael was some risqué fuck with all these odd kinks. Half of ‘em weren’t even weird. Like he’s the only one who digs butt stuff, y’know? Some of us are just more particular about partners.”
 
   Alex drove. She waited. Then his head twitched and he glanced at her, receiving Rachel’s best innocent-but-naughty grin. “I’m just sayin’,” she teased. “Four months and it hasn’t been a thought?”
 
   “You never brought it up,” Alex replied.
 
   “You never brought it up, either. Or maybe never brought it down.”
 
   “I…uh…” His eyes flicked back and forth from her to the path ahead. His mind searched for words. This was not a conversation he expected. Rachel kept grinning as if to prompt a response. “It always just seemed so cliché,” he managed.
 
   “It’s cliché?” Rachel laughed.
 
   “Yeah! Seriously, guys talk about that like it’s the final frontier of a relationship or some shit, only that means it’s rare and expected at the same time. Like every other stupid double standard.”
 
   That only got her laughing harder. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”
 
   “No, I’m not. This is the bullshit guys talk about in high school. Or on the Internet.”
 
   “Okay but we aren’t your stupid classmates or the Internet. Lorelei never said anything?”
 
   “No, so I figured she isn’t into it. She knows everything about what I want. I don’t even have to tell her.”
 
   “Babe, Lorelei’s into almost everything. Doesn’t mean she’s gonna push it on you.”
 
   “Are we seriously having this conversation now?” Alex asked, though he couldn’t hold back a small grin, either.
 
   “I dunno, are we?”
 
   “I can’t—I mean—I’m not saying I’m not interested,” he stammered.
 
   “I’m not-not-interested, either,” she teased. “Hell, angels don’t even use it like mortals do, so the sex is way less inconvenient. Makes you wonder why we even have one, though. But I couldn’t even tell you why angels are male or female in the first place. It’s not like we fuck to procreate.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess that does…” his voice trailed off. He blinked at the desert in his headlights. “How did we even get on this subject?”
 
   “Because I banged—”
 
   “Right, right.”
 
   “Seriously, if he hadn’t gone bad I’d probably have forgotten about it. He likes to bring it up against anyone he ever hooked up with as a way to push buttons. But like I said, way too many of us have had the same shamefuck in common to be embarrassed about it. I’m only telling you so it doesn’t blindside you if it comes up. The most random-assed hook-up you’ve ever had was a bigger deal than anything between him and me.” She looked over to Alex as her voice turned sad. “Lorelei’s a different story.”
 
   Alex glanced back to her. “You said she jacked him up, right?”
 
   “Oh yeah. She didn’t take him out, but she got him good. That was a long time coming, too.” She watched Alex carefully, though he had to keep his eyes on his driving rather than meet her gaze. “They were an actual thing.”
 
   “Okay.” Alex shrugged. It wasn’t as if he didn’t know there had been countless others before him. “How much of a thing?”
 
    “Off and on for centuries. Lots of centuries. She kept hoping he would get her away from Baal and then Belial, and he kept stringing her along. After a while, she gave up on hope and took what little she could get.” Rachel reached out to run her fingernails through his hair. “Then we happened.”
 
   “So what else?”
 
   “Eh. I could go into more detail, but it doesn’t change the bottom line there. He’s her asshole ex-boyfriend, kinda like Vincent is mine, only in her case it was more complicated since she had her bosses to keep happy and all that shit. That and I don’t think she ever called it love. Demons, y’know? She was never that naïve. But it was something.
 
   “He was way better to her than any of her other relationships, if you can call ‘em that. When everyone in your life is an evil, abusive dickburger, I guess whoever’s least shitty to you can look like a real winner. Maybe even once you realize he’s just a subtle abuser instead of being overt about it.”
 
   “Do you know why she never told me?”
 
   “I guess she was hoping to put it behind her entirely. I dunno. It only came up when we were talking about the sort of things we can’t talk about with you. I figured I should leave it to her to tell you when she felt like it. I would’ve left it alone, too, except for how he decided to come around and assmunch it up all over the place. Now it seems like you should know.”
 
   He shrugged again. “Given the circumstances, I doubt she’ll be upset you told me.”
 
   “She doesn’t want to have any secrets from you, Alex,” said Rachel. “Only the ‘too much for mortals’ stuff and the fun surprise secrets.”
 
   “You’re sure about that?”
 
   “Yes.” Rachel laughed. “She said so one night when you were passed out on the bed and we were still screwing around on top of you.”
 
   That put a grin on his face. “How often does that happen?”
 
   “All the time. You don’t know ‘cause you’re unconscious.” She bit her lip, silently watching him drive. “How long have we got to go?”
 
   He glanced to the clock, the gauges on the dashboard, and the horizon. “If I read the map right, we’re at least another hour from the border. We’d go faster if we could get back on a road, but who knows what kind of trouble that would bring. I’m sure we’ll run into one problem or another before we hit the border, anyway.”
 
   “Leave that to me,” said Rachel. From one of the rucksacks, Rachel produced a short towel and a canteen. She unscrewed the cap and splashed some water onto the towel, then slid closer to Alex. “Gimme your hand,” she said.
 
   “Okay? Why?” Alex asked, releasing one hand from the wheel.
 
   “Because it’s fucking filthy. Look at this, it’s all covered in dirt and soot and blood. I can’t take you anywhere, can I?”
 
   Alex glanced down as she gently scrubbed his hand. Though she’d healed his wounds and renewed his energy when she arrived, her touch still made him feel better, as it always did. “We’re both filthy,” he said.
 
   “No, I’m only a little beat up,” said the blonde in the slashed and bloodied dress. Her wounds were closed and mending by the time she reached him, but he could tell they’d been ugly. “You rolled around in the dirt. And a car crash. But at least whatever dumpster you landed in didn’t leave you stinky.”
 
   She couldn’t get his hands fully clean with only a towel and a little water, of course, but she cleared off the grime. With another glance, Alex saw the faint, mottled discoloration of his skin. It was a permanent reminder of one of Rachel’s real miracles.
 
   His skin didn’t feel any differently than before that night. It was all still smooth in some spots and slightly calloused in others. Still, anyone could see the difference. Alex had to tell his mother and others that he’d had an accident with some acid in a lab activity at school. He couldn’t tell them about how his flesh had been seared away right down to the bone, let alone how it had been healed moments later.
 
   He hardly ever had even so much as a nightmare about the whole awful thing. Rachel healed more than the physical injuries.
 
   “So it only takes you a few hours to fly all the way here from Seattle, huh?” he asked.
 
   “Complicated.” Finished with one hand, she now moved on to the other, which required her to move in closer on the bench seat.
 
   “What’d you do, shoot straight through the center of the Earth?”
 
   The angel rolled her eyes. “No, dork. I flew as fast as I could.”
 
   “How many thousands of miles per hour is that? Do you fly around Seattle that fast?”
 
   “I don’t have a speedometer, and no, I can’t get around Seattle that fast. It’s different when I have to cover a long distance. I told you before, each guardian angel has to watch over more than one mortal. There aren’t enough guardians to go around. But mortals move. Sometimes they move pretty damn far. And it’s only worse these days.”
 
   “You’re not a guardian anymore, though.”
 
   Rachel turned to wiping down his neck and face. “Holding dominion isn’t that different.”
 
   “You probably don’t have much reason to fly long distance in that job, though, right?” He came back to one of the questions that had stuck with him since she showed up. “How much trouble will you be in for this?”
 
   “I dunno. We’ll see. Maybe none, maybe a lot. I didn’t leave the city undefended. And it isn’t like I’ve been slacking. The place is in way better shape than it was when I got the job. Someone helped me clear out a lot of supernatural garbage,” she added, stroking his jaw with one finger. “A couple someones. Sexy someones, too.”
 
   “What about Lorelei, though?” Alex asked softly. “Sammael sounds like a pretty big threat. And it sounds like it might be pretty personal between him and Lorelei.”
 
   “Sure, but I fucked him up pretty good, after Lorelei got some nasty licks in. Nastier than mine, really. She can look out for herself, and she isn’t alone. She’s with good people. The same ones whose first reaction to seeing you get kidnapped by vampires was to cram a flaming SUV up the bad guys’ asses. She’s with the witches, too. Maybe I thought fast, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t think it through,” she assured him.
 
   “I’m obviously not complaining,” said Alex. “It’s gotta be as tough for either of you to make a call like that as it would be for me.”
 
   “Yeah. It’s the only regret I have about us,” Rachel agreed. “That and my job.”
 
   Alex shook his head. “That’s too important to regret. You know we’re never gonna hold that against you, right?”
 
   “Yeah. Still. I don’t spend enough time with you,” she said, now rubbing the towel against him more out of affection than any effort to clean off his skin.
 
   “Even a little means a lot. Always does.” His voice stayed low. Even with the running engine and the occasional bumps from the terrain, the moment felt intimate.
 
   “Maybe. I’m not only thinking about you, though, or only about her. It’s not enough for me, either. I always want more.”
 
   “Y’know, even with all the crazy shit going on, it’s nice to have you here now,” said Alex. “I don’t mind having a long drive with you. I like it a lot, actually. It only sucks how we have to stumble into another crisis to make it happen. Wish you weren’t stuck choosing between Lorelei and me, either.”
 
   The towel fell away. He still felt her eyes on him. She shifted around on the bench seat again, folding her legs and turning to face him as best she could. “It’s not about guardianship or magic ritual bonds. I love you, Alex. I couldn’t leave you hanging here all on your own.”
 
   She leaned in to kiss his neck. Her fingers unfastened the top button of his shirt to stroke his chest. Alex felt his heartbeat and his breath quicken as Rachel caressed his skin. She never went so far as to completely block his view of the road or his hands on the wheel, but she created a major distraction to his driving.
 
   He expected her to pull back. Appealing as this was, they had a lot of ground to cover and problems to overcome. Any second now, she’d stop unbuttoning his shirt and licking his neck and ear.
 
   “Rachel,” he said as his blood stirred.
 
   “Sshhh.” Her hand slipped up the back of his head to drag her fingernails through his scalp. His eyes fluttered. He didn’t realize what she was doing with her other hand until she had his seatbelt off and his pants undone.
 
   “Wh-what…Rachel,” he tried again.
 
   “I was worried about you, Alex,” she whispered into his ear. “So worried.” Her lips spread into a grin against his ear as she added, “And we’re both worried about Lorelei, right?”
 
   Lorelei. That was a good point. From what they knew, Lorelei had been hurt in the fight. The curse left Alex all too easily aroused and distracted, but it also meant that giving in to his desires was always the best way to help her.
 
   His foot came off the accelerator. “No no no,” Rachel taunted softly. “We have too far to go to stop here.”
 
   “Yeah, but…” He let one hand fall off the wheel, sliding it around her hip. “Seems unfair. I can’t touch you back.”
 
   “What’s unfair is you doing all the work while I sit here,” she countered. Rachel freed his growing need from his boxer briefs with a single, smooth tug. The lithe blonde slid over his lap to straddle his legs. She caressed his stiff flesh, sending his breath racing as she leaned in and kissed the other side of his neck so he could see past her…more or less.
 
   “You’re already busy, lover,” she said. “How about you let me drive?”
 
   The pickup rumbled on across the desert. Alex barely noticed the bumps and rattles now. Not with angelic lips kissing him everywhere above his chest except for his lips. Rachel’s gentle, exhilarating touch at his groin teased him to greater need.
 
   He slid forward a little on his seat at her urging. His other hand came to the wheel, offering a loose embrace as she pulled up the bottom of her dress. He felt her knees against his hips, but more importantly, he felt her hand guide him in between her legs.
 
   Rachel spent little time teasing herself with his erect flesh. Her eyes fluttered and she let out little moans for a few breaths, but she had no more patience for games tonight than he did. She sank down onto him with a loud sigh of delight, leaning her head against his shoulder to keep his view clear.
 
   They groaned together with the first joys of penetration. Rachel stayed still, her body trembling against his while they both adjusted to the rush.
 
   “Can you see okay?” she whimpered. Her voice left no doubt that she wanted and enjoyed this as much as Alex.
 
   He swallowed hard. In truth, he had to sink into the seat a bit for this, but he could at least see to the outer reach of the pickup’s headlights. It wasn’t as if there was much of anything to hit out here. “Good enough,” Alex huffed.
 
   “Fuck yes,” Rachel declared as she started into a slow grind.
 
   Neither of them could offer much of a caress without throwing off his driving. They couldn’t kiss. They couldn’t get fully undressed without either stopping the truck or at least disengaging, and neither of them wanted that. It left them both focused on the intimacy of penetration and the sounds of one another’s breath.
 
   “Is this comfortable for you?” Alex asked.
 
   “No, but it’s fun,” Rachel grunted. She kept driving him wild. “I’ll turn around in a while. That should be fun, too.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The desert got cold at night. Alex knew it shouldn’t be a surprise. He’d read about that a few times even before he could draw upon the memories of previous lives. The fact that it was January probably didn’t help at all, either.
 
   He wished he could be back at the truck rather than sitting around all alone in the darkness. It wasn’t safe, though. The truck had taken him as far as it safely could. Now Alex sat alone in the night, with the Toyota left a behind a couple hundred yards back. Somewhere up ahead, perhaps another football field or so away, a long earthen berm stretched out in both directions. He couldn’t see it, but he knew it was there. Rachel said so. Then she took off.
 
   The supplies from the truck provided a couple of old tan fatigue jackets for warmth. He kept one draped over his leather jacket and the other wrapped around his legs, which he hugged close to his chest where he sat. He felt hungry and tired, though he knew he’d have been much worse off by now if not for a couple hours of constant contact with an angel. Unfortunately, his liberated clothes and other supplies didn’t keep him nearly as warm as Rachel could. Or Lorelei, for that matter.
 
   Even in this life, he’d been colder than this, let alone in some of the others. That didn’t keep him from shivering or wondering when the hell she’d get back. In the meantime, Alex could only wait, watch, and listen as he sat somewhere near the border. He wondered just how far away he actually was.
 
   A jet flew by overhead. Alex looked up, wondering if he might see any of its lights, but to no avail. Still, he saw plenty of stars. He thought it might be even more stars than he’d seen when camping in Washington. The night sky was beautiful here.
 
   Focus, he reminded himself. Discipline learned from his last life kicked in. You’re sitting on a border in the middle of a war zone. Don’t get sloppy. Alex brought his gaze back down to look in every direction, not that he would see much. Still, looking would at least make him listen more intently, too.
 
   As it turned out, he never really had a chance. The angels appeared without warning, lighting up the night all around him with their halos. Alex leapt to his feet with the AK-47 at the ready.
 
   “Woah, hey! It’s us!” said Rachel. “Down, boy. We’re good.”
 
   The angels to either side of her looked much like the others he’d seen before. They dressed in white and enjoyed the natural glow of perfect health. To Rachel’s right was a man with dark skin and a tight beard. To her left stood a woman with long, dark hair and a skeptical frown.
 
   “Alex,” Rachel began, “this is Abdul and Farizah—”
 
   “You allowed him to see us?” Farizah interrupted.
 
   “Well, yeah. You said you wanted to meet him.”
 
   “We did not mean it literally.”
 
   “Aw, for cryin’ out loud, who hears ‘Let us meet the mortal who has caused such upheaval’ and thinks it’s fuckin’ figurative?” Rachel complained.
 
   “Rachel,” spoke up Abdul. “Our time is short and this place is dangerous for him.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m good to go,” said Alex. He set down the gun so he could rub his hands together for warmth. “What do we do? How far is the border?”
 
   Farizah gestured toward the berm off in the distance. “That is it.”
 
   “Just that mound of dirt?” asked Alex.
 
   “The berm, the trench behind it, and then fences with barbed wire. You will have to run. You cannot take a vehicle. It would be destroyed.”
 
   “I’ve got you on the fences,” said Rachel. “And with any guards.”
 
   “Do not stray in your path,” Farizah continued. She gestured off ahead to the left and right. “This way is mined. That way is watched by patrols, and they will cross this area soon.” She pointed off into the distance further to the left. “That way is Jordan. You cannot go that way. The border guards will see you, and they will shoot you with many bullets. The guards on the Syrian side will do the same if they find you, but they are not as organized.”
 
   Alex blinked and looked at Rachel. “I can hide you,” she assured him. “It’ll be fine.”
 
   “But you can’t fly me? Even that far?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why? I can’t be too heavy. You can flip a truck.”
 
   “It’s not the same. The wings aren’t as strong as they look. They aren’t meant to carry more than myself.”
 
   “You hauled a great big demon up into the air and threw him down onto a building that one time. Taylor and the guys saw it.”
 
   “Okay, Harrow was a demon, not a mortal, so we interact differently. And that was mostly momentum, anyway.”
 
   “You carried me and Lorelei out of—”
 
   “Different dimension, different physics,” said Rachel, shaking her head.
 
   His jaw dropped. “You went airborne with like three werewolves hanging onto you! Does Magnuson Park count as another dimension?”
 
   The other two angels glanced at each other uncomfortably. “Werewolves?” asked the one.
 
   “Is that how she killed Harrow?” wondered the other.
 
   “Alex, c’mon. I can’t fly you around. You know I don’t lie to you. That doesn’t work.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Rachel glanced at the other angels with annoyance and let out a sigh. “Because angel wings aren’t that strong and it’s not appropriate, okay?”
 
   “Not—since when do you care about what’s appropriate?”
 
   “I care, alright?” she pressed through gritted teeth. “You wanna know the first thing I heard after my bosses said it was cool for us to be together? I got a bunch of ‘Oh now she’s gonna fly him around like he’s a Disney princess on a magical adventure.’ Seriously. It didn’t stop until I practically put my foot up someone’s ass. I’m not giving ‘em any ammunition now.” She shot the other two angels a warning look. “And don’t get any ideas.”
 
   “Could we maybe jump?”
 
   “That wouldn’t work, either,” she huffed, rolling her eyes. “You’d go all flippy-floppy with every landing and get all fucked up by whiplash. Even if I’m healing you all the while you’d still get hurt along the way and I can’t do that to you.”
 
   He let out a grumbling sigh. “Angel aerodynamics are really that complicated?”
 
   “Babe, do you honestly think I wouldn’t have fucked you on top of the Space Needle already if I could haul you up there?”
 
   That stopped him. He hadn’t thought of that at all, but now that she proposed it… “I guess you’ve got a point. Okay. Consider it dropped. Sorry.”
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
   Then another thought occurred to him. “Obviously you and Lorelei have, though, right?”
 
   “Oh, absolutely!”
 
   “Okay.” Alex shrugged. “Don’t hold back on my account.”
 
   “We never do.” She turned back to the other angels, who seemed somewhere between stunned and appalled. “Oh don’t even look at us like that,” she grumbled. “What’s next?”
 
   Abdul shook off the distraction. “Run in this direction. Go as fast as you can. You will see lights in the distance. It is a camp. A truck will leave tonight to return one of the officers to Damascus. You must sneak onto the back of that truck. The driver is a good man who would help you if he knew you were in need. He is not loyal to the army and he has rescued others during the war. Still, Rachel can hide you, and it is easier for him if he does not know.” 
 
   “Okay,” said Alex. “What about from there?”
 
   “Same as this,” Rachel explained. “Once we get to Damascus, we find a place for you to hide and I go ask around with the other angels for someone we can trust to get you to Lebanon. It’s way easier for me to find help than it would be for you, y’know?” 
 
   “But aren’t there other people who need this kind of help?” he asked. “Shouldn’t we—?”
 
   “No,” all three angels answered emphatically. Rachel winced. The others didn’t.
 
   “Do you not think we have done all we can for the innocents caught in this war?” asked Farizah. “Do you not understand our purpose? We can speak with you directly because of Rachel and your bond,” she grumbled. “Even with that, we can only help you this way because you are here through sorcery and supernatural evil. No good can come of having you caught here, alive or dead. Your presence is a threat to far more than your own safety.”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m not talking about myself,” said Alex. “I’m talking about helping others. You can’t do it, but I can…can’t I?”
 
   “How and where does that end?” Farizah pointed out. “What are the consequences of your compassion or charity? Better if you had never come in the first place.”
 
   “Do not cause trouble,” warned Abdul. “I am the guardian of the truck driver. He is a good man who does not deserve to be caught up in your problems. Times are hard as it is.”
 
   “I kinda caught on,” Alex replied.
 
   “You do not know nearly enough,” countered Abdul.
 
   Alex shrugged. No sense arguing about it. “If something does happen, though—I mean, this is a warzone, right? What if—?”
 
   “If something happens, hide or flee or both,” said Abdul. “Do not get involved.”
 
   “Seriously? Even if it’s to help that driver?”
 
   “Do not help,” Abdul cut him off. “Do not try to come to anyone’s rescue. You do not understand this conflict. You do not belong here. No one needs your American white savior complex bullshit.”
 
   The younger man’s eyes went wide. “My what?”
 
   “I have seen the Internet. I have read Tumblr. I know what you would do,” said Abdul with a solemn arch of his eyebrows. The angel pointed a finger at Alex and warned, “Stay in your lane.”
 
   Stunned, Alex looked to Rachel, who only shrugged. “Okay he’s maybe kinda jumped up his own ass, but he’s not on the wrong side of the issue.”
 
   “Wow.” Alex blinked. “Kinda like Tumblr.”
 
   “Mortals here have problems of their own,” explained Farizah. “They do not need the kind of danger that haunts you to compound their woes.”
 
    His shoulders sank. The distant sound of jet engines far overhead broke the silence. “Okay. Anything else?”
 
   “No. You should get moving,” said Farizah. “It is dangerous here.”
 
   As if on cue, a loud boom and an orange flash shook the night. Alex dove to the ground. The angels merely stood and watched. Not far away, the flaming wreckage of the Toyota fell back to the ground amid debris and smoke.
 
   “Patrols will be on their way,” warned Farizah. “We will watch for you. Hurry.”
 
   Rachel took his hand. “See? Told you I’d find a way over the border.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen:
Yes, But They’re My Freaks
 
    
 
   “I’m betting we won’t have to share the rooftop with anyone on a day like this,” said Molly in the elevator. “It probably goes to waste all through the winter.”
 
   “Will it be a problem if we run into anyone?” asked Taylor. “Are you going to do any, um…flashy stuff?” She held a plain brown grocery bag with both hands. “Sorry. I don’t even know what to ask. Drew warned me not to challenge you, so I’m not doing that,” she joked.
 
   Molly grinned. “I was gonna strip topless and run around in circles. Do you think that’s against the condo association rules?”
 
   “No, I meant…argh.” Taylor laughed, half at herself and half at her companion’s suggestion. “I meant are you gonna make a light show or do something obviously magical?”
 
   “I dunno, do you want a light show?” Molly taunted.
 
   “Obviously!”
 
   The redhead laughed back as the elevator stopped and the doors opened. “Okay, I’ll keep that in mind. No flashy special effects today, though. This stuff is all on the quiet side.”
 
   No one else appeared in the hallway to the rooftop patio. As Molly noted, the weather didn’t exactly draw the tenants outside. Through the windows on either side of the patio door, the pair saw tables, chairs, and well-manicured greenery in concrete planters, along with light but steady rain that left everything coated in water. The green awning over the door provided the only shelter in sight.
 
   “Can we hang out under here?” asked Taylor, gesturing to the canvas. “It’s not like anyone will complain if we drag a couple of chairs over.”
 
   “Nah, I’ve got this.” Molly’s grin held as she walked outside.
 
   Taylor followed, not bothered by the rain so much as the prospect of standing in it for several hours. If this were a quick errand, it would be no concern. Unfortunately, Molly knew her task could take hours. That was why she asked for help.
 
   Molly drew her wand from the inner pocket of her leather jacket. With her face tilted up to the sky, she took a couple of steps away from Taylor and raised both arms high. Then she turned in a playful spin, three times around, before waving her wand in a flourish.
 
   The rain stopped.
 
   Taylor couldn’t believe it. She’d thought Molly was only screwing around, yet she saw the abrupt end to the drizzle as if someone had turned off a sprinkler system. Light rain continued in any given direction beyond the safety wall surrounding the patio. Water still ran down the windows of the neighboring office buildings and condo towers. None of it fell on their rooftop.
 
   “Ta-daa,” declared Molly.
 
   “Holy shit!” Taylor gasped. “I knew you could do magic but I didn’t think you could control the weather!”
 
   “Oh, I can’t control all of it. Mostly it depends on what I have to work with and where I am. I can stop rain in a small area like this with no problem. All of downtown would be harder. I don’t know if I could manage it for all of Seattle. That’s way more than I’ve tried.”
 
   “Yeah, but…just poof? No rain? It’s that simple?”
 
   “It depends on what I’m trying to make happen and what spell I’m casting. Some things are like throwing a switch: they either happen or they don’t. Other stuff takes concentration if I want it to stay in effect. Honestly, the rain stops and starts here so easily I’m at an advantage.” She gestured to the sky directly above. “This here isn’t all that weird, y’know?”
 
   “So could you make it start again?”
 
   “Starting rain is harder than stopping. Don’t ask me why. I didn’t make the rules. But to do that spell, I need some materials to work with, and they aren’t cheap.” Her grin spread even wider. “Need some cash if you wanna make it rain.”
 
   Taylor groaned. “Does that qualify as a pun? It sounds like a pun.”
 
   “I’ll take whatever I can get,” said Molly. She turned to look over their surroundings, and more importantly the view. “Okay, so like I said, this job might take a while. I need you up here to keep me company and to take over when I gotta hit the bathroom or whatever.”
 
   “You mean you need me to spell you?”
 
   Molly looked back at her and slapped one hand over her face. “Okay. I had that coming for my bad joke. Anyway, yeah. You don’t need to know magic for this. All you’ll have to do is hold my wand and stay focused. Most of the actual magic happens up front.”
 
   “That’s why I’m carrying this?” said Taylor, holding up the brown bag.
 
   “You’re carrying that ‘cause you grabbed it before I did,” said Molly. “One sec.” She stepped to the edge of the patio, where a small safety wall at about hip level prevented her from walking straight over the rooftop’s edge. Molly raised her wand to her lips and whistled across the tip. As she whistled, she slowly turned from northwest to south.
 
   “Okay,” she said. “Gimme the bag? Thanks.” Molly pulled the package from within and tore it open, unceremoniously tossing small bits of uncooked meat here and there around the patio.
 
   “Was that the spell?”
 
   “Yup. Actually, that was two spells. One to speak the right language, the other to make sure I reach the audience. The call has to fight against some wind, y’know?” With the package empty, Molly pulled a couple of the patio chairs out well away from their tables. She looked at the other chairs with a frown. “Dang, we should’ve brought a towel.”
 
   Taylor looked around at the chunks of meat now laying around the patio. “I gotta say, this is totally not where I thought my weekend would take me.”
 
   “I know, right? See, this is why you should never trust anyone who says they can tell your future. That stuff is always deliberately vague shit you already want to hear. Do you think any of those fortune-tellers working their own shops would say you’re gonna be on a rooftop with a witch and there’ll be random butcher meat all over the place? Who’d believe that?”
 
   “Guess I can’t fault your logic,” Taylor muttered. “How long do you think this will—oh!”
 
   The hawk swooped in only a few feet in front of her, snatched a hunk of meat in its talons and took to the sky again. Taylor felt the rush of air from its flapping wings on her face. Her eyes followed it up into the air, allowing her to see the next one on its dive. “Wow,” she said. “I didn’t think we’d get red tails.” She watched with awe as the second hawk flew up with its meal firmly in its grip.
 
   “Is that what they are?” asked Molly. She shrugged as Taylor looked back at her. “Seriously, I don’t know one from another. Onyx and I just call ‘em freeway hawks.”
 
   “Freeway?”
 
   “Yeah, I mean you see ‘em on lamp posts all up and down I-5, y’know?”
 
   Taylor laughed. “But you knew we’d get hawks? You just said ‘birds’ before. I figured you were talking about crows or something.”
 
   “Oh, I work with crows all the time, but I don’t send them on this kinda job.”
 
   Within minutes, a third hawk came in for a run. The first two returned to take up perches on the backs of the patio chairs. Fascinated, Taylor held her silence and watched as Molly stepped up with her wand pointed to the east, away from the hawks.
 
   “Okay, guys,” said Molly. “I need you to take a trip for me. Find some people like me up in the mountains. Thataway.”
 
   Taylor blinked, thinking this was surely a warm-up to the actual spell. Then the hawks flew up into the air again and took off toward the east. The third hawk came down on the same chair as a fourth came in to claim another piece of meat. Molly gave essentially the same instructions to each. By the time she was done, she’d sent six birds of prey off to the mountains.
 
   “Those directions didn’t sound very precise,” Taylor ventured.
 
   “Yeah,” said Molly, watching the last of the birds go until it veered around another of the downtown towers, breaking her line of sight. “Most of this is non-verbal, actually. Speaking is more for my benefit than theirs. The magic translates. Critters know what I mean.”
 
   “So that’s it? We just hang out now?”
 
   “You do. I gotta stay under the sky and try to think bird stuff.”
 
   “And then I take over for a bit whenever you need?” asked Taylor. Molly nodded, but said no more. Taylor thought it through. “Should we try it now? I don’t want to wait two hours and then goof it up. Then you’d have to start all over, right?”
 
   “That’s a good idea,” said Molly. “Okay. Come stand next to me and face this way. They all went off in different directions, but we know it’s generally east, right? Have you ever been to the Cascades?”
 
   “Sure. Plenty of times. Our high school had a Friday ski bus.”
 
   “Good. Try to keep that general image in mind. All you have to do is imagine where you want the birds to go. It doesn’t have to be exact. Next step is the wand.” She held it up, keeping her eyes to the east rather than looking to Taylor. “Wands are only tools for keeping you focused and channeling magic. The magic comes from the caster. Even if you don’t know how to use any magic, you’ve got some inside you.”
 
   “That’s encouraging. Oh, hey—I shouldn’t have a nail in my pocket if I’m doing this, right?”
 
   Molly’s grin seemed wider than ever. “Right. Take it out.”
 
   “Why’s that funny?” Taylor asked as she complied, setting the nail on the nearby table.
 
   “It’s not funny. I’m glad to see you take this seriously. Okay, stand here with me. I’m gonna hand off the wand. You don’t need to get all dramatic with it,” she said, striking a pose with the wand up high. “Keep it low at your side if you want. Just make sure it stays pointed east. Got it?”
 
   “Cool,” said Taylor, standing almost shoulder to shoulder with her.
 
   “Think about those birds. They’re still over the city now, right? Maybe just now getting over Lake Washington? Think about what they see. Imagine what it must feel like to fly…and hold out your hand.”
 
   Taylor only caught on to how much Molly was actually concentrating as she gave those last instructions. It all seemed so casual, but by the time Molly passed off the wand, Taylor knew this required serious thought. Given the novelty of the moment, she didn’t need much encouragement to think of the birds. She’d never been so close to red tails before despite seeing them in the city and the suburbs throughout her childhood.
 
   Nothing changed immediately when the wand came into her hand. Molly spoke softly into her ear, but Taylor hardly kept track of the words. She tried to keep the hawks at the forefront of her thoughts. Soon she barely noticed Molly’s voice at all.
 
   She envisioned the hawks and all they saw with the same clarity and immersion of a dream in the middle of the night. Her imagination all but overtook her vision. The sound of wind filled her ears, yet it came through differently than she remembered—because, Taylor realized, the hawks had very different ears than her own.
 
   Taylor stared at the bluish windows of the office tower two blocks up from the rooftop patio. In those windows, she saw the constant motion of water in a lake. She knew it had to be Lake Washington, which lay almost two miles past the building.
 
   “Still with me?” asked Molly.
 
   “Yeah. Yeah, sorry.” Taylor blinked, but didn’t break her stare. She realized Molly hadn’t said anything for a minute or two. When did she stop speaking? What had she said before that Taylor had now missed? “Sorry, it’s…it’s like I can feel them. What they’re feeling. What they’re thinking about.”
 
   “What are they thinking?” asked Molly.
 
   “Mostly about maybe getting more easy food when this is done,” Taylor chuckled.
 
   “Yep. Birds are like that.”
 
   “This is amazing,” breathed Taylor.
 
   “I know, right? This is more of a bond than I usually create with animals. Most of the time I work up a rapport long enough to ask some questions or maybe for a favor and I let ‘em go to it. This job is gonna take some time. They’ve gotta go all the way out to the mountains and fly around there for a while. Figured I needed to make this a little more solid to keep ‘em on task.”
 
   Taylor slowly nodded. Soon the images she saw in the office tower windows changed from the rippling water of the lake to the overhead sights of Bellevue on the other side. “Did you…did you want to take over?” Taylor asked softly.
 
   “I can,” said Molly. “Unless you’re having a good time?”
 
   An electronic chime and a vibration at her side threatened to interrupt her thoughts. Taylor realized she hadn’t given Molly an answer yet. “Um. Sorry. That would be my boyfriend. Kind of,” she added hesitantly. Her cute, slightly older, bound-for-wealth-and-success fraternity leader boyfriend who was not technically a boyfriend despite his expectations. Presumably he wanted her to come over, or to do something with her. Or maybe to know where she was.
 
   “Do you need to get that?” Molly asked without judgment.
 
   “Um.” Taylor didn’t look away from the rippling water of the lake in the tower windows. She wanted to see the far shore, and the mountains beyond it. She wanted to see her friends through this whole mess, too.
 
   She wanted more than Brendan.
 
   Her hand fumbled for the phone. “Can you turn it off for me, actually?” Taylor asked, holding it out to Molly. “I’ll call him back later.”
 
   “Gotcha,” said the witch. “I’ve been there, too.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Hey, man,” hissed Wade. “Anything here seem weird to you?”
 
   Drew looked up from the glass case full of pistols, which brought his gaze to the rows of rifles mounted on the wall and the clerk still staring at him from behind the counter. Then again, Drew couldn’t be sure if he was staring. Not with the sunglasses, bushy beard, and vape smoke concealing almost every one of his facial features—other than all his piercings, of course. Or his “Porn Star” baseball cap.
 
   From there, Drew’s eyes took in more counters and more racks with even more guns, knives, a spread of arrows…and a portrait of Mahatma Gandhi behind the register. Onyx stood nearby, waiting patiently for one of the other clerks to pull the crazy sorcerer who owned this gun shop out from the back so they could talk about wizards and demons.
 
   He didn’t turn the rest of the way, choosing instead to give Wade all possible side-eye. “Nah, dude,” said Drew. “What could possibly be weird about this?”
 
   “Ain’t nobody yelled at me about the Second Amendment yet,” said Wade.
 
   “That’s ‘cause we’ve been here two minutes and you ain’t trolled anyone yet.”
 
   “Ah don’t troll people.”
 
   Drew scowled. “Dude. Jason told me what you’re like when you two go to the range. If that fool says you’re trollin’ people, I believe him.”
 
   Onyx turned around from the counter. “You know everyone can hear you, right?” she asked. Wade shrugged. Drew rolled his eyes. Then Onyx asked, “You troll people in gun stores?”
 
   “Mah views on gun control are intricate an’ nuanced,” said Wade.
 
   “And we’re tired of hearin’ them,” countered Drew.
 
   “Onyx ain’t heard ‘em yet.”
 
   “No, I’m good,” Onyx replied, raising her hands.
 
   “I think we’re all good on that count,” agreed Hector. He emerged from a door behind the counter looking much the same as he had the night before aside from the lack of his trench coat. A large revolver sat at his hip. The attendant who’d summoned him wore a gun on her belt, too, though she said nothing as she slipped around to the other side of the U-shaped set of counters along the wall. “Besides, we got enough monsters runnin’ around lately as it is. Demons are bad enough. Don’t need to add trolls to the list.”
 
   The other attendant moved off to the other end of the counter. Though he wasn’t trained for gunfights like Wade, Drew could easily see the advantages to their position. If things got violent, they could attack their visitors from three sides without threatening each other. None of them made an overt gesture of hostility, though. They didn’t need to. Their mere presence and positioning was enough.
 
   “Are you comfortable talking out here?” asked Onyx, also glancing to the two attendants.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Hector. “You got dangerous friends. Brought two of them along with you to see me. You tell me how safe we are.”
 
   “Hey, we only came to talk, not cause trouble.”
 
   “You didn’t bring these two for talking.” He nodded at Wade, then at Drew. “This one is a soldier if I ever seen one. An’ this guy is a fighter. I can tell from the way you stand.” He stared at Drew for a long moment. “You learned not to be afraid.”
 
   Unsure of what that meant, Drew decided to ignore it. “Bad guys tried to kill Onyx last night, same as you,” he said. “We’re only looking out for her.”
 
   “Lookin’ out for friends wouldn’t be no problem at all, ‘cept for the company you keep, too.” Hector’s eyes turned back to Onyx. “I thought you and Molly were smarter than that.”
 
   “It’s a long story, Hector,” she replied. “She’s not like the rest. I know how that sounds,” she said to his skeptical frown, “but it’s true. I’ve seen it put to the test over and over. If I had any doubts I wouldn’t be talking to you now. She doesn’t want anyone’s soul. She doesn’t serve some scary demon lord. Lorelei escaped all that. I was there, Hector. I saw it happen.”
 
   “Sure. And every guy in prison is an innocent man, right?”
 
   “How many of them really are?” spoke up Drew. “You gonna tell me nobody ever jumped to the wrong conclusion about you from how you look? Or where you’re from?”
 
   Hector didn’t reply right away. For a moment, Drew thought he might throw everyone out of his shop. Then Hector turned his attention back to Onyx. “What did you want to talk about?”
 
   “We wanted to know what happened after we left,” she explained. “Kate won’t return our calls. What’s going on? Did anything further happen? She kicked us out before we could catch our breath. We don’t even know how bad it was.”
 
   “Fourteen dead,” said Hector. “Couple others who got hurt made it through the night, like the one guy your friends looked after,” he added, nodding to Drew and Wade again. “Kate said her people could cover it up from the cops and the public. We did what we could for the wounded and went our separate ways. Lotta harsh words before that happened. Nothing more than that. I think the plan for a neutral meeting spot is on hold indefinitely.”
 
   “What about the Light? Are there plans to deal with them?”
 
   “You think I would tell you if there were?” Hector’s face turned to a scowl. “There ain’t, though. Not as far as I know. Nobody talked about it. Maybe after everyone has a chance to lick their wounds they’ll pull something together, but I didn’t see any sign of it. I can tell you the only people up for that sort of job are Jin’s circle and Kate’s, and they took losses, too. None of the others got that kinda fight in ‘em.”
 
   “Woah, seriously?” Wade blinked. “Them assholes get all murder-happy like that an’ everyone’s gonna let it slide?”
 
   “What video game you think this is?” Hector snapped at him. “You think everyone who picks up a wand can shoot lightning? Turn people into bugs or some shit? Listen to what I say, mon. Most of them people last night weren’t fighters. Lots of them died. Most of the ones who walked away aren’t the kind to go up against a crew like that.
 
   “So ask yourself, what do people do when they can’t stand up to the bully and they got no one to ask for help? It ain’t like these people can call the cops, you know?”
 
   Wade held up his hands. “My bad. Sorry. Made your point.”
 
   Onyx ventured another question: “What are you gonna do?”
 
   “I’m gonna watch out for my own people,” said Hector, gesturing to his two store attendants. “Past that, all I can do is see how this plays out. It ain’t like I can take on the Light and their new friends all on my own. I ain’t dragging my friends into it, either.”
 
   “Hector, if we don’t act soon, they’ll only get stronger.”
 
   “Who do you mean by ‘we,’ Onyx? Like you said, Kate isn’t takin’ your calls. I’ll bet you all the cash in my register Jin feels the same way. All I’m doing here is talkin’ to you, and I’m not even sure this much is a good idea. Nobody’s gonna want you at their backs in a fight now. Not after meeting your special friend last night.
 
   “I don’t know if there’s a plan,” he said with a sigh. “If there is a plan, I don’t know who’s gonna carry it out. Nobody’s got the muscle now.”
 
   “We do,” said Onyx.
 
   “That so?” Hector’s eyebrows rose. “You gonna take ‘em on yourselves?”
 
   “If we have to.”
 
   “We could use all the help we can get, though,” added Wade. “It’s kinda why we came.”
 
   Hector looked his visitors over again, but shook his head. “Sorry, Onyx. Talkin’ to you is one thing. Goin’ to war with you is way more than I’m willin’ to risk. Maybe you’re right about your friend. Maybe she’s cool. Anything’s possible, right? Only I ain’t about to gamble my life on it. That puts all my chips on a blind bet.”
 
   Onyx wanted to say more, but reality sank in before the words came to her. She remembered her first thoughts of Lorelei. She remembered being so suspicious of the demon that she couldn’t even look at Rachel without taking her for Lorelei in disguise. Nothing she could say here would change Hector’s mind.
 
   “Alright. Guess I can’t blame you.” Onyx shrugged. “I’m glad you’re okay, Hector. Molly is, too. Take care of yourself.”
 
   She turned to go, finding no argument from either of her friends. Drew and Wade followed her lead at every step as promised.
 
   “Hold up,” said Hector. The trio stopped and turned around. “You really gonna do this?”
 
   “We can’t leave a threat like that sitting around,” said Onyx. “Not after they already tried to murder everyone. Not after they already did murder a bunch of us. Sooner or later, they’ll come for the rest.” She made one last attempt. “We’ll have a better chance if you help us.”
 
   “I ain’t goin’ with you. Like I said, it’s too much. But…” He looked from one of her friends to the other. “You know how to use a gun?” he asked Drew.
 
   “Yeah,” Drew answered.
 
   “Kinda,” Wade corrected. He winced under the onslaught of Drew’s scowl. “Listen, you’ve shot a gun in a fight before, an’ you ain’t gonna blow your own foot off. All ah’m sayin’ is you’re an up-close guy. Ain’t like you’ve trained for this.”
 
   Hector shrugged. “Don’ sweat it, mon. Everyone’s got their talents. Besides, some guns don’t take as much practice others. An’ sometimes the gunsmith can help things along.” He reached behind the countertop to produce a black shotgun that looked far more serious than the ordinary 12-gauge. He laid it down where the trio could see runes etched along the bottom of the barrel. Then Hector gave a quick nod to one of his attendants. “They’re gonna need a couple boxes of specials for this,” he instructed.
 
   “What’s the writing on the barrel for?” asked Drew.
 
   “It’ll keep you from shootin’ anyone you don’t mean to shoot,” said Hector. “Might give you a little help along the way, too, but safety first, you know?” His eyes flicked to Wade. “What about you? I’m guessin’ you know your way ‘round an M4. Can you handle the HK knock-off?”
 
   Wade’s eyes went wide. “Hell, yeah.”
 
   Hector slid open a drawer along the wall behind the counter to retrieve another weapon, this one a black assault rifle with a foregrip and similar runes. “Onyx, how big is your crew? I don’t got much for you an’ Molly, but I can at least help your friends.”
 
   She blinked, looking from Drew to Wade in surprise. “I don’t…you mean it?” she asked. “Isn’t all this expensive?”
 
   “I ain’t up for goin’ with you. Not with things as dodgy as they are. But still, you came to the wizard for help on your quest, right?” Hector tapped the guns laid out on the counter. “It’s dangerous to go alone. Take one of these.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “I don’t know if this makes me feel better or worse,” Drew said. He stepped out of the store ahead of the others to hold the door for Onyx and Wade. The latter carried two long rifle bags full of Hector’s wares. Traffic remained light on Aurora Avenue. For now, the drizzle had stopped, though the clouds and gloom remained—except for Wade, who seemed brighter than ever.
 
   “Ah feel like it’s Christmas again,” Wade declared.
 
   “He said they’re loaners, dude. He wants them back.”
 
   “Ah feel like it’s loaner Christmas,” Wade corrected. “Still counts!”
 
   For all Wade’s enthusiasm, all three looked around warily on their way back to Wade’s truck parked on the corner. They saw neither cops nor any sign of their more unusual problems. Then Drew made a double-take at a figure across the street.
 
   “I didn’t know you’d get this excited,” said Onyx.
 
   “Neither did I. Y’all don’t know how highly illegal this stuff is.”
 
   “You say that like the illegality of it is what makes you happy.”
 
   “Ah’ve got a holistic approach to mah enthusiasm for certain things.”
 
   “Hold up,” said Drew. “Onyx. Across the street. It’s Sierra.”
 
   The young woman in dark jeans and a leather jacket made no effort to hide. She stood in the open, watching from the corner of a side-street with her arms folded across her chest.
 
   “How did I miss her?” Onyx wondered.
 
   “She stepped out from around the tree when I looked over. Guess she wants to talk.”
 
   “She ain’t wavin’,” Wade observed. “Just starin’.”
 
   “I’ll go talk to her,” said Onyx.
 
   “Maybe it’s better if you stuck with Wade and the guns?” Drew suggested. “If a cop rolls by, you’d be the one to make sure they don’t ask questions, right? I know her, kinda. I’ll go.”
 
   Sierra waited while Drew jogged across a break in traffic. Her face presented neither welcome nor rebuke, but her appearance at least indicated she’d be willing to talk.
 
   As he came to the sidewalk, Drew realized he hadn’t a clue what to say. He liked Sierra well enough from their kung fu studio, but that didn’t mean he knew her well. She never struck him as the sort to work as some enforcer for a bunch of mysterious casino-wizards.
 
   “Hey. What’s up?” he asked. She tilted her head skeptically. “Yeah, I don’t even pretend to know how to start a conversation like this,” Drew admitted. “Molly’s been trying to call your, uh…is Kate your boss? She ain’t answering. Is she okay?”
 
   “Where’s the demon?” Her eyes didn’t stay on him. She clearly wanted to keep track of his friends, and the door to Hector’s shop, too.
 
   “At home.”
 
   “So you know what she is,” said Sierra. Her frown showed her discomfort.
 
   “Yes, I know what she is. She’s my friend, just like the angel you saw. Lorelei ain’t one of the bad guys.”
 
   “I saw someone who looked like an angel. I also saw a lot of crazy magic shit last night. Any of it could’ve been illusions. That’s how this works. The only reason I know your ‘friend’ is a demon is because some Practitioners I trust said so. I hadn’t caught her name until now.” She let out a frustrated breath. “To answer your question, Kate’s fine. She doesn’t want anything to do with your friend. I wouldn’t be talking to you if I saw her here.”
 
   “But you’re following us? Sierra, it wasn’t us who attacked you. We all ought’a be on the same side.”
 
   “I wasn’t following you. I’m here looking out for Hector. He’s probably a target, too.” She nodded toward Wade and Onyx, now standing by his truck parked along the side of the street. The rifle bags were no longer in sight. “I take it he gave you some hardware?”
 
    “We’ve got two witches and a demon against a fuckin’ gang of wizards and who knows how many monsters,” said Drew. “Hector’s sketchy on the whole ‘demon friend’ thing, too, but he’s willing to at least talk and help us do something about this ourselves.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “We don’t know yet. Something. Hey, I came over to talk ‘cause we’ve been cool outside of all the craziness. Can we maybe dial this back to something less like an interrogation?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she grumbled. “We lost three members of our circle and a bunch of friendly people from outside. I’m a little edgy.”
 
   “Yeah. I feel you. My best friend from since grade school disappeared last night an’ we don’t know where he is now. And I had other friends get hurt.”
 
   She tilted her head, thinking back with a frowned. “The guy with the sword?”
 
   “Shit’s been weird lately.”
 
   “Apparently. How long have you been doing this, Drew?”
 
   “What, fighting monsters and shit? Not long. Couple times in the last few months. We don’t go looking for it. You?”
 
   She glanced at the gun shop, then his waiting friends, then away. Her posture shifted. Her eyes turned to the sidewalk. “Six years. I started training for this life since I was fifteen. Mostly on-the-job training.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   “Yeah. And I’ve never seen anything even close to what happened last night.” Her eyes finally met his. “Drew, I’ve watched you in class. You’re a tough guy, but unless you’ve got some unusual talent you haven’t shown me, this is way beyond you.”
 
   “Oh, you think it’s beyond me? You think that? I’ve gotten fuckin’ vampires and werewolves and demons in my face, Sierra. I ain’t got no magic, no superpowers, I ain’t even good with a gun. I know this shit is over my head.”
 
   “Then you need to get out. I’ll help you get out if there’s some reason you can’t.”
 
   “You mean if I’m trapped in this or something? Thanks, but it’s not like that. Those are my friends,” he said. “Alex is my friend. That demon you’re all afraid of is my friend. I don’t leave friends hanging. Besides, what happened last night was fucked up. Someone’s gotta do something about it.”
 
   “Yeah, but it should be people who are prepared for this kind of fight.”
 
   “We’re looking for that kind of help,” said Drew. “All you gotta do is get your boss on the phone.”
 
   Sierra raised her hands as if to argue something, then let them fall to her sides with a sigh. “I’m sorry, Drew. I can’t do that. We’ve lost people. Everyone else is sticking to what they know right now. That means we don’t trust demons.” She shook her head. “Tell Molly and Onyx to stop calling Kate. She’s not gonna answer. Neither is Jin. Not now.”
 
   “Guess I tried,” Drew shrugged.
 
   “Yeah. Me, too.”
 
   “You really thought I need help getting away from this?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, looking him in the eye again. “You’re a good guy. Not everyone walks into the shadows with their eyes open.”
 
   “Did you?”
 
   “Yes. I’m betting you didn’t.”
 
   “Not really.” Drew looked back to his friends. “But I’m stayin’.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Sorcery made everything in life easier except for dealing with other sorcerers.
 
   Everyone told Bill life never offered shortcuts. His parents, his teachers, and every single one of the adults in his small town said the same shit. In a way, they’d been right, too. Magic wasn’t a walk in the park. He had to read, practice, and learn new things all the time. They just weren’t the things anyone taught in school.
 
   His grades suffered for that, of course. So did his relationship with his parents. But they were proud of him in the end. All he needed was the right spell to make them feel pride.
 
   Most things could be fixed with magic. He couldn’t conjure money, exactly, but magic could fool just about anyone into taking random slips of paper as cash. Landlords could “forget” when Bill didn’t pay the rent, or he could pass that trouble off onto some other tenant in the building. He knew spells for shooing away the cops, for cleaning up the house, and even for keeping his place warm in the winter.
 
   Got sick? There was a spell for that. Put on some weight? Spell for that, too. Some asshole not showing enough respect, or making actual trouble? Bill knew all kinds of spells for that, from the simple stuff to make a guy walk away to the kind of fire and thunder he’d brought to the casino last night.
 
   That little dispute brought out the one real drawback to sorcery, though: other sorcerers. If Bill knew a spell to build a fire, another Practitioner could know one to snuff it out. If magic let him throw a bolt of lightning, magic also let someone else deflect it. Magic could let him hide in plain view from any normal person, or animals, or even video, but against a skilled sorcerer, he couldn’t rely on magic alone. He still had to keep out of sight like an ordinary schlub.
 
   When sneaking up on other sorcerers, it was best to use as little sorcery as possible. At that point, he had to rely on hard work and perseverance. Sometimes, though, even that paid off.
 
   He spent almost the entire morning in his truck. A little magic helped keep it inconspicuous, but so did smart behavior. He stayed low, parked on a side street where he could watch the front of that shifty Jamaican’s store from across an intersection. Leon told him not to take his eyes off the place, even to stay put and piss in a bottle if he had to, but the hell with that. Not when there was a Starbuck’s around the corner. A little divination magic let him know when was an okay time to leave and when he should be at the truck…or, as it happened, when he should get up off the couch in the coffee shop and get back to the truck right goddamn now.
 
   The pretty-but-creepy one who always wore so much black came out of Hector’s shop with a pair of guys about her age, one white, the other black. They carried a couple long rifle bags. That caught Bill’s interest. He slid down in his seat, hoping to keep out of sight just in case, and fished his cell phone out of his pocket.
 
   Then the girl took a long look across the street. Bill’s heart nearly stopped in his chest, sure as he was that she’d spot him, but instead the turn of her head stopped before she even got to his side of the street. She said something to her buddies and nodded. The black guy jaywalked across the street, where he stopped and talked to the scrappy Indian girl from the casino.
 
   That nearly gave Bill his second heart attack. He hadn’t seen her at all. The two stood only a street and a sidewalk away from his truck while the other pair waited by Hector’s gun shop. Bill didn’t dare throw out any magic now. Instead, he relied on technology.
 
   “Yeah, Bill?” Leon asked as the cell phone connected.
 
   “Leon, I got a bite here,” Bill hissed. His eyes darted from one pair of targets to the other. “I found one of those two witches from last night! She’s here with a couple of guys at Hector’s. It looks like that bastard gave ‘em some guns, and now one of them’s talkin’ to that tough chick who works for Kate like they’re buddies!”
 
   He realized as he spoke that last bit might be exaggeration. The conversation looked a little more wary than friendly, but it didn’t strike him as an argument, either.
 
   “You see Hector come out? Or anyone else?” asked Leon.
 
   “Nope. But they’re carrying a couple rifle bags from his place. And now these others are talkin’. Maybe they’re working up a plan to come after us.”
 
   “We’re not gonna worry about that, Bill,” said the leader of the Light. “Not when we can take ‘em out first. Okay, the gun shop ain’t goin’ anywhere, and neither is the casino. Bill, I want you to follow the others to wherever they go. Can you do that?”
 
   Bill nearly objected, feeling a little bit of doubt, but then he saw the conversation split up. The black guy passed right in front of Bill’s truck on his way back across the main drag. The other two piled into a pickup parked on the corner by Hector’s gun shop. Bill’s eyes narrowed. It was a nicer and newer truck than his.
 
   They probably used magic to buy that, he thought.
 
   They made ready to leave with only a couple of wary glances toward the Indian girl, but then she was gone. Nothing of interest remained on the street but ordinary traffic—and the one danger they hadn’t spotted.
 
   “Alright, Leon,” said Bill as he turned the keys in the ignition. “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen:
Long Distance Affairs
 
    
 
   Worshippers trickled toward the mosque from each direction along the streets. Few of them gathered in large groups to talk out in the open before prayer. Few would do so after the service, either. The seemingly endless turmoil of recent years did not deter them from prayer, but most people knew better than to take unnecessary risks. Even well within Damascus, the war was never far away.
 
   The police and soldiers milling about in the neighborhood made some feel safer. Others were not so comforted by their presence, seeing the uniforms as a magnet for insurgent violence rather than a deterrent. Many saw the servants of the state as the real problem.
 
   The crowd’s other guardians went unseen, as they had always been.
 
   “On the bright side, one of those men they rounded up last night was a vampire,” said Nidal. He stood on the steps with two of his fellows, secure in the knowledge that his mortal charge was inside. The presence of other angels in the mosque freed him for a little small talk. “No one had a clue. Purely coincidental.”
 
   “You’re sure?” asked Qasim. “None of the police were steered toward him?”
 
   “No one dropped any hints whatsoever,” said Nidal. “There were only a few of us on hand, of course, but we were as surprised as the mortals.”
 
   “Well, what happened?” asked Lisa. “Don’t drag it out, I have to get back to England soon. It isn’t smart to leave Reginald alone when Arsenal is playing. He drinks too much.”
 
   Nidal snorted. “I’m surprised you’ve kept him alive long enough to have grandchildren.”
 
   “Come on, tell!” Lisa urged, giving him a playful shove. “What happened?”
 
   “Once we realized they had a vampire in the mix, we had to intervene. The last thing this city needs is that sort of panic. We ‘nudged’ a couple of the police to put him in one of the cars alone where he wouldn’t harm anyone. Then on the way back, the police car had an ‘accident.’ The fiery kind. Nobody else was hurt. We made sure the mortals were all fine. Before they were done with the clean-up, the police let everyone else go. They decided, what with the way the vampire burned in the car, that he must have been the bomb-maker hiding his chemicals in his clothes.”
 
   “You’re kidding,” Qasim scoffed.
 
   “It’s not like they wanted to arrest anyone in the first place,” Nidal explained. “They knew it was a nonsense raid when they started. It gave them a good excuse to let the whole thing go.”
 
   “That worked out nicely, then,” said Lisa. “It’s not every night a supernatural crisis walks right up and…oh, you have got to be joking.”
 
   The blonde angel strode directly through the crowd, irritably catching the falling shoulder strap of her tattered and bloodied white dress with one hand. “Hi,” she huffed.
 
   “Rachel?” Nidal blinked.
 
   “Yup. Long time, no see, guys. Lisa. Hey.”
 
   “What happened to you?” Lisa asked with barely hidden disdain.
 
   Rachel rolled her eyes. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” She turned her attention to the others. “Listen, I need to know the fastest way to smuggle a twenty-year-old American white dude without a passport over the border to Lebanon. Oh, and I need a cell phone. Can you help a girl out?”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Click. “This is Michelle.”
 
   “Mom! Hi, it’s me.”
 
   “Alex? You didn’t show up on my caller ID. I almost didn’t pick up.”
 
   “I’m glad you did. This isn’t my cell.”
 
   “That makes sense. This connection is terrible. Where are you calling from? The Seventies?”
 
   “No, it’s still today,” said Alex, though for him it was nine in the evening. Michelle, on the other hand, probably hadn’t eaten lunch yet. “Listen, my phone got smashed. Long story. I’m on a disposable.”
 
   “Wow, I thought disposables were better than this.”
 
   “Yeah, well. It was the last one they had on the shelves.” 
 
   The corner store stood across the street with its doors locked and its windows boarded up. It made for a sad sight, but the rubble that remained of the adjoining storefront was worse. Much of the street still showed damage from whatever bomb had gone off here months ago. Not everyone had left the neighborhood, but the abandoned buildings made for a good spot to hunker down and make a phone call. Odds were slim that anyone would walk by and hear him.
 
   For his part, Alex sat in the doorstep of another similarly boarded up business. He kept his legs tucked up near his chest, feeling the cold set in again. “Your number is the only one I could remember. I usually forget every other number as soon as I put it into my phone.”
 
   “Oh God,” his mother chuckled. “This is exactly why I made you memorize my phone number when you were little. Your phone isn’t a reliable replacement for your brain.”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” Alex groaned. “That’s why I’m calling. Turns out I still remember, so that’s lucky.”
 
   “This sounds like we’re in completely different countries. So what’s up? Everything okay?”
 
   “I’m fine.” It was the truth, mostly. Rachel had long since healed his injuries. Without her presence, though, fatigue and hunger crept back in. Though she often helped make up for the lost sleep and other effects of Lorelei’s “appetites,” Alex now saw the limits to her healing touch. At some point, his body still needed food and sleep, divine intervention or no.
 
   “Anyway, I’m calling ‘cause I need Lorelei’s number. You have that, right? I’m supposed to meet with her someplace for lunch.”
 
   “Ah. Gotcha. Hey, when you get a chance, you should get me Rachel’s number, too, just for emergencies. Like the next time you break your phone,” she added. “Hold on, I’ll get it.”
 
   Alex rolled his eyes. He knew he’d be in for a little snarky commentary over this, but getting through to his mother was a relief. She sounded perfectly at ease. Despite whatever craziness might be going on back home, Michelle was fine. Alex eagerly wrote down Lorelei’s number on the packaging for the phone as his mother relayed it.
 
   “Thank you,” said Alex. “I wasn’t sure what I’d do if I couldn’t reach you.”
 
   “What happened to your phone?”
 
   “Eh. Somebody’s foot, believe it or not. Broke into a bunch of pieces.” He glanced around the street guiltily. Lying to his mother never felt good. At least he wasn’t doing it right in front of an angel. “Hey, Mom. I love you. Seems like I don’t tell you enough.”
 
   “I love you, too. You sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Oh, I’m fine. Just thinkin’.”
 
   “How about you come over for dinner this weekend? Or do you already have plans?”
 
   “I don’t think so, but let me check in and see, okay? I’ll talk to you soon.”
 
   “Okay. Bye, Alex.”
 
   He hung up the phone. Alex gave his surroundings another good look, half expecting demons or masked gunmen or freaking ice weasels to jump out and prevent him from making this call. Instead, the street remained deserted. He looked over the international codes written on his phone package and dialed in the number.
 
   She picked up on the first ring. “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, Lorelei,” he almost sighed in relief. “It’s me.”
 
   “Oh, my love,” said Lorelei. “Where are you? Are you alright? Is Rachel still with you?”
 
   He smiled. Sometimes their supernatural connections felt embarrassing, other times indulgent and even decadent. For once, it all had practical uses. “We’re fine. She’s not with me this second, but she’s not far. We’re in Damascus.”
 
   “Syria?” she asked with surprise. “So far away?”
 
   “I started out even farther. Shit’s been crazy. What about you? Are you okay? The others?”
 
   “We’re all fine. We came home to regroup and everyone stayed the night. Alex, you must be careful there. Even about what you say on the phone.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. Believe me, I know. I’m on a disposable phone and I’m moving as soon as I hang up. You might not be able to get ahold of me again, anyway. The lines here are really spotty. Took me half an hour to get through. Anyway, what’s going on there?”
 
   “Things went poorly with the hosts of the party after you disappeared. A few of our friends are out now to see if they can mend fences. The rest are here with me. We’re working on how to address our other problems over here, but let’s not worry about it now. We need to get you home. Where in Damascus are you?”
 
   “Hell if I know. I can’t read Arabic, so all I can get off the street signs are the numbers. I’m in a quiet neighborhood on a burner phone. My cell got smashed. I don’t know if it does any good to give you the number when the lines are so bad.”
 
   “Our lady friends said you could be anywhere, though I hadn’t thought you’d be on the other side of the world. You’re in about as sticky a place as you could be. I haven’t been there in ages. I don’t know how to get you home without coming for you myself.”
 
   “Rachel has a plan,” said Alex. “I guess I probably shouldn’t get into it over the phone.”
 
   “No, probably not.”
 
   “She got me all this way by talking to her people. I guess she can network pretty well.”
 
   “And here I’ve been reluctant to suggest any sort of travel because we wouldn’t want to leave her behind. I can’t tell you how relieved I was once I knew she was with you.”
 
   “Me, too. So nobody got hurt?”
 
   “None but me. That’s already taken care of, though. Thank you for that,” she added with a wink he could hear in her voice. “And Rachel?”
 
   “She’s okay now. Little beat up when she got to me. I think she was worse before. She had a fight with, uh, Sam,” he said, again unsure how much he could say over the phone. “He ran away from her, so she came after me.” Alex paused. “She told me about him.”
 
   “I thought she might. Alex, I am so sorry. I didn’t see this coming.”
 
   “It’s okay. Shit happens. Rachel told me you jacked him up?”
 
   “Yes,” she confirmed. “He wants the crown, Alex. Naturally he made romantic overtures, but his true ambitions are obvious enough. The rest of this fiasco may be a separate matter or it may be related. I don’t know. But ‘Sam’ would only be interested in all that as a way to get to me. And he has Lydia,” she warned. “Either on his side or captive, I do not know. She has clearly told him what she knows about us.”
 
   “Hooray,” Alex grumbled. “Well, what do we do?”
 
   “We get you both home. The others and I are investigating the rest of this mess. Quietly, and at a distance. We cannot risk another confrontation until we’re in a position of strength. Ideally, I’d rather not put any of you at risk at all.”
 
   Alex snorted. “Turns out it’s kinda tough to keep our friends out of this stuff, huh?”
 
   “I’m more grateful for them than I can say. Things may have been much uglier without them.”
 
   “Yeah, well. What’re friends for, right?”
 
   As he spoke, a shimmering white light emerged from the storefront across the street. The beautiful angel quickly returned to his side. Her grin was almost as bright as her halo.
 
   “Rachel is back?” Lorelei asked before Alex or his other lover could speak.
 
   It made him grin. “Yeah. Yeah, she’s here.” He tilted the phone away from his mouth. “You want to talk to her?” he asked quietly.
 
   “Of course,” answered Lorelei.
 
   Rachel shook her head. “I can’t hold a phone while I’m in stealth mode.” Then she frowned thoughtfully. “Hell, I don’t even know if she could hear me like this, either.”
 
   “Sorry,” Alex said into the phone. “She’s playing invisible friend right now. Guess using the phone is against the rules.”
 
   “Anyway, we gotta go,” Rachel continued. “I found a way to get the hell outta Dodge. Think I’ve got everything worked out. Tell her I love her and let’s get this show on the road.” Then she paused and asked with complete sincerity, “Unless she needs another boost of sex mojo?”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “They’re in Syria,” Lorelei announced as she strode out into the living room. None of her injuries from the battle remained. “Damascus, to be exact.”
 
   “Holy shit, Syria?” asked Jason. He looked up from the couch, where he sat with a laptop computer on the coffee table. “Those assholes teleported him all the way out there?”
 
   “I don’t believe it was intentional,” she said. “Molly and Onyx were likely more correct than they knew about the spell being disrupted. Alex said they had already come a long way to get to Damascus, too. He didn’t say where they started from.”
 
   “Jeez, that’s really not a good place to be. If anyone finds him there, they’ll probably think he’s a fucking spy or something crazy.”
 
   “He knows,” she assured him. “That’s why they didn’t tell me how they plan to get back. It’s not safe to say too much over the phone.” Lorelei looked over Jason’s shoulder at the internet browser on the computer. “Anything interesting?”
 
   “No, but it’s not like we expected anything,” he grumbled. “Whatever they did to cover up the fight and the fire alarm was good enough to keep the whole thing out of the news. I can’t find anything. Even that on-scene report we saw happening when we left isn’t online.”
 
   “I expected no less.”
 
   “Drew texted me a couple minutes ago. Said they’re on the way back.”
 
   “And you?” she asked, placing a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Huh? I’m fine,” said Jason. “Feels like I oughta be downstairs to meet her or something. Or at the airport. Shouldn’t just sit here.”
 
   “She texted you as soon as her flight landed, didn’t she?”
 
   “I’m worried about her safety, is all,” said Jason. “Freakin’ crazy apocalyptic wizard assholes out there gunning for us, y’know? Everyone else is out doing stuff. I’m sitting here on the Internet.”
 
   Her arched eyebrow challenged the honesty of his statement. “You’re keeping an eye on the world outside our crisis. That is no trivial thing. The others are not alone, as you would be if you left to greet her. Our enemies have no reason to hunt Amber. They don’t even know she exists.” She watched him with mild amusement. “I suspect it isn’t her safety that has you literally wringing your hands.”
 
   Jason set his hands to his sides. He managed to keep from fidgeting for all of five seconds. “I don’t know how happy she’s gonna be about all this.”
 
   “Not very, I would suspect. Why would she take it out on you? Is that what worries you?”
 
   “Shouldn’t it? I called her. She’s got whatever FBI cases and stuff going on in LA. Now here I am pulling her away from all that.”
 
   “No, Jason. This is her job, which she chose for herself. You did nothing to create this situation. If anything, you showed your respect for her by calling her in rather than making some vain attempt to handle it all yourself.”
 
   Jason rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I guess. Mostly I don’t want to be a needy boyfriend.”
 
   “I think a lethal shootout and a supernatural conspiracy merit a phone call. Jason, ask yourself this: if her love for you runs cold over stresses beyond your control, would you truly wish to be with her?”
 
   His tapping foot grew still. Several different expressions passed over Jason’s face until he rubbed it with both hands. “I guess you’ve got a point.”
 
   Her phone hummed with a call. She smiled as she saw the source on the screen. “And now we put my words to the test.” Lorelei tapped a button to allow Amber into the building.
 
   “Guess I should go meet her.”
 
   “Jason,” said Lorelei, stopping him as he rose. Her easy smile remained. “You would only tie up an elevator. Or miss her in passing. She knows the way.” She tilted her head curiously. “What else troubles you?”
 
   He didn’t answer right away, hesitating to say it out loud. “I don’t know if she’ll be pissed I put myself in danger again.”
 
   “Why would that upset her? You told her of the meeting. You took no unnecessary risks. She has faced danger with you before. What’s the problem?”
 
   “I dunno. Doesn’t everyone’s girlfriend get mad at them when they wind up in danger?”
 
   “Only in badly written television,” Lorelei scoffed.
 
   They walked across the living room and kitchen area to the front door. “I’ll check on the others,” said Lorelei. She leaned in and added in a conspiratorial tone, “If I should see one of the bedroom doors shut when I return, I’ll make sure no one interrupts.”
 
   “What do you—? Oh.” Jason blushed fiercely. “Yeah, right. C’mon, Amber just got off a plane after waking up at the crack of dawn.”
 
   “Of course.” The knock on the door interrupted further conversation, though Lorelei paused for one last comment before opening up: “I’ll always be your wingman.”
 
   Jason blinked, not sure what to say to that, and then Amber was there. “Hey,” he said.
 
   “Hi,” she huffed. Amber let the duffel bag and backpack slide from her shoulders, dropping both on the floor to throw her arms around him and kiss him deeply.
 
   Lorelei pulled Amber’s bags inside. Jason ran his fingers through Amber’s hair, drawing a tiny sigh from her as well as Lorelei’s silent approval.
 
   “You’re okay?” Amber asked as she slipped out of the kiss and his embrace, though she still held both of his hands.
 
   “Yeah. We’re good.”
 
   “Okay. Hi, Lorelei,” she said bashfully. “Any word from Alex?”
 
   “Yes, only moments ago. He and Rachel are a long way from home, but they’re fine. I’ll let Jason fill you in while I head up to the patio to talk to Molly and Taylor. My home is yours. Thank you for coming, Amber.”
 
   Lorelei moved out into the hallway. She heard Amber hug Jason again before the door closed, saying, “Tell me everything.”
 
   The elevator wasn’t far from Lorelei’s door. She waited only a few seconds after pressing the call button before the doors opened with Molly about to step through.
 
   “Oh. Hey,” said Molly. “I forgot my water bottle in the kitchen earlier.”
 
   “Amber arrived only a moment ago. I thought I would join you on the roof so she and Jason might have some privacy.”
 
   “Oh,” Molly replied with amused understanding. She stepped right back into the elevator. “Gotcha. Water bottle can wait.”
 
    “I’m suggesting nothing about what they may or may not do,” Lorelei murmured. She stepped inside and pressed the button for the patio.
 
   “Sure. Right.” Molly grinned. “All that friskiness people experience around you is totally coincidental.”
 
   “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Lorelei replied with patently false innocence. “In fact, with this particular case, I could even swear to no involvement at all. Some things happen on their own. How goes the search?”
 
   “The birds are mostly over the Cascades now. The baddies have to be somewhere near the roads, at least. Assuming they really have some sort of compound there and it’s not all bullshit, we should have a decent shot at finding it. Might take a while yet, though. It’s snowy up there, too. I don’t know if that’ll make it easier or harder.”
 
   “How has Taylor taken to the task?”
 
   “Oh, I think she digs it. Even if she’s a little weirded out.”
 
   “Has she the talent for your Practice?” Lorelei asked. The pair stepped out of the elevator again and walked out onto the windy patio.
 
   “She’s probably not a natural like Onyx or even me, but anyone can learn a little. She’s got an open mind and discipline. Those are the two big qualifications. Aside from that, it’s a question of having the right mindset. Other Practices might be better for her than ours. And that’s if she’s even interested at all.”
 
   As they turned the corner, the pair found Taylor in a patio chair facing east. She sat up straight, her hair tied back to keep it from whipping around in the wind. She didn’t move at all.
 
   “Hey Taylor, we’re back,” Molly announced steadily so as not to startle her. “How’s it—oh wow, are you okay?” she asked as she came around to see Taylor’s disturbed expression.
 
   “Oh god, I’m glad you’re here.” Taylor’s voice shook. Her hand trembled as she held out the wand. “I think we found the Light. Molly, this is…this is real fucked up.”
 
   Lorelei waited for Molly to take the wand before circling around to face Taylor. She took up the other seat, taking the young woman’s hand in hers. “Taylor, I’m here.”
 
   “Huh? Oh. Yeah.” Taylor blinked away the partial trance of Molly’s spell.
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   “I’m fine. I think. It’s like watching a horror movie at long distance.”
 
   “What did you see?”
 
   “Holy shit,” gasped Molly. She stood facing the east, now focused on the same visions that had Taylor so appalled.
 
   “Demons,” Taylor told Lorelei, swallowing hard. “One of the hawks found someplace out in the mountains. It’s like what they described from the fight,” she explained, nodding toward Molly. “Only it’s worse.”
 
   “Lorelei, I think…I think you’d better see this for yourself.” Molly reached out with her left hand until she touched Lorelei’s shoulder. With her eyes focused on some point off in the distance, Molly shifted around to stand behind Lorelei and crouched down to bring her to the same level. “Hold the wand with me,” she said in English. Her next words came in an old form of Greek the succubus hadn’t heard in centuries: “See what I see.”
 
   The visions didn’t come at first. Lorelei waited patiently, watching the wand in Molly’s hand until she saw the windows of the neighboring office tower blur.
 
   She saw trees below her. Many trees, and snow. Her perspective turned, though she sat still. Lorelei quickly understood she now saw through a hawk’s eyes and accepted the strange nature of such vision for what it was. Though the hawk flew far above the ground, it saw with a clarity and closeness Lorelei could have only imagined.
 
   The hawk flew in a wide arc in the sky, but its eyes focused on strange events below. Within the woods, off a dirt road behind a junkyard and a corrugated fence, Lorelei saw a collection of cottages, cars, and trucks. Much of the compound was kept clear of the snow. Tracks from tires and boots suggested constant activity.
 
   At the center of the compound, Lorelei saw a broad firepit large enough to accommodate two of those cars laid out end to end. Flames burned across the pit, giving off far too little smoke. Men and women stood around the pit.
 
   Men, women, and monsters.
 
   Lorelei’s breath deepened as she looked on with dread. Every monster was different from the rest, though she saw enough horns, wings, and tails to mark them as demons from the Pit. The collected beasts ran the gamut from creepers to hunters, large to small. Some stood out in the open while most held to whatever shadows they could find among the buildings and the trees.
 
   Three people walked out from one of the buildings. The one in the middle seemed agitated, dragged along by the other two. He probably shouted for mercy or perhaps cursed their names, though the hawk stayed too far away to hear. His captors pummeled him until he was too weak to fight and then heaved him bodily into the firepit. The man disappeared instantly.
 
   Flames rippled out like water from his point of impact, shifting in color and intensity. More such ripples appeared in different spots within the firepit, seeming almost like bubbles in a pond, until more demons burst from those spots and either flew or leapt out into the mortal realm to join their brethren.
 
   “What the fuck?” Molly breathed in awe. “Lorelei, are they…?”
 
   “Yes,” said Lorelei. “Every mortal soul they cast into the fire empowers several demons to come through to this world.”
 
   “Can’t Rachel and the other angels stop this?” asked Taylor.
 
   “No angel sees this,” said Lorelei. Her words came out slowly as she watched for more clues through the hawk’s eyes. “Surely no one in that compound walks under the light of Heaven, not even the victims—though that does not mean they deserve this. Rachel would not tolerate such an atrocity, but she is gone. We cannot contact any others. Nor is there any guarantee they would intervene, even in something so extreme.
 
   “I never expected such ambition from Azazel,” she breathed. “This is far worse than anything I feared.”
 
   “Yeah, no shit,” Molly huffed uncomfortably.
 
   “Do you need to continue the spell?”
 
   “No. No, I saw enough signs on the highway. We can figure out the way there.”
 
   “Then we should end this.”
 
   Molly closed her eyes and lowered the wand. Lorelei’s vision quickly returned to normal. She turned to face her companions. Though disturbed and frightened, the first thing Lorelei heard from either of them overcame all of that: “We’re gonna stop this, right?” Taylor asked.
 
   Brave girls, Lorelei thought—and not for the first time. “Yes,” said Lorelei. “One way or another.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Leon. It’s Bill.”
 
   “Yeah, I got that from the caller ID, Bill,” came the response. “How’s it going?”
 
   “I followed ‘em downtown,” said Bill. He leaned forward on his steering wheel, staring up at the tall building across the street. “They went into one of the skyscrapers. I guess they’ve got underground parking an’ everything.”
 
   “What kind of skyscraper?”
 
   Bill craned his head again, squinting hard. “Looks like condos. Pretty nice, too. I walked past the lobby once I saw they weren’t coming out. Haven’t tried going inside for a look around yet. I didn’t want to get spotted before talking to you.”
 
   “Good. Hold on a second.” Muffled voices followed, along with the sound of a door and then the crunch of footsteps in snow. Bill heard chanting in the background. Then he recognized Evelyn’s voice, and Aaron’s.
 
   “Okay, sit tight, Bill,” instructed Leon. “I’m sending Aaron and a couple of the others out to you. Watch that entrance in case they come out. Give a call if they do.”
 
   “And if they don’t?”
 
   “We’re gonna finish ‘em off right away.”
 
   Bill looked around the street with a skeptical frown. “It might be a bit complicated tryin’ to operate around here, Leon,” he warned. “You heard me say this is downtown Seattle, right? Even if the office buildings are empty on a Sunday, this place ain’t exactly isolated. And them two witches put up a hell of a fight at the casino. They’ve got even more friends now.”
 
   “So do we, Bill,” assured his leader. “So do we.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen:
Necessary Losses
 
    
 
   “This is what Sammael suggested when he noted the vacuum left here in Seattle,” Lorelei said. She stood near the sliding door to the balcony with her arms crossed, speaking as much to herself as to her guests. “It isn’t only the vampires and other worldly monsters. He was talking about demons.”
 
   The living room presented much the same scene as it hosted the night before. Her young friends sat on her couches or stood nearby, all with pensive, troubled faces. Aside from Amber’s presence, the only significant change was the shift to daylight and the better options for delivery at just after noon.
 
   Naturally, the ominous news killed everyone’s appetite.
 
   “Was there a lack of demons in town before now?” asked Drew. “We only took out a couple of ‘em in that whole mess when we all first met. Was that all of ‘em?”
 
   Beside him sat Taylor, who was still a little shaken after the visions on the rooftop. “Isn’t this what Rachel is supposed to deal with?”
 
   “She would if she were here,” said Lorelei. “I doubt she would have gone off after Alex had she known of this mess.”
 
   “Why don’t the others get on this?” Drew pressed. “She’s not the only angel in town, is she?”
 
   Lorelei’s jaw set. Her eyes flared, though not at Drew or the others. No one in this room deserved this ancient anger. “In every tragedy or atrocity you can name, the angels either could not interfere or chose not to interfere,” she said. “No matter how innocent the victims may have been. No matter how large the loss. Remember that. Never count on the angels to intervene.
 
   “Rachel is…exceptionally pro-active compared to most of her peers. Those few demons you faced in the autumn were not the only ones here. Rachel spends much of her time hunting down the rest. Many have fled or gone deep into hiding. Your actions mattered in all this, but she is the cause of the vacuum.”
 
   “So this Evelyn chick is using Leon and his shitheads to bring in more of her buddies?” Molly surmised. Too tense to sit, she leaned over the back of the other couch where Onyx sat. “Is that the plan?”
 
   “It would appear so,” said Lorelei. “The portal is almost certainly a combination of mortal sorcery and infernal power. Azazel and Evelyn could make it happen on their own, and had to have had some involvement, but such feats are far easier when they have mortals to do all the work and pay the price in blood. This is why they cast people into the fire. Their deaths make the crossing much easier. It is why several can come through at once. If those souls are wicked, Azazel comes out even further ahead.”
 
   “Who are those people, though?” Onyx wondered. “You said they wouldn’t have guardians to protect them, right? What does that mean?”
 
   “Evelyn would not want the angels to find this portal,” Lorelei explained. “She would have wanted corrupt souls that no guardian would protect. Perhaps they are members of the Light who have fallen from favor. Perhaps they are other sorcerers, or particularly depraved criminals. I do not know. Yet every sacrifice enables the crossing of several demons.”
 
   “Okay, so what are they doing here?” asked Jason, seated beside Amber. “Are we talking ‘blow up the city’ stuff? Or some kind of takeover?”
 
   “Nothing so overt. These demons lack mortal skins. They cannot move openly. Yet while they keep to the shadows and choose their moments carefully, they are terribly powerful. They could hunt down the Light’s remaining opposition and even challenge the angels that watch over this city. And then, yes, Azazel’s subtler agents and his influence would quickly spread and solidify. You would not see a conqueror’s flag, but you would soon feel the change.
 
   “Seattle would turn to danger, despair, and ruin. Mortal souls are more easily tempted toward damnation in such conditions. Normally there is too much competition among demonic lords and interference from the angels for any one faction to control a whole city. Even some of the worst cities are free of such control—and a few shining beacons are just the opposite.
 
   “Yet here we have created a vacuum, while Azazel has a band of dangerous sorcerers ready to do his bidding. He can use them to terrible ends. This city would be a fine playground for him. I fear in cleansing this city, we’ve only made it ripe for the taking.”
 
   No one spoke. Lorelei looked over to her friends to see stunned, worried faces.
 
   And then: “Hey, fuck that,” said Drew. “We live here. My momma lives here. Nuh-uh. That shit ain’t happenin’.”
 
   “Yeah, but what do we do?” asked Taylor. “This sounds even worse than the casino fight.”
 
   “It’s definitely worse than the casino fight,” said Onyx. “Way worse.”
 
   Lorelei turned her eyes to Amber, who sat hunched over her laptop beside Jason on the other couch. “I hoped you might have some options or resources for us. That was before we realized the true scope of this problem, of course.”
 
   “We can give these guys the full Waco treatment,” Amber suggested warily. “Based on what you’ve told me, it sounds like the scary monster demons won’t engage a whole mob of cops, right? I’ve got enough for a search warrant for the firearms violations at least—”
 
   “Wait, firearms violations?” Taylor interrupted. “Are you serious? They’re killing people.”
 
   “Unless you can show me a body, this is what I’ve got,” Amber replied. “I need probable cause on something to get the ball rolling. This kind of crisis is exactly why my task force was established. We’ll go to the mat over it. We can round up an emergency interagency task force and knock on their door, and if they don’t answer, we can kick it down.” She looked around at the pensive faces gathered in Lorelei’s living room. “But that’s the real nuclear option here, guys. In more ways than one.”
 
   “You mean that could get bloody as hell,” said Molly. “Especially if we miscalculate on how many mortal bodies it takes to scare away the monsters and dampen the magic. Then it’s cops against wizards and demons.”
 
   “Or they could have plans and spells in place to cover everything up,” suggested Onyx. “What if they go into emergency stealth mode and hide all the monsters and incriminating evidence? Then we’re up shit creek.”
 
   “Those are only the most obvious outcomes, aren’t they, Amber?” asked Lorelei. “You are worried about more than violence or coming up empty.”
 
   “I’m definitely worried about either of those, but yeah,” the young agent admitted. “We’ve talked about this kind of thing before. There are plenty of horrible ways a response like that could go wrong. The real scary question is, ‘What happens if everything comes out into the open?’ The magic, the monsters, all of it. Nobody knows what happens then. It’s Pandora’s Box, y’know?
 
   “And it’s not going to be quick, either,” she added with an apologetic frown. “Not unless we can show evidence of actual murders.”
 
   “Kate’s never gonna cough up anything from the casino,” said Molly. “Even telling her about the task force is another Pandora’s Box.”
 
   “And we’ve got no chain of evidence for anything worse than these guys having guns they shouldn’t,” said Amber. “Look, whatever we’re doing about this, I’m in. I’ve got your backs. But I can’t bring in more aid without a whole lot of complications and it might come too late anyway.”
 
   “Ain’t like those jackasses are the only ones with a sketchy gun collection,” Drew muttered with a glance toward Wade.
 
   “Oh, ah’m feelin’ better’n ever about them guns after hearin’ all this shit,” said Wade. “Hell, now ah wish we had more.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. Me, too,” said Drew.
 
   “Not even a blip on my radar right now, guys,” said Amber. “Don’t sweat the small arms.”
 
   Wade blinked. “Gun jokes?”
 
   “Okay, so the FBI is out and we can’t expect any help from the other sorcerers or the angels,” said Jason. “Then it’s just us, right? What the hell are we gonna do?” 
 
   No one answered.
 
   Onyx leaned back against the couch, touching Molly’s hand as she looked up to her girlfriend still looming behind her. The redhead acknowledged her touch with a brief twitch of her lips, but her eyes turned away in thought. Beside Onyx, Wade stared at the glass coffee table.
 
   Amber’s eyes fell to the laptop, which didn’t seem to offer much advice. Jason’s attention drifted to her screen, and to her. Taylor looked up at the ceiling, trying not to fidget though she sometimes bounced one knee pensively. Drew stared off into space, fuming with frustration.
 
   No, Lorelei realized. Not frustration. Concern for the people he loves.
 
   She saw it in all of them. Apart from Alex and Rachel, the room contained everyone she truly cared about in the world. She had not known genuine friendship, let alone such a thing as family, for almost three thousand years. She held passing, pleasant acquaintances. Useful and cordial allies. Nothing more. In only a few months, all that changed.
 
   So many mortals drew distinctions between friends, family, and lovers. Lorelei had little use for such lines. Whether she’d shared a bed with anyone here or kept things entirely platonic, they all held the same place in her heart—even Amber, who’d first come into their lives as a danger rather than a friend.
 
   Under Azazel’s influence and with his demons and the Light to carry out his will, Seattle would crumble into crime and despair. Drew’s mother and sister would still live here. Jason had family here, no matter how estranged. So did Taylor and Wade. Lorelei still knew little of Onyx and Molly’s family connections, but even without any, they had lives here. Everyone did. They could not simply leave this city behind for someplace safer.
 
   Rachel and Alex would fight, too. Rachel would have to fight. Alex could never abandon her. Nor, for that matter, could Lorelei…but she’d already made her decision before she thought of them. She loved more than the two people closest to her.
 
   “I see one path to the strength we need,” said Lorelei, drawing them from their thoughts. “Though none of us will like it. Myself least of all.”
 
   Drew caught on first. “No. No way. Hell, no.”
 
   “I fear that is the only way forward now.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “And we’re happy to open the door for you,” he said with that unwavering, confident grin. “I promise, once you all start down this path, you’ll never turn back.”
 
   The man across from him at the table leaned back. He stuck a finger under his collar, looking nervously around the high-priced bar. Even on a Sunday afternoon, the place kept busy. It was a good place for unofficial meetings. Whatever privacy the booth offered didn’t make him feel any better about this conversation. “Yeah, Nick, the thing is…the congressman isn’t all that comfortable with the amendment you’re asking for.”
 
   “He’ll be comfortable with the campaign donations and access to our donor list,” replied his handsome host. His teeth kept flashing at the center of his meticulously groomed dark goatee. “And he’ll know who made it happen. I’m sure that will make you both comfortable enough.”
 
   “You’re—Nick, this amendment would allow any health insurer with half a brain to weasel out of covering practically any condition that lasts more than two weeks.”
 
   “Exactly,” agreed Nick. “All insurance is a bet against future troubles, isn’t it? How is it fair to ‘insure’ for a present problem that won’t go away?” He spoke in cool, soothing tones. “Think of all the people you’ll be protecting from unfair burdens.”
 
   “That’s crazy! No one would vote for that! It won’t even get out of committee!”
 
   “And yet I’ll still be here for you, and for the congressman,” Nick assured him.
 
   “Then what’s the point of all this?”
 
   “Think of it as a first step down a long path. An easier path. It might seem daunting now, but soon enough it’ll feel like it’s all downhill from here.” Nick paused. “I’m sorry, that’s my phone. I suppose I should take this,” he added once he looked at the screen. “Remember, I’m only making an offer. The choice is yours, and your employer’s.”
 
   He hit the answer button to make sure this wouldn’t go to voicemail as he walked across the room to the patio. Washington, DC was a little cold for outdoor seating in the early days of January. That would offer him enough privacy to talk to whoever had this number. Ordinarily, the only people who called were already in the phone’s address book.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hello, Nicolai,” replied the woman on the other end.
 
   Though he gave no outward sign of alarm, he immediately gave his surroundings a second look. He checked the street, the rooftops, even the sky for threats. Whatever angels flitted in and out of view took no notice of him. None of the mortals on the street looked his way.
 
   “How did you get this number?” he asked.
 
   “Really, Nicolai, it’s only been two years since I was last in DC,” said Lorelei. “I got your number out of your assistant at the time, but it turned out I didn’t need it then. Still, I hang onto things like that. I never know when a contact might come in handy.”
 
   “I’m not sure I’m happy to hear from you again,” Nicolai grumbled. “Word gets around.”
 
   “Relax. We’re thousands of miles apart. Besides, when have we not gotten along?” Lorelei had, in fact, always been very pleasant company. The same couldn’t be said for every demon, especially those who served rival masters.
 
   His common sense put a stop to any further such thoughts. He knew the rumors. Lorelei had taken out Baal and Harrow, and somehow got an angel to help her do it. Whatever attractive qualities she offered, that was a game-changer. “What do you want?”
 
   “I want you to arrange a meeting for me. I must speak with her. As soon as possible.”
 
   Once again, Lorelei’s words brought him to a halt. He didn’t need to ask who she meant. “Is that all?”
 
   “I seek information. I offer useful information in return. She will likely reap great benefit from the exchange. However, my time is short, as is her window of opportunity.”
 
   “Of course it is,” said Nicolai. He frowned, looking back through the window at his current mortal mark still waiting in the bar. The guy was right on the edge. Conversely, Lorelei’s offer couldn’t possibly be exclusive. If he didn’t bite—or, more importantly, if he didn’t give his boss the chance to make that decision—she’d take her business somewhere else. Nicolai would get nothing. The boss might be pissed, too.
 
   Lorelei wouldn’t stick her neck out like this without something serious to offer.
 
   “I’ll set it up,” he decided.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   She didn’t know Seattle had an orchard, but some of her friends remembered it instantly.
 
   The trees grew on a steep hillside nestled within the park. At any other time of year, Carkeek Park surely would have been busy. Even now, on a wet and chilly Sunday afternoon, she found people here and there. Fortunately, most came for the view of Puget Sound. No one had any interest in the small orchard while the trees were bare of both leaves and fruit.
 
   “Not the arrangements I would have expected,” Lorelei murmured. She strode through the orchard in tall boots, black jeans and a long, dark coat, grateful to see no sign of ambush but also wondering what could be the catch. There had to be one.
 
   “I came out here a few times on field trips,” said Drew. Like Lorelei, he kept a wary eye on the trees. “One of my middle school science teachers loved this place. She’d have us look at bugs or the trees or whatever and write stuff about ‘em. I think she wanted us to get in touch with nature more than learn any science.”
 
   “Are those fond memories?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah, I guess. Sort of.”
 
   “Those memories include Drew’s first kiss, but it was disappointing,” said another woman’s voice. She stood in an open spot between trees, right where no one had been when they looked that way a heartbeat before. Her grey t-shirt, faded denim jacket and long, dark, frazzled hair implied she had no one to impress, yet her striking natural beauty rivaled Lorelei’s. Something about her presence filled the young man at the demon’s side with dread, yet the stranger maintained an easy smile.
 
   She gestured to one of the trees. “It happened right over there. You were only fourteen, and you couldn’t decide if you had a real crush on her or not. You both played it off as a dare to keep anyone from making too much of it, which they did anyway, because they were snotty children. She got teased about it far more than you did. It’s the way of the world.” Her eyes narrowed. “Girls almost always suffer more than boys.”
 
   His mouth struggled to form words. He wanted her, of course. He also wanted to run. Lorelei understood both reactions. She reached out to touch his hand, steadying him and reminding him he was not alone.
 
   He didn’t need to know how much this woman frightened Lorelei, too. Not now, at least.
 
   “I’ll give you this much,” said the stranger, stepping closer. “You didn’t tease her. The kiss left you disappointed, and resolved whatever interest you had. But you let it go at that, even if the other children would have been amused to hear the truth.” Her lips twisted into a cruel grin. Her head tilted. “The truth is, she felt exactly the same way about you, with exactly the same reaction to your kiss. How does that make you feel?”
 
   “Like you’re tryin’ to freak me out just ‘cause you can,” said Drew. He kept his fear out of his voice.
 
   “Aw. Lorelei, did you already tell him not to trust anything I say? ‘Demons lie?’ Where’s the fun in that?” She rolled her eyes, but her pouting didn’t seem all that sincere. “I’m sure she told you who I am?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, his voice steady despite his nerves. “You’re Lilith.”
 
   “Then you know I’m more than a mere demon. I might have been your greatest grandmother, so to speak…except my first man didn’t care for how I kissed, either. His problems were more about insecurity than yours. And I suffered much more than a little teasing for it.” She casually held his gaze without breaking hers. “Most of the stories about me boil everything down to sex. Those stories were mostly written by men. You think they might have been projecting?”
 
   “Drew,” said Lorelei. “Lilith and I should speak in private.”
 
   He scowled, tearing his eyes away from the other woman. “We didn’t want you doing all this alone,” he objected quietly.
 
   “If she intended harm, she would have acted by now.”
 
   “That’s true,” said Lilith with a thoughtful nod. She glanced around. “You don’t even have your guardian angel here to protect you. Either of you.” She met Drew’s skeptical frown with a shrug. “I have to tell the truth sometime. If everything a demon says is a lie, we’d never get away with anything.”
 
   “And you ain’t just a demon,” said Drew.
 
   “Correct.” Lilith smiled. “You’re attentive. I like that.”
 
   Lorelei ignored her casual commentary. “Drew, the rest of you must stick together while I am gone. They may yet need you, and you cannot follow where I must go regardless.”
 
   “Like you’d walk away from me if things were the other way around?”
 
   “Lorelei, didn’t you tell Nicolai time was of the essence?” asked Lilith.
 
   “Drew, please. This was always the plan. You know what is at stake. We must take this risk. I cannot thank you enough, but you must go.”
 
   Indecision and frustration showed plainly on his face. He backed off, but turn away quickly. Lorelei watched as he left, wondering if she’d ever see him again.
 
   “When you first turned up, I hoped you’d brought me the mortal who slew Baal,” said Lilith once Drew was out of earshot. “Though that’s his best friend, I see. And he’s coming to feel much the same about you, even despite all your charms. Strange. All that friendship and loyalty with only a passing sexual desire for you, of all women. What kind of succubus have you become?”
 
   “My own,” said Lorelei. “Thank you for coming. I expected a messenger or an invocation, not a personal visit.”
 
   “Don’t be so humble. I’ll always make time for the proverbial whore of Babylon.”
 
   Much like Drew, Lorelei found the woman’s words unsettling. She knew better than to take religious scriptures literally, let alone that particular farcical prophecy. Even so, one could never easily discount anything said by the great powers of Hell—this one in particular.
 
   “Would you be surprised to hear I didn’t know you were still in this town?” asked Lilith. “It seems so reckless after what you did. Betraying your master, destroying your creator, leaving an entire realm in perpetual chaos. They all want your head. You know that, don’t you? We’ve had meetings. Belial makes grandiose claims, but your head is the only one that can wear that crown now. Obviously Baal’s minions haven’t figured it out yet, or they’d stop fighting. The thing simply won’t fit them. It’s been tainted.”
 
   “I considered that possibility,” said Lorelei. “Somehow I don’t mind their wasted efforts.”
 
   “You held that crown in your own hands and did not claim it for yourself. Why?”
 
   “That is not the information I offer in trade.”
 
   “Yet it’s the information I want,” came Lilith’s flat reply.
 
   Lorelei hesitated. She knew this would be a hard bargain. “What did Milton write? ‘Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven?’ Better still to walk the Earth and be free of both.”
 
   “Every demon is slave to another,” said Lilith. “No demon is free, save those who wear crowns.”
 
   “And once a crown is claimed, what then? You are no longer a slave, but you are a target for every other demon thirsting for their own freedom, or your power, or both. How far can one stray from the Pit, and for how long? How much does that power change the wearer?”
 
   “That depends on the crown, I suppose.” Lilith cracked a sly grin. “I keep mine concealed with magic. Still, no one gives me orders. I come and go as I please.”
 
   “Until you must return.”
 
   “Yes. I have a kingdom to rule. Minions to manage. Power to gather. Souls to collect. It’s so exhausting all the time,” she added with a smirk.
 
   “It sounds dreadful to me,” said Lorelei. “That’s your answer. That’s why I left the crown behind.”
 
   “And yet, your choices haven’t changed: reign or serve. I know which one I prefer. How’s this alleged third way working out for you?”
 
   “Not well,” Lorelei conceded. “As you say, everyone is out for my head.”
 
   “What a surprise,” said Lilith, still as casual as if meeting over Sunday brunch. “Now for the other obvious question: why shouldn’t I claim your pretty little head for myself? And the crown with it? I’m not all that engaged with the power struggles of the Pit, but it seems like leaving money on the table.”
 
   “Claiming my head only wins you the crown. I’m here to offer you much more than that.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “All I need you to do is point me toward the nearest door.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Yeah, we just buzzed Drew in at the front door,” came Wade’s voice over the phone.
 
   “I wish I could tell you how long this might take, assuming I am successful,” said Lorelei. She stood alone on the sidewalk, looking at her reflection in the office tower’s window. No one else saw the trepidation on her face. She managed to keep most of it out of her voice. “I can only ask you to wait for my call.”
 
   “Aw, ‘hurry up and wait’ ain’t nothin’ new f’r me. Reckon everyone else should be fine. We know the score. It’s you we’re all worried ‘bout. You sure about this, Lorelei?”
 
   She closed her eyes. Even without her enchantments, this stretch of downtown saw little foot traffic on Sundays. She didn’t need to put up a brave front here. “I see no other choice. We cannot wait for Rachel to return.”
 
   He paused. “You okay?”
 
   “How did you ever feel before going into combat, knowing all the things that might happen?”
 
   Wade sighed. “Yeah. Ah hear that.”
 
   In truth, Wade couldn’t know what she faced. He understood risks such as death or lifelong injury, or the sort of psychological trauma that came from facing the horrors of war. He couldn’t comprehend the risks of captivity, torment, and enslavement that would never end. If nothing else, death still offered him an inevitable escape from any such suffering. Nor could he know the fear of losing himself. Not the way Lorelei feared it now.
 
   He didn’t need to hear that, either. He needed to hear her resolve. She needed it, too. “Thank you, Wade. For everything. Give the others my love.”
 
   “Aw, that ain’t nearly the same from me. Ah can’t do it right. You’ll have t’ do that yourself when you get back an’ this shit’s another crazy story we can’t tell at parties.”
 
   “Good luck, then.” She ended the call and looked back at her reflection once more.
 
   Months ago, she could not have mustered these emotions. At best, she could fake it to fool an unsuspecting mortal. Despite all the fear and regret she saw, she liked the woman she’d become. She didn’t want to lose the capacity for these emotions. She didn’t want to lose herself.
 
   She didn’t want to lose the other people who liked the new Lorelei, either. Or the ones who loved her most.
 
   Lorelei tried to reach them again, dialing in the extra numbers for an international call one last time. As before, it didn’t go through. His disposable phone offered no voicemail. She wondered if Alex might find such a message when he replaced his old phone, but realized she had no idea what else she might say in a recording, anyway. Instead, she stepped back to her car where it was parked along the sidewalk, locked her phone, wallet, and keys inside, and headed around the office building’s corner to the alley nearby.
 
   Loading docks and other practical entrances lined the alley. Not a soul occupied the space. Only a few steps along her way, Lorelei found the chained and locked entrance Lilith had described. Given her interest in Lorelei’s plan, Lilith even told her of a particularly convenient doorway. Other passages were not always so easy.
 
   She tugged on the chains to test their strength, then yanked back hard in a single, violent pull. Links snapped and clattered to the concrete floor. Lorelei inhaled deeply and released a long, slow breath of flame up and down the door, covering it with soot and embers.
 
   Though the metal door held firm as she stepped forward, the ashes gave way and allowed her to pass through. Most of her clothes burned, leaving behind only blackened tatters that held to the narrowest standards of modesty. Her skin heated to its natural crimson hue. Her horns, wings, and tail all came into view.
 
   Darkness and intense heat led to a broad chamber with a vaulted ceiling, tall pillars, and obsidian walls. Chandeliers of bone lit the room. Most of the chamber lay bare aside from the great throne on its dais at one end. Baal hosted no feasts or leisure in his throne room. Any audience brought here was left to stand—or, more often, kneel.
 
     After sixteen hundred years, she could still remember her first master’s habits all too well. He’s gone, Lorelei reminded herself. By the hands of your lovers, and your own.
 
   “Hsst! Wait,” warned a raspy voice. “You smell that?”
 
   Lorelei slipped up behind one of the thick pillars that supported the towering ceiling. Leaving nothing to chance, she renewed her enchantments of stealth and obscurity.
 
   “Do I look like I can smell anything, Kierrk?” replied a much lower voice. This one was louder, too, but seemingly without effort, as if the speaker were of much greater size. “You see a nose on my face?”
 
   “We’re not alone,” Kierrk hissed.
 
   “So? Who cares?” asked a third, vaguely feminine yet animalistic voice. “We’re not the only ones to use the castle for a breather. Let ‘em hang out and rest here, too. No use fighting anyone in here. Everyone knows that. Why should they mess with us?”
 
   “All that hippie Kumbaya bullshit is why no one likes you, Mandah,” said the deeper voice.
 
   “Really, Hank? Demons need a reason for dislike? And what the fuck does ‘kumbaya’ mean? Or ‘hippie?’”
 
   Lorelei stole a glance around the pillar. The trio huddled near the tall double doors, which stood closed and barred—not with wood or metal, but rather by virtue of Damned souls shoved under the grips of the door handles to make up for lack of a crossbar.
 
   She recognized Kierrk from her servitude here long ago. His bulbous body combined all the worst aspects of spiders and beetles, with pincers, a scorpion’s tail, and spider eyes jutting out from under his ebony chitin. The others were new to her. One was a thin, grey humanoid of a vaguely feminine shape, though seven feet tall and boasting large horns and a spiked tail along with large, pitch black eyes. She nursed a sheared wing along with several other ugly scars. The other demon took up a great deal of space along the wall with its disgusting worm-like body. Tentacles thicker than firehoses lined its body, though they all hung limply or lay tucked under its girth. Its round face offered only a series of black eyes set in an arc all around the top half of its completely round mouth—where jagged teeth pushed in and out with every breath.
 
   None of them looked to be in good shape, yet they would recover. Torment was eternal here, even for the staff. That thought spurred her on and precluded any inclination toward mercy. She stepped out of hiding and released her enchantments of stealth.
 
   Kierrk gasped in surprise and shifted into a posture approximating a bow, at least as far as she could tell. “Lady Lorelei!” he hissed. “You have come!”
 
   The others seemed equally surprised. As Lorelei confidently strode across the chamber and Kierrk escalated his display of submission to literally scraping on the floor, they followed his example. Mandah knelt and bowed her head. The worm couldn’t mimic such a pose, but it meekly pushed its monstrous face down onto the floor.
 
   “Why are you here?” asked Lorelei.
 
   “We rest, my lady,” answered Kierrk. “We rest for another go at…at the crown. As you commanded,” he added hastily.
 
   “The struggle continues?”
 
   “Yes. Without end,” added the grey one.
 
   “What is your name? Mandah?”
 
   “Y-yes, lady,” she answered. “I rose to Baal’s service after you…departed for Belial.”
 
   “Tactfully put. And you? Did I hear your name is Hank?”
 
   “Yes. I am new.”
 
   “Of course. Is anyone else here?”
 
   “Most of the servitors and imps have hidden here in the fortress to escape the chaos,” Kierrk explained. “They obey whoever stands before them.”
 
   “And the forges? The pits? The Damned?”
 
   “Untended. A few times, one lieutenant of Baal’s or another has tried to seize control to gain some advantage, but such resources cannot be claimed without cooperation from others. Efforts always end in betrayal.”
 
   “You three seem to be getting along,” Lorelei observed.
 
   The other demons exchanged wary, somewhat guilty looks. “For the moment, ma’am,” Hank conceded. “Can’t expect it to last.”
 
   “Backstabbing twat,” muttered Mandah, but then she bowed her head lower in apology to Lorelei. “Oh, he’s right. Damn him.”
 
   “And it has been this way for four months?”
 
   “Has it been that long?” asked Kierrk. “We haven’t noticed.”
 
   “I don’t even know what year it is now,” said Hank.
 
   “Such is not our concern,” said Mandah. “The crown compels us to fight. Your orders compel us, Lady Lorelei. Even those who weren’t present when you gave them.”
 
   “I was tending the shores of the Lake of Immolation when I felt it,” said Hank. “Even all the way out there, we obeyed.”
 
   Lorelei frowned in surprise. “Tending the lake? You look like a juggernaut.”
 
   The worm shifted at that, possibly in appreciation or pride. Lorelei couldn’t guess at the meaning of the foul thing’s body language. “I am!” it declared, but then sank down again. “Only I’m kind of new.”
 
   Her lip curled slightly. “I’ll not ask how you came to this.” She held up her hand as his horrid face rose again. “No, I mean that. Keep it to yourself.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Hank sighed.
 
   The patter of feet drew her attention to the entrance of a winding stairway to her right. A pair of imps appeared, both standing as tall as Lorelei’s hip. The diminutive red demons ran in with their arms overhead to carry a skinless human shape tied to a spit. “Sustenance!” they cried out with the eager joy of a job well done. The instant they saw Lorelei, though, they carelessly dropped their burden to the floor and threw themselves at her feet.
 
   The soul tied to the spit groaned in pain.
 
   “Round up the other imps and servitors in the fortress,” she ordered the newcomers. “Tell all others taking shelter here to assemble at the gate. Immediately. Go.”
 
   They scampered off. Lorelei glanced again at the soul they left behind. The Pit functioned on the suffering of the Damned. She had no illusions about that. Still, she stepped over to the bound, tortured soul and heard its faint moans.
 
   She, too, had once been deemed fit for damnation. Lorelei recognized her sins. She also remembered how she’d come to commit them. Kierrk and Mandah may have been born of the Pit or they, too, may have come from mortal lives. Hank surely lived at least one mortal life, as had countless others.
 
   Most were truly wicked. Others simply unrepentant. Even Lorelei knew not who judged such matters or how, but she remembered how she had been judged.
 
   With two swipes of her talons, she cut its bonds. The soul curled up in pain, but soon crawled away to lick its wounds.
 
   Lorelei turned back to her audience. Kierrk, Mandah, and Hank watched her in apparent shock. By the standards of the Pit, she’d committed an act of unspeakable charity. Even that was enough to inspire the loyalty of some demons.
 
   “I require escorts,” she told them. “Come with me.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   She remembered the warfare of ancient times, when armies smashed together in a contest of iron, muscle, and sheer weight. She’d witnessed a few such battles. In more recent years, Lorelei had seen massive concerts, where incredible crowds stretched out as far as the eye could see. The scene before her seemed like a blend of both, as countless demons swarmed and fought in a maelstrom of violence. Clashing blades, pounding limbs, and roaring, screaming voices of pain and rage created a cacophony like nothing she’d ever heard.
 
   No one had a partner, much less a team. No one called out orders. Here and there, wounded demons staggered away to the outskirts of the fight. More often than not, the defeated were thrown out of the scrum—at least, at the edges. Those who fell deeper in were simply trampled. Some were devoured. Across the Ashen Plains, it was every demon for itself. The only organization in view was that of her own guard detail, made up of those demons she found within Baal’s fortress.
 
   Her appearance on the field changed the dynamic. She led from the front, ending the violence before her with her mere presence. Warring demons parted as she strode across the plain, and those who did not make way felt the wrath of her ever-growing wedge of supporters. Some stood aside. Others knelt. Flyers dropped their feuds and swung around in the skies to take up places in her defense. A rocky, bull-headed lieutenant wielding a trident and club blinked at her approach only once before falling into line and calling out orders to the rest.
 
   A few challenged, of course. Hell was built by rebels. Yet those who dared raise arms against Lorelei instantly found themselves outnumbered. Having any faction at all proved far better than having none. Kierrk, Mandah, Hank, and her growing mob of supporters put down or knocked aside every malcontent or lunatic who stood against Lorelei in her march toward the battlefield. More often than not, those who objected fell in line once they picked themselves up off the ground again.
 
   She thought this would be far more difficult. Her early encounters went well, with demons readily joining her as the best chance to return to some semblance of order. Such a good start felt like a stroke of luck, though an understandable one. Even in Hell, hardly anyone wanted this sort of endless, unchecked violence and anarchy. Yet as she drew closer to the crown, she felt much more unsettled.
 
   This felt too easy. Too natural.
 
   “Make way!” bellowed Hank, Kierrk, and others. “Make way and kneel to Lady Lorelei!”
 
   Most did. The few that didn’t felt the wrath of the rest.
 
   Close now, so close to the power that pulled at her, Lorelei watched a pair of huge, muscular demons brawl for supremacy. They fit the traditional mold: horns, wings, tail, and a human shape with bright red skin. They clashed with their oversized weapons until one knocked the other onto his back. The ground shook, startling the lesser demons that fought all around them.
 
   The apparent victor raised his thick, jagged sword for the final blow.
 
   “Stop,” called out Lorelei. She recognized him as another of Baal’s top lieutenants. “Terrez, lower your sword. I have need of you both.”
 
   Smoke trailed from his snarling mouth. His eyes blazed with hatred. “You! You come back to us now?” He lowered his sword—straight into his rival’s gut, without ever breaking his defiant glare. “You’ll be on your knees for me, whore, as you were for—”
 
   “Oh, you’re right, I’d quite forgotten,” she lied. “Hank?”
 
   Like an arrow finally let loose from a bow, the great worm shot past Lorelei in a frightening lunge at the giant. Other demons dove out of his way. Terrez pulled his sword free to meet Hank, but not fast enough. Hank’s maw plunged straight into the great demon’s chest, engulfing all but an arm and leg that flailed helplessly as Terrez fell onto his back and roared in agony.
 
   The crown lay nearby amid a field of bodies, some unconscious, most others dead—or at least, dead for now. Here in Hell, everyone rose to endure further torment. Everyone except the realm’s former master and his top hunter. Baal’s iron crown lay tipped almost upside down, propped up by one of its curved iron spikes. The blood of Baal’s former servants stained the jewels at the base of the crown.
 
   No one interfered. Lorelei’s escorts fanned out in an arc. Beyond them, most of the fighting ended. Soon everyone watched and waited.
 
   She felt the bonds of predator and prey forged between herself and Alex as succubus and mortal. She also felt the power of the ritual intended to enslave her to another mortal, disrupted and redirected when Alex intervened in an act of benevolence she never thought she deserved. In mere days, that bond of servitude weakened, but never truly died off. She still shared his pleasures, as the ritual intended. Alex only gave orders in the course of consensual play, yet privately, she thought of the bond as a safeguard.
 
   Without that bond, she might well have cast Alex aside on their first night together. She may never have given him a chance, nor won his love. Nor Rachel’s. She would not have earned the friendships that led her to this spot.
 
   That bond of servitude led to her first sense of freedom. The crown offered freedom of a different sort.
 
   “I am so sorry, my loves,” she murmured, and took up the iron crown.
 
   Severe tremors ran through her hand and arm, swiftly overtaking her whole body. Lorelei fell to one knee. Nothing like this happened when she lifted the crown after Baal’s death. In that moment, it had only been a symbolic trinket. Though startled, she felt no pain, but rather a deep, visceral renewal quite different from the sexual joys that usually defined her power.
 
   Lorelei’s breath came out hotter than before. Her muscles flexed on their own, while talons sprouted unbidden from her fingertips. The wings on her back stretched and then stiffened with a feeling of strength they hadn’t known before.
 
   She opened her eyes to find new cracks in the ground beneath her. Black, predatory stripes appeared along her limbs. When she looked up, she saw a horde of demons look back—and then kneel. The long ripple of submission spread out in every direction, stretching out as far as the eye could see.
 
   Then she saw past that, far past the Ashen Plains, to the borders of her realm. Scouts hidden in the mountains took wing, their bulbous eyes having seen events they had to relay to their master. She recognized the flyers. The sight of them left her seething with hatred, but also a distant thought of approval. Yes, she remembered. Excellent.
 
   Her vision returned to more immediate matters. Her subjects knelt and waited. They’d been ready to do that the first time she touched the crown, but none of the rest of this happened before.
 
   Baal had been weakened before the fight, she remembered. He’d come to the mortal world to inhabit a mortal body, which I destroyed. Then he opened a spontaneous portal from these plains. So much power expended, and then he was slain by an angel’s blade. He’d been weakened. The crown has had this time to recover. All this time, and all this blood…
 
   Lorelei held the crown to her lips and blew across it a soft, cleansing flame. The fire came so easily now. Blood and debris burned away, leaving the metal red hot in her hands. It didn’t burn her at all.
 
   She placed it upon her head.
 
   No one spoke. Across the Ashen Plain, she heard only the soft whistle of the wind. So much for the better. She didn’t want to hear any cheering.
 
   Then a low moan of pain broke the silence. Lorelei glanced over to Terrez, who lay on his back in a gory, bloody mess. “Hank, finish your meal,” she said absently. The general’s eyes went wide with fear and shock in the single heartbeat between her words and Hank’s eager return to his ravenous work.
 
   “Does anyone else need a lesson in etiquette?” she asked. Her words echoed across the plain. No one spoke. No one dared. As it should be.
 
   She considered her thoughts again. Considered herself. As her eyes wandered, they fell upon an incubus kneeling before her. He was undeniably handsome, his chiseled body clad in only a loincloth. She couldn’t remember his name. It didn’t really matter. The sight of him reminded her of the hunger of lust. She still felt that. She still felt that mystic connection to her prey…but only the one connection, she thought with a flash of sadness, and then building anger.
 
   This power had not come without cost, and that cost filled her with rage. “I will not be the only one to pay for this,” she hissed to herself.
 
   “Scouts!” she called. A dozen winged demons stood from the crowd, some with human bodies like her own and others in a variety of far more twisted shapes. “Somewhere in the realm of Sammael, you will find Lydia. Sammael himself is not there. You will find her and bring her to me, wherever I am.” Several of them blinked in surprise and apprehension. Others hid it well, but she knew they all hesitated. “Go.”
 
   Lorelei felt the heat of the crown resting on her head as she spoke and as the scouts took to the air. Not one objected. All of them flew quickly. Soon, each of them faded from sight as they wrapped themselves in powers of stealth.
 
   “Seers,” she beckoned. A handful of advisors crept forth, most of them badly wounded. Such demons were not meant for extended fighting. She felt no pity for them. “Is this everyone? What of Baal’s servants in the mortal world? Did they return?”
 
   Robed heads twisted and turned, looking over the kneeling horde. “No, Lady Lorelei,” said one. “Your command to fight for the crown reached every corner of your realm, but not the world beyond.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed. She remembered this one. He’d been a close advisor of Baal. That meant he doubtlessly remembered her service to his old master very well. She hated him for that.
 
   Not important now, she reminded herself. He’s not the one who cost you so dearly. You’ll have your revenge against him later.
 
   “Recall them,” ordered Lorelei. “Now. All of them. They will drop whatever they are doing. I care not what it costs me in the mortal realm. Bring them back now.”
 
   The seers shuffled together. Their body language suggested doubt and surprise, but none objected. Lorelei turned her attention to the thousands of remaining demons. “I have no speech for you. I bring only commands. Rest. Recover. In two hours, we go to war. Every one of you will march and fight.”
 
   She finally heard gasps of surprise. A few heads turned as demons looked to their neighbors to share their shock and doubt. Most thought Lorelei’s imperious glare kept the crowd silent, but she knew it was the power of the crown. She felt it heat up around her head again as her servants obeyed and stifled any dissent.
 
   In the few moments since she’d first touched the crown, she’d learned much of its nature. Her new knowledge gave her the slightest glimmer of hope.
 
   “My lady Lorelei,” ventured a demon to her side. Kierrk once again mindfully kept his face pushed to the ground in a display of submission. “What of the Damned? Is it your wish to leave the lake and the forges untended?”
 
   “Yes,” she replied. “The lake and forges have gone untended this long. They can wait a while longer.” Then her eyes narrowed. “Although we’ll need a battering ram.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen:
Last Legs
 
    
 
   He didn’t know what the old flatbed truck carried. It reminded him of the trucks he’d seen in his last war—or two wars, really. Crates and boxes lined the covered cargo bed. Most of them sat under tarps. Everything had been loaded up before he approached the driver in the shadows of a garage in west Damascus before sunset.
 
   Omar’s French was better than his English. Alex knew that before the two spoke, thanks to the angelic travel agent that brought him to a man who could get him out of Syria without trouble. He wouldn’t even ask for money. All Alex had to do was hide behind the cargo and not make any noise, especially at the border. Omar would take care of the rest. “Less than one hour to the border,” he said. “If there is no trouble, God willing.”
 
   Thankfully, Rachel’s presence meant Alex didn’t have to spend the whole trip huddled under cover. She kept him concealed from mortal eyes, along with keeping him warm. Both of these things together meant they could at least sit out in the open and watch the city and then the countryside go by through the open back end of the cargo bed.
 
   “It seems crazy to ask this guy for a ride when I wasn’t supposed to say anything to the first truck driver,” said Alex. City lights receded in the distance. Traffic grew sparse. The truck moved at a decent clip, but it wasn’t as fast as the more modern cars on the highway. At least the roads weren’t crowded. Before long, they’d become practically deserted.
 
   “Yeah, I know. Can’t really argue with a guardian’s judgment on these things, though. If they say ask permission, we gotta do it. If they say be ghosts, then we’re ghosts.” She nudged his shoulder with hers, drawing his eyes to her grin. “I’m just sad there aren’t any good spots in here for a quickie. You don’t even have to drive this time.”
 
   Alex chuckled. “I love you.”
 
   “You’d better. It’s not like your other girlfriends give you dirty road sex.”
 
   Alex looked over the cargo bed again. “If you really want to, there’s enough room down the middle here,” he noted. “Wouldn’t be very comfortable, but…”
 
   “Oh, you insatiable slut,” Rachel laughed.
 
   “What can I say? I’m cursed. And now here you are, teasing and mocking my condition.”
 
   “Shut up,” she grumbled, poking him. “We can’t do it here, anyway.”
 
   “Why? Not enough time?”
 
   “Ana juxane,” said a light, feminine voice that wasn’t Rachel’s. A prompt “Shhh” followed. Alex listened and turned around the other way. One of the tarps hanging over the truck’s cargo fell short of reaching the floor, allowing him to briefly catch sight of a child’s hand. It only came into sight as the truck shifted and then pulled back under cover once more.
 
   Alex turned to Rachel with a questioning look. She gave a guilty shrug. “They can’t hear us. But I’m for keeping it PG-13 in here anyway, y’know?”
 
   “I’m on board with that.” Despite knowing Rachel could keep them both concealed, Alex lowered his voice. “How many people are in here?”
 
   “Only mom and her daughter there.” She seemed a bit sad as she turned to look out the back of the truck again. Alex joined her.
 
   The early evening darkness offered little to see at first. Then, all too suddenly, it offered too much. A pair of headlights blinked on along the side of the road. A cloud of dust billowed up from behind the lights as the car peeled out to follow the truck. “Fuck,” grunted Rachel. Only a few seconds later, the truck slowed considerably.
 
   Alex didn’t need to ask if this was trouble. “How many are there?” he asked. “Gotta be some up front to stop the truck, too, right?”
 
   Rachel winced. “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   The truck’s engine shut off. Alex heard car doors open and shut not far away. The car right in front of him opened up to release a pair of men with AK-47s. The one on Alex’s right leaned around to look up along the side of the truck, presumably to watch for the truck driver. The one on the left strode up to the tailgate.
 
   “You can’t do anything?” Alex hissed.
 
   Rachel squeezed his hand. “No.”
 
   He looked at the men again. Neither of them wore uniforms, nor was that any sort of military or police vehicle. It was a plain old hatchback, maybe even older than Alex. “These guys are just ordinary dudes?” he whispered. Rachel gave neither a nod nor shake of her head. She only gave another stoic, apologetic look.
 
   He didn’t need further explanation. She couldn’t give it, anyway. This was probably bad, and whatever inexplicable rules she had to follow as an angel meant she could not interfere.
 
   Even without all his faint, spotty memories of previous lives to help him, Alex could figure this out quickly enough: desperate times, crumbling government control, and a lonely stretch of road. “We’re getting jacked?”
 
   One of the men set his foot on the bumper and grabbed the top of the tailgate. Rachel tugged Alex over to get him out of the man’s way. “All I can do is hide you,” she whispered. “Fucking damn it, I’m sorry.”
 
   The men outside the truck talked. Alex heard the truck driver’s door shut. A voice barked orders. The one in the cargo bed pulled a tarp loose and looked over the markings on the boxes. It was all in Arabic, so Alex had no clue what anything was. The stranger took mild interest.
 
   “Can’t the driver’s angel help him?” asked Alex.
 
   “Not if she isn’t here. And I can’t interfere in this. It’s stupid, complicated shit.”
 
   He scowled. The bandit—someone Alex used to be decided these men were “bandits,” though the term “highwayman” rattled around in his head, too—popped open a couple more of the boxes. He wasn’t taking his time.
 
   “You can’t, but I can, right?” Alex looked from Rachel to the bandit and back again. The bandit was only a step and a half away. Rachel’s expression hinted at more complications—but not an outright “no.”
 
   The bandit announced something in Arabic. From outside the cargo bed, Alex heard a thump, an “Oof!” and the shuffle of someone trying to stay upright and failing. The bandit turned around and put his hand on the tarp covering the truck’s other hidden passengers.
 
   He froze when he felt the blade at his throat. The bandit never saw it coming, and had no plan for what to do about it.
 
   In truth, neither did the sword’s owner. Alex clenched his teeth, not knowing what else he could possibly do when he’d stood up and left Rachel’s protection. She stayed curled up against the tailgate, watching without comment or interference.
 
   Alex cursed silently. He couldn’t do nothing, so he was stuck with whatever this would become.
 
   This guy and the other by the car, he thought. Gotta be at least two up front, maybe more. In the two seconds since he’d stood up, Alex realized he had to follow through. He grabbed the bandit’s rifle with his free hand, whipped the blade of the gladius away from the man’s neck and slammed the pommel into the side of his head.
 
   It would have to be enough. Alex didn’t wait as the man fell out the back. He planted one foot on the tailgate to leap out, going right by Rachel on his way to take out the next enemy. The second bandit looked up as he heard the ruckus, but didn’t get out a warning cry, let alone a shot from his weapon. His first glance at Alex included the sight of an AK-47’s wooden stock swinging into his face at a brutal arc.
 
   The impact nearly broke his jaw, but it didn’t put him out of the fight. The force of his head landing on the pavement did that.
 
   Two down. Alex kicked the second man’s rifle away and made one quick peek around the side of the truck. He couldn’t see the driver, nor the other bandits, but they had to be up there. As long as he heard them talking, he knew he still had the drop on them. It wouldn’t last long. Alex moved quietly, taking the sort of careful, measured steps he’d learned as other men. Most such experience didn’t benefit from clear, flat concrete to walk on.
 
   The driver knelt before his own truck with his hands behind his head. Only two men stood over him, one looking through his wallet and the other keeping a skittish, easily distracted watch over their prisoner. Alex took advantage over the latter, rushing in to slam the butt of his rifle up under the man’s jaw. Such an uppercut from an open hand could knock a man out; a solid weapon was even better for the job.
 
   Three down. He leveled the rifle at the last. “Hands up,” he ordered. “Drop it all. Hands up!”
 
   The fourth bandit looked at Alex in complete shock. He didn’t move.
 
   “Now!” Alex roared.
 
   He got the message. The bandit’s rifle and the stolen wallet in his hands both fell to the pavement.
 
   “Are you okay?” Alex asked in French, not fully turning his head to the driver. “Omar?”
 
   “Y-yes. I am okay.”
 
   “Good.” He stepped up to the last bandit standing and nudged him back before kicking the man’s gun off the side of the road. “I need you to translate for me.”
 
   “What’re you gonna do?” asked Rachel. Alex blinked, realizing she stood next to him. She’d probably been at his side the whole time.
 
   He turned his attention back to the last bandit. “Highway robbery.”
 
    
 
   Three minutes later, Alex watched from the back of the flatbed as the four men kneeling on the side of the road shrank in the distance. He laid the AK-47 aside, satisfied that he wouldn’t need it now. The attackers wouldn’t be able to give chase, anyway. Not before they changed out the flattened tires of their vehicles.
 
   “White savior complex my ass,” Alex grumbled.
 
   He looked over to Rachel, who’d taken up her spot again. He gestured to the covered tarp that still hid Omar’s other passengers and raised his eyebrows with an unspoken question.
 
   “We can talk,” she said. “They know you’re here now, but I can cover up our conversation.”
 
   He looked down to the pile of wallets, guns, and other loot by his lap. The biggest prize sat in a transparent plastic box. Alex figured even bandits had to eat. He hadn’t expected Tupperware. His last meal had come from a drive-thru on the way to the casino with Molly and Onyx. Despite Rachel’s aid, the food inside the plastic box practically called to him.
 
   Alex slid the lunch under the tarp to his side. A pair of hands snatched it up immediately.
 
   “Are you mad at me?” he asked.
 
   “What? No. Fuck no. Are you kidding?”
 
   He shrugged. “You aren’t always easy to read. And you said you couldn’t interfere. Did I put you in a bind with this?”
 
   “No. You’re a mortal. You made your own decisions. Like I knew you would. This will get around and maybe I’ll take some shit for it from other angels, but fuck ‘em. I kept out of it and we’re only here by extraordinarily fucked up circumstances, anyway.”
 
   Alex listened as he sorted through the wallets. He suspected the cash wasn’t exclusively from one country or another. Even with the same Arabic numerals used in the US, he had no clue if the haul amounted to much. Still, it had to be better than nothing.
 
   “You’ve stepped in before, though,” he said. “You jumped in the first time I was kidnapped, and those were ordinary jerk-off criminals like these dudes. And you got into the fight when you found me in the desert. Weren’t those guys mortals, too?”
 
   “More or less,” she answered reluctantly. “That wasn’t as complicated, though.”
 
   Alex slid the collected cash under the tarp. It, too, was promptly claimed. He heard nothing in response. He couldn’t blame them for staying hidden.
 
   That thought prompted another. He looked to Rachel. “Did those guys still have angels?” he asked in shock.
 
   She winced. “Aw, for fuck’s sake, babe…”
 
   “They did, didn’t they? How the—Rachel, how the hell do guys like that still have guardians when they’re pulling people over and robbing them? And maybe worse?”
 
   “Alex, it’s a war. Shit’s fucked up for everyone. People are just tryin’ to get by. How many shitty things do you think you did back in the day?”
 
   His jaw dropped. “But I—” he began, and then stopped.
 
   He’d been a Viking raider. A Roman legionnaire in the conquest of Gaul. All of that and more. The small collection of guns and wallets on the floor between him and the angel silently attested to old habits.
 
   “You never did anything unforgivable, Alex,” said Rachel. “If you had, you wouldn’t be here now at all. You shouldn’t second-guess yourself about it, either. Not in a whole ‘nother life. Those were different times. You did the best you could to be a good man back then, just like you do now.”
 
   She answered his stunned silence with a shrug. “Like I said, it’s complicated. And that’s way more than I ever wanted you to know in the first place.”
 
   Alex swallowed hard. He looked out the back of the truck again, but their attackers were now long out of sight. “I almost killed all four of those guys,” he said. “Part of me felt stupid as hell for not taking them out.”
 
   “Yeah. I knew that might happen.”
 
   “And you wouldn’t have stopped me?”
 
   “No,” she said. “That’s not how this works. But I wasn’t worried about you going too far one way or the other. I believe in you, Alex.”
 
   Something inside him melted. Her presence and her touch could heal his wounds and even his psyche. Rachel effortlessly chased away fear, fatigue, and injury, but her divine powers rarely resolved the things that troubled him. Often enough, she did that with the same love as any ordinary mortal.
 
   “Thank you,” he said.
 
   “Anytime. All the time.”
 
   “So I did the right thing?”
 
   Rachel bit her lip. “Well…”
 
   The truck came to a stop on the side of the road. Alex saw nothing alarming in view. They weren’t even the only vehicles on the road now. This didn’t feel like another ambush. The driver’s side door opened and shut. He heard Omar’s footsteps as the driver came around to the back of the truck. Rachel pulled her hand away.
 
   Omar’s beard did little to cover up his scowl. He gave Alex a long, hard look as if counting to ten before speaking. “I could have handled that,” he fumed in French. “You could have stayed hidden.”
 
   “But I thought they—” Alex began.
 
   “Do you think life is like your stupid American movies?” Omar snapped. “You slap the bad men down and they just go away? You think the credits roll and everything is happy ever after? I have to go back down that road! In this truck! What if they want revenge? What if they are not alone? What if they have friends in the police? Thank God you didn’t kill them!”
 
   Once again, Alex had no idea what to say. “I don’t…I’m sorry. I thought you were in trouble. I wanted to help.”
 
   “I know how to deal with such men,” Omar grumbled. “This is the risk that I take. I told you to stay hidden.”
 
   “You did. I’m sorry. How can I make this right?”
 
   Omar scowled. “Give me their belongings. I will return them if they approach again. Not the guns. I will have to throw them away before the border.” He tossed an old knapsack to Alex.
 
   “Uh…” Alex glanced to the tarp covering the hidden passengers. “I already gave up the cash,” he confessed.
 
   “It’s fine. I will tell them I recovered what I could. They will understand or they will not. God willing, they may not come back at all.”
 
   “God willing,” Rachel echoed softly.
 
   Alex shoved wallets and jewelry into the bag. “I’m sorry,” he said again.
 
   “I know.” Omar sighed. “You were trying to help.” He reached up to take the bag from Alex, but held the younger man’s gaze to drive home the point: “When we get to the border, hide. Do not shoot up the place. Don’t help.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   He followed instructions at the border. Under Rachel’s protection, Alex watched a pair of guards make a quick pass over crates and tarps, all pointedly focused on anything but the crate hiding the other passengers. Then the truck rolled on, joined by much more traffic on the roads than he’d seen on the other side of the border.
 
   Soon, Alex and Rachel sat behind the tailgate watching the countryside go by once more. It started with dark, snowy mountains, but the road gradually tilted lower and lower into a valley. The mountains fell away. The snow didn’t. Buildings, parked cars, hibernating trees, and stretches of rural, open ground all lay under the sort of white blanket that only rarely hit Seattle. Even half this much could bring Alex’s hometown to a halt. Here, life went on as usual.
 
   “I didn’t know it snowed here,” he said. “I should’ve. Maybe I’d read it before and forgot. But it’s not what you associate with this part of the world.”
 
   “No, it’s not what you associate,” Rachel teased, leaning her shoulder into his.
 
   In the distance, off one side of the road, Alex saw white tents huddled together in the snow. A few vehicles ringed the tents, which he soon noticed spread out further than he’d first realized. “Those are refugees out there, aren’t they? That’s a camp?”
 
   “Yeah, said Rachel, leaning over to look. “Yeah, they are.”
 
   He watched the camp as they rolled along, wondering how many people lived there and for how long. He wondered how long they’d have to stay. “Why am I not supposed to help?”
 
   “You don’t belong here,” said Rachel. “You can’t explain how you got here. And you don’t know the players or what’s going on or even what actually does help. You don’t have the training or the background.
 
   “If you want to sign up with some aid group once we get home, go for it. You know Lorelei will come with you. I can’t follow, but I won’t stop you. But I imagine you know you’re not cut out for this sort of thing.”
 
   “No,” Alex sighed. “No, I know that. It just sucks to see all this and not do anything about it. Feels selfish. Callous.”
 
   “You’re a good guy, Alex, but aid work isn’t for you. Not on a long-term basis. You do a lot of good, all the time. It’s just not that kind of good. Everyone’s got their talents.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.” He rubbed his eyes. By the time he looked up again, they were well past the camp. “I always figured this was what you do. Run around all over Seattle helping people.”
 
   “I do, kinda,” said Rachel. “In lots of different ways. I’ve got a better sense of how and when to help than you do. It’s part of being what I am. But that’s Seattle, and this is someplace else. It’s like I’ve told you and Lorelei before. If I don’t play by the rules, everything falls apart.”
 
   “You sound sad about it.”
 
   “I am sad. It’s sad as fuck,” she grumbled. “You think I don’t want to go around putting my foot all the way up the ass of every dumbshit moron fucker who thinks making things miserable for others is the way to a better life? You think I wouldn’t run through the hospitals curing everyone as a late Christmas present if I could?” The angel shrugged. “But I can’t. And I can’t tell you why. Not in this life, anyway.”
 
   “Maybe next time?”
 
   “Maybe. Don’t get in any rush, though.”
 
   “Hey, it’s not like I have a lot to complain about,” he noted. “I’ll stop asking.”
 
   Rachel leaned her head on his shoulder. “Y’know, that night when we first met and shit started to sink in about the ritual bond, I thought you’d found yourself a good role. I figured cunt-blocking a succubus was enough for a full-time job for any mortal. Maybe the best job ever, right?
 
   “But I didn’t think far past that. Didn’t see how it would play out. I sure as fuck didn’t realize how much Lorelei would change, or how much she wanted that change. And I didn’t think about how you were bound to keep doing the sort of things you do.
 
   “I know what it’s like, Alex. Everything inside screams, ‘Fucking fix this shit. Get out of my way, I’ll do it.’ It’s one of the reasons I love you so much. Maybe the biggest reason. I feel the same way. I want to help, but sometimes I can’t. And I can’t even explain why.”
 
   The road went into a wide turn, eventually giving them another view of the camp in the distance. “It’s one of the reasons I’m so in love with Lorelei, too,” she said.
 
   “Hm?” Alex grunted.
 
   “She forgave me.” Rachel pointed toward the camp. “For all the shitty things like this.”
 
   “She’s angry about this?”
 
   “She’s angry about a lot of things. I can’t say I blame her. Lorelei might seem like she isn’t charitable, or that she’s low on compassion. You and I know better, but even so that side of her doesn’t come out often. The truth is, most of it got burned out of her by a whole lot of anger a long time ago. That didn’t come from nowhere. She wasn’t born that way.”
 
   “I know her story,” said Alex, though Rachel already knew he did. “I can’t really blame her, either.”
 
   “Nobody came to save her. She had to save herself as best she could, and that didn’t turn out too great. But it wasn’t like the angels came for her. Lots of Loreleis out there don’t get saved. And they should.
 
   “Lorelei knows a lot of these things I can’t explain to you. She knows why Heaven doesn’t fix all the wars and murders and poverty and fucked-up misery. She knows why, and she thinks it’s bullshit. But she forgives me.”
 
   “That might be on account of you giving her a chance,” Alex pointed out.
 
   “Yeah, well. I met a guy who set a good example.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen:
Deals
 
    
 
   Lights flashed in alternating colors. Heavy bass dug bone-deep with each song. Well-dressed, generally attractive people danced, drank, and talked all around. He heard as much English and French as Arabic. Most people stayed on the floor, but a few ventured onto the tables and the multiple bars. Alex would’ve thought he’d walked into a music video, but for the lack of slow motion. He stayed close to the bouncer leading him through the crowd, trying not to get distracted by the sights and sounds. It wasn’t easy.
 
   The music was as current as anything he heard on the radio back home. That wasn’t such a shock after only an hour or two in Beirut. The city already felt at least as hip as Seattle, if not more. Yet the range of ages in the club surprised him. Most of the patrons were in their twenties and thirties, but the club held a fair number of middle aged types, and maybe a couple pushing the limits on that score, too. This place took the phrase “all ages” to a whole new level.
 
   By contrast, the double-takes and lingering gazes he drew from a few women didn’t surprise him at all. While he still wasn’t exactly used to such attention, he knew Lorelei’s curse meant it would happen. He knew not to overrate it, but also not to doubt. Yet something in the reactions of the patrons as he passed through the club went beyond the usual “right place, right time” of the curse. More than a few young men seemed interested in him, too. It wasn’t until a couple of people spoke up that he heard any explanations.
 
   “Cool clothes!” one young man shouted over the music.
 
   “I like this,” a woman in a miniskirt announced, stroking the scuffed arm of his leather jacket as he passed within reach.
 
   “That’s a great look.”
 
   “Ooh, savage!”
 
   Alex frowned. “Savage?” he muttered. “What the hell?”
 
   “You might start a trend,” said Rachel. Unlike Alex or his guide, she didn’t have to navigate the crowd. She could literally move through people. Only Alex could see and hear her. “They think you’re making a fashion statement.”
 
   The young man glanced down at his frayed and torn jeans, shirt, and jacket, and then at the club-goers again. These people dressed to impress. Alex looked like he’d crawled out of a riot. “Seriously?”
 
   “Hey, every fad starts somewhere. Oh don’t give me that shit!” she snapped in another direction. “Yes, the rumors are true. I talk to him. I fuck him, too. A lot. We even cuddle. You wanna come over and watch sometime?”
 
   Alex blinked. “Woah, what’s going on?”
 
   “Snotty-ass bitches giving me stinkeye and talking shit, is what,” Rachel grumbled. “Half the guardians in this club aren’t even trying to hide their Judgey McJudgerson faces. Did I ever tell you I’m not all that popular with a lot of my peers?”
 
   “Yeah, you did,” said Alex. “I thought that got better.”
 
   “It got better in Seattle and with angels who get to know me. The ones who get all their news third-hand think I’m gonna upend the whole struggle of good and evil. Like this dude over here behind the bar. Watching me like I’m gonna rob the place ‘cause he knows me so well,” Rachel said sourly.
 
   “They’re all giving you dirty looks?”
 
   “No. Only some. And some of ‘em are just worried. Can’t blame ‘em for that. It’s not like we belong here.”
 
   “How many angels are here?” Alex wondered.
 
   “Eh. Guardians come and go. Probably twenty or so, mostly looking after their people.”
 
   “Then what is there to worry about? I saw you fight when you were my guardian. What could be a problem for twenty guardian angels?”
 
   “Oh, don’t jinx us, lover,” Rachel huffed. “If shit hits the fan, most or all of these guys are gonna get their mortal charges to bug the fuck out and go right with ‘em.”
 
   “Wow, really? Even if it’s supernatural trouble?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s all about the details. Sometimes they intervene, sometimes they don’t. Like I said before, shit’s complicated. It’s a split between the proactive types and the reactive types, and most guardians are reactive. They see themselves as bodyguards, not cops. When trouble comes up, most of ‘em focus on protecting their charges. Doubly so if it’s supernatural.
 
   “Seattle is different ‘cause I’m in charge. There are others in dominion who take a stronger stance like I do, but most don’t. And it’s a constant argument. Been running longer than I care to remember.”
 
   “That’s too bad,” said Alex.
 
   “Say what?” asked another lithe young woman, turning with her drink held high as if she meant to hug him.
 
   “Sorry,” Alex grunted. “Just looking for someone.”
 
   “Over there, to your left,” said Rachel. She pointed to the far corner of the nightclub, past the dance floor and its throng of celebrants.
 
   A few steps rose to a gleaming black door where a burly man in a dark shirt and slacks stood guard. The man seemed to already have Alex and the other bouncer in his sights. He gave a small nod as their eyes met across the club floor, or at least Alex thought he saw one. He couldn’t be sure at this distance and under these lights.
 
   As soon as he reached the guard, his guide turned back and gave an expectant nod. Alex looked to the door guard and repeated the words that got him into the club despite his thrashed and out-of-place clothes: “I’m here to see Zafirah, please.”
 
   The guard gestured for Alex to lift his arms for a second pat-down. Alex complied. Like the bouncers at the front entrance, the guy touched both the .45 in its shoulder holster and the gladius in its sheath along Alex’s back, but didn’t react at all. The enchantments concealing them both still held. The guard poked his head through the door to the VIP lounge for a quick word. Then he gestured for Alex to step inside.
 
   Curtains along the walls caught the red hues of the overhead lights. The music wasn’t as loud in here, allowing for easier conversation among the handful of men and women lounging around a couple of glass tables. Alex saw candles, bowls of fruit, and plenty of drinks. He also saw faces watching as he entered, mostly matching the spread of ages he saw in the club. Alex took in those faces to assess them for welcome or danger—and then he did a double-take at the woman reclining on a loveseat in the center of the room.
 
   Her silver dress showed off plenty of her smooth, dark brown skin and slender figure. The edges of her jet black hair caught the light for an added otherworldly effect. She watched Alex with brief curiosity and then sudden understanding. It happened so fast he almost didn’t notice. By the time he was into his double-take of her features, the woman had one hand up to keep him from speaking—and then reached with that hand to touch the older man sitting near her as if she never meant the gesture for Alex at all.
 
   The two exchanged quiet words in Arabic. Her companion then called everyone else’s attention with a single sentence, drawing some out of side conversations and others from their curious looks at Alex. The entire crowd picked up their drinks, purses, or other belongings and left, slipping past Alex through the door without complaint. Even the man behind the lounge’s small bar took off. Only the black woman remained.
 
   “‘Of all the gin joints in all the world,’” she quoted once the last guest departed and the door fell shut. She spoke with something closer to the Queen’s English than the sort of accents Alex had heard in the city. “I’d hoped to meet you someday, but I didn’t expect you to come to me.”
 
   “You know who I am?” he asked.
 
   She flashed him an amused, dazzling smile. “So humble! I like that. Yes, my dear. I know who you are. You bear the blood of immortals on your hands. Such stains do not wash off. I have little interest in the affairs of the Pit, but word gets around. I also have some small history with your companion, too. And I see she doesn’t hide herself from your eyes. Very interesting. Hello, Rachel. Introduce us?”
 
   Alex hadn’t realized Rachel was visible again until the other woman greeted her, but now he saw his lover next to him without her wings or halo. She folded her arms over her chest. “Alex, this is Zafirah. Z, Alex.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” he said.
 
   “That’s it?” Zafirah asked. “You short-change us both.”
 
   Alex blinked. “Um…?”
 
   “You’ve slain both Baal and Harrow. Surely you need a grander introduction than this.”
 
   “Hey, I did Harrow,” Rachel corrected.
 
   “Ah. I should have known the rumors were incomplete. Welcome. Please sit down.” She gestured to the couch facing her loveseat. “You look as if you have come a long way. A long, unpleasant way.”
 
   “Yeah, you could say that,” Alex grunted. He sat next to Rachel, hoping she might take the lead here.
 
   “We need your help,” said Rachel.
 
   “Excellent. Then I need not worry you are here to punish me for another transgression.”
 
   “Why? Should I be?” asked Rachel.
 
   “Another?” asked Alex.
 
   Zafirah tilted her head curiously. “Rachel, have you brought him to me without telling him about us?”
 
   “I wanted to let bygones be bygones and all that shit,” said Rachel. “And maybe I figured he doesn’t need to hear the whole damn thing.”
 
   “What? But it’s such a good story. Alex, has she told you nothing about me?”
 
   He looked to Rachel for a cue, but she only rolled her eyes. “Not really,” he answered. “She said you’d be able to help us get home fast. To America. That’s all.”
 
   “Oh, Rachel, you’re not going with that silly nonsense of what mortals aren’t meant to know, are you?” Zafirah frowned. “The man has been to Hell and back. Literally. You walk beside him openly. You can’t even give him the highlights?”
 
   “Fuck me running, Zafirah, you think I’m proud of that shit?”
 
   The other woman smiled broadly. “Perhaps you aren’t, but I am.”
 
   “You got caught.”
 
   “Of course I did! I was always going to get caught.”
 
   “Okay, what?” Alex turned to Rachel with an exasperated frown. “Obviously I trust you, but I’d kinda like to know what’s going on. Or who this is.”
 
   “Fine,” Rachel grumbled. She looked to Zafirah. “Stick to the headlines.”
 
   “You don’t want to tell him yourself?” Zafirah laughed.
 
   “And steal your thunder?” Rachel headed straight for the bar. “Not even two minutes and I need a fuckin’ drink already.”
 
   “Allow me to begin again,” said the hostess, focusing her full attention on Alex. “I am Zafirah, daughter of fire, mistress of the desert wind, pathfinder of the forbidden, acquirer and keeper of the lost, teller of—”
 
   “She’s a jinn who’s good at stealing shit,” grumbled the angel. She pulled the cork from a bottle of wine.
 
   “Wasn’t Jin the guy back in Seattle?” Alex blinked.
 
   “No, not that dude. A jinn is a kind of spirit,” said Rachel before Zafirah could speak. “The shit about fire? That’s the lead-in.”
 
   “Do you mind?” asked Zafirah. She turned from Rachel to settle back into the loveseat again. “Yes, the jinn are the spirits of flame made flesh. We are neither divine, nor demonic, nor mortal. We are in between, and we have been here at least as long as you. Among the jinn, I am Zafirah, the Thief of Heaven.”
 
   “Aw, seriously? Are you still humping that one claim to fame?” complained Rachel.
 
   “I shall whenever you’re in the room, darling.”
 
   Alex blinked. “You mean you stole from…?”
 
   “Yes,” Zafirah answered, her eyes and her smile glittering with pride.
 
   “What did you steal?”
 
   “A book.”
 
   “She got her ass caught, too,” Rachel added before she upended the wine bottle into her mouth.
 
   Zafirah gestured back toward the angel. “Meet the librarian.”
 
   Rachel held up her middle finger and kept gulping.
 
   “Wow,” said Alex.
 
   “Thank you,” said Zafirah. “That is the proper response.” Behind her, Rachel made a jerk-off motion. Zafirah didn’t even need to look. “In Rachel’s defense, I should have been caught long before I made it into the library. Nor was she the only librarian.”
 
   “Of Heaven,” Alex added, just to be sure.
 
   “Yes.” Zafirah smiled. “Clearly you see the grandeur of the deed.”
 
   “You didn’t even get away with it!” exclaimed Rachel. “I found your ass!”
 
   “On Earth, yes. As I knew someone would.”
 
   “Then what was the point? Why did you even do it?”
 
   “For the story, dear,” Zafirah laughed. “And I got what I wanted out of the book. You know that, too. Yet in the end, the true value of the deed is the story. Now, tell me yours,” she said, still facing Alex. “Why have you come to me?”
 
   “We need help getting back to America,” Alex explained. “Fast. I’m only here because some jackass Practitioner sent me here with a spell. We need to get home to our friends. They may be in trouble.”
 
   “Practitioners, you say? Is this a feud? Something a little less dramatic than fighting a prince of the Pit?”
 
   “Oh, there’s that, too,” said Rachel. She dropped the empty wine bottle in a waste bin behind the bar and returned to the couch. “Azazel is hip-deep in this shit. And fuckboy Sammael.”
 
   Zafirah’s eyebrows rose. “Azazel and Sammael?”
 
   “Others, too,” Alex put in. He wondered if he’d found Zafirah’s weak spot. She all but wore it on her sleeve, after all. “We’ve got Practitioners going to war and summoning demons. Just yesterday, I fought a bunch of ghuls and a flaming giant guy named Yusuf somewhere in Iraq. Hell, I even think the US military might be involved. Black ops stuff.” He paused for effect. “This shit is pretty epic. Can you help us?”
 
   “Perhaps,” said Zafirah. Alex couldn’t tell if she was intrigued or amused by his pitch. “But not for free.”
 
   “What do you want?” asked Alex.
 
   “From you? I want your story,” she said. “All of it.”
 
   “Um. That’s a lot,” he faltered. “It’s a long story. I mean we’ve gotta be talking like a good forty-four hours of narration even without the recent nonsense. And that’s if I don’t fall into any tangents.”
 
   Zafirah smiled broadly again. “You know what to leave out and what to include. I only care that you tell me the truth, and that you keep it interesting.”
 
   “It’s probably way shorter if you skip all the fucking,” suggested Rachel.
 
   “Oh no no no,” Zafirah objected. “Don’t do that.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I didn’t know what I was doing! Jesus please don’t let this happen!”
 
   “The fuck is he on about?” asked Loretta. She leaned on the railing around the porch of the main office, watching the ritual with false bravado. At the moment, the summoning circle only smoldered like a barbecue pit awaiting more fuel. Three other members of the Light stood at its edges, chanting in soft tones as they’d been coached.
 
   Unsettling shapes crawled around every possible hiding space in the compound. Demons hid under cars, within the boughs of evergreen trees, even inside a couple of trash cans with the lids propped up for their glowing yellow eyes like some cartoon. Many took monstrous shapes. Other demons seemed almost human. None were inclined to linger out in the open, yet they didn’t try all that hard to hide from their mortal hosts, either.
 
   Two men dragged a third toward the summoning circle. From the way they almost had to carry him, Loretta guessed they’d given the captive a solid beating to prevent him from making a fuss. They hadn’t gagged him, though.
 
   “It was a mistake!” the man wailed. “I didn’t know what else to do!”
 
   “Aw, the preacher?” huffed Coot. He stood next to Loretta, pouring a little bourbon from his flask into a metal coffee mug. “He started confessin’ about how he spent collections from church on all kinds of nonsense. Blew money on strippers, gambling, silk sheets. All kinds of whatever. Honestly, I didn’t think it was that big a deal, but I guess he does.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to kill Judy!” the preacher sobbed as his handlers brought him to the edge of the ritual circle. “I didn’t think I hit her that hard!”
 
   Loretta’s eyebrows rose. “Wait, is he talkin’ about his daughter? Didn’t she die in a car accident?”
 
   “Guess not,” Coot supposed with a shrug.
 
   The pair of men holding the preacher stopped, too. They looked up to Loretta in surprise and doubt. She waved it off. “It’s not our business,” she called to them. “Nothin’ we could do about it, anyway.”
 
   The preacher wailed louder. One man took up his bound ankles. The other hooked both hands under the prisoner’s shoulders. They gave him a couple swings before pitching him into the circle and stepped back from the inevitable flare-up. The preacher disappeared instantly, but his terrified howl lingered as if he fell down the deep hole hidden beneath the gateway of ashes and embers.
 
   Every mortal onlooker winced, waiting out the long cry. The demons seemed perfectly comfortable with it all. The flame soon died down until the embers broke again and several more demons climbed out. Two of them might have passed for humans in a dark alley if they could hide their tails and reptilian heads. The others, much smaller and quick to take to the air on their wings, couldn’t be mistaken for anything natural at all.
 
   Coot turned his eyes to his coffee mug with a shudder. “Y’know, a couple of the others we grabbed for this turned out to be pretty shady, too. One guy was raisin’ dogs for pit fights or somethin’. His basement looked like a slaughterhouse. And I don’t even wanna talk about the kinda shit we found in a couple of the other houses.” He took a gulp, his mug shaking in his hand until it touched his lips. “Crazy thing is, I thought for a ritual like this you’d want the blood of the innocent or whatever, y’know? Virgin sacrifices, that sort of thing. Isn’t that how it works in all the stories?”
 
   “Virginity means nothing,” hissed a voice from above. The thing dangled from the rafters of the porch’s overhang, its body curled under and over the crossbeams like a snake—except snakes didn’t have arms or legs, let alone wings. “Innocence means nothing, too.”
 
   Loretta and Coot stepped back from their spots on the porch. The demon might have smiled at them, but it was hard to tell for sure with that mouth. “I’m just sayin’. Seems like it’s all bad people here,” Coot tried again, hoping to keep his voice steady. “I mean, I don’t buy into all that moralizing bullshit they sell to all the suckers out there, but even so. Some folks are dirtier than others, y’know?”
 
   “Of course, of course.” The demon leered at the two with apparently equal interest. “Make no mistake. We’ll gladly take the virtuous. Eagerly, in fact. Do you know any?”
 
   The sorcerers blinked again. “Um,” Coot managed. He didn’t get further than that.
 
   “You don’t know how to spot them, do you? I do. Let me tell you, they’re delicious. So much fun. But they involve work, you know? They bring…complications, sometimes. Not all the time, though. It’s always a gamble. With sullied souls like these, however, one runs into fewer obstacles.”
 
   “Sullied?” asked Loretta.
 
   “Yes. Sullied. You know, the rapists, the murderers, the enslavers. Those who sell out their fellow man or woman for blind ambition and greed. Or who sacrifice their neighbors for power.” The demon kept its eyes on Loretta, letting its words hang in the air much as it hung from the rafters.
 
   Loretta took another uncomfortable step backward. So did Coot. The big man’s footstep seemed to draw the demon’s attention once more, prompting the thing to crane its head around to face him again.
 
   “You have a nice body,” said the demon.
 
   “The fuck is that supposed to mean?” Coot snapped. He shifted his mug over to his left hand so he could drop his right down toward the pistol at his hip. “You think I’m some kinda freak?”
 
   The demon tilted its head much further to one side than any human could. “Oh, no. You misunderstand. I don’t want to mate with it. I’d like to live in it. Though I’ll take what I can get.”
 
   “Xazzal,” said a calm, feminine voice. Evelyn stepped onto the porch. “What did I tell you about our allies?”
 
   “I’m negotiating,” the demon hissed defensively. “I’m even being nice about it.”
 
   “We didn’t bring you here to negotiate.”
 
   “And yet I have no other tasks ahead,” Xazzal pointed out. “You told us to wait, so we wait. I only pass the time with conversation. This world is cold. I want a mortal body.”
 
   “Later.”
 
   “Easy for you to say,” the demon hissed.
 
   Evelyn rolled her eyes. “We’ll have a fitting room set up soon enough. First we must remove our opposition.” She turned her attention to Coot and Loretta. “Thankfully, night falls early this time of year. That makes it easier for our kind to move about. Even without mortal shells,” she added, glancing up again at the demon in the rafters.
 
   “You mean like possession?” Loretta asked warily.
 
   “Oh, it’s quite possessive, yes. Let’s not get side-tracked. Leon asked me to fetch you. We’ve found our troublemakers from last night. It’s time to remove them from our list.”
 
   “Sounds good,” said Coot. He set aside his coffee mug. “Who all’s going?”
 
   “Everyone,” answered Evelyn. She glanced up one more time before walking off the porch.
 
   Coot shared another uncomfortable glance with Loretta and slowly looked back at the demon still looming above.
 
   “This would be the part where I offer my protection,” noted Xazzal. “For a small fee.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen:
On the Edge of the Storm
 
    
 
   Perdition’s Wall never stood still.
 
   The mammoth structure dominated the plain as far as the eye could see. Its dark façade bore the bright, shifting streaks of molten rock. Amid the constant churn of material, broken and mangled bones from the souls trapped within the wall jutted out to provide sharp and unpredictable dangers for those who came too close.
 
   The wall stretched high into the ashen skies. It had to, in order to provide a significant barrier within a realm of so many winged creatures. Perdition’s Wall offered a challenge only those truly built for flight could manage, and even those capable of such a feat would have to evade the weapons and enchantments of the sentries at the top.
 
   Every year, Azazel’s servants added more souls to the wall. Every year, the wall became that much more formidable. Those who came too close risked becoming impaled upon the bones, or worse yet, the horror of being drawn inside. Only the gate, built of red hot steel and obsidian, offered any safe passage.
 
   Yet if its gates were impregnable, Azazel’s army would not have to fight to defend them.
 
   Lorelei watched the battle from atop the shoulders of a kneeling behemoth. The rock-skinned monster kept its head down on the ground, providing its queen with a perch high enough to view the entire field over the vast spread of her hordes. Arrows, boulders, fire, and venom rained down on her army from the wall’s parapets as her army pushed against the enemy on the ground. Blood and screams erupted from the chaos. Her forces pressed their foes in a scene reminiscent of the ugliest of medieval battles, only this one involved magic and monsters.
 
   All around the behemoth, other demons awaited orders to join the battle. Mandah and Kierrk stood with their liege, both holding to an expression of grim resolve while sharing the occasional wary glance behind the boss’s back. Lorelei, by contrast, seemed perfectly at ease.
 
   The carnage left her indifferent. The progress of the battle did not.
 
   “Lady Lorelei,” bellowed the voice of a giant. A winged red general bowed its head, kneeling beside the behemoth that offered her vantage point. “We make progress, but it is slow. Casualties are high, and mounting.”
 
   “Will Azazel repel us?” she asked without concern. “I appear to have far more demons waiting to fight than I have currently committed to battle.” She stretched out her hands in a casual gesture at the horde arrayed all around them.
 
   The general’s goat-like head rose. “Of course, mistress. You brought the entire realm!”
 
   “Your point?”
 
   “We have no strategy! No guile, no way to change the game! Once we pass through the wall, what then? If we win by sheer weight of numbers alone, we won’t have the strength to hold what we conquer. Your own realm is completely undefended, and—”
 
   “Did the enemy foresee our assault?” she interrupted mildly. “No? There is your element of surprise.”
 
   The general tried again, flustered despite his long experience. His mouth opened, but he stammered as his loyalties and base instincts conflicted with practical concerns.
 
   Lorelei cut him off before he mustered another argument. “I expect loyalty from my servants. Loyalty and ferocity. You are a leader of warriors, are you not? Why do you speak to me here?” The crown heated up around her scalp as she stared at him. “Shouldn’t you go out and fight?”
 
   “Y-yes,” he huffed, then reared up and snarled. “Yes, mistress!” The general let out a mighty roar and charged off into battle, knocking aside any allies in his way. Some followed in a rage. Others held back, happy to steer clear of his wrath.
 
   “Is the ram here yet?” Lorelei asked.
 
   Mandah took to the sky to look back the way the legion came. “They are near, mistress,” she declared. “The horde parts to make way for them now, and—beware! Tunnelers!”
 
   Insectoid monsters burst out of the ground all around the behemoth, their mandibles and claws still occupied with rocks as they made way for much deadlier demons. Human shapes with wings and armor leapt into the air and turned straight for Lorelei. She didn’t try to make more of the attackers than that. Descriptions didn’t matter anymore.
 
   Mandah tackled the first assassin from above before he could reach Lorelei. Kierrk moved to cover Lorelei’s back, rearing up to present claws and a fearsome shriek. Others nearby launched spears and arrows, taking down two more of the assassins while they were still in flight.
 
   Another pair of assassins died in a blast of flame from their target’s lips. Lorelei felt the searing heat of the crown on her scalp again as fire roared from her throat. Neither assassin managed to touch her. One was completely engulfed in the flames. The other got close enough for the final lunge, but it collapsed before its blade connected.
 
   Sharp, debilitating pain ran through her side. The blade now jammed through her hip forced her down onto one hand and knee. Lorelei caught sight of the ugly iron mask covering the lower half of her attacker’s face before the assassin had to turn to fend off Kierrk. He only needed a moment to kick the other demon away, yet it gave Lorelei time to gasp and recover.
 
   She felt more heat from the crown than ever. More than merely not hurting, the heat drowned out the worst of the pain from her wound. Lorelei grabbed the serrated blade with one hand, heedless of its edge, and pulled it back out. She could already feel the wound mending. More pain ran through her, faint and hot and liquid, roiling from her hip to her chest and into her throat. The assassin looked to her with shock, drew two more blades—and shrieked when she spat the poison from his first blade directly into his eyes.
 
   “Hold him,” she demanded. Mandah complied. Lorelei wasted no time on ceremony. As soon as she stood tall once more, the succubus swung the assassin’s own blade through his neck. Her servant let the headless body fall from the behemoth.
 
   Her hip and her abdomen still hurt. Her throat was raw from the poison. The crown kept her alive, empowering her and healing her wounds, yet it didn’t make her invincible. She doubted an effort like this strained its powers to the limit, but the ordeal gave her at least some sense that such limits existed.
 
   That gave her hope.
 
   Mandah and Kierrk watched her recovery with interest. So did the mob of demons all around. They’d already dealt with the tunnelers. Lorelei glanced down at the holes surrounding the behemoth, then to her subjects. “The enemy has done us the favor of providing a new path,” she said, pointing to the holes. “We should not be long in repaying them for the favor.”
 
   She didn’t need to be more explicit than that. Demons swarmed into the holes.
 
   “They’ll have those tunnels guarded,” noted Kierrk. “Or trapped. Or both.”
 
   “Surely,” Lorelei agreed. “Yet every point of entry they must protect dilutes their strength.”
 
   To her right, the crowd shifted and made way. Lorelei walked down the behemoth’s shoulder and arm to meet the new arrivals. Those demons closest to her made way and knelt. The rest only bowed their heads and stayed silent. The roar of the battle at the gate still carried through the air, but now she could hear creaking wheels and the groans of the Damned.
 
   The battering ram was wider than any railway car Lorelei had seen in the mortal world and longer than two such cars strung together. It rode in a carriage designed to swing the shaft back and forth, letting its great weight do most of the work. Chains ran the length and breadth of the ram, mostly for the sake of controlling its great mass—though some served a different purpose. Damned souls provided the ram’s primary decorations.
 
   “Is there a point to keeping these souls chained to the ram?” Lorelei asked out loud.
 
   No one answered.
 
   “Do they serve a purpose?” Again, she received no answer.
 
   Lorelei looked into the eyes of one tormented soul strapped down along the side of the ram. At first, she thought she saw no sign of activity at all, but then caught the faintest glimmer of movement. Souls lived on. Even through this.
 
   No one had answered her questions. The engineer who’d built this instrument must now be in her service. Presumably he wasn’t within earshot. Lorelei traced out a few of the chains with her eyes, looking for a connection that might explain this cruelty.
 
   She found none. That was to be expected. Cruelty needed no purpose here. The Damned existed to suffer. No one questioned it. Every soul came here for a reason.
 
   “Cut them down,” Lorelei ordered. “Cut them all down.”
 
   Shocked faces looked on as she turned away. She paid them no mind. They had a job to do. “Bring me every brute not already assigned to this ram or the fight for the gate,” she announced. “And someone locate Hank.”
 
   Some turned promptly to obey. Most needed a moment to process what they’d seen.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The chains of the great ram dragged back and forth as it swung against the gates. No one held them. No one needed them. In every other battle, those who manned the chains became primary targets for the defenders of any gate. This time, the ram offered no such targets.
 
   Behemoths stood to either side of the battering ram at Perdition’s gates. Their great armored bodies sheltered a handful of mystics, whose magic brought the ram back and released it again for every punishing blow. Not far from the ram, demons massed all around in anticipation of a breach, but none provided a better target than the rest. None of them played a role in the ram’s use. The mystics handled everything, while the armored bulk of the behemoths sheltered them from arrows and worse from above.
 
   Lorelei’s tactics spared many of her warriors and servants from pain and suffering. All of them noticed the difference, from those in the thick of things to the rest still watching and waiting for their chance. Nothing she did seemed revolutionary. She only made the simplest use of the forces available to her. She sent her servants into harm’s way, accepted losses without hesitation, and punished any transgression with a swift and sure hand.
 
   Yet they heard no false promises. Her cruelty served a purpose, unlike the casual sadism of their previous master. In the unending torment of the Pit, such distinctions inspired a fervor that mere terror and hate could not match. For the first time in untold millennia, the Iron Legion of Baal—now the Iron Legion of Lorelei—saw a chance for something better.
 
   The great battering ram crashed into Perdition’s gates again. The horde shouted out their mistress’s name.
 
   Lorelei stood far from the center of attention. The troops surrounding her stood far enough from the wall to draw little interest from the sentries high above. Armored demons with wicked shields stood near to provide protection, but her own enchantments of stealth and obscurity were more effective defenses than any overt deterrent. Her retinue and the horde surrounding it edged ever closer to the wall. It spikes and thorns of bone lay only a short distance away.
 
   Her initial plan involved only the weight of numbers and brute force. She was no general, nor did she have time for elaborate strategies anyway, yet her approach had its virtues. Azazel was distracted. He could not have expected this. Once she saw the particulars, however, finer tactics came to mind. Time allowed her to understand the power of her crown. She also quickly saw what her servants had to offer.
 
   “You really think I can do it?” Hank ventured. The great worm thought better of his question as soon as it escaped his maw. “I-I’m sorry, Lady Lorelei, I mean no disrespect or—!”
 
   “Do you hear doubt in my voice, Hank?” She held a stern tone while talking to him. Crown or not, Lorelei’s charisma lent itself more to persuasion and seduction than inspirational talks or battlefield rallies. Still, she had her limits. Obvious devotion didn’t make Hank any more sympathetic a figure. He was, after all, a soul so damned he’d earned this new disgusting form. Lorelei knew how one could fall into the Pit, yet some tripped while others dove. “I call upon you because you are the best…servant suited for the job,” she said, reaching for something to call him other than a man. That label clearly no longer fit.
 
   Steeling her nerves, Lorelei placed one hand on Hank’s moist, corpulent, revolting hide. Thankfully, the crown required no preparation or ceremony. Her will and her imagination were enough. Power and heat flowed through the great worm. An orange glow like an inner fire began to shine through his bulk from end to end. Hank grew larger and stronger.
 
   “You are a juggernaut, Hank. Do this, and your name will become a legend in Hell.”
 
   Hank trembled under her touch. His flesh scrunched up until he let out a tremendous roar. Demons gathered near his mouth scattered out of the way to avoid the horrid acidic spittle that flew everywhere. That reaction saved them from being crushed when Hank launched himself out of the crowd in a wild charge for the wall, shouting Lorelei’s name.
 
   “You,” she said, pointing to an unnaturally handsome, well-built and bare-chested man with demon’s wings and horns. “Come here.”
 
   The incubus stepped forward with a grin, happy to finally be noticed. He carried a blade and shield and wore some bits of armor, but clearly none of it was meant to interfere with his sex appeal. “How may I serve, mistress?” he asked.
 
   Lorelei wiped the slime from her hand across his chest without looking at him. She had her eyes on Hank. “That is all,” she said absently.
 
   The bubbling spray from Hank’s roar turned out to be a mere preview of the deluge he spewed against the wall. Souls trapped within the barrier screamed in all-new agony as flesh, bone, and rock burned and boiled away. Then the worm’s huge maw plunged into the weakened spot and burrowed deeper.
 
   “Fight off the sentries!” Lorelei ordered her archers and flyers. “Give him cover!” She turned away as arrows and demons flew into the sky, facing the brutes she’d gathered earlier and the mob that followed. “The rest of you, move in. Exploit the breach the moment Hank is clear.”
 
   As she spoke, the wall and its defenders reacted. Hank suffered the same treatment as the behemoths guarding the battering ram at the gate, yet much of his bulk was already buried too deep within the edifice to be reached by those above. The wall itself twisted inward all around the worm, attacking his hide with splintered bones and sharp rock. None of it seemed to do anything but spur Hank on.
 
   Within seconds, the flow of battle changed. The wall’s defenders already had to deal with the ram and the demons Lorelei sent through the tunnels used earlier to attack her. This new threat appeared and grew so dire so quickly it sowed panic among the enemy. Arguments at the top of the wall caused distractions, giving her troops greater freedom of movement.
 
   Horns blared out warnings. The battering ram struck the gate with an earthshaking blow.
 
   Another roar drew her attention toward the wall directly ahead. She could no longer see Hank amid the tumult. Instead, she saw a great hole and a crowd of her warriors and brutes rushing in like water sinking into a drain.
 
   She closed her eyes. The crown heated up as she called upon its power. In her mind’s eye, she saw images of a crowded tunnel, monsters shuffling and shoving their way through, and then a final escape. She saw a landscape of jagged rock and tar pits. A single road wound from the gate around the crags and valleys to a black, foreboding palace in the distance.
 
   Dark clouds hung low over the palace, much lower than anywhere else in the sky. A swirling vortex reached down from those clouds to touch the palace like a slow, gentle tornado. She expected such a sight, and visions of demons climbing or flying up the vortex, yet she saw none of the latter. He must have realized the scope of this attack and halted the summonings, thought Lorelei. How many have already made it through?
 
   In the foreground of her vision she saw Hank, battered and bloodied, thrashing and fighting on against a mob of foes that attacked him from all sides. Then she saw wings and blades leap into her vision as battle came to her surrogate.
 
   The vision ended with another thunderous boom from the ram, ending in a loud, momentous crack. Lorelei looked to the noise. The battering ram sat partly embedded in a split between two halves of the metal gate. Her servants roared with excitement as they pushed harder, some now heedless of the others working to pull the ram back for its final blows.
 
   Until now, she’d thought the battle and all it entailed pushed the power of the crown to its limits. The surge of morale and bloodlust among her servants seemed to renew all that, flooding her with even more power. So much for the better. I may need all of it before this is finished.
 
   “Lady Lorelei!” called out a voice from above. The flyer dropped down to kneel beside her. The thin demon folded up its wings, still much larger than Lorelei’s even at rest. His eyes were similarly oversized, resting on a face that seemed stretched out to accommodate them. “News from above, mistress.”
 
   “Speak.”
 
   “We are watched from all sides. Beelzebub, Mammon, Adramalech, and others. All have scouts in the distance. We have seen their magic in the skies.”
 
   “Of course they watch,” said Lorelei. “Do any of them move?”
 
   “One, mistress.” The thing’s head bobbed low in confirmation, then slowly tilted up. Those wide eyes seemed even wider now with the fear of delivering bad news. “Belial’s forces gather on the borders of your realm. S-some of them already pour across.”
 
   “Understood,” she said, turning away.
 
   The thin demon gasped. “Mistress,” it ventured. “Surely Belial knows how your realm lies undefended.”
 
   “Scout, what is your name?”
 
   It flinched in expectation of a violent rebuke. “They…call me Squint?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Of course they do.” Then she pointed toward the tunnel through the wall. “The way is clear. Find the fastest path to Azazel’s palace. I must know that and whatever resistance awaits along the way. Locate me on the other side of the wall to deliver your report. Go now.”
 
   Her servant gasped in surprise when she turned away. She didn’t notice his awe at not being hit even once during their exchange. Squint leapt into the air, his broad wings unfurling halfway, and then swiftly glided over the heads of countless warriors and demons before disappearing into the tunnel.
 
   Lorelei waved the rest of her troops forward. The crowd passed her by while she walked at a deliberate, steady pace. She focused her mind on the task at hand. It was the best way to resolve all this quickly—and to drown out any hedonistic thoughts about how it felt to wield so much power.
 
   Far too many others had fallen into that trap.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “They’re on the seventeenth floor. The middle apartment, not the ones on the corner.” Evelyn gazed up from the street with a cold, admiring smile. “How clever.”
 
   “What’s clever about that?” asked Leon. “A place like that keeps you isolated. Only a couple of ways out, unless you can fly or somethin’. Or teleport, but we know how unreliable that is.” He stood beside her on the sidewalk with Aaron, Bill, and Dutch, taking in both the condominium building and the layout of the street. Light rain fell from a dark sky. Businesses all around had already closed for the night. This stretch of the street shut down early on Sundays.
 
   “Hell, Leon, this whole neighborhood’s a death trap,” spoke up Dutch. The bearded man wore an almost cartoonish scowl, looking up at the tall buildings with approval. “Downtown here is built half on landfill in a major earthquake zone, and right next to the bay over there where you can have a tsunami. Gotta be an idiot to live in a high-rise in a place like this.”
 
   “We can always count on you, Dutch,” Bill sighed.
 
   “That stuff’s all a matter of public record and geological research, Bill,” retorted Dutch. “I’ve got all the maps and charts back home if you wanna see. What they don’t tell you is how all that earthquake safety architecture is a big ol’ scam in collusion with the insurance companies and FEMA just like the World Trade—”
 
   “Dutch,” grumbled Leon. “Unless you can tell me we’re gonna have a nine-point quake in the next few hours, it don’t matter.”
 
   The other man practically retreated into his beard as he lowered his head. “Jet fuel don’t burn hot enough to melt steel beams is all I’m sayin’,” he muttered.
 
   “Evelyn, what’s clever about this?” Leon asked again. “How are you sure it’s that one?”
 
   “Hm?” the blonde murmured. She’d grown accustomed to tuning out the paranoid rantings of her mortal students. Dutch was only the worst of the lot. With his outburst settled, Evelyn gestured to the upper floors of the building. “I’m sure of it because that’s the only apartment I cannot see properly. It is obscured from supernatural view, but it’s subtle. I would not have noticed were I not scrutinizing the building so carefully.”
 
   “It’s seventeen floors up. You can’t see much from here anyway,” noted Aaron.
 
   “No, yet I can sense life and activity in the others. And now that I know to look, I can see the difference between that apartment and the rest. The elevation keeps it out of casual view, as does its place nestled among other such apartments. A penthouse or a corner unit would stand out. Such a spot also complicates any action taken against them, what with all the potential mortal witnesses so close at hand.”
 
   She didn’t mention the other obstacle, namely the likely presence of guardian angels nearby. Evelyn had already caught glimpses of white shapes darting in and out of the building. Within an area as dense as this, such traffic would be constant. Those guardians would reliably look first to their mortal charges before interfering in other matters. That urge to get mortals out of harm’s way would buy Evelyn’s allies time to act, yet sooner or later those guardians could enlist other angels nearby who wouldn’t be so distracted.
 
   “This will require speed,” Evelyn warned. “Our escape must also be swift.”
 
   “Yeah, we’re on top of that,” said Leon. “Nobody wants a serious tangle with the police.”
 
   “Yes. Police. That’s precisely what concerns me,” murmured the demon. No one caught her sarcasm.
 
   “What’s the plan, Dad?” Aaron asked Leon.
 
   “We open this up the old fashioned way,” the leader decided. “Dutch, you think you can get around in here?” Leon gestured to the office tower looming over their side of the street. It stood in an almost perfect match with the condominiums.
 
   “Are you askin’ if I can handle some locks and security cameras?” Dutch scoffed. “Shit, I took care of every camera watchin’ us when we pulled up. The worst this place might have is a couple live security guards. That won’t be a problem.”
 
   “Okay. Aaron, you and Dutch take a couple of the boys. Find a position across from the target. Call in on the radio as soon as you’ve got a spot. If we’re lucky, you’ll be able to take ‘em all out in the first swing. Evelyn, can you go along to help? The floors on these buildings don’t line up exactly. I don’t want ‘em looking at the wrong apartment.”
 
   Evelyn’s lips curled into a wry smile. She wondered if the older man wasn’t more concerned with keeping her where she might protect his son—or where his son might keep an eye on her. “I have no objections. What of our allies? They’ll understand if this is ended quickly, but they’ll at least want to be involved after coming out this far.”
 
   “They’ll be back-up. Besides, we have to keep them out of sight as much as possible, right?” Leon reached into the bulky jacket he wore to cover up his body armor and pulled out a radio. “Coot, you there?” he asked.
 
   “I’m here,” came the response.
 
   “We’ve got the right place. Pull the semi through the alleyway. We’ll let everyone off at the loading dock. And keep the engine quiet. We don’t want to make a ruckus.”
 
   “You’ve got it, boss.”
 
   “I’ll be there when you arrive. Loretta, you copy?”
 
   “I read you,” answered Loretta’s voice.
 
   “You and Bill stay outside on the street for containment duty. Roll in some fog around these two buildings, but make sure it doesn’t get in view of the targets. Loop it around to close both of ‘em off from view from the outside. We don’t want them to smell trouble coming. Then put up some deterrence spells on either end of the block so we don’t have traffic or pedestrians coming through.” He tucked the radio back into his jacket and nodded to his comrades. “Okay, we gotta nudge some of the neighbors out for a couple hours to make sure we don’t have witnesses to complicate things. Let’s get this done. Quietly.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Dutch had been right about security. The group had no problem with locks, cameras, alarms, or guards. Magic took care of all that, while discipline kept things orderly. For all their paranoid delusions about an impending apocalypse, the Light was an orderly group. Evelyn didn’t need to lift a finger to help them along their way through the building.
 
   Finding an optimal spot required a little guesswork. Evelyn and the four men walked through quiet, darkened cubicle halls without a soul to stand in their way. The first office they tried sat a little too low for their liking, but that only meant the second would be almost exactly in line with their target.
 
   Someone thought to darken the hallway outside before opening any office doors. Evelyn and the rest of the crew waited as Dutch wrapped a copper wire around the door handle and mumbled his incantation. He blew a puff of air across the handle and gave it a twist. The door opened as easily as the others.
 
   Inside, the office lay dark and quiet. “Perfect,” said Aaron.
 
   Evelyn looked around the corner of the doorway. Across the street, she saw only an obscured window, as if the glass had been fogged over. Mortals would not be equally affected. “What do you see?” she asked.
 
   “They don’t have a curtain up or anything,” said Aaron. “I think that’s our two witches in there. Looks like an ordinary living room.”
 
   Dutch already had his rifle out. He raised it to his shoulder in the doorway to peer through the scope. “Yep. Looks like they’re havin’ a pizza party or some shit. I count seven of ‘em.”
 
   “Then let’s do it,” said Aaron. “We’ll give it a minute to see if anyone else comes out of a bathroom or anything.” He grunted out instructions to his men, who dutifully cleared the desk and chair away from the window. Then everyone set to pulling their assault rifles from their bags.
 
   “You’re sure this is how you want to start?” asked Evelyn. Dutch and another man took a knee at the window. The other two needed a moment more to fiddle with their fancy guns. “You all carry talismans to ward off bullets. What makes you think the enemy does not do the same?”
 
   “A talisman isn’t perfect,” said her pupil. “It’ll ward off a few bullets, but it won’t ward off a few dozen. This’ll be over in seconds. If not, we’ve got back-up ready, right?”
 
   Evelyn’s eyebrow rose. “I suppose so.” He didn’t take her question as a hint that she had a better idea, and in truth, she didn’t want to offer one. She hoped instead he might think of one on his own. It was important to let mortals hang themselves.
 
   The ostensible team leader pulled an old, beat-up pocket watch from his jacket. He stepped up onto the desk chair to hang the watch by its chain from an overhead sprinkler, then opened it and murmured the words to his spell. Evelyn watched calmly as Aaron pushed the red arm that counted seconds back three spots. He did so three times, concentrating for each. The spell would not actually turn back time. Not even their demonic tutor could do such a thing. Yet those who engaged with the spell would enjoy a slight edge in speed. For work such as this, every fraction of a second could be critical.
 
   Aaron turned back toward the window. Dutch had already quieted the room with a spell to dampen the inevitable racket of their guns.
 
   Behind their backs, Evelyn shook her head. “All this magical preparation, yet you choose those silly toys for the final blow.”
 
   “What can I say?” Aaron shrugged. “Magic is great, but sometimes it’s nice to know you can do things the American way.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “This better be urgent, Roger,” Leon fumed. He stood at the back end of Coot’s semi-trailer with his phone to his ear and a scowl on his face. The alleyway offered barely enough room for the vehicle. His guys already had the front desk and manager’s office under control with the help of some nap-inducing magic. The freight entrance was open. As soon as the freight elevator was down on their level, he could open up the trailer. He didn’t need distracting calls from back at the compound at a time like this.
 
   “Boss, something’s going on with the summoning circle,” warned the voice over the phone.
 
   “What do you mean? Did it go cold?”
 
   “No, that’s what makes it so weird.” Roger’s heavy breath carried through the line along with the soft crunch of packed snow under his feet. “I wouldn’t have called you if it went out on us. We could fix that. It’s still sittin’ here like a campfire with the wood mostly burnt out like it has all along. Only we hear screams now, boss. Lots of screams.”
 
   A sharp whistle drew Leon’s attention to the loading dock. One of his guys appeared down the hallway and waved the all-clear. Leon sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Roger, you know that portal goes someplace unpleasant, right?”
 
   “No, it ain’t those kinda screams. Tammy heard those right from the start. Said they were faint. Distant. This shit’s louder, angrier. Sometimes we hear crashing or booming noises, too. It sounds kinda distant still, but it’s worrisome, y’know?”
 
   Strange as that sounded, Leon knew everything about such dealings would be strange. Maybe the summoning circle changed character over time. Maybe this sort of shift happened once the sun went down. Funny little things happened with magic all the time.
 
   He had to concede this could be more serious, too, but he couldn’t do much about it. Evelyn and Aaron were already moving into position. He didn’t want to call them when they might be in the middle of who knew what over there. Buzzing someone’s cell phone while they set up a hit wasn’t exactly smooth.
 
   “Okay, keep an eye on it but don’t do nothin’. I can’t ask Evelyn right now ‘cause she’s not by the phone and we’re about to be real busy here. This shouldn’t take too long. I’ll call you when I can.”
 
   “You want us to record this so you can hear it when you get back?”
 
   “Sure, Roger. Sure. Maybe keep a written log or something. I’m out.” He hung up the phone and grumbled, “Whatever keeps you busy.”
 
   Leon took one last look up and down the alley before throwing off the latches on the big trailer. A faint trace of smoke spilled out from under the door while Leon got his fingers underneath. He shoved the sliding door open with a grunt, sending it rolling up and out of the way.
 
   Normally, the lights came on inside Coot’s trailer when the door opened up. This time, Leon saw only shadows pierced by pairs of dimly glowing red and yellow eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty:
Holding Actions
 
    
 
   “The FBI has jurisdiction over threats to national security, and this mess sure sounds like it qualifies,” said Amber. She sank back down onto the couch corner with her plate and her glass of soda. “Also organized crime, which according to the RICO Act is six or more people with an organized structure engaged in crime, so that counts. Also any number of other Federal crimes like certain firearms violations.” She sprinkled parmesan cheese from a small plastic container over her pizza. “And kidnapping, which your, um, bird visions allege. Let’s not dwell on how admissible that little detail will be in court,” she grumbled. “Oh, and transnational crimes. Those apply here, too.”
 
   Sitting on the couch adjacent to Amber’s, Taylor watched and listened curiously. Most of the others were still back behind the kitchen counter claiming their dinner from the delivery boxes. Apparently, they’d all had “the talk” with Amber before.
 
   On the other side of the living room, rain fell against the sliding glass balcony door. The world had grown dark, as had the tall buildings across the street. Hours had passed since Lorelei’s last call. Nothing further came from Alex—no calls, no texts, no email. All anyone could do now was wait and try to keep their spirits up, hence the pizza and little chores like secrecy agreements with the FBI.
 
   “Transnational?” asked Taylor.
 
   “Yep. Like summoning demons.”
 
   “That’s a crime?”
 
   “It sounds like they didn't go through customs, so, yeah.” Amber shrugged at Taylor's disbelief. “Hey, magic isn't against the law. It's not recognized by the government at all, so it's totally unregulated, right? No law against being a werewolf or a vampire or a witch. But what you do with all that is absolutely subject to Federal, state, and local jurisdiction. Cross all the dimensions you want, but if you're crossing over into this country, you better have a valid passport.” She paused. “Or a NEXUS card or whatever if you're from Canada. We like Canadians.”
 
   “And Rachel and Lorelei?” Taylor asked. “Are they transnationals?”
 
   “Yeah. Funny story,” said Amber with a frown. “All that crazy stuff out here last fall? That was all a big deal with my task force. Like, a really big deal. Tons of case files closed because of all the bad guys you put down. But everyone aside from my task force remembers Lorelei and Rachel as ‘undesignated individuals.’ Words like ‘angel’ and ‘demon’ kinda disappeared from reports. Some files got lost altogether. In fact you can barely find Rachel’s name at all. As for Lorelei, she’s officially a protected witness. Like all the rest of you.”
 
   “Protected?”
 
   “From criminal prosecution, which is another reason why I need you to sign the form,” the agent said with a quick smile. “That’s the deal. Look, all this supernatural stuff my task force deals with is a national security headache. Nobody wants a panic or the societal upheaval we’d see if it all came out in the open. I’d feel much better if I could persuade you to sign out of an interest in public safety and national stability and not having literal witch-hunts all over America. But I’d be dishonest if I didn’t tell you the bottom line: you agree to keep all this a secret, and in exchange you’re granted immunity from prosecution for all the crazy you’ve been involved in. Or will be involved in if you’re, y’know, still on the side of the angels so to speak.”
 
   Taylor bit her lip. Amid the pizza, breadsticks and drinks sat a typed document with an FBI letterhead and a blank signature line at the bottom. A stamp at the top read, “Top Secret.”
 
   “And as far as this mess goes,” Amber went on, pulling back the slice of pizza from her mouth, “if shit gets crazy, I need you to stay close to me, okay? Preferably right behind me.”
 
   Taylor glanced to the young man sinking down into the couch seat beside the agent. “That’s where I’m gonna be,” Jason conceded. “We’ve talked about this before.”
 
   “Hopefully it ain’t even gonna come to that,” said Wade. “We ain’t got the muscle to handle this sort of trouble. Not unless Lorelei’s plan works.”
 
   “We did before,” Taylor pointed out. “Twice, even. I wasn’t there for the second time, but you came out okay.”
 
   “That was all desperation. We had our backs to the wall. An’ a whole bunch of FBI guys died the second time. We ain’t got that kinda support tonight.”
 
   “Okay. Fair,” the younger woman conceded. “I’ll stick with Amber and Jason. All I want is some way to be useful.”
 
   “You are useful, Taylor,” said Amber. “You’ve taken on monsters. Just having the nerve to handle that is a big deal. Plenty of hard core bad asses lose their shit when confronted with the things you’ve seen. You have a sense of how all this supernatural nonsense works. That might not seem all that important, but it’s a huge step up from most people. Everyone here trusts you. Even if you’re only an extra pair of eyes and hands, that’s important.”
 
   Taylor’s lips twitched. “Even if I’m unarmed?”
 
   “Yes. Actually.” Amber’s eyes slid over toward Jason, and then to Wade. Beside him sat the open rifle bags from Hector’s gun shop.
 
   “Oh hey, them protection agreements cover these totally undocumented firearms we picked up today, right?” Wade asked with a wide grin.
 
   Behind the kitchen counter, Drew shook his head. “Wade’s trollin’ again,” he muttered. He stood beside Molly and Onyx, plate in hand as he waited for them to grab their share.
 
   “You don’t have to make this a ‘ladies first’ thing,” Onyx told him. She waited for the foam to die down in her glass before pouring more beer. “Grab what you want.”
 
   “Nah, I’m good. Don’t want to grab the last four pieces of whichever style you wanted.”
 
   Molly peeked over Drew’s shoulder at the three open pizza boxes. “Four?”
 
   “I’ll work it off at the gym. Don’t worry ‘bout me.”
 
   “Yeah, Molly,” Onyx chimed in. “Judgmental much?”
 
   The redhead nudged them both aside to claim her dinner. “Whatever. For that, I’m taking up the rest of the couch. You two can have the floor.”
 
   “What? I thought I was being nice,” objected Drew.
 
   “You set me up for Onyx to accuse me of shaming,” Molly replied before walking away with her pizza. “This is the penalty for entrapment.”
 
   Rather than banter further with Molly, Onyx switched gears and slid closer to Drew. “So. Sierra,” she said, keeping her voice low.
 
   Drew waited. “…yeah?”
 
   “I didn’t want to say anything in the truck. Y’know, in front of Wade,” she added, grinning.
 
   “Say any what now?” He, too, held to quieter tones than before, glancing at the others. The conversation around the coffee table carried on.
 
   “I sensed a little tension there,” said Onyx.
 
   “Well, last time we saw each other was on opposite sides of a bunch of guns and wizard-type nonsense. And I just came out of a gun store.”
 
   Onyx looked up at him with an amused grin. “That’s not the kind of tension I saw.” She relented when he frowned back. “Okay, that’s not the only kind of tension. But you said you know her from your kung fu classes, right? Ever talk to her before all this?”
 
   “Few times.”
 
   “You ever catch her checking you out?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Huh.” Onyx paused to grab her share of pizza. “Guess she’s pretty slick, then.”
 
   Drew’s eyes narrowed. He took some slices without looking, focused instead on the taunting woman in front of him. “For real?”
 
   “Is that a surprise? Don’t tell me you’ve never checked her out.”
 
   “Maybe a little.”
 
   “But you’ve never done anything about it? Since when are you shy?”
 
   “I thought she might have a boyfriend. She doesn’t stick around class long, either.”
 
   “Maybe she’s shy?” Onyx suggested.
 
   “I’ve seen her kick dudes in the face,” Drew pointed out. “And throw ‘em to the ground. I’ve wound up that way myself a couple times.”
 
   “Hey, I can hurt people right in their brains if I have to. It still took me weeks to work up the guts to ask Alex if he wanted to hang out. Even then I almost backed out of it. Sometimes it’s hard to be the one to ask first.”
 
   “Okay but she’s still trippin’ about Lorelei,” said Drew. “I’m not setting aside my friendships like that, you know? And there’s all the side-eye her bosses are giving you. I ain’t down with that, either.”
 
   “Aw. That means a lot.”
 
   Drew put up one fist, tapping it against the one Onyx raised in return. “If she can’t hang with my friends, she can’t hang with me.”
 
   “Her loss,” said Onyx.
 
   “Damn straight,” Drew vowed. “She was really checking me out, though?”
 
   “Up and down.”
 
   “You were across the street. With traffic and stuff.”
 
   She walked around the kitchen counter toward the living room with Drew close behind. “It turns out I’ve got good eyes,” said Onyx. “I notice stuff…”
 
   Her friends carried on. Rain pattered gently against the balcony glass door. The office tower across the street lay dark and still…except for the dim light from the broad pane of glass directly across from Lorelei’s balcony.
 
   It couldn’t be anything direct. Not a desk lamp, not a computer monitor, surely not one of the overhead lights on a dimmer switch. It had to come from outside the office, perhaps ambient light spilling through the open door from the hallway outside. That, and a tiny, shimmering glint of light off of something in the center of the space, like a bit of gold or copper spinning in the shadows. Something round, and small, and…magical. Something carrying a spell.
 
   Her mind reached for that spell. In that same moment, she noticed movement against the glass. Shadows that might have been people lined up low in front of the window. The faint outline of broad, unnatural wings loomed above them.
 
   “Down!” Onyx dropped her food and ran straight for the balcony door. “Get down now!”
 
   Of all her friends, only Wade moved without hesitation. He grabbed Molly by the shoulders to haul her down to the floor with him. Onyx caught sight of that in the reflection of the balcony door as the world slowed down and she crossed the room. She didn’t question her senses or the unnatural flow of time. She didn’t consider things like adrenaline or fight-or-flight responses. She had no time for any of that. Not when she had to concentrate on a spell.
 
   Onyx slapped both hands against the glass and yelled out a single word: “Shakef!”
 
   The window across the street shattered with the first flashes of automatic gunfire. Sparks and bits of iron flew from the railing of Lorelei’s balcony. The glass door shook under the impact of dozens of bullets, sending vibrations down Onyx’s arms in tandem with a roar that practically deafened her.
 
   A thousand cracks spread through the glass under her hands. Onyx held it all together.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Aaron,” Dutch prompted as the witch in black moved.
 
   The younger man didn’t need the warning. He’d already seen it. “Fire!” he yelled.
 
   Everyone had their targets. All four weapons opened up on full automatic, shattering the office window instantly. Bullets flew across the street, tearing through the balcony and striking the glass—and reflected straight back.
 
   Each man wore talismans to guard against gunfire. Aaron’s spell gave them the extra edge of unnatural speed. All told, their magic provided considerable protection from bullets…but not from dozens.
 
   Dutch actually saw the round that came back for him in his scope, right before it crashed through the lenses and his eye. The bullets that followed struck him all across his arm, his chest and his side. He didn’t die instantly, but no hospital in the world could save him. Nor did anyone nearby offer magic to mend his wounds.
 
   The others fared about as badly. Both of the men to either side of Aaron suffered messy, fatal wounds. Slugs battered Aaron’s Kevlar vest, knocking him onto his back. Standing behind them, Evelyn took a bullet to one shoulder. One more passed her head close enough that she heard it whistle as it went by. All around, sparks and shattered drywall flew as other bullets ricocheted through the office.
 
   A final bullet destroyed the old stopwatch hanging from the ceiling.
 
   Evelyn turned back to the window with cold fury. The glass door across the street still stood, though it looked ready to fall into a million pieces under the slightest breeze. Through the frosted image of a waning enchantment, Evelyn saw the silhouette of a woman on the other side.
 
   Unlike her pupils, Evelyn didn’t need to rely on wands or trinkets to focus her power, nor the rote exercises of magic words or careful movements. In this case, she could reach out with her will and her rage to take what she wanted.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The assault lasted only seconds. For Onyx, each of those seconds felt much longer. She kept her hands against the glass, afraid it might break if she moved.
 
   Everyone else was on the floor. Wade passed the shotgun from Hector’s rifle bag to Amber almost without looking at her. Molly started to rise. “What—?” she began.
 
   Onyx felt an invisible nothing wrap itself around her waist. She managed only half a yelp out of surprise before it tugged her forward hard. The already shattered balcony door exploded with a loud crash as she flew straight through it and what remained of the iron balcony rail. Onyx felt both impacts as a single wave of pain.
 
   The invisible grip flung her clear across the street. She gasped in shock before she slammed against a desk in a darkened office and fell to the floor.
 
   Never in her life had Onyx felt this kind of all-over pain. Shards of glass cut into her arms. More ran all the way down her body. She could hardly breathe, let alone move.
 
   Then she flew up into the air and dangled upright as if hanging from a hook.
 
   The blonde woman from the casino fight stepped into view. Onyx floated in a dark office full of bullet holes, blood, and bodies, but only the person in front of her scared her. “That was clever,” Evelyn sneered with obvious frustration. She raised both hands just slowly enough to let Onyx see the talons of her fingertips and the searing magical heat that turned her flesh red. One of those hands tore into her belly, inflicting such agony that Onyx couldn’t draw breath to scream.
 
   Almost in the same second, Evelyn jerked violently to one side and tumbled to her knees. Onyx heard the sharp whistle of air in tandem with the motion, but fell to the ground in another painful collapse without recognizing the sound of Molly’s magic.
 
   Though pushed to the floor by the concentrated wind, Evelyn rolled over and forced her hands together. The sharp motion cut through Molly’s spell like a knife, severing her hold on the demon. Evelyn sat upright and promptly felt something tear through her chest, knocking her back hard onto the floor. She brought her hands up in a quick, desperate motion, removing herself from sight to buy time to heal her gunshot wound.
 
   “Someone watch the door!” warned Wade. He knelt where he’d hit the deck, his rifle against his shoulder for the sake of decent aim. The young man pulled the trigger again, yet almost in the same instant, he realized he’d lost his target. “Aw shit, she vanished.”
 
   “What?” grunted Taylor.
 
   “Watch the door! They’re pro’bly gonna hit us from both sides!”
 
   Wade flipped the selector on the rifle to full automatic and pulled the trigger for several short bursts, trusting Hector’s enchantments and his own aim to keep from hitting his fallen friend. A handful of sparks appeared here and there as rounds ricocheted off sturdier objects in the room. One little flash of orange light caught his attention, like the flare of a cigarette lighter in a dark space, but he only saw it as his weapon ran dry. All he could do then was fumble in the bag for another magazine. 
 
   “Onyx!” Molly shouted.
 
   Wade reloaded. Amber turned the coffee table over to provide a bit of cover. The redhead had her wand in hand, but with her first reflexive spell so easily blocked she didn’t immediately see her next option.
 
   Then she felt a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Throw me over there!” Drew urged. He threw the nail from his pocket down onto the floor without a second thought.
 
   “What?” Molly blinked.
 
   “Throw me! Someone’s gotta get to Onyx!”
 
   Molly only considered it for half a heartbeat. She had no other options and no time to ask if he was sure. It was his idea and things were already desperate. “Run and jump and hold your arms out like a bird,” she said, and then reached back to point at the wall behind him with her wand. “Go!”
 
   He didn’t think twice. Drew ran for the ledge. It wasn’t as if he could build up a full head of steam in only a few steps, but he gave it his all. He didn’t see Molly swing her wand back around to point at him, but he felt the rush of air all around and underneath him. His last step pushed him off the balcony’s edge and into the air.
 
   With only a couple friends watching and no one to record the distance, Drew absolutely destroyed his old record for the long jump.
 
   Evelyn saw him coming. She’d never been seriously hurt by a gun before, but the wound was nothing her magic couldn’t handle. The demon was on her feet before Drew jumped, still hidden by an enchantment and perfectly positioned to kill him as soon as he crossed the distance. The idiot wouldn’t even be worth a spell. As Drew’s feet left the ledge on the other side of the street, Evelyn reached back with her taloned fingers to greet him—and then staggered backward, falling out of invisibility as unexpected torment wracked her brain.
 
   The dying witch on the floor still had her wand and the will to fight. Evelyn brought one foot down on the stupid girl’s hand, breaking fingers and snapping the instrument in half. She looked up again exactly in time for Drew’s outstretched arm to catch her neck. His airborne clothesline carried her into the office door on the far end of the room.
 
   He took for granted it wouldn’t be enough to put her down. Drew used the single second the demon needed to rally to grab the closest weapon at hand. As soon as Evelyn stepped out of the doorway again, hissing something along the lines of, “Stupid mortal,” he slammed the desktop keyboard straight into her face.
 
   Onyx didn’t see it. She lay partly on her side, pulling her broken hand down over her torn and bleeding stomach. Everything hurt. She had some distant, feverish thought about covering up the worst pain with the least.
 
   She couldn’t last long with wounds like this. She knew that. The minor healing spells she’d mastered weren’t up to this task. Better than doing nothing, she thought desperately, fighting back her pain to cough out the words and focus her will.
 
   Blood. The word for blood is… “Dam,” she whispered, concentrating as best she could while she shivered and coughed. “Dam…dam…”
 
   This sort of injury required skill like Molly’s, but her lover was too far away.
 
   Her eyes opened. Across the street, she saw Molly in the apartment, looking backward rather than toward Onyx. Something was going on inside, too. The coffee table was on its side, Wade knelt out in the open where he could shoot, and…Where did the couch go?
 
    
 
    
 
   “Jason! Help me lift!” shouted Taylor.
 
   “What?” Jason blinked.
 
   Taylor had her hands under one corner of the couch facing the now demolished balcony. “We gotta barricade the door!”
 
   He didn’t argue. He didn’t have any better ideas right then, anyway. Jason grabbed the other end and heaved, remembering how glad he’d been when Alex told him Lorelei hired professional movers rather than relying on friends like everyone else did. They made it around the kitchen bar and into the small foyer before he realized the couch wasn’t that heavy—unless that was his adrenaline talking.
 
   “Wait, turn it,” Taylor hissed before they set the couch down. She gestured with her head, wanting Jason to wheel the couch around instead of laying it across the doorway. “Turn it sideways, it’ll only barely fit in here. It’ll jam the door.” Her moving partner immediately complied, walking around until he was almost jammed between the couch and the foyer wall himself.
 
   Their eyes went wide at the sound of a distinct mechanical pump-action on the other side of the door. Taylor rolled away as Jason dove out of the foyer. Amber waited at the corner by the living room with Hector’s shotgun ready to go.
 
   The door shuddered under a heavy impact, jostling the couch without dislodging it. The shout of pain from the other side of the door suggested the door-kicker didn’t expect such resistance. A sharp blast followed, sending wood flying from the door and tearing upholstery from the couch. A second blast knocked off the hinges midway up the door.
 
   Amber answered it with a loud, booming counterattack from her shotgun. Her blast added to the damage inflicted upon the door, but a loud grunt suggested she’d hit someone on the other side. “Get back,” she warned her friends. “Jason, grab my pistol and get—”
 
   Gunfire erupted all along the door and the wall beside it. Concrete, wood, and plaster flew everywhere as the men on the other side opened up with automatic weapons. Thankfully, Jason didn’t stand behind his girlfriend. Instead of taking her gun, he grabbed her waist and yanked backward. The move saved her from the initial hail of bullets.
 
   The moment also confirmed the corner offered a good bit of cover. Amber had taken the walls for the usual flimsy drywall until this second. The corner between the foyer and living room held up as well as anything she’d find in someone’s home. With the first pass of gunfire over, Amber pushed herself back into place.
 
   Taylor threw herself around the corner into the living room. Unlike her friends, she had no weapon and no real skill with guns in the first place. That left her with every reason to stay lower and further out of sight.  Her eyes searched the living room for something she could do or use as the gunfire continued. She needed to help. She just didn’t see how.
 
   The door and the couch both broke in half with a sudden crash. Smoke and embers blew through the split wood at the center of the door. A second heavy strike snapped every remaining piece of framework inside the couch and destroyed what remained of the door. Something tall and inhuman pushed through the passage. Rocks covered its arms, shoulder and chest, with red embers floating out through the gaps in between. Amber and Jason saw a round, inhuman head with long, spiral horns.
 
   Between its size and the awkward passage crowded with broken furniture, the beast couldn’t have made for an easier target. Amber fired, pumped, and fired again. Hector’s enchanted weapon blew apart the demon’s carapace, dropping the thing to its knees.
 
   A man in a camo jacket slipped up to the doorway, practically using the staggered demon as cover. He flung a ball of fire from his hand into the apartment, though Jason’s quick shots with Amber’s pistol disrupted the man’s throw. Rather than hitting the defenders at the corner, the ball flew high and burst across the dining nook past the kitchen. Amber fired again, this time hitting the demon in the head and knocking it back to crowd the sorcerer out of the doorway.
 
   “Taylor,” Amber grunted. “There’s more ammo in the bag over there. Can you—” she fired off another shot at a target that came too close to the door. So did Jason. Neither could tell if they landed hits. “Can you grab it? I need the big fat shells.”
 
   “Right, okay,” said Taylor. She practically dove across the living room, keeping low as she passed by Wade and Molly. The rifle bag lay right behind Wade’s feet. Even a simple task like this beat cowering. She snatched the clearly-labeled box of shells from inside the bag without a second thought, and only looked around at what the others were doing on her way back. Right in front of her, Molly and Wade looked for ways to intervene in the situation across the street, but it looked to Taylor like Drew might be on his own.
 
   She couldn’t do any good there, either. Taylor swallowed hard as she turned away and rushed back to her other friends.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Drew stepped around Onyx, dodging another swipe of Evelyn’s talons. At first he thought his skills were up to this fight, but he soon found he couldn’t avoid her every attack. Something whipped itself around his leg—her tail, he realized as it tugged him hard. He fell backward against the desk at the side of the room.
 
   Wind whistled into the office at a loud, sharp pitch. Drew felt only a mild breeze. Evelyn caught something closer to a dramatic windstorm that tore at her clothes and threatened to knock her down.
 
   With a dramatic wave of one arm, she ended the unnatural blast, and followed it with another identical motion. Glancing out the empty window, Drew saw Molly and Wade both knocked to the floor. “No more interruptions,” declared Evelyn. She raised and dropped both hands as if part of some dance. A faint shimmer of light appeared at the empty window ledge of the office. Drew saw Wade rise to his knees with the rifle again—and hesitate, clearly unable to spot his target. He couldn’t see through Evelyn’s spell.
 
   “Dam,” Onyx rasped in that same instant. “Dam.” She lay in front of Drew. Her abdomen hemorrhaged blood with every second. She couldn’t last like this. That frightened Drew more than anything.
 
   His gaze swept the room. Dead men littered the floor, along with one still living man who dragged himself over to a corner. Aw shit, Drew thought.  Last thing I need’s another asshole with a—no, I need that gun! Drew scrambled for the guy’s rifle, pulling it from his grip it before Evelyn took notice of him again.
 
   It wasn’t fast enough. Drew got his fingers around the rifle’s hand grip just as something pulled him back and up. Not a hand touched him, yet Drew floated into the air. He twisted end over end as his arms flailed. He turned too fast to line up a shot.
 
   “I suppose I could keep playing this game,” growled Evelyn. “You’re fast enough to provide sport. Alas, I’m tired of it already.”
 
   Her hands stretched out toward him, moving like a puppeteer’s, but she stayed well out of reach. This was exactly what had scared him about Molly’s stunt at her New Year’s party. Drew caught sight of her cold smile as her spell carried him through the faintly shimmering curtain of magic at the edge of the office. As soon as he was on the other side, she dropped him into the night.
 
   He caught the ledge with his left hand. Broken glass in the window frame bit into his skin, but he ignored the pain and held on for dear life. Better a bloody hand than going out as street pizza.
 
   “Drew!” his friends shouted from across the street.
 
   Oh good, he realized. Now they can see me. That’s great. He couldn’t help glancing down, which was, of course, a terrible mistake. That ain’t so great.
 
   The only part of his life that flashed before his eyes took place on a pull-up bar. He could do this. He didn’t even need two seconds to catch his breath or solidify his grip. Drew heaved back up, pulling his head and shoulders over the edge and through the magical curtain.
 
   For all Wade’s bitching about people holding guns sideways, it worked out perfectly well in this instance. Drew pointed the rifle at Evelyn and let it rip. Whatever barrier she’d worked up to keep Wade and Molly out of the fight ended at the boundaries of the office. The rifle knocked her backward into the office entryway once again.
 
   A rush of air under his dangling legs helped Drew wrench himself back up a little further inside. He dropped the gun, deciding the closest leg lying on the floor made for a better anchor. Dude looks bigger and heavier than me anyway, Drew figured, clamping down on the last living man’s boot.
 
   “Uh, what?” grunted his unwilling savior. “Get off me!” He tugged back, inadvertently helping Drew, but his hand went for the pistol at his hip and his other foot came up to kick. Then he writhed back further, clutching his head with both hands and rolling away. Onyx reached out from her spot on the floor with a weird gesture of her fingers a defiant glare.
 
   It was all the help Drew needed. He got his hips up over the side. Beyond Onyx and the growing pool of her blood, Evelyn slowly picked herself up off the floor. Guns were a good way to beat up demons like this, but they wouldn’t put Evelyn down. Not normal guns anyway. Drew remembered the way Wade’s otherwise magic bullets fell to the floor here, too…
 
   He turned back toward the apartment. “Wade!” he shouted. “I need the gun!” As soon as the words left his mouth, Drew wondered if it would do any good. Did Evelyn’s magical transparent curtain of nonsense block sound?
 
   Only a heartbeat passed before he had his answer. Wade rose from his kneeling position and flung the rifle hard. Molly followed its path with her wand, too, correcting its course and keeping it aloft until it reached the office.
 
   The gun nearly didn’t make it. Drew had to reach.
 
   “Molly! Wade!” he heard Amber shout amid even more gunfire. “We need help!”
 
   “Shit,” Drew grunted. He spun and looked for Evelyn again.
 
   He didn’t see her anywhere. Instead, he saw an open door, and a very shocked, familiar woman. “Drew?” she gasped.
 
   “Wha—?” He blinked. Everything about her fit: her hair, her clothes, her eyes. Everything except her presence. “Momma?”
 
   “Drew, what are you doing here with these people?” Leticia asked. She gingerly stepped through the wreckage, reaching out with trembling hands. “What are you doing with that gun?”
 
   His foot came up in a side-snap kick planted straight into her gut. The blow pushed her back a couple of feet, but not far. More importantly, the point of impact felt just as unnaturally solid as he expected. His rifle came up before she could do more than look at him with shock. Drew couldn’t hear whatever rebuke she offered over the sound of Hector’s rifle.
 
   The very first bullet ended the illusion. In an instant, Leticia disappeared and Evelyn returned in her place, only this time her skin was red. Horns jutted from her head and wings spread from her back. He saw an angry snarl, a hand waving at him with fire trailing from between her fingers, and then the sudden jerk backward as he pulled the trigger a second time.
 
   He kept shooting.
 
   Where a normal human being bled when shot, Evelyn burned. A gout of flame erupted from her chest, spilling around like ignited gasoline. None of it caught on the carpet, simply leaving an unpleasant smoldering haze rather than setting the place on fire. Drew fired again and again, opening frightening holes in her at point blank range until he’d exhausted the dozen rounds left in the magazine.
 
   The trigger clicked without further effect. Thankfully, she’d stopped moving well before that.
 
   “Man, get the fuck outta here with that bullshit,” Drew snapped as he turned away. “Like my momma would run into a gunfight without at least tryin’ my cell phone first. Think I don’t know devils use illusions? Damn.”
 
   Across the street, Drew saw more commotion and heard more gunfire. Molly flung spells toward the foyer, but he couldn’t see around that corner. Nor could he do anything to help there. He turned his attention to what little good he could still do from here.
 
   “Onyx, you still with me?” he huffed, rushing to her side. Blood spread out all around her body, scaring him more than anything Evelyn ever could have done. “Onyx?” He touched her shoulder and felt movement. She was still alive, but…
 
   “Help,” she croaked.
 
   “What do I do?”
 
   “…Aaron…w-wand…”
 
   He didn’t remember who Aaron was. The wand wasn’t hard to find, though. The two broken pieces of ebony lay easily within reach. Before he spoke, though, he saw the boots that lay past those pieces come down onto the floor.
 
    Aaron kept his back against the wall, practically using it to slide himself upright with a pistol in his hand. Light shimmered all around him in a sort of halo effect that didn’t look remotely divine. “She’s already gone, asshole,” huffed Aaron. “Ain’t enough magic in the world to save anyone after losin’ that much blood. At least you’ll get to go out quicker.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One:
War Is Hell
 
    
 
   Targ ran down vaulted granite halls as fast as his short legs could carry him. The clamor of battle chased him through the passageway. Roars of triumph and hatred mixed with howls of pain and the clash of weapons. More than once, the little demon’s tattered brown tunic caught under his hooves and left him tumbling along on the floor. Each time, he picked himself up and ran once more.
 
   Others were better suited to this. He wished they were available. Targ was the only one left.
 
   “Countless armies have assaulted my realm,” shouted a deep, angry voice through the tall double doors up ahead. “Few have ever made it past my wall. None have made it to my palace. How is this one already in my streets? Within mere hours?”
 
   The voice renewed Targ’s terror. His master would not appreciate this news. Someone else should have delivered it. Someone larger and tougher. Or perhaps someone lower in rank. Targ was Ninth Servitor to the Warlord himself. Shouldn’t that have afforded him some privilege? Or at least allowed him to delegate this to the Tenth Servitor?
 
   Runes of power covered the door from top to bottom. Targ bit his palm until it bled and held it up against the lowest rune in the right corner. He barely reached it. The entire sequence of runes darkened until the double doors parted only enough for a demon of Targ’s size to slip through. Ordinarily the doors would open with a hiss. Today, such subtle sounds were drowned out by the ambient noise within the throne room, and by the shouting.
 
   The ceiling stood even higher here. A large portion of the roof lay open to the vortex reaching down from the sky, flashing with lightning and occasionally rumbling with thunder. Clouds lazily swirled toward a stone staircase rising from the floor. None of it had been in place even a day ago. Everything from the stairs to the gap in the roof occurred by the magic and will of Perdition’s master. As far as Targ knew, the vortex was all Azazel’s doing as well.
 
   Demonic warriors stood guard along the walls within the huge chamber. Two others, as large and fearsome as any, knelt before the great throne. The one who ruled them all stood over his supplicant generals as a twelve-foot tower of rage.
 
   Azazel wore far more gold and jewels than cloth, though all of it paled under the grandeur of his golden crown. His skin, never enough to cover him on good days, now parted in ugly gaps over flexing muscles and bared bone. His great wings looked tense as if ready to fly at any moment, while his tail twitched with impatience.
 
   “I asked you questions! Speak!”
 
   “The enemy force is the most vast we’ve ever seen,” ventured one of the generals. Neither he nor his peer were small or weak. An unfamiliar witness might even think the monstrous demons stronger or more dangerous than their lord. Their bowed heads, bent knees, and wings set limply to the floor suggested otherwise. “Our every force is either matched or outnumbered. The defenders at the wall were overwhelmed, and once the breach was made they had not the force on hand to hold back the weight of numbers.”
 
   “Meaning your defenses failed?”
 
   “They are your—yes, master,” the general corrected, bowing his head further.
 
   Glaring at his general, Azazel reached back with one hand. The shimmering golden light that appeared behind him stole Targ’s remaining courage. He knew what would come, yet could not look away. Azazel struck his general with a spiked, golden mace, knocking the other demon face-first to the floor and then pounding him again and again until the general no longer moved.
 
   The other general held still. Targ wilted further with each step. The master would not appreciate this news at all. The little demon held up one shaking hand and hoped he’d be seen before he came within reach.
 
   Azazel turned his fierce gaze to his other chief subordinate. “Is this to say you cannot hold?”
 
   “No, master,” the other general answered quickly. “We need only more time and more troops to turn the tide. Calls have been sent throughout the realm. Yet the enemy comes with everything from behemoths and stalkers to the lowliest of servants. The weight of numbers tells, and almost all of our foes display great ferocity. We must meet this with the same. We will need every…”
 
   The general hesitated. Azazel glared. “Yes?”
 
   With an involuntary glance toward the battered peer now dead on the floor at his side, the general finished, “We need every hand we can get out there in the fight.”
 
   Azazel’s eyes narrowed. He looked to the dead general, and then back at the other. “Your critique is noted. We’ll have to make do without those two. Perhaps we’ll be short by one more general’s tongue, too.”
 
   None of this made Targ feel any better about his task. He crept ever closer, crossing halfway from the doors to the tense conversation up ahead before an undeniable interruption boomed through the halls outside. Both Azazel and the general looked toward the cringing servitor in the middle of the room.
 
   “What was that?” demanded Azazel.
 
   “Likely it was the main entrance, master,” said Targ. “The enemy is…ah…near. I came to, um, tell you, master.”
 
   “Only now?”
 
   “Y-you were busy, sire,” Targ explained weakly. He gestured to the bloody corpse lying at Azazel’s feet. “I wouldn’t w-want to be rude.”
 
   Targ’s next words drowned under the deafening sound of warping metal and crumbling rock. He turned back to the doors long enough to gape in horror as he saw them wrenched back from their hinges. The servitor ran for his life before the final crash, hardly even looking where he was going as he screamed in terror.
 
   Guards swept in from either side of the hall, forming a line of defense against whatever came through the shattered entrance. Thankfully, the line formed behind Targ, but the sounds of battle chased him the rest of the way down the path to the throne. He heard the clash of blades, the rush of mystical fire, and the chomping of beastly jaws against armor and flesh.
 
   Before Targ made it to safety, the general at Azazel’s side rushed forward to join the fight. Targ felt the floor shake under the general’s feet as he passed. Within seconds, the noises of battle grew louder. One combatant landed on the floor to Targ’s right and skidded past. Targ thought it might be one of the incubi, given his relatively human features, but it was hard to tell with the gruesome and bloody opening torn through the fallen demon’s chest.
 
   Azazel ignored Targ as the little servitor passed, focused instead on the fight. The master’s seething anger frightened Targ almost as much as anything he’d seen or heard since the attack on Perdition began. Targ didn’t look back until he’d climbed every step of the dais and crawled into the small, dark space underneath Azazel’s throne.
 
   Carnage and ruin surrounded the general, who himself looked battered and bloodied though he at least still stood with his axe in hand. The same couldn’t be said for anyone else. Targ saw a variety of bodies: tall, spindly hunters with their gleaming black or chalk white hides, insectoid monsters, a mystic wrapped in robes, even a servitor or two. He also saw others dressed in armor not unlike the throne room’s guards—who, like the rest, lay dead and broken.
 
   The general paused, catching his breath. Targ saw the general’s wounds glow with a faint red light as he healed himself with infernal powers. The big demon took up a ready stance with his axe, ready to take on whatever foe might charge into the throne room next.
 
   He wasn’t ready for the heavy chunk of stone debris flung from the ruined entrance. It struck his face with such force that it knocked the demon’s helm from his head. The general swooned in place while the helm clattered along the floor. A second broken piece of masonry followed the first, striking with all the same force. The general collapsed.
 
   Azazel stood firm at the bottom of the dais to his throne. “Throwing rocks?” he asked. “This is how you fight as a lord of Hell? You bring your entire realm against mine with no strategy, no guile, and now you throw rocks?”
 
   “Credit me with some guile,” said a feminine voice from the broken entrance. Her silhouette preceded her as she stepped out of the cloud of dust. “Neither one of you saw it coming.” 
 
   The sight of the demon stole Targ’s breath. Born of the Pit and created to serve, Targ did not know the urges of lust. Sexuality held no purpose for him. Still, Targ understood beauty and majesty. The red woman embodied both. Her tattered black clothes lent her a rugged strength in contrast to the grandeur of his master. The iron spikes atop her head suggested power without pretense, unlike the golden crown of Azazel. One demon decorated himself with jewels and wealth. The other bore the black animalistic stripes of a predator.
 
   Close beside her walked two more demons, one a bulbous, insectoid creature on six legs and the other a tall humanoid with broad wings. As with the others, her escorts remained quiet and vigilant, clearly ready to react to anything they saw as an order or an attack. Lorelei seemed equally wary, but calm.
 
   “Pardon the intrusion,” said the succubus. “One of us is only passing through. Mandah?”
 
   The tall woman-ish demon beside Lorelei leaped into the air and unfurled her broad wings. Mandah turned to her left without challenging Azazel and flew straight for the staircase leading up to the vortex in the sky. As soon as she reached the bottom steps, her speed increased sharply. In only a single breath, she disappeared into the swirling clouds.
 
   “You’ve come for nothing more than the portal?” Azazel seethed. “You are a child with a new toy. When did you pick up that crown? Have you held it for even a single day? You could open such a portal all on your own.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” sighed Lorelei. “It’s so draining, though, isn’t it? Why would I go to so much effort when you’ve already taken care of all that? Especially with all those mortal sacrifices to ease the way.”
 
   Azazel’s grip on his mace tightened. His other hand balled up into a fist at his side. “And so I am betrayed by my ally.”
 
   “Presumably,” Lorelei replied with undisguised annoyance. “I couldn’t say how. But that’s not why we’re here.”
 
   “Then what do you—?”
 
   Lorelei cut him off with an intense roar of flame and light, engulfing Azazel where he stood.
 
   Targ shrank back into what little shadow remained beneath Azazel’s throne. The breath of flame was not an uncommon trait among the demons of the Pit, nor were many demons easily burned. This went far beyond all that, frightening Targ with the thought that he might be cooked alive from mere proximity. Sadly, he had nowhere else to go. Squinting and struggling to watch, Targ could barely make out the staggered form of his master in the foreground, the red-hot glow of Lorelei’s iron crown, and a sudden rush of movement off to Azazel’s side.
 
   The ugly insectoid thing that accompanied Lorelei darted in with thick venom dripping from its pincers. Its black carapace gleamed in the light of her flames, reflecting the worst of the heat. With a screech, the thing lunged at Azazel—and came face-first into the demon lord’s hammering fist with a sickening crunch. Azazel fell to one knee, allowing him to scoop up the fallen wretch with his free hand. Targ had thought the thing was already dead until it let out a second screech when Azazel held it up as a shield against the flames.
 
   Azazel’s other hand slammed down onto the granite floor. The throne room shook, disrupting the torrent of flames as Lorelei shifted to keep her balance. Weapons from Azazel’s fallen guards suddenly leapt into the air under the control of invisible hands. They hacked and stabbed at her on all sides. It was too much to counter or dodge, though none of it brought her down.
 
   The huge blocks of stone that broke loose from the floor proved a far greater threat. The first struck her from behind, battering her from head to waist with terrible force. Another flew straight up from the spot right in front of her, colliding so hard it shattered into a thick particles of dust. The cloud swiftly coalesced into writhing grey snakes, wrapping themselves around Lorelei to prevent another blast of her flames.
 
   “Amateur,” gasped Azazel. Smoke drifted from his burnt flesh and ruined jewelry. He tore the half-melted gold chains from his neck to free himself from their searing touch. Despite the counterattack, Targ saw his master’s face twisted with pain.
 
   Then Azazel turned his head and his eyes met Targ’s. “You,” Azazel beckoned. “Come.”
 
   Targ swallowed hard. He had to obey. Azazel was burned, yet his crown still shone brightly.
 
   Slowly at first, gingerly and wishing he had any way to get out of it, Targ crawled out from under the throne. He picked up the pace when Azazel repeated, “Come!”
 
   “Yes, master,” Targ answered. He scurried down the few steps of the dais and threw himself down at Azazel’s feet.
 
   Up ahead, Lorelei struggled against inanimate things brought to life by the master’s will. Targ knew she would be defeated. She frightened him, surely, yet he feared no one as much as he feared Azazel. Not even when her eyes met his.
 
   Nothing in her eyes could frighten Targ as much as the hand he felt on his head.
 
   The sudden chill through his body justified that fear. Targ felt skin and muscle contract. He felt his breath stolen and his vitality drained. Within seconds Targ felt nothing at all.
 
   Measured against the drain of Azazel’s power and the depth of his wounds, the little demon’s tiny soul didn’t count for much. It only fueled the barest recovery. Still, Azazel’s need was great, and his battle not finished. Targ’s essence was his to take.
 
   Azazel stood once more and took a step toward his bound and battered foe. Behind him, little Targ’s body crumbled to ash.
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   “No, I don’t hear anything now, either,” said Tammy. She stood with Roger only a few steps from the summoning circle, staring into the random, broken lines of glowing light amid the otherwise blackened ground at its center. Neither of them wanted to get any closer.
 
   Creepy enough that a patch of scorched earth had given off eerie noises for a couple of hours. Creepier still that such noises would fall off so sharply.
 
   Roger lowered his camcorder. “I’m startin’ to wonder if that’s just how these things act,” he mused. “Hopefully we’ll hear back from the others soon and Evelyn will have some answers. I’ll feel pretty dumb if I’ve been standin’ here recording a whole lotta nothin’ all this time.”
 
   “Aw, don’t worry about that, Rog,” said Tammy. “It’s not like we’ve worked with this sort of magic before. I’m glad you’re on top of this. We can’t be too careful.”
 
   Her companion nearly blushed under his beard. Roger shrugged bashfully, looking down at his camcorder and back to Tammy. “You mean that?”
 
   They didn’t notice the growing intensity of the glow within the circle. They also didn’t see the slight bulge in the charred ground near its center.
 
   “Of course I mean it,” Tammy replied. “These are demons, right? Maybe all those other Practitioners are too chickenshit to reach for this sort of power, but it isn’t like all those warnings come from nothing. This is dangerous stuff. We gotta make sure they know who’s boss.”
 
   A burst of soil and ash cut off anything Roger meant to say in response. The demon hovered only a few feet higher than the nearest rooftops, but that kept her out of most of the ambient light in the compound. Her broad wings beat in a slow, steady motion to hold her in place as her bald head turned this way and that. Then her long, spiked tail lashed out toward the two witnesses on the ground.
 
   Tammy jerked backward and hit the ground, cut down by a shower of long, nasty barbs. Roger cried out in shock, instinctively reaching for the pistol at his hip. He never got it out in time. Before he knew it, he was on his back with a hand around his throat and an inhuman face staring back at his.
 
   “Where are the rest of your kind?” whispered the demon. “Where are the other demons? Where is Evelyn?”
 
   “Th-they’re all in the city!” Roger blurted out. “Evelyn went with the others to take out those two witches we been havin’ problems with. I’m…I’m sure they’ll be back soon if you w-wanna wait?”
 
   The demon let out an angry hiss that stole any courage Roger had left. He wailed in terror as she stood upright and took to the sky again, still held by the neck with a single hand. She didn’t go far before turning into a dive straight for the summoning circle.
 
   Roger’s scream ended when they hit the ground, along with his life.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Lorelei fought free of the animate dust before the floating weapons inflicted decisive harm. Though she bled from numerous wounds, none brought her low. The crown healed the worst of it with hardly a conscious thought from its wearer. She was far stronger and tougher than ever, able to withstand the punishment Azazel’s magic put her through and win free. She tore the granite serpents to pieces with her bare hands.
 
   The brutal impact of her enemy’s spiked mace across her left shoulder proved she broke free too late. Lorelei tumbled to the floor amid the pain of shattered bones and torn flesh. Azazel reached out for her head with an empty hand twice as large as any man’s. She tore into his palm with her talons while the crown set to mending her shoulder with heat and magic. Acid dripped from her fingertips, adding further punishment to her enemy’s wounds.
 
   He didn’t grab her head, though Azazel managed to snatch her by her unhurt shoulder. Even then, he bought himself more grief than triumph. Lorelei practically wrapped herself around his powerful forearm, viciously tearing into him as he lifted her up. She kicked repeatedly at his jaw. A wrong move left Azazel open for another breath of concentrated flame, this time blasting across his face and drawing out a cry of pain.
 
   Azazel slammed Lorelei against the floor before he flung her away. Though her landing wasn’t gentle, Lorelei quickly recovered into a low crouch.
 
   Her crown glowed with intense heat as it healed her wounds. Lorelei rolled her wounded shoulder, feeling everything come back into place. She noted the brilliance of the gold atop her enemy’s head, a shine matched all along his left arm and his chin as his crown mended his wounds. Whatever benefit Azazel gained from draining the soul of that servitor seemed expended now.
 
   He hesitates, she noted. He feels his limits, too.
 
   “What…what do you think to gain from all this?” huffed Azazel. “Do you think yourself the first to attack me?”
 
   He lunged at Lorelei before he finished his question. Azazel’s great height carried him across the distance between them quickly. His mace came directly for her head. Lorelei met his charge with another blast of flame before sidestepping the blow. Despite his failed attack, Azazel followed through with a tackle that brought them both to the floor.
 
   In the rush of his overwhelming offense, Lorelei fell back on older habits and more natural tactics. The intoxicating power of the crown and her deep anger at Azazel had prodded her into matching her newfound strength against his. This reversal of momentum brought her back to her usual instincts. Hurt and momentarily on the defensive, Lorelei drew an enchantment of stealth around herself. As she rolled out of Azazel’s reach, she found such magic easier than ever.
 
   Azazel got to his feet, too, looking this way and that for his enemy. More than once in the past, Lorelei’s illusions fell short against a demon lord. Not this time.
 
   The implications became clear as Azazel swung his mace around for a foe he could not see. I am stronger now, thought Lorelei. The crown empowers my body, my flames…does it lend itself first to empowering one’s natural gifts? Have I gone about this all wrong?
 
   She still felt the urge to burn Azazel to ash, to meet him head on and tear him limb from limb without subtlety or hesitation. Tremors ran through the floor with his every step to warn again of the danger of such simplicity. The sight of the vortex looming behind and above him reminded her of the rest of her agenda. Contests of brute strength risked too much.
 
   Then again, it wasn’t as if she’d come at him without any planning at all.
 
   With a wave of his open hand, Azazel brought all the loose weapons and debris in the hall to life once more. Blades, spears, and even simple rocks flew in every direction, even up against the ceiling. Lorelei couldn’t evade everything; she ducked a spinning axe, but the cloud of rocks still bounced against her body and her wings.
 
   Azazel rushed in. Lorelei abandoned her invisibility, throwing herself into his charge rather than trying to dodge. She had a sense of his strength now, and her own. The succubus caught Azazel’s wrists as he brought his mace down for a two-handed swing, holding him off with great effort.
 
   The two pushed against one another in an almost absurd display. Though more than literally twice her size, Azazel couldn’t completely overpower her while she had the crown to enhance her strength. At least, not for this brief, necessary moment.
 
   “Did you empty your entire domain for this assault?” growled Azazel, his face leaning in toward hers. “Do you think this is the first time some lord has invaded my realm? You can’t win. You’re no true lord.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” Lorelei taunted. “You don’t seem to have inspired much loyalty in your subjects.”
 
   “What would you know of loyalty?”
 
   The rumble from the entrance immediately drew Azazel’s attention. A hideous mouth at the head of a colossal trail of putrid grey muscle crashed through the throne room. “For Lady Lorelei!” bellowed the great worm.
 
   The succubus blew another stream of flame at her distracted opponent, catching him off guard before she shoved him back into Hank’s path.
 
   The collision didn’t push Azazel back as far as Lorelei hoped. The tall demon met Hank with his full strength, bringing the worm to a halt within only a short distance. Lorelei couldn’t see his arms or feet or any other part of Azazel as Hank pressed in, though she saw the worm shudder under the crushing force of demon lord’s mace. Despite all that, Hank didn’t relent. He reared up and chomped down once more, giving the fight everything he had. Acid spilled everywhere as Hank threatened to devour his powerful foe.
 
   He stood no real chance. Lorelei knew that. The assault only gave her a moment to breathe and recover, yet it was a respite her enemy wouldn’t share. She gathered her wits and took stock of the situation. Movement in the vortex above caught her eye.
 
   Mandah flew down along the staircase to land in a kneeling position at Lorelei’s feet. “Mistress, the enemy has moved from the portal,” she said. “I found only two mortals. The rest took Azazel’s demons into the nearby city to kill rival sorcerers. Witches, they said. The one named Evelyn went with them.”
 
   The report renewed Lorelei’s fury and her sense of urgency. She could already be too late for her friends. The heat of the crown paled in comparison to the emotions suddenly roiling within.
 
   “Wretched thing!” Azazel shouted. Hank’s body shook under the brutal blows of Azazel’s mace. The weapons that once attacked Lorelei now delivered unchecked pain all up and down the worm’s bulk. He wouldn’t last long now.
 
   “Attack from above,” Lorelei ordered with cold rage. “Be alert. Every object in sight may fly up and attack you when he thinks to use such powers. I need only a distraction, not another casualty. Do not get in close. Leave that to me.”
 
   “Yes, mistress,” replied her herald. Mandah spread her wings and flew low for her approach. Lorelei drew another enchantment of stealth around herself. As soon as the other demon swooped down, Lorelei ran.
 
   “Enough of this,” declared Azazel. He pushed back against Hank’s maw with both arms now covered in acidic bile and blood. With a mighty downward heave, Azazel slammed Hank’s maw hard onto the floor. The worm’s body rippled helplessly against the floor, shaking the entire room. Weapons imbedded in his hide bounced free, only worsening his loss of blood.
 
   With his crown blazing in a show of his fury, Azazel stepped to one side and brought back his empty hand as if reaching for a weapon. A long stretch of the granite floor behind the great demon instantly liquefied and rolled together. With a wave, Azazel gave the rocky mass a new shape and direction. The material swiftly coalesced into a spread of long, solid spikes, which shot forward to impale Hank from the inside out.
 
   Wounded and drained but unbowed, Azazel staggered back from his defeated opponent. He caught sight of Mandah as she flew up above Hank’s body to fling a barrage of deadly spikes from her long tail. Azazel reacted in time to catch the entire shower of venomous barbs with his magic and his will. He reached out toward the flying demon with his open hand to arrest her flight in mid-air.
 
   Then he hesitated. “You are not Lorel—agh!”
 
   Lorelei darted in with both hands high, raking deeply into Azazel’s side underneath his outstretched arm. The demon lord lost his telekinetic hold on Mandah and her spikes. Azazel reeled in pain, grasping his side while he staggered away.
 
   His tail lashed out blindly in his retreat, though it snapped back when it felt the sharp rebuke of her talons. She nearly severed it altogether. Before Azazel could turn again, before he could heal himself or launch another sweeping telekinetic defense, Lorelei pressed her advantage. She dragged him back by his tail like an escaping animal. Flames roared from her mouth once more, but this time she concentrated it all against his back as she rent and slashed. The assault stole Azazel’s breath. He fell to his knees in pain. He spun and threw himself against the floor, landing on his back in an attempt to keep her from finishing her work.
 
   It wasn’t enough. Lorelei hung on, wrenching against Azazel’s tail with all her might until the appendage fell free. Azazel couldn’t hold back his screams of pain after that. The mace tumbled from his hand.
 
   She leapt upon him without mercy. Within heartbeats, she could feel the difference in his strength. Lorelei raked his chest with her talons, sapping him of more and more power. She even sensed a difference in the great demon’s size. He remained taller and broader than she, yet soon he was no longer the giant he’d been for so long.
 
   The radiance of his crown dimmed, but did not go out. Lorelei lifted and slammed her foe down onto the floor. She drove one knee into his back and clutched his face with both hands, pulling him up in a merciless hold.
 
   “Submit,” she growled.
 
   “I will not,” he snarled. The crown atop his head flared to life once more. Shattered stones rose up from the ground to strike his tormentor, but they never reached their target. Mandah flew in to bat them away before they hit.
 
   Though saved from this attack, Lorelei remembered Hank’s fate. All her enemy needed was a moment to gather his wits and come up with something more decisive. Telekinesis came easily to him. The power of the crown made his natural talents much more dangerous. Despite her progress and her newfound advantages, Lorelei found her own power pushed to its full limits. Only now could she match Azazel in physical strength. She didn’t know how much more punishment he could endure and didn’t have time to find out.
 
   Even with the battle tilted her way, Azazel’s natural talents still made him dangerous. Perhaps it was time for her to rely on her own.
 
   It wasn’t as if she had to be nice about it.
 
   Lorelei dragged her talons back along Azazel’s scalp, drawing long red wounds in his skin. Her lips came close to his ear, hot with the threat of flame. “Submit,” she demanded.
 
   The supernatural command sent a shudder through his body. She offered no hint of seduction, nor any chance of pleasure. The power of her crown made up for all that. Azazel struggled to block out her insistence.
 
   Her enemy thrashed and strained against her. Lorelei focused her will, calling upon everything the crown had left to offer. She pushed it further. “Submit!”
 
   Azazel let out a wail of despair. His crown dimmed.
 
   Lorelei’s cracked. One iron spike tumbled from her head onto the floor.
 
   “You can’t hold this realm,” Azazel protested, though with none of the defiance he’d shown before now. “Not after you emptied your own to seize it. You’ll lose them both!”
 
   “Who said I intend to hold any realm at all?”
 
   Azazel gasped with pain and desperation once more. “What do you want?”
 
   “Close the portal,” Lorelei demanded.
 
   Another iron spike fell from her head. She felt the grip of the crown slacken as its heat diminished. She didn’t care. Its power served a greater purpose. “Close the portal and open another to Evelyn. Now!”
 
   Though he wailed and thrashed, Azazel reached out with one hand to the vortex looming above. The portal’s end came suddenly, yet without ceremony or a great display. Lorelei saw a flash at the center of the vortex of clouds, and then the spot became no more interesting than the rest. The swirling mists reaching down toward the staircase scattered and drifted away.
 
   “And now Evelyn,” commanded Lorelei. “Do it!”
 
   “My power is weak,” Azazel complained. “I can barely feel her presence…but I shall…I shall obey.”
 
   A shimmering light appeared along the floor just outside his reach. It spread into a circle of radiance matching the glow of his crown, though the gold atop his head no longer shined with its former brilliance. Soon the portal stretched out to a few feet in diameter, then a little more.
 
   Lorelei decided it would have to be good enough. She slammed Azazel’s face down into the floor again, dragging her talons through his flesh before pushing herself to her feet. Azazel didn’t move.
 
   Her crown fell apart as she stood. Iron spikes and bits of the broken circlet at the crown’s base trickled from her head to the ground at her feet.
 
   Mandah stood before her. Even with the unnaturally smooth, almost featureless shape of her face, anyone could have recognized her shock. Her black gaze held Lorelei’s. Only the sound of rushing footsteps and rasping breath nearby broke their stare.
 
   Lorelei ran her fingers through her own hair as she turned to face the commotion. When her warriors burst through the entrance, they saw her standing with Mandah over her vanquished foe. The crown they saw atop her head looked every bit like the real thing.
 
   “More enemies await in the mortal realm on the other side,” said Lorelei, pointing to the shimmering portal in the floor. “Go now! Slay every demon you find.”
 
   They never doubted her for a second. The demons rushed for the portal, perhaps slightly more than a dozen in all. Already filled with bloodlust and the rush of victory, every one of them leapt into the portal with “Yes, mistress,” or Lorelei’s name on their lips.
 
   That left Lorelei alone with Mandah and her defeated enemy once again.
 
   “Yes. You are free,” Lorelei said in the face of Mandah’s unasked question. “This is how it feels.” Lorelei picked up a few shards from her crown. As she straightened once more, she stomped harshly on Azazel’s back. “If you are willing, I would ask one final task of you.”
 
   The taller demon tilted her head in response. She no longer bowed or knelt. “What would you have me do?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two:
Closing Time
 
    
 
   The story took only a couple of hours. At first Zafirah’s questions and active commentary frustrated the storyteller. Eventually, though, Alex understood the level of detail she wanted. He learned to accommodate. As much as he dearly wanted to get back home to Lorelei and his friends, he found himself able to entertain with the tale.
 
   Alex had to concede Zafirah was charming. He enjoyed her company.
 
   “Yusuf is not a demon,” corrected Zafirah as he concluded the long tale. “He is an ifrit—a kind of jinn, like myself, though the ifrit are generally unpleasant. Many live independently, but I believe Yusuf serves Moloch, another of Hell’s princes.”
 
   “Ugh. Moloch is so gross,” Rachel added for Alex’s benefit. “He’s got all kinds of yellow boils and puss all over his body. And he drools.”
 
   “Thanks for that image,” Alex grumbled. “So why did Yusuf back off from me?”
 
   “As I said, your hands are stained with immortal blood. It is as plain to the jinn as the color of your hair. Yusuf may have thought you came for him, or he may have recognized the potential danger of tangling with you and saw no benefit. Even if he did not know who you are, the risk of the unknown is a powerful deterrent.
 
   “The ghuls, by the way, are not zombies as you keep saying,” she went on. “They are a lesser type of jinn that inhabit the bodies of the dead. It was not always so. For a long time, the ghuls merely wandered the desert giving out bad directions to travelers.”
 
   Alex blinked. “Wait, what?”
 
   “It’s true,” said Zafirah. “I blame Western imperialism for the change. Such a bad influence on everyone.”
 
   “Okay, focus,” said Rachel. “Storytime is over. Obviously we’re in a hurry. We’ve got people to help and fuckers to stomp. You can send us home, right?”
 
   “I can, yes. Alex has paid his price. You have not.”
 
   “What do you want?” Rachel asked, immediately wary.
 
   “One day and one night of your service.”
 
   “Aw, c’mon!” Rachel protested. “You know damn well I can’t promise that! You see what’s at stake here. We’re all on the same side.”
 
   “Are we?” Zafirah asked, still calm but now a little less warm. “You have seen the suffering in this region. Do not let the nightclub and my good cheer deceive you. I am quite invested in the welfare of the people hurt by these wars. You ask me to expend great power to help you. What do I get in return?”
 
   The angel’s jaw dropped. “When did you become a philanthropist?”
 
   “When the bombs started falling. It is not all that I do. Sometimes I am here. Sometimes I am elsewhere. My life and pursuits do not go on hold for every mortal disaster, yet I am here, and I am involved. I have always been on the side of good, Rachel. You know this, or you would not have come to me.”
 
   “Then why charge us payment?” asked Alex.
 
   “Do not the doctors in your country require payment for their aid?” countered Zafirah. “Your firefighters and police don’t work for free, do they? I do not exist only to aid random heroes on their quests with no agenda of my own. I will gladly help Rachel in exchange for one day and one night of her service, at a date I shall name in the future.”
 
   “You’re out of your fuckin’ mind, Z,” Rachel fumed. “You know I can’t do that.”
 
   “She can send me home, though, right?” Alex pointed out. “You can catch up. Look how fast you got here. It’s only a few hours, isn’t it?”
 
   “Lots of shit can happen in a few hours, especially when things are this fucked,” said Rachel. “Z, you gotta help me out here.”
 
   “I am,” said Zafirah. “What you ask of me is no small thing. And in doing this, you put me in conflict with Azazel and Sammael. The danger does not deter me, yet what happens to those I look after if something happens to me? I sympathize, Rachel, but I need more for this than a warm feeling in my heart.”
 
   Rachel vigorously rubbed her face as if trying to scrub away frustration. If that was her plan, it failed. “I can’t work for you, Z. I can’t cut deals with you. I’m an angel. It doesn’t work like that. Heaven—”
 
   “‘…needs to pull its dumb-fuck head out of its stupid, stubborn, goat-weasel ass?’” Zafirah interrupted. “Isn’t that what you once said to me? Besides, aren’t you already compromising on all that by being here with Alex?”
 
   “It’s not the same,” Rachel argued. “I didn’t choose to be bound to Alex. That choice was made for me, against my will. Obviously it worked out great in the end, but it’s not like I chose to go against Heaven’s will for it.”
 
   “Except the part where you fell in love and jumped into bed with him.” She glanced to Alex with a smile. “My heart swelled at that part of your story. I like a good romance.”
 
   Rachel’s retort caught in her mouth. “Okay, fine, there’s that. Whatever. Point being there’s a reason I get away with as much shit as I do when it comes to him.”
 
   “Your bond is not the only reason,” Zafirah replied calmly. “Your transgressions gain results. How is this any different?”
 
   “It is. Working for someone else—anyone other than Heaven—is different. It just is. Even if it’s only temp work.”
 
   “What if I pay?” Alex spoke up. “For both of us?”
 
   Zafirah turned to him with her bright smile creeping back into place. “Perhaps.”
 
   “Aw, fucking hell,” Rachel groaned.
 
   “You are not an angel, but…” Zafirah considered it. “Yes, Rachel. I think I might be satisfied if I can borrow Alex. Three days and three nights of his service should be fine. I’ll let you know when I’m ready to call in your debt.”
 
   “Three? Wait a sec,” Alex objected hesitantly. “What do you want out of me?”
 
   “Nothing evil. Nothing that would violate Heaven’s light or put Rachel in a bad spot. I am no evil spirit. But for three days and three nights, you will do my bidding. A mortal man of many skills, experienced with the supernatural, bound to an angel and under a mitigated succubus curse? Yes, I can think of uses for you.”
 
   “Er…?” Subconsciously, Alex leaned back away from her in his seat.
 
   Zafirah rolled her eyes. “Oh, I won’t demand that. Come now.” She paused, grinning more. “We’ll let that happen naturally. Clearly your lovers don’t mind.”
 
   Rachel folded her arms across her chest almost forcefully. “Y’know what? This time, we actually might.”
 
   “Then have we a bargain?”
 
   Alex looked to Rachel. The angel fumed, glared, huffed, blew a lock of her blonde hair out of her face, and eventually nodded. “Okay,” said Alex. “Deal. How does this work?”
 
   “Magic, of course,” Zafirah explained. “I have never been to Seattle, and thus I cannot send you there specifically. However, if you concentrate upon those you love, I can send you to their side. It sounds as if you have plenty of connections to guide you.” She rose with a welcoming gesture. “The spell itself will take almost no time at all. Best we do this on the roof, though. Such magic is much easier under the open sky.”
 
   Alex and Rachel stood. He glanced to Rachel, who grumbled, “Should’ve known it wouldn’t be that easy.” The angel followed Zafirah to the door with Alex close behind. Music and flashing lights washed into the room again as their hostess stepped out of the lounge.
 
   In a single, swift move, a man in a black blazer slipped between Zafirah and her guests at the door and shoved Zafirah hard out onto the dance floor behind him. Though Rachel reflexively rushed forward, the attacker was still fast enough to plant one fist directly into her chest and send her flying back into the lounge. She struck the mirror that lined the wall above the couch with a loud crash.
 
   Much like Rachel, Alex found his reactions came up short, too. He promptly reached over his shoulder to snatch the sword from its sheath along his back, moving to one side to get some room. The intruder took both legs out from under Alex with a low, sweeping kick. Then the intruder grabbed the door without looking and closed it behind himself. Ice quickly covered the doorknob under the attacker’s hand.
 
   Alex recognized the attacker’s face despite the ugly scars that almost split both of his bloodshot eyes.
 
   “So I’m having what you might call a relationship problem,” Sammael began. “Plenty of fish in the sea, as they say, but there’s always that one, you know? And we’ve been on and off again for ages. She used to beg me to stay with her, but there was always something in the way.”
 
   Rather than listen to the rest, Alex tore the gladius from its sheath and swung for Sammael’s thigh. He didn’t get there. Sammael caught the sword in his right hand—letting the blade cut right into his flesh—and held it there. “Now here we are with all the old obstacles finally behind us,” he seethed. “No more work commitments, no need to hide anything from anyone. Boundless opportunities ahead…”
 
   Sparing a glance toward Rachel, Alex saw the angel pick herself up off the floor—and the crater she’d left in the concrete wall behind the shattered mirror. Sammael seemed to notice his look, but he only smirked. “She can’t save you,” he said, interrupting his monologue for a matter-of-fact warning. “She needed four of her friends the other night just to keep me busy. And that was in Seattle. As it happens, an angel in dominion isn’t so strong when she’s not actually in her dominion.”
 
   Alex yanked the blade free from Sammael’s hand, pulling more blood out with it. Drops fell across his legs and chest. The fallen archangel’s blood felt so cold it hurt, even through denim. Then Sammael pushed him to the floor with one foot on his chest, keeping Alex pinned. He wasn’t gentle about it, either.
 
   “Anyway,” Sammael continued, “here we are, everything finally in place for things to work between us. Except, of course, that now she’s hung up on some stupid—”
 
   Rachel swung the couch into his back hard enough to knock him over, freeing Alex from that powerful foot. The couch’s frame broke in half on impact, but she kept her grip on the flopping furniture, swinging her improvised weapon down on her enemy.
 
   “Go!” she shouted at Alex.
 
   He didn’t argue. Teamwork was more important here than gallantry. She couldn’t run until he did. Alex sprang up for the door, but promptly jerked his hand back from the doorknob before it froze to the metal. “Shit!” he hissed. He tugged the sleeve of his leather jacket over his hand to protect it before trying again.
 
   “Is it stuck?” Rachel asked right before Sammael kicked her into a glass coffee table.
 
   “I suppose I’ll cut straight to the point,” he sighed, crossing the room with murder in his scarred eyes. “I could say my problem is you, but that’s ridiculous. Just look at you.”
 
   Alex backed up along the wall. Though he focused on Sammael, many of his previous lives had taught him to maintain his peripheral vision and to listen in a fight. He tracked his surroundings well. Alex only backed up to play for time. Rachel tore herself free from the wrecked table, but it wasn’t as if Sammael didn’t notice.
 
   What he didn’t see was the way the doorknob now behind their enemy lost its covering of frost as it quickly turned red hot.
 
   “No, the problem is that ritual bond keeping you together,” Sammael continued. “It’s clearly interfering with her judgment. She’ll get over you as soon as she’s no longer affected by that nonsense.” He laughed bitterly. “How could she want you over me?”
 
   “I’m guessing it’s a problem with your personality,” Alex suggested.
 
   The taller man flashed him a condescending smile, then swung a low, wide blow against Rachel as she lunged up at him. Alex moved at the same time, stabbing forward with his sword while Sammael bashed Rachel away once more. The sword barely cut him. Sammael effortlessly shoved Alex back.
 
   “You had to know she’d be the death of you,” said Sammael.
 
   “I keep hearing that and yet I’m still here,” Alex replied.
 
   Sammael’s eyes flared. So did the bit of metal behind him. With a loud crack, the door flew open. Zafirah stepped in with the momentum of her forceful entry, wielding the entire red-hot doorknob assembly like a weapon. She struck Sammael across the face with it, searing his flesh and forcing him back from Alex. A second such blow bought them both a little more space. The disgraced angel staggered away, clutching a wound on his face that gave off a faint trail of smoke.
 
   “Stupid fool of a jinn,” Sammael spat, pulling his hands away from his face. The burns left by the metal were already healing. “You don’t have the sense to run.”
 
   “You do not understand hospitality,” said Zafirah over the loud music spilling into the room. “I would protect any guest, even from the likes of you.”
 
   “Took you long enough,” grunted Rachel as she picked herself up off the floor.
 
   “He turned two of my security people against me,” said Zafirah. “And mortal witnesses always dampen the power of magic.” Without looking, she waved a hand at the door. It swung shut and held as if it still had a latch.
 
   Alex looked at the door, blinked, and said, “No, wait—”
 
   She didn’t listen. With her hands now spread wide, Zafirah brought them together in a dramatic motion. Virtually everything in the room from furniture to debris flew up and slammed together around Sammael.
 
   He stepped through it all like a ghost. Zafirah reached backward, producing a ball of flame in her hand out of thin air. In the heartbeat of time she needed to throw it, Sammael’s sword of ice grew from his own hand. He whipped it up in a simple, swift motion to block the little fireball, which fizzled out of existence as quickly as it appeared.
 
   Sammael walked forward. He needed to cross only a few steps.
 
   “Open the door,” said Alex.
 
   “But—” Zafirah protested, raising her hands as if to work more magic.
 
   “Open it!”
 
   “Fine,” said Rachel.
 
   Everyone moved at once. Sammael rushed in to stab Zafirah. The jinn, in turn, conjured more flames as if to create a shield. Alex yanked her out of the way. Rachel moved in to intercept their foe, ducking her head and leading with one shoulder to tackle him, but instead grabbed him just under the shoulder with one hand and hooked her other arm under his crotch.
 
   It wasn’t a move Sammael expected. The real surprise came when she kept lifting, spun, and ran him through Zafirah’s flames. Though Sammael was correct about her powers weakening outside her dominion, the door never stood a chance against her.
 
   The two tumbled to the floor amid broken and splintered wood. Alex stepped out around the doorframe into flashing lights and thumping music to find Sammael’s wings gone and his sword a crumbling line of ice on the floor. Rachel, too, no longer looked so angelic. Nearby, the two bouncers who’d ushered Alex into the VIP lounge were slumped into some nearby chairs, attesting to Zafirah’s problems getting back inside to help. Beyond them, dancing stopped and heads looked up from tables and the bar.
 
   “What are you doing?” asked Zafirah.
 
   “Picking my battles,” Alex grunted. He rushed in. Sammael was almost up off his back before Alex was on him, providing a convenient target. Alex brought his heel straight into Sammael’s face, knocking the fallen angel onto his back once more. He pulled back the gladius for a downward thrust, hoping to finish this quickly and not caring who saw it. This fight was already too desperate to hold back.
 
   Sammael’s reflexes recovered before the blade could land. His forearm battered the blade away with enough force to knock it from Alex’s hand. Sammael turned into the move to roll himself to one side and then halfway up again. Alex, too, made use of his own momentum, bringing his other hand around for a resounding left hook before Sammael could rise.
 
   Practically any ordinary man would’ve suffered a dislocated jaw. Yet while Sammael jerked away, Alex immediately wondered if he’d hurt his own hand more than his opponent. Alex winced as the crowd let out oohs and ahs, fighting back the pain in his fist. Aim for softer tissue, he told himself. No more hitting bones. Ow. 
 
   His hesitation cost him. Sammael threw a punch that Alex only narrowly avoided. Alex dodged the second, too, giving ground and blocking a third only to wonder if blocking hurt any less than actually taking the hit.
 
   The crowd stayed back and watched rather than interfere, but their presence made a critical difference. Now Alex merely fought a stronger, faster man rather than someone who could lift a car or shrug off bullets. Despite his offensive posture, Alex could tell the situation threw Sammael off, too. He seemed to expect far more of his blows. The cumulative punishment from the fight also seemed to have an effect.
 
   “This won’t save you either,” Sammael grunted. He kept advancing and throwing punches too fast for Alex to counterattack.
 
   Modern music and flashing lights aside, this environment felt familiar enough to Alex, or at least to the old west saloon piano player he used to be. People behind Alex got out of the way as he backpedaled. He felt the bump of a stool against his butt. The bar would be right behind him. He knew how to spring this trap.
 
   Alex caught Sammael’s forearm in his next swing, twisted, and pulled hard. With his other hand, he grabbed the back of Sammael’s head and slammed his enemy’s face into the corner of the bar. His fingers clenched hair so he could pull back and shove down again and again, keeping Sammael’s arm immobilized all the while. “Nobody beats me in a bar fight, asshole!” Alex raged.
 
   Back by the broken VIP lounge door, Rachel pushed herself up again. Zafirah reached out to help steady the angel. “I’ve tried to aid him, but the magic will not take hold,” warned the jinn. “I don’t think Alex can hold the advantage long.”
 
   “Shit, he’s still got that fuckin’ nail,” Rachel remembered. She glanced around the room. The crowd hadn’t entirely left, but it was already thinning out. As she fully expected, she saw angels whisper silent encouragements to their mortal charges to leave. None of them came up to help Rachel, let alone Alex. As much as they might sympathize, this wasn’t their fight.
 
   Glasses and bottles bounced along the bar with each impact. Alex snatched up a nearly full bottle of vodka and brought it down on the back of Sammael’s head, hitting him with the corner so the bottle wouldn’t break and he could use it again. The bewildered angel staggered to his knees despite every blow to his skull.
 
   “Alex can’t hold him,” Rachel realized. “Okay. Can you give me a boost?”
 
   “Nothing dramatic,” said Zafirah. “Not with so many witnesses.”
 
   “Just hold the debris steady. I’ll do the rest,” said Rachel.
 
   Within a few hits, the bottle broke. Vodka splashed everywhere. Alex tried to grab Sammael by the hair again, but this time he was a little too slippery. Sammael only needed that brief gap. Though Alex still had his arm twisted and held back, the fallen angel was strong enough to shove Alex backward.
 
   Someone caught him. No, Alex realized—not someone. Zafirah. She caught him by the shoulder with one hand, resetting his balance as a white and blonde shape rushed past them both for another go at Sammael.
 
   To his surprise, Alex saw a fallen barstool slide up into Rachel’s path all on its own. She planted one foot on its side as she closed with Sammael, hooked one hand up under his jaw and lunged upward. Rachel rose only a few inches, but clearance wasn’t the point. The dexterous move enabled her to heave Sammael up and over the bar, sending him crashing into glass shelves full of bottles. He tumbled to the floor under an avalanche of sharp debris.
 
   The remnants of the crowd roared with surprise, disbelief, and more than a little bloodthirsty delight. Rachel didn’t stop for a bow. She turned to Alex and Zafirah and yelled, “Go!”
 
   “Wait.” Alex hustled to the bar again. Until this instant, he hadn’t been able to spare a single second on anything but hitting or dodging. He never had a chance to reach inside his leather jacket.
 
   The .45 was in his hand as he reached the bar. He leaned over and fired as soon as he saw the fallen, bewildered man pushing himself back up off the floor. The first bullet knocked Sammael back down. Alex didn’t think twice about unloading all four remaining rounds in the magazine. It wasn’t like he could miss a shot like this.
 
   Frightened shouts and commotion followed as the crowd abandoned the spectacle. The appearance of a gun meant this was no longer an entertaining bar brawl. Even those guests inured to such violence recognized they had no stake in the outcome.
 
   A familiar hand tugged Alex back before he could evaluate his handiwork. “We gotta bail, babe,” urged Rachel. Zafirah was already halfway across the nightclub floor, waving for them to follow.
 
   Alex didn’t argue. “Won’t that put him down for a bit, at least?”
 
   “Did anyone else see you shoot him?” she pointed out.
 
   He let out a grumbling sigh as they ran. “Well, shit.”
 
   “Don’t worry, you fucked him up. He’ll be on his ass for at least a minute.”
 
   “A minute?” Alex exclaimed.
 
   “Yeah! We did fuckin’ great!”
 
   “This way,” Zafirah urged from an emergency exit. Any other guests of the club who’d gone this way were already out. She held the door open, bringing them into the bottom of a stairwell. Across the small landing waited another exit door, but Zafirah held up her hand before her companions used it. “We go up,” she said.
 
   Alex grimaced at the flight of stairs. He hadn’t counted windows on his way in, but the nightclub sat at the bottom of a six or seven-story building. “Okay, then,” he said. At least Rachel’s touch helped beat back any fatigue.
 
   “Allow me,” said Zafirah. He felt another hand upon him, and then everything in his vision became a blur. Air rushed past, filling his ears with the soft whistle of rapid winds.
 
   The sensation ended as suddenly as it began. He staggered out onto a rooftop that held only a few bits of ventilation equipment and some cheap patio furniture. Taller buildings nearby offered a pretty skyline he was too surprised to appreciate. Stars twinkled peacefully in the night sky. Rachel and Zafirah stood right beside him. “What the hell was that?” he gasped.
 
   “Most jinn can travel faster than mortals,” she explained. Zafirah raised her hands in the air and spun around twice. Sparks and smoke trailed from her fingers. “This will obscure us from onlookers in the taller buildings,” said Zafirah. “Stay close to me. We must be unseen. Alex, your nail. It will disrupt my magic.” Then she began waving her hands in a small circular pattern. A ball of flames appeared, floating amid her flashing fingers, though it quickly flattened and grew into a disk the size of a dinner plate.
 
   Following instructions more out of trust than understanding, Alex stuffed his empty .45 back into its holster to free up one of his hands. He dug the nail out of his pocket and tossed it away before stepping forward with Rachel. Her eyes continually scanned their surroundings, including the deck at their feet.
 
   “He’ll really recover that fast?” asked Alex. “What’s it gonna take to put that guy down?”
 
   “Fuck if I know,” Rachel admitted. “Not unless we can sic an archangel or two on his ass. It felt like we almost had him at the casino, but I had plenty of help with that clusterfuck. Even then he got away from us, which was all he wanted in the first place.”
 
   Unsettled by her answer, Alex glanced back to Zafirah and found the disc of flames was now half as tall as the woman who conjured it. The flames only flickered at the edges. Through the center, Alex saw only dim, shimmering light.
 
   “Think of those you love most,” said Zafirah. “This will take you to them almost as swiftly as the magic that brought you here.”
 
   “Are you coming with us?” he asked.
 
   “No. I cannot. I must remain behind to close this portal. Do not worry about me. Many times, I have hidden from angels and demons alike. Sammael will not find me once you are gone. You must think of those you love,” she repeated. “Those besides Lorelei. Demons are more difficult subjects for such magic.”
 
   Alex threw Rachel another glance, which she only answered with a tense but reassuring nod. She seemed to trust Zafirah’s ability to take care of herself. With that, Alex took in a long breath to steady himself, briefly closed his eyes, and tried to think of the other people in his life.
 
   It wasn’t hard. A couple of them could work magic much like this, though generally without so much in the way of visual special effects. This whole mess started up because he wanted to help Onyx and Molly.
 
   Zafirah’s circle grew. Her fluid, dramatic motions looked almost like a dance. “I do not know where you will appear,” she said.
 
   Alex took her warning to heart. Rachel slipped her hand into his. “Ready when you are.”
 
   “Then it is time,” said Zafirah. The circle stretched almost to her full height.
 
   “Thanks, Z,” said Rachel. “For everything.”
 
   “I am all too glad to help,” she said. The grin in her voice reminded Alex he would still owe her for this. “Now, go!”
 
   Rachel gave Alex a small tug. He held his breath as they ran into the portal, having no clue what this would be like.
 
   “Damn you!” shouted a voice. Alex turned his head at the sound, but then he was through the portal and gone.
 
   Sammael flew in on his black wings too fast for Zafirah to do anything about him. He swatted her aside, flying straight into the portal after the others.
 
   She picked herself up off the deck, grunting with pain at her bruised ribs and the bump she took to the head. The portal shimmered away, though it already retracted before her eyes. The jinn let out a tired sigh.
 
   “Good luck, my friends.” Zafirah clapped her hands together. The portal winked out of existence. “I’ve done all for you I can.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three:
The Battle of Suite 1705
 
    
 
   The boom of Amber’s shotgun chased another face back from the wreckage of the front door. This one looked human at a glance. She couldn’t say the same for all of them. The huge corpse lying halfway in and halfway out of the foyer definitely wasn’t human. Not with that sort of size or shape, and not with that tail.
 
   Then again, at least the monsters didn’t carry firearms. Amber couldn’t decide which presented the scarier threat.
 
   “Okay, I’m here,” Taylor announced, slipping up against the wall beside her. “Got the shells. How many do you need?”
 
   “Take a handful out of the box and hand them to me one at a time,” said Amber. She tried to sound calm, though for all she knew that was already a lost cause. She also tried to keep her voice down, given how close they were to the enemy. Hopefully the gunfire had left the enemy’s ears ringing as badly as her own. “Jason, can you cover?”
 
   “Sure,” said her boyfriend, right behind her the whole time. He knelt a little lower to see around her hip, keeping her pistol trained on the door.
 
   “Don’t fire unless you see someone,” she hissed. “You’re suppressing, not sharpshooting, okay? Just keep their—”
 
   He fired twice. “Shit! Jimmy’s down!” barked someone out in the hall. “I think he’s dead!”
 
   “Okay, you’ve got this,” Amber decided. She kept the shotgun up with her right hand while she collected shells from Taylor with her left. Thankfully, she could slide each shell up into the loading port on this thing while keeping it trained on her targets just like an ordinary 12-gauge.
 
   She managed three shells. Then a fourth. She almost had the thing fully loaded again before a rush of movement preceded a muzzle flash at the doorway. Amber pulled her trigger. Jason fired, too. Neither of them seemed to hit much, but the sudden yelp of shock beside her struck at her worst fear.
 
   “Jason!” Taylor cried.
 
   Amber couldn’t look. Her heart leapt into her throat, but she had to defend the entrance. She couldn’t turn to see if he was only hurt or if it was much worse than that. “Wade! Molly!” she shouted. “We need help!”
 
   Behind her, Taylor tugged Jason around the corner. Pulling him only a couple of feet along the carpet left an ugly red trail. “Oh shit,” Jason gasped. Blood covered his hands at his chest. “Not good.”
 
   “Hold on, I can fix this,” Molly assured him. The tension in her voice wasn’t entirely reassuring.
 
   “Naw, Molly, you got the magic,” Wade interrupted in a rush. He pushed one hand down on Jason’s chest, laying his pistol down beside his friend. Amber’s shotgun boomed again. “All ah got is a gun, but ah c’n take care of this. Y’all gotta keep the bad guys out,” he finished, nodding toward the agent at the corner.
 
   The redhead moved away. Taylor leaned in as Wade tore open Jason’s button-up shirt. “What can I do?” she asked, though she flinched at the sight of blood and bubbles coming from the hole under Jason’s left collarbone.
 
   More gunfire covered up Wade’s first few words. “…get a credit card or somethin’ to put over this,” he said. “An’ we’re gonna need a little tape or some plastic wrap.”
 
   Taylor pulled out her wallet and produced a credit card. Her eyes swept the increasingly demolished living room for the rest of what Wade needed. She looked to the counter separating the living room from the kitchen. Bullets kicked up sparks and knocked down a rack. Then her eyes came to Molly, who stood behind Amber with her wand in hand.
 
   “Keep your heads down,” Molly instructed. She waited only a heartbeat before bringing back her wand as if readying for a swing. Ever since the window shattered, a strong breeze had drifted through the apartment. Now it stopped and shifted in response to Molly’s gestures. Taylor, Wade, and Amber sank low on the floor. An incredible rush of air tore through the apartment as Molly swung her wand toward the door.
 
   Nothing in the foyer remained after that gust of wind. Coats on the wall rack, shoes in the corner, and every splinter and bit of fabric from the ruined couch flew out into the hallway in one great blast of debris. Even the body of the demon rolled out of the way. Surprised, angry voices outside the foyer suggested the mess was more than an inconvenience for the attackers.
 
   Amber wheeled around the corner again with her shotgun up. Taylor darted into the kitchen for Wade’s first aid supplies.
 
   “Stay here with me,” Molly warned Amber. Everyone could hear the edge in her voice. She drew her wand back again, this time with a steadier motion and her other arm stretched out toward the door. The air shifted once more, this time blowing from the hallway into the apartment in a strong, constant wind. “I hope all the neighbors are hiding behind closed doors. I’m not playing around tonight.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The lamp didn’t break over Leon’s head, but it surely hurt. Others got it worse as the wave of clothes, broken furniture, and other assorted trash blew through the entrance. Most of it was frustrating rather than dangerous except for all the splinters from the door. Several of those struck the snake-like demon clinging to the ceiling. A couple more injured one of Leon’s guys.
 
   He still had a handful of men and demons ready to fight. They’d have pushed into the apartment through brute force if it hadn’t been for the unexpected couch barricade that blunted their entry. The shotgun was an unforeseen problem, too. Between the charms carried by Leon’s guys and the unnatural toughness of the demons, nobody should’ve been vulnerable to that sort of weapon.
 
   Leon made a mental note to take care of Hector as the next order of business, but he had other problems on his hands. The hallway was a mess of debris and hurt, frustrated men, several dead comrades, and a couple of angry demons. He needed to turn this around.
 
   The wind changed directions again, whistling back through the apartment. That didn’t surprise Leon. Action, reaction, no big deal. He shifted his gun over to his left hand and murmured the words to a spell. A small orb of fire appeared in his empty hand, growing and intensifying as he whispered.
 
   He needed only a couple of seconds to work this up. As he chanted under his breath, Leon nodded to one of his guys on the other side of the open doorway to make some trouble. Jackson acknowledged it, leaned up against the doorway—and then jerked out of the way as the snakey demon darted inside.
 
   The shotgun boomed again, of course, this time twice in rapid succession. Jackson swung his rifle and head around for a shot, only to jerk back into the hallway with another boom. He landed on his back with part of his skull missing.
 
   Hector apparently loaded his friends up with something more sophisticated than an ordinary pump-action, to say nothing of whatever magic he’d put on the damn thing.
 
   The whistle and the rush of the wind died off. Leon hardly noticed. He kept whispering the words to his incantation, knowing he needed to concentrate for a spell this spectacular, but for some reason he could barely hear himself. At first he thought it was just the ringing in his ears from all the gunfire.
 
   Then he lost his chant, and the rest of his breath. Air escaped from his lungs, leaving him silently wheezing. He couldn’t inhale. There wasn’t any air to breathe in at all.
 
   His men looked up with similar alarm. Someone tried to shout but not a sound came out. The little fireball in Leon’s hand fizzled. He forgot about the spell. He had a bigger problem now.
 
   As his men looked this way and that, jostling one another in near panic, Leon pushed past his back-up and rushed down the utterly silent hallway. He only needed to make it a couple of steps. The window at the end of the hall would work fine. It had to.
 
   Once, while watching movies, Dutch had told Leon that a gun wouldn’t work in a vacuum. No air to ignite the gunpowder, he’d said. Thankfully, that turned out to be as much bullshit as most of Dutch’s conspiracy theories. Leon’s pistol fired as designed—soundlessly, but at least the thing worked. His shot put a hole through the window down at the far end of the hall.
 
   The resultant explosion brought a rush of air and flying shards of broken glass back at him. Leon flung himself to the floor, saving himself from the worst of it. A glance back to the broken apartment doorway confirmed his couple of remaining guys were still there, though they’d need a second to get themselves together again.
 
   They’d lost the couple of demons they brought along as shock troops. Several of his own guys were down. Nothing in this mess suggested Aaron’s end of the job went well.
 
   “Fuck this,” he growled, bleeding from a cut across his forehead. Leon tugged his radio out from his jacket. “Coot. I’ve had enough of this. Send the rest of ‘em down. Now.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Shit. Must’ve opened up a window,” grunted Molly. “Fucked ‘em up for a second, though. I think there’s about four of them left out there.”
 
   “How can you tell?” asked Amber.
 
   “I can feel it in the air.” She looked back over her shoulder. Molly couldn’t make out much across the street beyond a dim red glimmer in the otherwise darkened office. Another frightening concern played out much closer. “Guys, how’s he doing?” she asked Wade and Taylor.
 
   Jason fought for breath. His eyes darted around with worry. Other than that, he didn’t move. Wade kept at him with the plastic wrap Taylor retrieved from the kitchen. It was an ugly, bloody mess, but Wade handled it with a level head and confidence. “Ah’m jus’ keepin’ him together ‘til you can fix ‘im up with magic,” said the other young man. “Whatever other tricks you got up your sleeve to take care o’ them assholes outside, ah figure you oughta go for it.”
 
   “Most of the good ones would set the building on fire,” the witch muttered. “I’ve gotta get to Onyx, too. Fast.”
 
   “It looked like Drew took the other bad guy down,” said Taylor. She turned from Jason to the scene across the street. Whoever was standing didn’t look like Drew. She thought he might be pointing a gun. Taylor saw Wade’s pistol at his feet and snatched it up. Even if she could only distract the bad guy, it would be something.
 
   As soon as she brought the pistol to bear, a mass of red scales and gleaming yellow eyes dropped into her line of sight at the window’s edge. The thing swung itself around into the living room with hungry eyes. Then it yelped out a painful snarl and flopped to the floor. “Guys!” Taylor yelled.
 
   More swept in from above and from the sides. Some flew on demon’s wings while others climbed along the glass-covered exterior. Taylor shot the first one as it landed, needing no training to hit a target so close. Almost as soon as she fired, she heard the other jarring pops of another pistol, and then the shotgun once more. Wade had taken up the pistol Amber had loaned to Jason. Amber turned from the corner to help cover the window.
 
   “The wards are still holding,” Molly shouted over the noise. “They can’t come in without the wards hurting them!”
 
   “It don’t keep ‘em out altogether,” Wade noted between shots.
 
   Molly raised both hands in a dramatic gesture, bringing a furious gust of wind up along the outside of the building to disrupt the assault. All she could accomplish was a moment’s push and a couple more seconds of delay, but she could make something useful out of that—were it not for the enemies she knew were coming at the door again.
 
   “Damn it, no!” she barked. Molly swung her concentration and her power around to the foyer once more. The windstorm blew the other attackers back a few steps. It wouldn’t be enough to take them down.
 
   Only Amber’s shotgun could do real harm to the demons. The pistols Taylor and Wade fired had about as much effect as throwing rocks. Jason fought to breathe, while out across the street, Drew and Onyx were out of reach. For all Molly knew…
 
   No. Don’t think that, she told herself. You can’t afford to now anyway. Her heart pounded as she tried to hold off assaults on two sides. Demons attacked in one direction, wizards with guns lurked in the other. The rest would have to wait.
 
   Demons and wizards didn’t scare Molly nearly as much as the thought of losing Onyx, or any of their other friends dying over this mess she’d dragged everyone into. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Fire seemed to be a major theme in Alex’s life.
 
   His girlfriend could breathe fire. His other girlfriend had a flaming sword—usually, anyway. He met them both in a funeral chapel that soon went up in smoke. About a week after that, he found himself in some fiery suburb of no-shit-really Hell. He burned his hands to the bone with Rachel’s sword in order to get out of there, but the angel managed to make that right again…although according to a woman who claimed to be made of living fire, that little incident stained his hands forever.
 
   There was the mansion fire, too. And the bus tunnel. And the first strip club he’d ever visited. For all he knew, the casino had burned to the ground Friday night, too. The alarm sure was going right before he found himself in the middle of some missile crater in Iraq.
 
   When Zafirah conjured up a big blazing tunnel to take Alex and Rachel home, he couldn’t even muster up an objection. You want me to run through a tunnel made of fire? Okay. Whatevs.
 
   Alex and Rachel didn’t have to run far. The tunnel curved, yet he quickly saw its end in some dark room. That made sense, given how Zafirah couldn’t dump them into a crowded bar or a busy street. Not if she wanted the magic to actually work.
 
   A little magical fire didn’t bother him at all if it didn’t burn and if it took him home, or even someplace close to it. The shouts chasing them down the tunnel bothered him, though. So did the faint but constant popping noises up ahead.
 
   He didn’t look back. Rachel did. “Aw, fuckballs,” she grunted as they came to the edge of the tunnel.
 
   “What is it?” Alex asked. “What’s wrong? Oof!”
 
   Details of his new surroundings flooded in all at once: a dark room, something like an office, but everything out of place and wrecked. He saw bodies on the floor, felt the cold night air and clearly recognized the popping sounds as gunfire now. Drew shouted his name, Rachel cried out, “Onyx!” and whoever Alex bumped into tumbled backward and waved his arms with a yelp.
 
   Instinctively, Alex reached out to grab the man by the arm. The guy’s greater weight and loss of balance threatened to pull them both down, but Alex dug his heels in on the carpeted floor. Within another second, his mind processed more details: he was in an upper-floor office, the window was gone, and out across the street he saw his own condominium building—no, his own apartment, also with its window gone and the balcony smashed. The gunfire came from within.
 
   The man he held back from falling out of the office looked immediately familiar.
 
   “You!” snapped Aaron, still waving one arm for balance and trying to pull back inside.
 
   “Oh, fuck you, clown,” Alex grunted. He let go without a second thought.
 
   Aaron screamed, but not for long. The fall took care of that.
 
   “God damn am I glad to see you two!” Drew huffed.
 
   Alex spun around. Drew rose up from the floor while Rachel knelt over someone on the carpet. Blood pooled all around the fallen woman’s black skirt and Doc Marten lace-up boots. “Onyx?” he gasped in sudden shock and fear.
 
   Then a rush of movement blew between them all, tackling Rachel into the wall and knocking both young men aside. Thankfully, the collision didn’t send Alex toward the window. Instead, it flung him against the same drywall that now held a halfway embedded angel.
 
   Sammael stepped in to deliver a second punch. He lost control of it on the wind-up, pulled back by Drew’s strong arms. Even Sammael appeared vulnerable to good technique, leverage, and momentum. It wouldn’t last, though. The fallen angel could easily overpower everyone in this small space.
 
   Alex spotted a nice assault rifle on the floor beside Onyx. It was his first look at her awful wounds, too, which only amplified his concerns. The last thing she could afford now was a fight like this. One good stomp and she would be gone.
 
   Alex swept the rifle up off the floor as Sammael shook Drew off. He didn’t bother trying to turn the barrel on his enemy. He knew better than that. Besides, he’d fought this sort of battle before. Bullets weren’t the best weapon.
 
   Training from two wars took over. With both hands on the rifle, Alex swung the butt of the weapon across Sammael’s jaw, then thrust it hard against his face. “Rachel!” he shouted. “Help Onyx!”
 
   Already prying herself out of the drywall, Rachel crouched over Onyx to shield her and laid her hands on the young woman’s bloody abdomen. The angel didn’t need too much time to bring Onyx back from death’s door even after all her trauma. Though the witch was horribly torn up, Rachel knew as soon as she made physical contact that Onyx still had enough blood to stay alive. She only needed to mend the worst of the wound. The task would take only seconds.
 
   Drew helped Alex buy that time, driving his heel into their foe’s back with a punishing kick. It wasn’t much, but all they had to do was keep him off balance. Rachel could feel her strength return now that she was back in her dominion. Onyx inhaled sharply as her flesh knit back together and her hemorrhaging stopped. Just a second or two more and Rachel could take over and fuck Sammael’s shit up like he wouldn’t believe.
 
   It all changed in a flash. Sammael endured another kick, another pounding from the rifle, and promptly tackled Alex straight out of the open window. The rifle clattered onto the floor as they both dropped out of sight.
 
   “No!” Rachel shouted—and then saw another enormous problem directly across the street. Demons swept down from the top of the condo building down at their home, some clinging to the edifice and others gliding on their wings. Gunfire from inside the apartment slowed their advance, but only barely.
 
   “Oh shit,” gasped Drew. He stepped close to the ledge, first to track Alex and then watching the mess across the street.
 
   Rachel didn’t hesitate. She gathered Onyx up off the floor. “Did he drop Alex?”
 
   “No, they went that way, but—”
 
   “Is Molly over there?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Stay clear of that mess,” Rachel told him. Strangely, she turned her back to the street. Then she jumped off the ledge as if diving backward into a pool, with Onyx in her arms and her wings spread wide.
 
   The angel flew across the street, showing Drew exactly why she took that odd position when she knocked a couple of demons out of her way. Throwing herself backwards protected Onyx as the angel broke through the crowd. Her sudden appearance disrupted the attack. Some lost their grip on the edifice. Others shrank back in fear at the sight of her.
 
   Rachel landed on her back in the living room. Amber and Wade held their fire as she flopped onto the floor. Reacting on instinct, Taylor nearly shot her.  Beside the angel, a short, squat, red figure picked itself up off the carpet, shaking its head. Rachel kicked the imp back out the window before rolling Onyx onto the floor beside her. “Guys, have Molly fix her up!” Rachel urged as she got back to her feet.
 
   Reaching up from the floor beside Taylor, Jason weakly tried to call out, “R-Rachel?”
 
   “Wait, but—!” Taylor tried to interrupt.
 
   “No time! I gotta save Alex, too!” Rachel launched herself back out into the night, driving an angry fist into the nearest demon along the way. She knocked the thing out of the window, beat her wings once to keep herself aloft, and snatched the next nearest monster by its tail. Swinging it hard with both hands, Rachel used the hapless demon as a weapon to batter the rest of its kind aside and clear more space for her friends.
 
   “Ugh. I see how it is,” Jason rasped, his hand falling to his side again. “It’s ‘cause I’m an atheist, isn’t it?”
 
   “Whuh?” mumbled Onyx.
 
   “I don’t even wanna hear it,” he mumbled back. “Lookit you. Freakin’ polyamorous pagan witch, and you get an angel rescue. I’m an atheist and I get a sandwich bag for a bandage ‘cause nobody trusts atheists.”
 
   “What?” she coughed.
 
   “Eh. Some shit I read online,” he finished before drifting out of consciousness.
 
   Wade heard none of Jason’s ramblings. He saw an opportunity and took it. With the window briefly cleared of enemies, Wade spotted Drew still standing in the office across the street. He darted to the rifle bag on the floor and picked up the last remaining magazine for the assault rifle. “Drew!” he yelled before throwing it across. “Help Rachel out!”
 
   His throw could have easily gone awry. Drew couldn’t even track it in flight until it was too late to catch the thing, but at least it landed inside the office. He only needed a second to track it down and another to retrieve it and the weapon. The demonstration from Hector’s shop remained fresh in his mind. He remembered how to eject the previous magazine, how to insert the fresh one—no, wait, turn it the other way, dumbass, he thought—and he remembered the bolt thingie or whatever it was called.
 
   Outside, Rachel’s aerial battle continued. She fought roughly a dozen or so demons, some small and some large. None seemed inclined to push past her toward the apartment. Rachel hit one demon with a painful backhand, kicked another away before it could tackle her in mid-air, and generally held her own. Drew wondered why she didn’t whip out that flaming sword of hers, but it wasn’t like he could ask.
 
   He knelt at the edge of the office. The fight wasn’t in completely open space. There were still a couple of floors above Rachel and her foes, and possibly people inside the apartments on the other side. Drew remembered Hector’s promise about his guns, and how the magic upon them would keep the user from shooting anyone he didn’t mean to shoot. Without such an assurance, Drew wouldn’t have even considered this.
 
   “Reggae gun bunny better not be playin’,” Drew muttered with the rifle up to his shoulder.
 
   Everyone moved too fast for him to aim very well. Rachel fluttered from one opponent to the next. Drew saw one demon get in behind her and rake her back with its nasty claws. He gave up on any hopes of precision shooting.
 
   The gun roared in his hands, spitting bullets up into the sky around his friend. The attacker at her back caught the worst of it and fell away. Drew nailed a couple of others, too, driving them and the rest back from Rachel as the windows behind them shattered and collapsed. Not a single shot hit the angel despite Drew’s almost total lack of training or practice.
 
   His unfamiliarity left him surprised at how quickly the weapon ran out of ammunition. The whole magazine emptied out in what seemed like a single breath, perhaps even faster, but at least he did some damage and gave Rachel some room to move. She pressed her advantage, flinging one demon out of her way and then another. Her quick efforts scattered the rest before she soared off in the same direction Drew had seen Sammael take Alex.
 
   He couldn’t blame her for that. Hell, he wanted her to go after Alex. But even hanging back to help with this fight for less than a minute meant practically anything could’ve happened to his friend by now.
 
   Things were still happening across the street, too. Drew saw Onyx slowly climb to her feet. Wade looked to someone else lying on the floor. “Oh God, Jason!” Drew gasped.
 
   With his heart suddenly in his throat, Drew turned around to find a way out of the building. He stopped short at the glowing circle of light he found spreading up over Evelyn’s body. “Aw hell, seriously?” Drew grimaced.
 
   “Wretched mortal,” hissed a voice behind him. Drew spun around again. Perched on the edge of the office was a dark red creature out of a nightmare. Broad, bat-like wings folded in around a head closer to a goat’s than a human’s, but goats didn’t have fangs. Tiny flames wafted up from bullet holes in the demon’s arm and chest.
 
   Another demon swung its head and shoulders around the top corner, looking far more human than its companion but for the sinuous bend to its body. It, too, bore wounds from Drew’s gun.
 
   “No angel remains to save you now,” taunted the first.
 
   “You can have the soul,” offered the second. “I want the body—wait. Behind him!”
 
   Had he not seen the light already, Drew would’ve taken the words for a cheap ruse. Instead, he jumped to the side, figuring it best to get as far out of the way as he could from whatever came.
 
   A scaled, howling dog emerged from the circle to vindicate his instincts. Smoke and flame trailed from the beast as it charged the goaty demon on the ledge. The collision sent both monsters falling away into the night.
 
   Another demon emerged from the circle, this one flying out on wings that scraped up against the walls of the office. It, too, attacked the nearest opponent, chasing the snake-like freak who’d laid claim on Drew’s body.
 
   More followed. Drew practically flattened himself against the wall to avoid the rush of demons. The instant fighting between the newcomers and those who’d threatened him suggested this was a battle he didn’t need to join. The sudden influx ended almost as quickly as it began, and once again he saw his gut instincts proven right. This new faction tore headlong into the others with ferocity and roughly equal numbers.
 
   Nothing else threatened his friends in the apartment, or at least at the window. Something or someone had their full attention directed toward the hallway, apart from Onyx still slowly getting to her feet and Taylor watching over Jason by her side. Drew saw Taylor nod as Onyx looked up, suggesting Jason still hung on. That simple sight relieved at least one of Drew’s fears, but this still wasn’t over. He had to rejoin his friends right away. He couldn’t do them any further good over here, nor did he really want to be alone.
 
   Then a hand rested on his shoulder. “Drew,” she said.
 
   He spun around and stepped back, fists up and ready to go another round with Evelyn if he had to. Thankfully, she was still on the floor and still full of holes. The demon woman standing in front of him looked every bit as fearsome, though—until his mind caught up to his reflexes. “Lorelei?”
 
   The circle of light faded out of existence behind her, darkening the room. Her black clothes were in tatters, revealing a dark pattern of lines along her skin that hadn’t been there the one time Drew saw her whole demonic form.
 
   Her eyes quickly took in the situation. “Is everyone else inside the apartment? Where is Evelyn?”
 
   “Behind you. I got her with that magic gun, so I think she’s dead,” Drew explained quickly. “Listen, Alex and Rachel are back. That Sammael dude, too. He grabbed Alex and took off straight out the window. That way.”
 
   “Get to the others if you can, and stay safe,” Lorelei urged before she flew off into the night.
 
   He doubted he could follow both of her instructions at once. Her appearance made him think twice about running headlong out of the office, though. Drew glanced around at the dead men on the floor until he found another gun. Most of the weapons looked complicated, but thankfully one of the bodies wore a revolver on his hip. He’d tried one of those before. Better to go with something he could actually use than some fancy weapon he’d have to figure out.
 
    The main floor outside the office lay quiet and dark. Drew took the doorway carefully, using a little common sense before simply running out into the unknown. Mostly he saw cubicles and a couple sets of big file cabinets. Some of those cubicles bore holes from shots that kept on going through the office wall.
 
   Nothing worse than a punctured water cooler stood in his path. A dimly glowing exit sign hung from the ceiling tiles. With no danger in sight, Drew hustled through the shadows.
 
   He made it around the corner of the cubicle farm before he ran into trouble. The pair moved almost without a sound, rushing in from another hall with shadows shifting to cover their path. In the darkness, Drew couldn’t make out much of their features, but their hunter’s clothes and rifles marked them as probable enemies. One of them reached out with an empty hand. Drew brought up his gun and fired.
 
   Nothing happened. The revolver went off, but then Drew couldn’t pull the trigger a second time. He couldn’t jump back behind cover, either. He couldn’t move at all.
 
   “Fucker would’a hit me, too,” said the one with her hand outstretched. “You see that? He had that gun up quick.”
 
   “I’m more worried ‘bout the fact he’s up and movin’ at all,” said her companion. He brought his shotgun up to his hip, pointing it right at the immobilized young man. “I got a bad feelin’ about the others. Can you hold him here, or should we put him down and move on?”
 
   “This spell only works while I’ve got my eye on whoever I’m holding,” replied the first.
 
   “Then let’s not stop for questions. Sucks to be him, I—ghurk!”
 
   They both jerked forward at once. The man with the shotgun twisted and fell to the floor with the handle of a knife embedded in the back of his neck. The woman spun to meet the threat, revealing a matching knife handle sticking out of her upper back. Drew came free from her spell as soon as she turned, but the fight was over before he got involved. A resounding blow hit her under the jaw with an audible, bone-snapping crack. The hit lifted her at least an inch off of her feet, sending her sprawling backward on the floor.
 
   Where she stood, Drew first saw a boot and a leg in dark jeans at full extension for a high kick. Both came down as Sierra produced another knife from her jacket and flung it into the fallen woman.
 
   “That one is Bill,” Sierra explained, “and this one’s Loretta. Think they’re the whole back-up team here. I followed them from the street.”
 
   Drew lowered his pistol. Sierra gave a shrug. “It’s the dumbest thing,” she went on. “These wizard guys all cast spells and make charms to protect themselves from guns. They don’t even worry about the rest. ‘Who’s gonna come at me with a knife?’ y’know? It’s crazy.”
 
   “Yeah. Yeah, I’ve heard that, too,” he huffed. “Thanks. Are the elevators that way?”
 
   “Yes.” She turned to join him as he rushed past. “C’mon, you aren’t even a little surprised to see me?”
 
   “Hell, no. People been jumpin’ out at me all night. At this point I’m just rollin’ with it.”
 
   As he’d hoped, the elevator doors opened as soon as he slapped the call button. He moved inside with Sierra and hit the button for the ground floor. She said nothing, waiting for him to speak first.
 
   “Did you follow us here from the gun store?” Drew asked.
 
   “Sort of. I followed Bill, actually. He’s the one who followed you from the gun shop. I only spotted him as you took off in your buddy’s truck. Turns out I don’t have your cell number or I would’ve called. All I could do was watch and wait.”
 
   “So you saw everything going on out there?”
 
   “Everything I could see from the street, anyway. I had to hide when all the bad guys arrived, so mostly all I could do was text a warning to my own people and then keep track of Bill. He and Loretta got nervous as soon as you went flying across the street, but they didn’t move in until the demons dropped down on your friends from the roof. I couldn’t do much about that, so I followed those two instead. Plus I knew you were here.”
 
   “Right,” Drew exhaled. The elevator provided only the briefest respite. He glanced at the digital display over the doors. They’d be on the ground in seconds. “Are your people gonna come help?”
 
   “I don’t know. They can’t get here in time, anyway. They might call Jin and hope his guys get involved, but even those guys won’t get here before this is all over. It doesn’t really matter. I haven’t looked at my phone.”
 
   “Wait, so you ran in here without anyone telling you whether or not to get involved?”
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   “So are we cool now?” he asked. “Do you see who is on whose side here, and who the real bad guys are?”
 
   “I guess. Maybe.” A small grin played at her lips. “I felt kinda bad about being shitty to you earlier. Plus I didn’t know when I’d get another chance to get your phone number.”
 
   His jaw dropped. Apparently he could still be surprised tonight. “I got…wow.” The elevator came to a halt. Its bell rang as the doors opened. “At least two of my friends are hurt right now and I don’t know how this shit ends. This might not be the best time.”
 
   “That’s fine. I’ll stick by you until you’ve got a moment.”
 
   “Cool.”
 
   No trouble awaited in the lobby. Apart from the broken glass scattered on the sidewalk outside like snow and Aaron’s body on the sidewalk, the street seemed almost peaceful and clear. “You gonna be cool with all my friends, too?” Drew asked.
 
   “I dunno. I’ll try, I guess? They seem kinda sketchy. Look at the shit they get you into.”
 
   He let out a sigh. “That’s fair.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Molly saw everything she needed most when Rachel rolled Onyx onto the floor. Onyx moved under her own power, even if it was only a dreary, confused wave of her hand. Though her clothes were torn and soaked with blood, Molly saw no open wounds. She knew from direct observation what Rachel could do for a wounded person. The angel surely wouldn’t have abandoned Onyx without at least stabilizing her.
 
   The love of Molly’s life now lay on the floor in front of her, dazed and hurt but still alive.
 
   Rachel pushed the demons back. Wade and Taylor fought on. Jason looked as if he might not make it, but his friends defended him. Amber blasted another demon with her shotgun and turned away to reload. Molly stood beside her to cover the foyer and the door.
 
   They hung on by a thread. Half of a two-front battle finally saw progress. Molly turned her attention to the door and the hallway beyond, where the wind told her four foes still waited for an opportunity to attack. She had them off-balance after pulling away all the air, even if only for a few seconds.
 
   Nobody else needs to get hurt in this mess, she thought. At least not any more of my friends. I dragged them into this. The only one who should be at risk is me.
 
   Four enemies. At least one Practitioner, probably more, and definitely some guns between them. Amber hustled to reload, though she had to help cover the window, too. Only a few seconds to spare.
 
   Molly stuck to the basics. By now, she hardly needed the motions or the words for her cat’s eyes spell. It had been one of the first enchantments she’d ever learned. With a hiss and a shake of her head, she altered her sight. Ancient words for “shadow” came easily to her lips after years of practice, too, plunging the hallway outside into darkness.
 
   She’d learned those simple spells before coming to Seattle, well before meeting Onyx or even Elizabeth. Her departed mentor was of a different Practice, and couldn’t have taught her to summon the winds through the hallways again to fling debris everywhere. Instead, Elizabeth taught her techniques and secrets that held true from one Practice to the next.
 
   For one thing, Elizabeth taught her it didn’t matter which hand held the wand. Molly passed the verawood shaft to her left hand as she strode up to the door. It gave her the chance to fill her right hand with something much less elegant.
 
   “Molly, what are—?” Amber hissed, still slotting another shell into her weapon.
 
   She didn’t answer. The shifting currents of the wind warned Molly of the imminent recovery of the enemies in the hallway. Two were almost up now. A third, farthest from the door, was already up again. There wouldn’t be a better time than this.
 
   Molly stepped into the windy, darkened hall, jabbing the man to the left of the doorway with her wand. She couldn’t bring an actual blast of lightning through here without preparation, nor would that be safe for those on her side, but she could at least discharge a good jolt on solid contact. The witch shifted away from him almost before her wand delivered its incapacitating effect with a flash of white light.
 
   Her second opponent pushed himself up along the wall, bleeding from his nose and his ears but able to wreath his hands in flames. Thankfully, Molly got in the first punch. Rather than calling on magic like her target, Molly relied upon her trusty brass knuckles to tip the odds in her favor. The electric pop of her spell preceded the ugly, bone-crunching thump of her fist, but her foes dropped almost simultaneously.
 
   A third man in a camouflage hunter’s coat lay crumpled along the side of the hallway. Molly spared him nothing more than a glance. Movement down at the end of the hall drew her attention and her alarm. The witch swung her wand toward the man at the corner wielding a shotgun, hurling every bit of wind she could muster at him before he fired. Her other arm came up in front of her heart and her face in a reflex that would have been futile but for the power of her magic.
 
   The sudden gust of wind sent the gunner’s aim off to the right. The worst of his blast tore into the wall beside her. Molly paid for her survival in blood and pain, still catching bits of shot along her arm and shoulder. With even a second or two of warning, Molly might have turned back the blast entirely. She’d managed it before. This time, she counted herself lucky to keep herself alive. More importantly, the gunner ran. Molly fought back the pain to chase after him, whipping up more air at her side at every hurried step.
 
   Concentrating the power of the wind cost her the sensory input it once provided. Molly saw the debris in her way thanks to the cat’s eye spell, but she could no longer sense the man around the corner up ahead. The shadows didn’t make for complete darkness, either. He’d seen her well enough to shoot before. He could be halfway to the elevator or he might lurk right around the bend. She wouldn’t know until she got there.
 
   Her concerns flashed through her mind in the course of only a few steps. The hall wasn’t that long. Molly had enough time to realize the danger, and less than two seconds to think of a way to counter it.
 
   Though her arm hurt like hell, it still worked. She doubted she’d be throwing punches with it again tonight. Molly flung her brass knuckles into the wall past the corner. It struck with a thump against the drywall, immediately followed by another boom from a shotgun. Bits of drywall flew from both walls as the buckshot spread out through the corridor.
 
   “You’re not getting me, bitch!” the man wailed before the shotgun went off again. “I’ve had enough of this shit.”
 
   The witch paused at the corner and focused more wind, swirling it around in a building spiral of power. “Fine,” she said, and then cringed as even that single word provoked yet another boom of his gun. Molly ducked low as she rounded the corner, swinging her wand and all the air at her command along with one more word: “Leave.”
 
   She saw him at the end of the hall with one hand on the stairwell door. Her forceful gust of wind pushed him away before he could turn the handle. A cry of terror escaped his throat as her spell picked him up off his feet.
 
   The window at the far end of the hall had already been shattered during the fight. That made it even easier for Molly to show him out.
 
   Her shoulders sagged as soon as her opponent fell away into the night. The wind died off while the pain in her right arm and shoulder came to life. Molly used the wall for support to push herself up. She didn’t hear gunfire from inside the apartment anymore, but that didn’t mean the fight was over. For all she knew, they still had more demons to deal with. Nor had she seen Leon in the mix with the bad guys.
 
   Sudden, intense pressure inside her chest stole the breath from her lungs. Molly fought to breathe as a sharp pain ran up her spine. She thought she might vomit, or suffocate, or black out. Her injured right arm and shoulder felt like the least of her problems. The redhead staggered back into the far wall of the hallway junction in search of some support.
 
   The man she’d passed over on her way out the door stood in her path with his black wand pointed at her. She recognized Leon mostly from his mustache and his lean features. The aviator sunglasses and ball cap were gone now, revealing eyes gone red from burst blood vessels and a hateful glare.
 
   “You’re still alive?” Leon grunted. He seemed exhausted and hurt, though clearly in far better shape than Molly. “This spell was enough for that old bitch you worked for.”
 
   Her next breath came out as a desperate gasp and sob. Leon mistook her struggle to breathe for emotional turmoil. His mustache couldn’t hide his sneer. “Evelyn helped us make sure no one ever knew. Dunno where she is now.” He reached down with his free hand, fumbling for the gun that finally came into his grasp. “Guess I’ll finish this on my—my—hhhk!”
 
   Some tall and dark shape swept out of the doorway behind Leon. He staggered forward with his eyes shut tight. The hand holding his wand came to his forehead. Molly’s agony fell away as if someone had flipped a switch, though her body still throbbed with the after-effects. She vaguely made out the dark-haired woman behind Leon reaching out to him with both hands. Her fingers twisted and bent in an arcane gesture as he growled in pain.
 
   Molly couldn’t cast a spell now. Her mind still ached from whatever Leon had done to her. She had to finish this on a mixture of adrenaline, rage, and the weapon she found at her feet. Thankfully, Onyx held Leon in check with her magic long enough for Molly to get her fingers in place. The only shot he got off went straight into the floor.
 
    Molly drove her brass knuckles into Leon’s cheek with all the power she could put behind a punch. The impact hurt her, too, reminding her there was a right way and a wrong way to use the weapon. With Leon up against the wall opposite the apartment doorway, Molly put slightly more effort into using them correctly. She pounded Leon with one hammering blow after another until he collapsed, and then fell to her knees beside him so she could keep pounding.
 
   He didn’t move. Blood flowed from wounds she’d left across his scalp and his face. Molly hit him again just to be sure, but she saw no reaction.
 
   The lingering pain from Leon’s spell subsided, putting the buckshot wounds to her arm and shoulder back to the top of her list of personal problems. She’d gladly take a wounded limb over a dead girlfriend any day.
 
   Onyx put her hand on Molly’s shoulder. “You okay?” she asked, clearly every bit as drained as the other witch.
 
   The redhead nodded. Sniffed. Felt a tear roll down her cheek. “They killed Elizabeth.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “They killed her and we never knew.”
 
   “We got ‘em, though,” Onyx assured her. “Most of ‘em. We’ll get whoever’s left, too. Later.”
 
   Molly looked up. Onyx offered a weary, loving smile in return. A smear of blood marred one cheek, to say nothing of how much of it matted her hair and soaked her torn clothes. None of it mattered. Not as long as she was still alive.
 
   “Thought I lost you,” the redhead managed.
 
   “I’m still here. You guys got to me in time. All I had to do was keep conjuring blood into myself.”
 
   “Is the fight over?”
 
   “I can’t tell. A bunch of demons flew out of that office across the street and started beating up the demons we were fighting. Lorelei flew out of there, too. I think she went after Alex and Rachel. Everyone else is okay except Jason. He’s still hanging on. Needs your help.”
 
   “Right,” grunted Molly. She forced herself up again. “Jason.”
 
   Onyx tilted her head toward the hallway junction. “Did you take out that other bad guy with a pun?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “’Leave?’ And then you blew him away? Did you say ‘leave,’ or did you say ‘leaf?’”
 
   The corners of Molly’s mouth twitched. She opened her mouth to answer, but hesitated when Onyx narrowed her eyes and added, “Or are you only about to say it was planned because I just pointed it out to you?”
 
   “…maybe?”
 
   “I love you, Molly.”
 
   “I love you, Onyx.”
 
   “C’mon. Jason needs your help. He’s getting whiny.”
 
   “He got shot in the chest,” Molly pointed out.
 
   “Yeah, I know. One bullet. I got all my insides clawed up but nobody heard me crying about it. Guys are such babies.”
 
   “I bet we didn’t hear it ‘cause you were on the other side of the street.”
 
   “Oh whatever.”
 
   “I got shot, too. Look at my arm. I’ve got holes all over my sleeve.”
 
   “And you’re still gonna wear that shirt, too, aren’t you?”
 
   “Damn right I am.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four:
Too Late to Talk This Out
 
    
 
   The arm wrapped under his shoulders threatened to crush every bone in his chest. Alex knew Sammael could do it, too. To make it all the more galling, Alex had to hang on to his enemy and hope he didn’t let go. They quickly passed through the unnatural fog bank encircling his home, presenting Alex with a good look at the other rooftops of downtown Seattle.
 
   As painful as dangerous as a shattered ribcage might be, the fall from this height would definitely be fatal.
 
   “What’s wrong, Alex?” taunted Sammael. “No more urge to fight? Perhaps you’re hoping we can talk this out now?”
 
   Alex didn’t reply. He looked down at the streets below, noting the way Sammael weaved between the towers and kept clear of the rooftops. His captor never took them close enough to anywhere Alex might jump and hope to survive. Sammael’s broad black wings stretched and beat as he climbed a little higher. Alex even felt the bony top arc of one wing bump against his head.
 
   He wrapped his left arm around Sammael’s neck, but that didn’t last. The other man grabbed his wrist and pulled it back, squeezing and twisting painfully. Nothing suggested it required any significant effort. “None of that now,” said Sammael, enjoying the younger man’s growl of pain.
 
   Alex flailed with his other hand, grabbing onto Sammael’s belt at the small of his back in case that might do any good. Muscles all up and down his captor’s back flexed with every beat of those black wings. Wrestling with Alex took no effort at all, yet carrying him into the air was not the same sort of task. Apparently Rachel hadn’t exaggerated about the difficulty of lifting a mortal into the skies.
 
   Cold night air whistled past. Sammael wheeled around. His wing kept awkwardly bumping against Alex as he flew.
 
   Rachel’s wings usually faded through everything whenever Alex could see them. Lorelei’s were a little different, but still followed the same pattern. He could only touch them if Lorelei allowed it. Then again, it wasn’t like she used them much.
 
   Apparently Sammael’s wings had to exist in this state if he wanted to carry Alex high above the city—or, at the moment, above the I-5 and its constant flow of vehicles driven by mortal witnesses.
 
   “If it’s all the same to you, I have no final words,” said Sammael. “I only thought to get you away from that mess down below in case Lorelei is there. She’ll get over your death, but there’s no reason she has to see it happen.” Sammael shifted his grip, snatching hold of Alex at the waist for a throw.
 
   Alex wrapped both arms around Sammael’s black wings in a violent, merciless hug. A sharp cry of pain and shock from his captor rewarded his efforts. The wind shifted instantly. Alex felt his stomach rush up into his throat as they fell.
 
   Sammael shoved Alex away in a sudden panic. His great strength only worsened the damage Alex did to his wings as he flung the young man off. Bones popped out of joint. Long black feathers came loose in hands that refused to let go.
 
   Alex plummeted through the sky. Sammael fell right along with him.
 
   Streaming lights along the freeway grew closer and closer with terrifying speed. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Alex hoped this might take Sammael down at least for a while. Maybe it would give Lorelei and Rachel time to find some way to beat him once and for all. Mostly, his brain was overcome with the helpless terror of imminent death.
 
   He could hear the noise from the I-5. Northbound traffic moved at a decent clip for a Sunday evening. Vehicles even enjoyed a little space between one another for once. Alex made out the shapes of cars, SUVs, and semis, and even a Metro bus before he heard a loud, urgent curse. He knew that voice.
 
   His fall ended with a sudden impact of white feathers and profanity. “Fuck fuck fuck I told you this was hard!” Rachel shouted with her arms wrapped around his waist. Her wings beat fiercely to keep them both aloft and halt her trajectory. Alex dangled upside down in her embrace, his eyes turned back to the freeway where he’d almost died.
 
   Sammael flashed through street lights and low beams as he struck the unforgiving concrete of the I-5. He bounced up a couple feet, tumbling across two lanes. Drivers swerved left and right to avoid him, but none of them came to a stop.
 
   None except the bus, and even that happened too late for Sammael. He lifted his dazed and bloody head from the pavement in time to see the panicked eyes of the bus driver and the passengers closest to the front before it hit. With cars to either side, the driver had no chance to swerve until his newest passenger was caught under the wheels.
 
   A ripple of crashes, grating metal, and squealing brakes followed. “No no fuck no,” Rachel groaned. She wheeled around over the freeway, turning Alex around to hang from his arms. Cars stacked up behind the bus, several of them crunched up together “People are hurt, I’ve gotta go help the other guardians!”
 
   “Go! Drop me off and go,” Alex replied.
 
   “Can’t go too low or they’ll see,” she explained. Rachel released him over the stopped bus.
 
   He saw her fade out almost instantly overhead, flying straight at a pair of crumpled cars before she vanished. Horns blared all around, mixed with panicked screams and angry shouts. Every lane ground to a halt. Northbound I-5 would be tied up for a while.
 
    Alex looked down over the side of the bus, wondering if it was too high to jump safely. The SUV kissing the back end of the bus provided a decent half-step to the ground. The airbag filling its windshield provided the added bonus of nobody seeing him drop down onto the hood. Only as his feet met the pavement did the absurdity of his worries about a safe jump sink in, along with one other surprising thought: Holy shit, I’m still alive.
 
   Passengers streamed out of the bus. Ordinary men and women spread all around into the wreckage, some with their cell phone cameras up and others with more compassionate concerns in mind. “Hey man,” said one of them as he reached out to Alex, “are you alright?”
 
   “What? Oh, I’m okay,” he replied. Given the state of his clothes, he couldn’t blame anyone who took him for the victim of a car accident. “I’m looking for people who need help.”
 
   Black feathers lay strewn around the front tire of the bus. Blood stained the tire tracks along the last few feet of the vehicle’s path. Alex crouched low, hoping to find Sammael’s body under the bus, but nothing so reassuring awaited him there.
 
   Strong hands grabbed Alex from behind. “Mortal worm!” someone shouted, swinging him against a nearby car. Alex cracked the passenger window with his shoulder as he hit, but stayed on his feet. He didn’t recover quickly enough to dodge Sammael’s wild right hook against his cheek, nor could he block the foot that came up into his gut.
 
   Nothing remained of Sammael’s clothes but blood-stained tatters. Much the same could be said for his skin. Sammael stood before Alex as a collection of road rash and worse, yet he fought on. His fist still hurt against the younger man’s temple.
 
   “She’s mine!” Sammael raged as he fought. “She’ll always be mine!”
 
   Alex sidestepped the next punch. Sammael’s fist crashed straight through the car’s side window. The fallen angel winced and growled in pain, but Alex didn’t hear it over the sound of the shocked audience.
 
   People are watching, he remembered. That’s why he hasn’t pulverized me already.
 
   He knew an opportunity when he had one. Alex launched a right cross into Sammael’s face before the other man got himself free. He followed through with blow after blow, pummeling his bloody attacker halfway to the ground. “She doesn’t belong to anyone, asshole!” Alex shot back before delivering a punishing stomp to his enemy’s head.
 
   “Yo, dude, I think you got him,” someone yelled.
 
   “Where are the fucking cops?” asked another voice.
 
   “Jesus, you’re gonna kill that guy! How is he not already dead?”
 
   Alex put it out of his head. He couldn’t let up. The fall and the bus had taken so much out of his foe, and the growing crowd of mortal witnesses inhibited his supernatural power. For the first time, Alex thought he might have the upper hand. “Sucks being down at our level, doesn’t it?” he grunted while driving another punch up into Sammael’s side.
 
   The fallen angel replied with a nonsensical, furious roar. He tackled Alex against the car, wrestling for any possible edge. Then his hand fell across a possible solution. Sammael jerked the pistol free from its holster under the younger man’s leather jacket and jammed it into Alex’s stomach.
 
   The trigger clicked. Alex slammed his forehead into Sammael’s nose. “It’s all out of bullets, you dumb—” he began, but he didn’t get the words out in time. Not before Sammael turned his attention and the gun on their audience.
 
   “Back off!” he shouted. “Back off or I’ll kill you all!”
 
   “Gun! Shit, he’s got a gun!” blurted all too many voices in the crowd. Suddenly, the fight no longer fascinated or entertained. Faces turned. Bodies ran.
 
   “Aw shit,” Alex grunted. He drove his foot into Sammael’s groin. His bloody opponent stumbled, bringing his face straight into a textbook perfect uppercut. The blows hurt him, but Alex already saw a difference in his strength. Punches and kicks wouldn’t put an immortal down.
 
   Suddenly moving with renewed speed, Sammael shoved Alex back against the car. His hand closed down around Alex’s neck before lifting him up into the air. Alex put his knee into his enemy’s jaw, and then again, each time with less effect.
 
   An arc of flame swept down through Sammael from shoulder to hip. He dropped Alex and howled in pain. Smoke drifted from cauterized flesh across his torso as he dropped to his knees.
 
   Rachel stepped between them. Her sword burned brightly in her hand. “We’ve got this ratfuck loser now, babe,” she said. “Let us take it from here.”
 
   “Us?” came her lover’s choked reply. He glanced left and right, at first seeing nothing but the stopped cars and the bus that made up the battlefield. Rachel’s halo lit up the space, reflecting off of every window and fallen mirror.
 
   In those reflections, Alex saw movement. Reverse silhouettes of men and women gathered in close, each of them framed by broad, white wings. Alex thought he saw glowing and burning swords, too, though he couldn’t look for more than a second or two before the glare became too much.
 
   “Hah,” Sammael coughed. He spat a glob of blood at her feet. “Have you…brought enough…guardians to help this time?”
 
   “Who said anything about other guardians, asshole?”
 
   Alex rolled up onto his hip. A red, feminine hand came into his to pull him to his feet. Lorelei stood beside him with her demonic features fully revealed. He didn’t recognize the dark lines that now decorated her body, but he could never forget her face.
 
   Neither could the fallen angel now struggling against a mountain of injuries just to stand. “Lorelei,” he rasped.
 
   She turned to face him. Alex watched her stride past Rachel. She kept one hand low, holding a curved bit of iron out of plain sight. “You have an explanation for all this?” Lorelei asked as she stepped up to him.
 
   “Yes,” said Sammael. “If you would—”
 
   “I don’t want to hear it,” said Lorelei. Without warning, she plunged the iron spike into his chest.
 
   Sammael threw his head back in the worst scream Alex ever heard. His hands fumbled at the spike driven deep into his heart, but the metal seared his fingers. The line of his flesh already charred by Rachel’s sword began to crumble away. Glowing embers from underneath broke through before drifting off on the breeze. The defiant courage Sammael once showed soon crumbled, too.
 
   “I can’t die,” he gasped. He staggered to one knee. “I cannot…I cannot die!”
 
   Alex stepped past Rachel and Lorelei. “Sure you can. I believe in you,” he said, and stomped hard on Sammael’s chest to knock him onto his back. Much of the fallen angel’s torso scattered across the concrete in glowing embers that quickly turned to ash. The rest of him followed suit, crumbling away into nothing within seconds.
 
   Soon, only the spike remained. Any trace of its unnatural heat vanished. Alex saw only a bit of shaped iron laying in the road amid the ashes. He nudged it with his foot, then tapped it with his fingers before picking it up. “What the hell is this?” he asked as he turned around, but decided not to press his question when he found Lorelei and Rachel in a deep kiss.
 
   His stomach hurt. Several of his teeth felt loose. Blood from either his nose or his lip marred the sleeve of his leather jacket after a tentative wipe. Whatever strength still remained in his muscles had to be a matter of pure adrenaline, which couldn’t last much longer. Beyond all that, Alex grew aware of their surroundings again. Sirens approached from both ends of the freeway. He even heard a helicopter overhead.
 
   None of that made him want to break his lovers up. The only urgency he felt now came with the memory of his arrival and the scene at their apartment. Even that left him with a pang of guilt as he shuffled in closer. 
 
   Rachel’s blade was gone. She held Lorelei close, her arms wrapped around the demon while her lover’s red hands ran through her blonde hair. Even when their lips parted, their embrace did not. The angel leaned her forehead against Lorelei’s, releasing a tiny breath of relief.
 
   “I am sorry, love,” said Lorelei. “I saw no other way.”
 
   “No. It’s fine. I trusted you,” the angel replied. “I still trust you.”
 
   “Hey,” Alex broke in softly. He slipped a hand around each woman’s back, joining their embrace without breaking them apart. “We gotta get back to the apartment, don’t we?”
 
   Lorelei withdrew her hand from Rachel’s blonde hair to caress Alex on the neck. “We should return,” she said, “but I believe things are under control there.”
 
   “Oh good,” Alex sighed with relief. “So now all we’ve gotta worry about is all the cops and firefighters and the chance someone probably got video of this mess on their cell phone.”
 
   “I have us concealed now,” said Lorelei. “No one will see us as we leave.”
 
   “I’ve got the witness angle under control, too,” said Rachel. She nodded toward the crashed cars, the men and women now venturing back out around the wreckage for a peek, and to other things mortals like Alex couldn’t see. “My guys are on the case. One good thing about a mess this big is it brings a lot of guardians running.”
 
   “How bad is it?” Alex asked, wincing as he spoke. “Did anyone…?”
 
   Rachel shook her head. “Nothing that won’t heal. Not once my people took care of the worst of it, anyway. Clusterfucks like this allow for a little divine intervention. It’s kinda miraculous how cars keep getting safer these days, y’know?”
 
   “Oh, thank God.”
 
   “Basically, yeah.”
 
   “Are you okay?” Alex asked, his eyes turning from their surroundings to Lorelei. “You look different.” He paused. “I like the stripes.”
 
   “I cannot say if they will remain,” she replied. “Matters grew desperate while you were gone, Alex. Our victory did not come without personal cost.”
 
   “Yeah. About that,” Rachel grumbled, looking past her partners. “Looks like I got shit to deal with already myself.” She stole another kiss from Lorelei’s lips, and claimed a quicker one from Alex. “Duty calls. I’ll be back when I can.”
 
   The angel slipped away from her lovers. “Okay guys, I won’t even blame you for bitching about all this,” she said to others of her kind her lovers could not see. “I’m only gonna ask for two seconds to drop some perspective on your asses first.” Alex saw her stop in her tracks and wave her arms in annoyance before she faded from his sight. “Don’t try to throw me under the fucking bus! We already hit the quota for that tonight!”
 
   “They’ll be angry with her for leaving her dominion to aid you,” said Lorelei. Her usual human visage returned. She looked worn and tired, but also stronger somehow. “Sammael’s destruction and the rest of this will make up for some of that, but I can’t say how much.”
 
   “Is he gone for good? Like Baal?”
 
   “Without a precedent for such a death, I do not know,” she answered. “I believe so, yes. The only way we’ll ever know is if he someday returns.”
 
   “What is this, anyway?” Alex asked, holding the iron spike in his palm.
 
   Lorelei placed her hand over his. “It is all that remains of my crown.”
 
   Firefighters and police hustled past, looking from one vehicle to the next to check for victims of the accident still trapped in their cars. The spotlight of a helicopter flashed through the lanes as the sound of its engine roared overhead. None of it distracted Alex or Lorelei. Her eyes met his steadily as the implications set in.
 
   “Our bonds will no longer be the same, my love,” she told him. “I was faced with a choice of losses, and I found some bonds are more important than others.”
 
   “We’re still us?”
 
   “Yes. I will never let you go, Alex. You or Rachel.”
 
   He slipped an arm around her waist and grinned with embarrassment. “I’m kind of a mess here,” he admitted.
 
   “And I am the monster who loves you.” She closed the gap between them with a kiss, her lips claiming his without regard for his minor, awkward concerns. The tongue that slid across his was more gentle than hungry, though he felt a hint of that, too. When Lorelei pulled away, he saw no stain on her lips. For a moment, he thought he might not be as unsightly as he thought. Then she grinned. “Even the taste of your blood is sweet to me,” she taunted.
 
   “Creepy.”
 
   “You love it.”
 
   “Yeah,” he sighed. “Okay. Let’s go home.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “This is a Bureau matter and it will stay that way,” said Amber. She held her ID and badge high, though her real credibility came from the uniformed police sergeant standing by her side. He confirmed her authority for the other officers in the lobby with a grim nod. “You will refer any questions to the Bureau and leave it at that. We’re extremely grateful for your help, but we have to take the lead on this. Local agents are in the process of securing the crime scenes and we’ve got a specialist team on their way into town as we speak. Right now the most important thing you can do is keep the media at a distance and restrict access to residents only.”
 
   “Seriously? You had a shootout across two skyscrapers in downtown!” objected one cop. “How the hell are we supposed to keep a lid on all this?”
 
   “Yeah, and it’s not just the media. People live in this building. A lot of people. What are you gonna tell them?” asked a second.
 
   “Hell with that,” said a third officer. “I wanna know what you’re gonna tell us!”
 
   “Turns out not much,” Amber replied. She waited through a chorus of groans and complaints before adding, “This was a hit on a witness under Bureau protection. The witness was not a resident of the building and has been moved off site. Sorry I can’t tell you more, but that’s the way it is.”
 
   “What are you, fifteen?” a voice called out.
 
   Officers laughed bitterly. The sergeant winced. “Okay, who said that? Speak up!”
 
   No one answered until an officer in his forties felt a hand on his shoulder and heard a whisper in his ear. “You will confess and apologize,” said the woman. “Now.”
 
   “Uh…I’m sorry, that…that was me,” he admitted, meekly raising his hand. “Sorry, it’s been a long day already, and…uh…that was…inappropriate?”
 
   Lorelei and Alex slipped the rest of the way around the group of police without raising a shred of notice. The succubus glanced over to Amber to ensure the young agent wouldn’t need another nudge of assistance.
 
   “That was nice of you,” Alex whispered.
 
   “I wanted to tear open his neck,” Lorelei murmured back.
 
   “Wait, you mean literally?”
 
   “Would I lie to you?”
 
   Another officer stood watch around the corner to the elevators. He seemed as oblivious to their presence as the rest. Lorelei stepped up to whisper, “Ignore us and forget our passing,” before she hit the call button. The officer dutifully looked away and pulled out his cell phone.
 
   Alex looked back to the entrance of the lobby beyond Amber’s impromptu briefing. Blue and red lights flashed against the windows facing the street. Behind the front reception desk, Alex saw a beleaguered on-duty staffer work feverishly at his computer to answer the demands of yet another police sergeant and someone Alex guessed must be from the fire department.
 
   “Poor Hugo,” he whispered to Lorelei. “The guy doesn’t deserve a night like this.”
 
   “Not many people do. We’ll make it up to him somehow.”
 
   “And the neighbors?” Alex asked.
 
   The elevator chime summoned them inside. Lorelei hit the button for the seventeenth floor and slipped in closer to Alex once the doors closed again. “In truth, I imagine very few other people saw anything that went on. Our enemies wished to keep this conflict private as much as we do.” 
 
   “They’re still gonna be freaked out,” said Alex. “The next homeowners’ association meeting will be all about finding a way to give us the boot.”
 
   “We’ll see what Amber’s team comes up with as a cover story. As for the association, leave that to me.”
 
   They found wreckage strewn across the hallway as the elevator opened, along with a broken-out window at the opposite end of the corridor. Thankfully, the neighbors’ doors remained closed. None of them bore any yellow tape marking them as crime scenes.
 
   “Alex!” called out a truly welcome voice. “Lorelei!”
 
   Taylor rushed up from the bend in the hallway to throw her arms around each of her friends. Wade followed, tucking his pistol into his belt at his back along the way. “Dang, ah’m glad to see y’all.”
 
   “Oh man,” Alex sighed. He held Taylor tightly before she moved to hug Lorelei. “You’re both okay. Is everyone else alright, too?”
 
   “Yeah,” Taylor replied. “Jason and Onyx got hurt, but they’ll be fine. Onyx is back on her feet again. Molly’s still taking care of Jason.”
 
   “Ev’ryone’s back in y’all’s place now, ‘cept Amber,” explained Wade. “That gal Sierra from the casino showed up to help, too. We’re all mostly in decent shape, but god damn this one was close.”
 
   Tension drained from Alex’s shoulders. “Okay,” he breathed. “Okay.”
 
    His sense of relief didn’t hang on long. He soon recognized bits of the debris in the hall. “Shit, that’s my helmet,” he grunted, snatching it up off the floor. “And my shoe! Most of the others are Lorelei’s. What happened?”
 
   “Uh. So, like ah said, we’re all okay, but your apartment…well…”
 
   “Are these pieces of our couch?”
 
   Despite her weariness, Taylor somehow found it in herself to blush. “Yeah. Sorry.”
 
   “What happened to the couch?”
 
   “It died a noble death,” she assured him.
 
   “Out in the middle of the hallway? With half of our shoes and—is that a doorknob?”
 
   “Sorcerers,” Lorelei muttered. She squeezed his hand. “Be glad a couple of them are on our side. Come on.”
 
   The debris got worse as they turned the corner. Burnt carpeting and blood stains added to the chaos, but that was nothing compared to the bullet holes in the walls and the complete lack of a front door. Alex found the foyer wiped clean of everything from shelves to pictures and every coat and jacket that once hung from hooks along the wall. Half of the corner into the living room had been shot to pieces.
 
   His shock diminished once he found the rest of his friends in his living room, which now stood entirely open to the cold night air. The remaining couch let Jason stretch out under blankets pulled from one of the beds. Molly sat next to him with her wand laid over his chest. Onyx rested on the floor beside her, covered in tiny cuts and bruises under her torn clothes but very much alive. Drew stood with Sierra, apparently looking for any intact glasses they could find in the burnt, demolished kitchen.
 
   “We’re all okay?” Alex asked.
 
   “Yeah,” answered Molly. “We’re good.”
 
   Alex looked around again to process it. He could accept a destroyed home if it meant all his friends were in one piece. “So now all we’ve gotta do is figure out how to make sure my mom and Drew’s mom never find out about this.”
 
   “Right?” Drew agreed.
 
   “Wait,” said Sierra. “All this and your first thought is ‘Oh shit what if our moms find out?’”
 
   “Well, yeah,” Drew replied.
 
   “S’cool,” Jason mumbled. “I’m kinda on the outs with mine right now.”
 
   “I don’t tell my parents anything,” said Taylor. “They’d never think I was here.”
 
   Wade shrugged. “Eh. Mah fam’ly wouldn’t really be shocked.”
 
   Molly glanced to Onyx, saw her partner innocently turn her eyes up to the ceiling, and said nothing.
 
   “Okay, to be fair, my first thought was, ‘Please don’t let any of my friends be dead,’” said Alex. “And my second thought was, ‘Oh shit, I hope the neighbors are okay.’ We’ve got all that settled. Gotta move on to damage control now.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me,” the newcomer muttered.
 
   “What do you worry about after you get out of some crazy-assed supernatural brawl and you’re standing around in a blown-up condo?” Alex asked.
 
   Sierra shook her head. “Drew, your friends are weird.”
 
   “You don’t know our moms.”
 
   “Fine. Whatever. Look, this just happened and it’s Sunday night. Nobody’s watching local news. You don’t think you’ve got bigger things to worry about?”
 
   Then they heard the buzzing noise. Dread washed over Drew as he fished his cell phone out of his pocket, looked to the screen, and winced. “Aw, damn! You had to jinx us, didn’t you?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five:
Settling Up
 
    
 
   They sat in silence over empty plates and coffee mugs. The restaurant was mostly quiet, with its tables filled to only half capacity. Late-night partygoers comprised most of the customer base, all winding down from bars or clubs with a cheap breakfast before going home. The customers in the corner booth had been in their shoes many times before.
 
   Some people danced and drank their nights away. Others fought wizards and demons. In the end, they all wound up at Denny’s.
 
   “Alright. I’m gonna say it. Doesn’t matter if it’s crazy. Your angel friend and the demon lady don’t bother me nearly as much as your FBI friend.”
 
    Sierra’s declaration broke a silence that had been too weary to feel awkward. Drew met it with a shrug and a grin. “That ain’t crazy. Alex feels the same way.”
 
   “Yeah, but he’s fucking the other two. Both of them. Like that isn’t crazy, either,” she grumbled into her last sip of coffee.
 
   “A’ight, stop,” Drew sighed. “He’s my best friend. They’re all my friends. Even the magical ones. Don’t tell me those people you run with never do any weird shit.”
 
   She paused. “Okay, but we can at least acknowledge that it’s weird?”
 
   “Hell, yeah,” he agreed. “Been weird ever since they turned up. Ain’t none of them ever done me wrong, though, or him. We all give Alex some shit for it ‘cause he’s our friend, but he knows we’re only playin’. The world’s got way more important things for everyone to worry about than who’s sleepin’ with who. As long as everything is honest and they treat each other right, why should I care?”
 
   “So you’re not angling for that sort of situation yourself?” Sierra prodded. “None of them are telling you how you should try it?”
 
   “Nah. That stuff isn’t for me. All I ever wanted was one person I can relate to. For a while I thought that meant a lot of trial and error, you know? Just dating like everyone else does. I was good at that. Then all the crazy shit started happening and it got impossible to find anyone who could even come close.”
 
   “Tell me about it. Who the hell can relate to all this?”
 
   “I dunno. Maybe someone tough and down to earth who’s got weirdo friends they gotta back up through some crazy shit sometimes? Oh and hot, too,” he added as his grin returned. “Helps if they’re hot.”
 
   Sierra hesitated once more, this time looking down at her empty mug while she fought with a rebellious smile. The battle ended with a roll of her eyes. “Is this where you turn the tables on me and you do all the flirting?”
 
   “It’s usually more fun if we both participate. Why, is me flirting back a problem?”
 
   “No,” she answered. Her grin faded. “No, your FBI friend is a problem. I’m not gonna hide all this from my people. Bad enough I haven’t called ‘em already, but they’ll understand why when I tell them. And then they’re gonna flip.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘why?’ Because they don’t want the Feds even knowing they exist, that’s why. Shit usually doesn’t go well for us when the government gets involved.”
 
   “You don’t say,” Drew deadpanned.
 
   “Hey, I feel you, but you didn’t grow up on a reservation. A lot of the bullshit might be similar, but that doesn’t mean it’s the same.”
 
   “Fair. Listen, my friends didn’t want anyone knowin’ about us, but shit happens, right?”
 
   “Is that what I tell Kate and the others? Shit happens?”
 
   “Okay, they know you exist. That ain’t a crime. They know your crew can use magic, which also isn’t a crime. It’s all about what you do with it. That’s how they roll. Every witness Amber’s team trusts says what you did at the casino was self-defense. They aren’t going near your people, Sierra. They’ve got better things to do.”
 
   “For now,” Sierra grunted. “C’mon, Drew. You can’t be that naïve. Who says they won’t ever change their minds? What happens if they gotta fill some dumb quota? What happens when someone else is in charge?”
 
   “It ain’t about bein’ naïve. I’m sayin’ right now things are cool and that’s the best we can do. If that ever changes, we deal with it. Just like with everyone else who steps up.”
 
   “You plan on being there to help?” she asked.
 
   “I’mma keep lookin’ out for my friends, like I always do.” He watched her eyes turn away again, but he waited for her scowl to diminish. “Staring at that mug won’t get you any more coffee unless you’ve got magic powers I don’t know about yet.”
 
   “You guys need a refill?” asked the waitress as she came by.
 
   Sierra came back at Drew with a triumphant grin before she answered the waitress with, “Please.” Then she winked at her companion while the waitress poured. “Magic words.”
 
   “I’m cool, thanks,” Drew told the waitress before she finished. He waited until she left before he asked, “So what do you do?”
 
   “What, for the circle?” She shrugged. “I’m the lookout and the bodyguard. Most Practitioners focus so much on magic they don’t specialize in other ways to handle the dangerous stuff. Sometimes magic isn’t the best answer to a problem. That’s why it’s good to keep people like me around. I don’t have a formal job title.”
 
   “And you’ve been doing it since high school?”
 
   “More or less.” Sierra’s lips split into another grin. “That’s why I’m so much more badass than you.”
 
    Drew laughed. “Okay now. I ain’t takin’ that kind of bait.”
 
   “Aw, c’mon. Not even a little? Don’t you want to tell me all about your heroics so I’ll respect you as an equal?”
 
   “That wouldn’t be nothin’ but talk. I’ve got class in the morning and all sorts of other stuff this week. Maybe Friday, if you’re free?”
 
   “I can make Friday happen,” Sierra replied. “You sure you’re not intimidated?”
 
   “No. No, but it’s nice to be with someone who can make me feel safe.”
 
   “Good. I think I can relate.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Rachel knelt in prayer in front of the altar, unseen and unheard by the lone custodian clearing the aisles with a soft push-broom not far away. Light spilled through high stained-glass windows along three walls of the church. After the last couple of nights, the battle at the house and on the freeway, and all the discussions with every affected guardian angel and more, the church provided peace and quiet.
 
   She’d have to go through yet another huge meeting of angels, of course. They’d probably hold it at St. Mark’s Cathedral like the others, or hell, maybe this shitshow would bring an even bigger crowd. They might have to do it outdoors. Probably someone would think it time for a full-on convocation in Heaven, though that would drag a lot of guardians farther away from their duties than many could safely afford. Rachel would give that the finger. The guardians in her city had more reason and more of a right to be there than the high mucky-mucks upstairs.
 
   All that would happen soon enough. She took care of business once the fight was over. She’d gotten the ball rolling quickly on mitigating pain and suffering from the freeway cock-up, made arrangements to cover any demon sightings, and spread the word to hunt down any stragglers. She checked in with her superiors, too, though they were already nearby.
 
   Seattle was safe and stable for now. Marvin did a good job in her absence. Others helped pick up the slack. Her efforts at establishing a little time off for every guardian now and again apparently left them ready to adapt to a few absences. Only hours after her return, Rachel found herself waiting on her superiors rather than rushing to catch up on things.
 
   She took advantage of the time for prayer. The words granted purpose and resolve. She knelt with her head bowed, hands pressed together in front of her chest. She held still enough to leave the concerns of the body behind and focus only on the mind and spirit. In prayer, Rachel found communion with the divine. Her differences with the rest of her kind fell away. She found unity and serenity.
 
   A hand rested on her shoulder. “Rachel,” said Hannah.
 
   Her eyes opened. She waited until Lawrence, rather than Hannah, gently broke the awkward pause: “We’ve been talking...and…”
 
   “This was a clusterfuck, I know,” Rachel conceded.
 
   “Yes,” said Lawrence. “While we understand the danger and the urgency, we must recognize the concerns this has raised. No matter how it was handled, your absence from your dominion is no small thing. You sought aid from Zafirah of all people. This incident has only aggravated the instability of the Pit.” He sighed and reluctantly added, “And perhaps most upsetting—”
 
   “You killed Sammael?” boomed Vincent from the other end of the church.
 
   Rachel’s hands fell out of prayer. The angel leaned forward to bang her head into the altar. Repeatedly.
 
   “This is true, isn’t it?” Her former lover stormed down the aisle. “Sammael, the last archangel to fall from grace, is dead under the auspices of your dominion?”
 
   “Why is buttmunch even here?” Rachel sighed.
 
   “In fairness, no rule says he can’t be,” Lawrence answered lamely, though he looked back to Vincent with a scowl. “One would hope discretion and good taste—”
 
   “You had him beaten. Defeated. And yet you allowed that demon filth to slay him?”
 
   “We had him on the ropes, dipshit.” Rachel stood to face him and the handful of others now gathered. “That’s not the same as beaten. I’ve had personal experience with the difference a couple times this weekend.”
 
   “He could have been captured and brought to face the Hosts!”
 
   “Literally everything that’s happened with him since the War in Heaven suggests otherwise.”
 
   “So have we given up on justice?” Vincent pressed. “As you gave up on your dominion to chase after your mortal lover?”
 
   “Asshole, I gave up on letting that fucker run around to hurt and use people all he wanted. I saw an opportunity and I took it, and you know damn well I had every right in dominion over this land. And I didn’t give up on the dominion, either. I handed it off to a capable guardian who did fine with the job. I left with the place in pretty decent shape, too, compared to the shitfire you handed off to me in case anyone didn’t notice.”
 
   “We noticed,” rumbled Lawrence.
 
   “Rachel is under a mystic bond to protect Alex,” began Hannah.
 
   “She is rapt with infatuation and a belief she’s somehow privileged,” grunted Vincent.
 
    “You’re doing that projection thing again,” said Rachel. “Everything you’ve said is about yourself. You’re not mad about Sammael not being brought to justice. You’re mad ‘cause now you don’t have another chance of getting the D from him.”
 
   “How dare you!”
 
   “Vincent, just go,” said Lawrence.
 
   “But I have every right to—”
 
   “This is waah,” Rachel said, holding up three fingers in a W while mocking a baby’s cry. “And this is also waah,” she continued, doing the same with the other hand. Then she jabbed her fingers together through the open spaces in between. “And this is waah fucking waah!”
 
   “What…does that even mean?” stammered Vincent.
 
   “Go!” bellowed Hannah, Lawrence, and the rest of the council.
 
   The unwelcome angel stormed out as angrily as he arrived. The rest turned back, scowling and muttering to one another in frustration. Rachel sighed again. “I’m gonna get a lot of pissypants complaints like that, huh?”
 
   “Any objective observer can see the value of all you have done here,” said Hannah. “No one questions your achievements in dominion over this city.”
 
   “Nor can anyone blame you for your decision to rescue Carlisle, given the circumstances and the outcome,” said Lawrence. “It is forgivable and understandable, whether it was done out of mystic compulsion or simply out of love.”
 
   She caught the suspicious frown in his last statement. Rachel didn’t respond to it. She shrugged and looked down at the floor. Best to let that go unchallenged.
 
   Then she understood the unspoken word in their voices. “But…?” she asked.
 
   Hannah, Lawrence, and the other members of the council shared an uncomfortable glance. “Rachel,” Hannah began awkwardly, “we need to talk…”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “This is the worst shit y’all have ever done t’ me. Like fer reals.”
 
   Molly put her car in park and turned off the engine. She looked back over her shoulder to the sad-faced guy in her backseat. “We’ve gotta do it, Wade. That was the deal.”
 
   “Yeah, but he didn’t say when exactly he wanted ‘em back. He just said ‘when the job is done.’ There ain’t no clock on this deal.”
 
   “The job is done,” said Onyx from the shotgun seat. “Lorelei said her demon took out the last two members of the Light back at their compound. Leon and the others still alive are all getting locked up by the task force. The demons are gone. It’s over.”
 
   “Y’all don’t know that,” Wade argued. “Didja have a roster fer that group? How many of Lorelei’s other demons floated away once they were done takin’ down the ones fuckin’ with us? They ain’t takin’ orders from her no more. We’ve got uses for them guns.”
 
   “It’s over. Seriously. We’re done with this one.”
 
   “What about the next batshit crazy thing?”
 
   “The guns were for this one, though,” Onyx maintained.
 
   “Oh yeah, right,” he muttered.
 
   Seated beside him, Taylor patted his arm. “C’mon, it’ll be fine. Maybe Hector will let you come visit them some time?”
 
   His sad expression turned to a scowl. “Y’all’re just funnin’ with me now.”
 
   “What?” asked Onyx.
 
   “The accent gets thicker with bad moods,” Taylor explained. “Wade. We gotta do it. Hector wants his guns back. Besides, they’re a complication for Amber, remember?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s got enough to deal with right now,” Molly agreed. “Those guns are illegal, but if they disappear she doesn’t have to worry about it. There’s no habeas corpus, right?”
 
   “That ain’t how habeas corpus works, an’ y’all know it. Besides, we left shell casings an’ bullet holes all over the place. Drew habeas corpused the fuck outta the top side of the whole building!”
 
   “Yeah, that was pretty awesome,” teased Onyx.
 
   “That’s what ah’m sayin’,” he grumbled. “Damn. Ah finally find somethin’ t’ give mahself a purpose in life again, an’ y’all wanna give it right back the next day.”
 
   Taylor rolled her eyes. “Okay, now he’s fucking with us,” she translated.
 
   “Ah. Let’s go,” said Molly. She opened her door.
 
   “Wait. Ah got a text.” Wade fished his phone out of his jacket pocket. “It’s Jason. He wants to know if we’re takin’ the guns back. See? He thinks it’s a bad idea, too.”
 
   “Gimme that.” Taylor snatched the phone from his hands. She typed in a single word: “Yes.”
 
   “You’ve got fast hands,” said Onyx before she stepped out.
 
   “Ah know, right?” Wade agreed. “Y’know what you should maybe take up? Shootin’.”
 
   “Whatever. I shot like that one vampire guard months ago and then one demon last night.”
 
   “Yeah, an’ you did it right both times.” He seemed a little more serious now. “You took care of the problems before they hurt anyone. You got shit done. That bit with the couch blocked a whole tactical entry an’ pro’bly saved us all. Don’t compare yourself to any crazy supernatural heroics bullshit. That’s as much luck as anything else. You pull your weight every time.”
 
   She leaned back, looking Wade in the eye for any sign of insincerity. She found none. Taylor didn’t know what to say.
 
   Wade’s phone buzzed in her hand. Jason’s reply came in all capital letters: “WHY WOULD YOU DO THAT?” Rolling her eyes once more, Taylor handed back the phone and slipped out of the car.
 
   “He’s got a reasonable question,” Wade muttered.
 
   Molly had already popped the trunk and shouldered the rifle bags. Onyx watched the street. The group walked around the corner to the front door of Hector’s shop, having seen the “open” light come on just as they hunted for parking. Molly threw open the entrance and strode in at the head of her small party. “Hi, Hector. I didn’t think you’d be here. Figured you were a ‘closing shift’ kinda guy.”
 
   The proprietor stood at the front counter, going over paperwork with one of his assistants. “Closing shift misses happy hour,” said Hector. “Why would I take that hit? Good to see you, Molly. Onyx. Solja Man. And who are you?”
 
   “This is Taylor,” said Onyx.
 
   “Hi.” Taylor took in the image of the two men behind the counter and the wide spread of weapons in the glass cases and along the walls. “Nice place,” she ventured.
 
   “Ain’t it?” Wade agreed.
 
   “You bringin’ back my guns already?” Hector asked as Molly set the bag down on the counter. “I heard there was trouble downtown last night. Know anything about that?”
 
   “Ah’d guess at least a couple of the guns involved ain’t gonna show up on ballistics records,” said Wade.
 
   The gunsmith unzipped the bag and quickly looked over his wares. He frowned at the sight of the assault rifle. “Is that blood?”
 
   “Yeah. Sorry about that,” said Molly. “Things got a little rough.”
 
   “Apparently.”
 
   “Ah was gonna clean ‘em, but the ladies here thought we ought’a get ‘em home as soon as we could,” explained Wade.
 
   “More like we thought you were dragging your feet,” muttered Onyx.
 
   “An’ now y’all know better than to doubt me.”
 
   “So it’s done?” Hector looked to Molly and Onyx. “Already?”
 
   Molly dropped Leon’s broken aviator sunglasses on the counter. “It’s done. The ones who are still left aren’t going to be coming back in this lifetime.”
 
   Hector’s eyebrows rose. He lifted the glasses more out of curiosity than doubt. “Given who you run with, I guess I shouldn’t ask you to elaborate.”
 
   “That’d be helpful, yeah,” said Onyx.
 
   “Are we square?” asked Molly. “Can we be friends again?”
 
   One side of his mouth twitched into a grin. “I guess I shouldn’t be one to judge people for havin’ some shady friends, eh?” He offered his hand to Molly and the others in turn after she shook it. Then he tilted his head. “Taylor, was it?”
 
   “Yeah.” She accepted the handshake with a smile. Her attention fell back to the guns in the glass cases. “Hey, how much do these cost?”
 
   Wade’s eyes lit up. He stepped beside her. “Especially the ones with the magic kick,” he added helpfully. “Never know when all Hell’s gonna break loose. Again.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The war for Perdition raged on.
 
   Defenders fought tooth and claw without further guidance from on high. Lacking leadership or strategy, their battle became a desperate struggle of self-interest and pride.
 
   Few of Azazel’s demons relished the prospects of a new and vengeful mistress or submission to her armies. The surety of rebirth within the Pit made death in battle or through torture no less dreadful than it was for mortals. Though no word came from Azazel or his generals, their forces fought with their all.
 
   The invaders suffered a similar lack of coordination, though for them it changed their behavior almost instantly. One moment, they fought for the Lady. The next, they fought for themselves. A unified army became a collection of mobs, each under the leadership of whatever champion or former lieutenant could exert influence over the rest. The invasion turned to a wild scramble for territory. For the first time in memory, freedom lay within their grasp. 
 
   Killing and torment raged around the palace. Losses mounted on all sides. Only servitors, imps, and other comparatively weak demons cried out for mercy or offered surrender. The rest fought for survival and one kind of freedom or another.
 
   The appearance of a common enemy changed the dynamic again. They crashed through the battle at the palace gates as a single wedge, showing neither mercy nor fear. Though they came in fewer numbers than either Azazel’s armies or Lorelei’s hordes, they arrived fresh on the field, unified and organized.
 
   Their master led from the front. He towered over most of his foes, singling out the strongest on each side that he might cow the rest with displays of his savagery and might. The demon lord fought with a blade in each hand, shattering weapons and defenses with every blow. His barbed crown glowed with an unsettling green light to match that of his eyes. Some mistook his charred and blackened skin as a sign of injury rather than seeing it for the armor that it was. Others knew they could not stand against him.
 
   Belial would not be denied.
 
   His direct involvement on the field made up for the necessary division of his forces. He’d kept his servants at the ready for months to exploit the inevitable vulnerabilities of Baal’s realm once Lorelei came back to claim the crown. Now he saw even greater power within his grasp. He could not secure the otherwise undefended realm of Baal without investing a significant portion of his armies, yet only a fool would ignore an opportunity like this. Most of the work had already been done for him.
 
   He only needed to reclaim his wayward slave to complete his conquest.
 
   Belial led the way into the palace, crushing and gutting any resistance. He flung the last of Azazel’s champions down the hallway to the throne room in four ugly, bloody pieces to herald his arrival. The floor shook with his every step.
 
   Inside the devastated throne room, Belial recognized demons loyal to Azazel and those who once served Baal. Not one raised a hand against him. At first, he thought none of them dared. Then he noticed the stunned, bewildered look in their eyes. That they shrank from him made sense, but he soon realized they had long since stopped fighting one another, too.
 
   Then Belial looked to the far end of the chamber and understood why.
 
   Azazel hung from the wall beside his own throne. His bloodied and mauled arms were raised high above his head, pinned in place by iron spikes driven through each hand. More of the same spikes impaled his legs, his tail, and the shredded remains of his wings. Blood still dripped from open wounds. His head sagged from his shoulders without any sign of life. His crown, formerly brilliant and glorious, now dangled from one of his horns as a dull trinket.
 
   Written above him was a single sentence, scrawled in a black script that could only have been drawn with Azazel’s own blood: “This is your final warning.”
 
   No one spoke. The collection of demons made way for Belial, revealing corpses, pools of blood, and even craters in the floor. He strode across the chamber to the throne without a second glance toward his new servants.
 
   The silence served his interests. Once at the top of the dais, Belial paused and listened for a breath or a whispered word from the defeated lord mounted on the wall. He heard nothing. Belial reached up with his sword to pluck the crown from Azazel’s horn. It slipped down to the hilt of his blade with only the sound of metal sliding against metal. The crown appeared completely drained of life, like its former owner looming above.
 
   “Those who would avoid my wrath will secure my new domain,” Belial ordered. His fingers traced the edges of the crown in search of any hint of power. “Any who try my patience further shall suffer dearly. We have borders to defend…and a slave to recapture.”
 
   “So typical,” said a voice behind him.
 
   The words preceded a rush of scurrying feet and beating wings. Belial’s audience fled the chamber, though as he turned he doubted their haste came from an urge to please him. In their place, Belial found a lone woman at the foot of the dais.
 
   Lilith raised her hands to gesture at the display behind him. “She has spelled her wishes out in blood, yet you can’t take the hint. You don’t need a crown. You need a fedora.”
 
   The larger demon’s eyes narrowed. His fists tightened around the grips of his weapons. The crown hanging from the hilt of his sword slipped against one finger again, reminding Belial of his own spent power—and his diluted forces. “What do you want?” he demanded.
 
   “Most of the same things you want, though I’m willing to let that one go.” She gestured again to the writing on the wall above Azazel. “I can’t see how she could possibly be worth this much trouble. But what I think I really need is a matching decoration on the other side of my throne.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Only one other demon remained as battle shook the chamber yet again. She stayed huddled behind the throne, taking full advantage of the cover provided by every flash of magic and howl of pain.
 
   Lydia had thought herself doomed when the scouts found her. Doubly so when they carried her in their arms over the raging battle around Azazel’s palace. As it turned out, their timing couldn’t have been better. The scouts delivered her too late to meet their mistress, but before Mandah had finished her final task.
 
   No one knew what Lorelei had ever wanted with the other succubus. Lacking instruction in the middle of a war, everyone looked to their own interests. Even Mandah gave her only a brief, indifferent glance before she flew off on her own. The scouts followed. No one cared if Lydia slipped away. No one stopped her from shuffling up the dais, fiery ball and chain dragging behind her with each step. No one kept her from examining the defeated prince beside the throne, or from prying loose one of the spikes that pinned him to the wall.
 
   Others filtered into the chamber before she could make use of her discovery. Though most of them stood slack-jawed and stupid at the sight of Azazel’s fate, their presence meant she couldn’t risk drawing attention to herself. Her enchantments of stealth could only barely cover up the light of her ball and chain on a good day.
 
   Then came Belial, and those few endless moments of dread. Best not to think of how that might turn out. Not with the chance for freedom literally in her grasp.
 
   She didn’t let this new battle go to waste. The iron spike from Baal’s crown dug a painful cut along her shin, but she endured it to slip the shard between her flesh and the fiery clasp above her ankle. The flames diminished almost instantly. Her bond weakened and bent under even the slightest effort.
 
   A final tug broke through the burning clasp. With a brilliant flash, the burning ball and chain rolled free and disappeared. She winced and renewed the enchantment that kept her hidden, but she needn’t have worried. The demon lord and his eventual conqueror never noticed Lydia’s presence or her escape. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Right, so we’re going to leave the extradimensional issues alone on this one,” decided agent Nguyen. She closed up the laptop on the dining room table in front of her—a table only useable by virtue of a tablecloth pulled from the laundry.
 
   “That may be for the best,” said Lorelei, seated across from Nguyen. “I confess I worried you would feel differently.”
 
   “Nope.” Nguyen shook her head with wide eyes. “If it’s outside the reach of U.S. law and you’re the only one to tell us about it, there’s not much point in getting more than a brief statement. We don’t have legal or diplomatic agreements to honor, so the hell with it.” Then she winced. “Pun not intended. Sorry.”
 
   “Forgiven, regardless,” said Lorelei. “Go on.”
 
   “We’ve got more than enough going on here to keep us busy. The other factions of sorcerers are interesting, too, but we’re still taking a pass. Without clear evidence of a serious crime and a likelihood of successful prosecution or some other compelling outcome, there’s no reason to expose our task force to them. Hell seems like a step further along on that logic. Besides, we should let you get some rest and sort out your immediate living situation.”  
 
   Soot and bullet holes still marred the walls. The chairs they sat in were borrowed from other rooms, as the originals from the table set now lay in a pile of burnt pieces against the corner. Most of the light came from outside, streaming through the thick double-layer of plastic sheets taped up over the destroyed windows and balcony door.
 
   “We’re certainly interested in hearing more,” put in Agent Bridger, seated beside Nguyen. “It could help fill out our, um, general occult…knowledge…base…” His voice trailed off as a fourth person sank down at the table in the chair beside Lorelei.
 
   Alex said nothing. His black hair was still wet. The shower and change of clothes relieved much of his discomfort, but they couldn’t do anything about his exhaustion. Without danger to life and limb to keep the adrenaline pumping or an angel close at hand to alleviate his fatigue, his sleepless and stressful weekend rapidly caught up to him.
 
   He’d nearly fallen asleep under the shower nozzle. Other stresses still plagued him, too. He stared off into the corner with bloodshot eyes. At this point, Alex couldn’t muster up a single fuck to give about Bridger’s ploy for more time with Lorelei.
 
   Her hand slipped into his. Alex looked to Nguyen. “Hey. Thanks for the break.”
 
   “No problem. It’s better to get separate statements, anyway. How are you feeling?”
 
   “I haven’t been this tired since Vietnam,” said the young man.
 
   His declaration got a smile out of the agent. “We’re about finished with Lorelei. We can get out of your hair unless you had any other questions.”
 
   “I don’t remember. Wait. I told you about the guys that tried to blow me up with a drone strike, right?”
 
   “You did. To be honest, I’m not sure what we can do about that, or if we should do anything at all. We don’t need to interact with whatever military nonsense may or may not be going on overseas. If it was a military op, they probably don’t want to hear from us. If it wasn’t the Army, we’ve got no way to notify anyone without busting our own operations open for the military. Did you want to press charges?”
 
   His attention almost wandered off during her explanation. By the time she finished, Alex had his head propped up on one hand. His eyes turned to the pile of debris shoved into the corner off behind Nguyen. Amid the wreckage of furniture and other debris in the pile sat a burnt backpack.
 
   His earlier prediction held true. He definitely wouldn’t get that book report done on time now, nor would he be making it to classes today. Instead, he got to start his second week of classes at the U with an absence in each class and a library fine for a destroyed book.
 
   “I suppose all this top secret stuff means I can’t get a note from the FBI explaining how domestic terrorists blew up my homework, right?” Alex grumbled.
 
   “I’m afraid not,” answered Nguyen. “Sorry about that. We’ll do what we can to help out with any legal troubles with the building, though. You’ll have a written statement from us holding that none of this was your fault.”
 
   “Thank you. I suspect we can manage the rest on our own if you’ll take care of any local police issues,” said Lorelei.
 
   “Absolutely. We can’t promise they won’t hold some suspicions, though. Same goes for the media.”
 
   “I have other ways to handle that if it becomes a problem.”
 
   Nguyen’s lips tightened. “Right. In that case, we should probably be going. We need to get to this other site up in the mountains. Lanier’s there with a few other agents right now.”
 
   Alex remained behind as Lorelei walked the agents to the door, unable to muster much more than a bleary goodbye wave. They had come to the rescue with legal and physical protection one couldn’t buy with money or magic. There would be no crime scene canvassing of the apartment, nor would local police have a hand in the scene across the street. Lawsuits for damages to the building would face daunting hurdles. He recognized distant thoughts of genuine gratitude for their support and trust, but the rest of his exhausted mind and body desperately wanted them the fuck out of his home—or what was left of it, anyway.
 
   After her farewell, Nguyen headed for the elevator. Bridger lingered at the door. “I didn’t know if you’d lost this in the chaos,” he said quietly. He handed Lorelei a business card. “We’ll be in town for a few days at least, so if you need anything… or if you just want to get a drink?”
 
   She glanced down at the card before giving him a gentle smile. “Thank you, but I don’t know if this is a good opportunity. Ask me next time.” With a polite nod, she closed the door. Back at the table in the dining room, her lover all but stared off into space.
 
   “Listen, if you wanna spend some time with Agent Obvious while he’s here, it’s fine,” Alex croaked. “I’m not gonna freak out.”
 
   The statement surprised her, but his delivery provided her first laugh since her return. “Such warmth and sincerity,” she observed.
 
   “What? It’s cool. We talked about this. Equal rules. I’m not worried. Whatever.”
 
   “You don’t sound cool. You sound cranky.”
 
   “I do?” Alex blinked up at her with dry eyes. “Ugh. Guess that makes sense.”
 
   “I could do something about that, if you’d like,” she said, her voice dropping to softer tones.
 
   “Oh god would you? I don’t want to be cranky.”
 
   “You want to be asleep, which is why I ask first.”
 
   “No, I don’t. I want to talk to you.” He took her hand. “Shit was crazy. You were different earlier. You changed somehow, and now you seem distant.”
 
   Her smile faded. “I am changed, yes. I had to take drastic measures to resolve the danger to our friends, and to us. This victory was not without cost—specifically a cost to us. My distance is out of caution and… honesty. We are not what we once were.”
 
   Alex sat up a little straighter, but said nothing. His fatigue took a backseat to his concern. He waited and listened for her to go on.
 
   “I fear I have robbed you of your input in a decision that should have been for the both of us.” She kissed the palm of his hand, then touched his cheek with her fingertips. “After we destroyed Baal, you asked if his crown could have freed me from you. Do you remember? I told you yes, a crown of Hell severs all bonds.”
 
   “You took the crown,” said Alex. He’d known that for hours, of course. In his exhaustion, the implications hadn’t sunk in. “Are you okay? You said it was gone now, but…?”
 
   “I am fine, Alex. In many ways, I am better than I have ever been. For the first time in my life, I am free. The chains of servitude are gone. I no longer have any master.”
 
   His tired eyes lit up. “Lorelei, that’s awesome! Why do you seem sad?”
 
   “Alex, you are still the victim of my curse,” she said. “The crown freed me from servitude, but it made me no less a succubus. In this, we are still bound. Whatever lingers of the ritual bond we share with Rachel, I cannot yet say, but we know any compulsion of obedience from that spell did not last.
 
   “I know the depth of your love. I know you never wished mastery upon me, yet I also know we both took pleasure in the intimacy of it. The bond of servitude also offered some measure of security between us, and now it is gone. The dynamics of our relationship have changed…and you had no say in the matter.”
 
   “It’s still our relationship, right?” he asked. “It’s still what we decide to make it?”
 
   “Alex…” Her voice fell almost to a fearful whisper. “Do you trust me?”
 
   “With my life,” he said.
 
   Lorelei leaned in with the fingers of both hands along his jaw as she kissed him. He stroked her hair and pulled her close. Longing and desire quickly outweighed his fatigue. The succubus couldn’t rejuvenate him as an angel could, but she made it all too easy not to care. Alex fully understood the difference, and the consequences. He also meant what he said about trust.
 
   The kiss offered him the love and intimacy he’d wanted ever since parting from her on Friday night. His lips grew hungry as he leaned in further, wanting to gather his lover into his lap. She pulled back. A taunting grin replaced the regret and apology he’d seen before. “You’ve always said you were uncomfortable being the master, but the reality never confronted us until now. I had to know you truly wanted this before anything might unfairly influence you.”
 
   “That’s considerate,” he smirked. “I always meant what I said.” Then he paused. “Not sure if we’re gonna miss the kinky side of it, though.”
 
   “Indeed. We’ll have to experiment.”
 
   “Good idea. I think I hear a bed calling us. Seems like the only part of our place that didn’t get shot up or blown up.”
 
   “Mmm. I love your confidence, but I believe you’re misinterpreting that call,” said Lorelei. “You’re exhausted.”
 
   “Not for you. I can manage. Besides, we both like it when you’re in the driver’s seat.”
 
   Her taunting grin only widened. “Then I promise I’ll be gentle.” She held her hands out to guide him from the chair.
 
   The two walked to their bedroom hand in hand, closing the door behind them before falling into another hungry kiss. They stayed together as they walked toward the bed, losing the technique of their kiss to lips unable to fight back smiles.
 
   Once upon a time, Alex wondered if Lorelei might be too invested in elegance and endless passion to find anything funny about sex. Some people felt humor spoiled the moment. Not everyone could laugh in bed.
 
   Thankfully, Lorelei didn’t have that problem.
 
   The back of his leg bumped against the mattresses. He nearly tripped, but Lorelei caught him. She held him up, looked him deeply in the eyes and whispered, “Sleep.”
 
   Alex held out long enough to see the grin on her face before he fell back onto the bed.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Soft whimpers and heavy breathing lured him back to consciousness. The motion of the bed gently nudged him awake. His eyes opened to a dark night outside the window. Familiar gasps and whimpers softly filled the dim bedroom.
 
   He rolled over toward the center of the bed. Comfortable sheets slid across his skin, confirming the loss of his clothes. He found two more occupants in the bed who were just as naked, though neither of them laid under the sheets.
 
   Rachel had Lorelei on her back. The angel teased and kissed one beautiful breast. She crouched between Lorelei’s spread legs, clearly providing intimate attention at her center with one hand while propping herself up with the other. Lorelei stroked her lover’s hair, shoulders, and back, but otherwise gave in to Rachel’s favors without the teasing arrogance or play at dominance that sometimes marked their time in bed. Something about this seemed urgent for the both of them. Given what they’d been through, it made perfect sense.
 
   “Mmh. My love,” Lorelei breathed. Her head turned against the pillow to face him. One arm reached out. Her eyes only opened halfway. She knew he didn’t want to pull her out of this state.
 
   Rachel beckoned to him, too. “Good. You’re awake.” Her lips stayed so near to flesh that her every breath fell across an erect nipple. He saw her wink before she returned to her task, saying, “You can help me out with this.”
 
   Alex moved in along Lorelei’s side, slipping up against her body too low for Lorelei to reach for a kiss. He caressed her naked skin from shoulder and neck to the inside of her thighs, careful not to disturb Rachel. Lorelei surrendered to them both, gratefully accepting their touch. She purred with delight at the attention of a loving tongue and kneading hand against each sensitive breast.
 
   Long teasing eventually turned to other desires. Rachel caught his eye and winked again. He nodded. The angel went high. Alex slid down low. He knelt into place as Rachel crawled away to kiss their lover on the mouth and to offer him room. Beautiful legs spread a little wider to accommodate the change.
 
   The first licks of his tongue barely touched the wet sex before him. Lorelei moaned into Rachel’s kiss, reaching down to stroke Alex on the back of the head and wordlessly beg him not to drag this out. She’d already been thoroughly teased before he awoke. Alex obeyed with a full kiss and a probing tongue, forcing her to writhe with pleasure against the angel looming over her.
 
   Going down on Lorelei enthralled him as always. The taste of her and the thrill of her scent seduced him every time. Yet before Alex stretched out for some long and indulgent service, Rachel swung one leg over his head to straddle the succubus. The angel seemed intent on kissing Lorelei right through the pillow and kept a little elevation to do it.
 
   Temptation loomed only inches away. Conversations in bed had established laughing yet compelling rules about such things. A discussion in a battered pickup truck made other interests more explicit. Alex pulled his knees under himself for a little steady support before subjecting Rachel to an impulsive, naughty escalation of oral intimacy.
 
   “Oh, you fucking perv!” she yelped, though he immediately felt her hand on the back of his head with the same encouragement he’d gotten from Lorelei.
 
   He didn’t let up. Rachel trembled with pleasure until Lorelei slipped one expert hand under the angel’s groin to attack other intimate flesh. Once her fingers pressed inward with perfect familiarity, the angel whimpered and shook. Penetrated by one lover and tortured by another’s tongue, Rachel melted down into gasps and cries of orgasm.
 
   Lorelei settled Rachel against herself as the blonde’s spasms subsided, deliberately keeping her legs spread. “My love,” Lorelei said into her ear, her voice still soft. “Alex and I are in need of answers. May we use you?”
 
   The angel nuzzled her neck. Her voice wavered with aftershocks: “Do I ever say no to you?”
 
   Lustful eyes looked back at Alex from under Rachel’s hair. He shifted up onto his knees again. Lorelei guided Rachel’s hips back to meet his. By now, nobody needed further warm-up play. The first touch of his cock made Rachel twitch with excitement, but as he sank into her the pair sighed with as much relief as pleasure. Rachel soon pushed back to meet his every thrust, gasping with him in primal need.
 
   Beneath her, Lorelei welcomed the sensation of the angel’s skin against her own. She took full advantage of the chance to tease and arouse her further as Alex gave in to his desires. She soaked in the power he provided. The succubus curse remained and still rewarded her.
 
   The sensual pleasures of their other mystic bond felt distant. They came as mere echoes compared to the clarity she once felt from his intimacies with others.
 
   She thought those diminished sensations would bring disappointment. Instead, Lorelei felt content, even comforted. The change confirmed her newfound freedom. All of their other joys remained.
 
   Alex knew none of this yet. He could hardly think enough to ask a question, anyway. Lorelei gave no hint of anything but full engagement. Beyond that, Rachel consumed his every sense. Her voice, her beautiful body slamming against his hips, and the touch of her skin against his all beckoned to his deep, loving urge to fuck her senseless.
 
   Primed and subjected to superior numbers once again, Rachel melted down into a second climax before Alex reached his. Her whimpers and shudders came as a reward. Lorelei welcomed her with soothing arms and possessive kisses.
 
   After a moment to cool down, Rachel slipped off of Lorelei and curled up beside her. She mumbled out an affectionate request: “Your turn now, right?”
 
   Alex moved in, not waiting for her answer. The demon’s smile, her welcoming arms, and her silken flesh spoke for themselves. Lorelei wanted him as much as ever, mastery or no.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “I’m not fired. I’m not laid off. I’m ‘taking a step back from my duties while things are stable,’” Rachel grumbled. She sat against the headboard with her arms folded under her breasts and a scowl on her face. “Kinda like how every mortal politician fuck-up decides they need to ‘spend time with their family,’ only without the non-apology bullshit.”
 
   “So what are you going to be doing now?” asked Alex, lying on the bed beside her.
 
   “Now I’m going back to being a guardian. They’ll give me people to watch over. You could call it a caseload if you want a prosaic term. A smaller one than most, too, given my ‘special circumstances’ or whatever you call it when your significant others keep getting into high-stakes insanity. Sammael fucked up a couple of guardian angels back at the casino, for one thing. Somebody’s gotta share that burden until they heal up again. I’ll be part of that. Then they’ll find more for me to do.”
 
   “Wait. We collectively saved the city from some fucked-up demon infiltration and took out a couple more heavy hitters from your rival team, and they’re saying you’re a fuck-up and demoting you back to guardian?”
 
   “No. They’re not saying it. They’re only implying it. Most angels won’t admit it, but we’re as prone to that sort of shit as mortals. What they said was I’ve done such great things here we can afford to have someone else take over in dominion while I take care of my own problems. I improved my way out of my own job. Now I know how half of Generation X feels.”
 
   “What problems?” Alex asked. He turned his gaze from the ceiling when she didn’t answer right away and found her looking at him.
 
   “You,” she said. “You and Lorelei. And that’s the most insulting part of it all. You two aren’t my problems. You’re my greatest fucking triumphs and the best parts of my life. Anyone who doesn’t see that can kiss my entire ass.”
 
   He blinked. She grinned. “Okay maybe I should be a little more selective with that phrase after tonight,” she said.
 
   Alex laughed. He understood her frustrations, but he immediately saw the potential upside as well. “So you really will be able to spend more time with the family?”
 
   “Yep. I’ll still be in and out and all over the place, but it won’t be as bad as before. I won’t be so tied down to Seattle, either. That way if you wind up on the other side of the planet again it isn’t a scandal if I gotta go after you.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound so bad,” said Alex.
 
   “It’s still a demotion and it still sucks,” the angel grumbled. Her eyes wandered across his body. The bedroom door opened, drawing her attention to the woman in the short, silk robe coming in to join them. “But I’m willing to be convinced of the bright side.”
 
   “Is something up?” Alex asked their other partner.
 
   Lorelei held up her phone before setting it onto the nightstand. “I wanted to check up on a few things. Our insurance company will likely be reluctant to cover our losses unless I pay a visit in person. Between that and settling up with our neighbors to keep them all happy, I may no longer be a multi-millionaire.”
 
   “Wow, really?”
 
   “For a short while, at least. Enjoy the break from your working-class guilt while it lasts.” She set the phone on the nightstand before sliding onto the bed. “The money is only a passing concern. Our losses are light compared to the danger we faced. As long as everyone we love is alive and in one piece, I’m content to accept every other price we have paid.”
 
   “Fuckin’ amen to that,” Rachel agreed.
 
   Alex smiled, though it soon faded against another thought: “I wonder what Zafirah’s gonna want?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   “Mr. Rico, I have some associates with me to hear your report. You may consider them fully cleared to hear anything and everything regarding your team or the mission. We all understand there were complications. To make sure we’re on the same page, let’s start with the final status of your mission and we’ll take it from there.”
 
   Naturally, Rico saw neither his employer nor the associates. The small, sparsely-decorated briefing room held only Rico and his surviving teammates. They sat at a long table staring at the default US Air Force workstation “wallpaper” projected onto a screen behind the podium. Three faceless user icons lined the left side of the screen, each with a generic username displayed underneath. He couldn’t even tell which one represented his employer.
 
   Rico had no choice but to leave security for communications in his employer’s hands. He didn’t feel thrilled about that given how the mission turned out.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Rico replied. “The mission is accomplished with two KIA, two injured, and one…betrayal,” he added with a grimace. “Our local interpreter turned out to be some sort of fire monster in disguise. He betrayed us at the target site as we moved in to retrieve the package and briefly captured us with the aid of the hostiles on site. Those same hostiles had already been killed in the Predator strike preceding our arrival. I should note they still looked dead while they attacked us, sir. Zombies or something.”
 
   “Ghuls,” corrected a new, artificially modulated voice on the line. Rico couldn’t even guess at the speaker’s gender. “You encountered spirits inhabiting the bodies of the dead. The correct term is ghul.”
 
   “I’m afraid that’s outside my experience,” said Rico. “Our occult expert was the first one killed by our interpreter.”
 
   “His name was Yusuf?” asked the voice.
 
   “That’s how we knew him during the war, yes. He didn’t offer any correction to that when he turned into a monster and attacked us.” Rico waited for further questions. He glanced to Dwayne, Wes, and a still very bruised Austin sitting beside him. Behind them, Carter reclined with his broken fingers finally in a proper wrap. Given his broken nose, his face didn’t look all that much better than Dwayne’s. None expected to speak, but all had to be present in case they were needed.
 
   “Let’s return to the summary, Mr. Rico,” said the more familiar voice of his employer.
 
   “Yes, sir. ‘Yusuf’ and his ‘ghuls’ killed two of my teammates and captured the rest of us. We escaped with the aid of a civilian, presumably American. He claimed to have wound up in the area through magic and he clearly knew how to handle himself in a fight with monsters and magic. Yusuf seemed reluctant to tangle with him. If he hadn’t shown up, I don’t know how we would’ve gotten out of there.”
 
   The screen shifted to an overhead recording of the team’s running battle through the desert. Rather than following on the team’s Humvee, the camera focused on a smoking, overturned Toyota just past a fresh crater. Unsurprisingly, the images were much clearer than the black and white battle footage the Department of Defense provided to civilian media outlets.
 
   Within seconds, the picture zoomed in on a figure crawling out of the pickup truck. It froze on a single frame of the young man’s face. “Is this the civilian in question?” asked Rico’s employer.
 
   “Yes, sir. White male, late teens or very early twenties, said his name was Alex. Seemed like a west coast accent.” Rico paused. “He carried a sword. Something short. And a .45.”
 
   “Please continue.”
 
   “He didn’t offer up much information about himself or how he got there, sir. We played it as friendly as we could, seeing as how he was so useful, but we dodged his questions and so he dodged ours. Right before we encountered those hostiles on the screen there, one of my men saw him looking at a picture of a woman on his cell phone. He grabbed the phone and handed it to me. Both of us recognized the woman as our previous C.O.’s mistress, sir. She was the last person with him before he died.”
 
   “We’re aware of the story and the repercussions, Mr. Rico,” assured his employer. “Go on.”
 
   “We asked who she was and how he knew her. That’s when he went berserk on us. He fought with us and managed to destroy the cell phone.”
 
   “And that’s when he tampered with the package?”
 
   Rico let out a tense breath. “Yes, sir. He used one of the bones as a weapon before his escape. Right in the middle of those other guys chasing us.”
 
   “You said the package was damaged in this fight?”
 
   “Affirmative. There’s a slight chip on the low end of the right femur, sir. Specifically the…I’m sorry, Carter?”
 
   “Lateral condyle of the right femur, sir,” Carter put in. “About two millimeters by—”
 
   “You’re sure?” asked the distorted voice.
 
   “I’m afraid so,” Rico confirmed. “We have digital photos we can send over if needed.”
 
   “And the rest of the package?”
 
   “Pristine condition, sir. All two hundred and six bones are present and accounted for. We’ve checked thoroughly.”
 
   No one spoke for several seconds. Finally, the distorted voice said, “Those bones survived the initial airstrike, Mr. Rico. They may be older than the language we speak. Yet you tell us one of them is now…chipped?”
 
   “Again, you can see for yourself, sir,” Rico answered, though he couldn’t rightly be sure if he spoke to a “sir” or a “ma’am.” “I would imagine nobody ever used one of those bones as a club before.”
 
   More silence followed until his employer said again, “Please continue.”
 
   “We evaded and ultimately eliminated the remaining hostiles and turned back to retrieve the bone. We found no sign of the civilian. Once we recovered the bone, we continued on with the mission. From that point on, everything went according to the original plan. No further difficulties to report.” He felt no particular pride in that. No difficulties other than how we couldn’t hang onto one fucking teenager, Rico thought.
 
   “Mr. Rico, we’ll need a detailed written report as soon as you can put one together.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “We’ll also need a full report from you regarding this woman you described as Colonel Dalton’s mistress. We’ll follow up with what we have on the civilian.”
 
   “Understood, sir.”
 
   “In the meantime, please proceed to the final drop point with the package per our original plans. You’ll receive payment, medical care, and further instructions when you arrive. We may have another retrieval mission for you.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” He paused. “For what it’s worth, sir: if you have anything on our intruder, we’re all interested in settling up with him ourselves. And the woman in question.”
 
   “We’ll take that under advisement, Mr. Rico. I understand these issues are personal for you and your team. Proceed to the drop-off and we’ll take it from there. That is all.”
 
   The picture returned to its standard USAF screen saver. None of the user icons remained. Rico turned off the power with a nearby remote. “Guess that’s done with,” he grumbled.
 
   “Hey, when he said ‘medical care,’ he didn’t mean some regular civilian doctor bullshit, right?” asked Carter. He pointed to his bandaged leg. “They’ve fixed worse stuff than this for us in minutes before, but they didn’t call it ‘medical care.’ I don’t wanna be laid up for three months.”
 
   “I suppose that depends on how long before they need us again,” said Rico. “You heard the man. Might be another mission right away, might not. Who knows? They’ve got other retrieval ops in mind and they’re on a deadline. I don’t know the details, but I know they’ve got a whole list of shit they want.”
 
   “C’mon, man,” said Dwayne. “We got a plane to catch. Gimpy or not, you’re better off back in the States.” He wheeled Carter’s wheelchair up and helped the injured man shift over from the seat at the table. “Oops. Sorry. Knocked off your badge here.” He picked the plastic card up from the floor and replaced it on Carter’s lanyard. “Don’t wanna lose that. Saves us from stupid questions and pissy security guys.”
 
   Rico shouldered the laptop bag and took up one of the secure suitcases. Wes carried the other to the door while Austin held the way open for his teammates. With the doorway open, they heard the sound of jet engines flying overhead. Base personnel walked the halls.
 
   Virtually everyone else here wore a uniform of some sort, except for Zafirah.
 
   She didn’t stand out for her lack of fatigues. A disguise might have been easier than complete invisibility and silence, but uniforms had become complicated things in the last century or two. Though it made her happy to see women in uniform alongside men, she couldn’t risk the fun of playing the part herself. Between the varying stripes on the sleeves she saw on some, the lack of stripes on others, the saluting, and all the other little bits of etiquette, she knew she’d get something wrong and cause a big mess. Best to stay unseen altogether, as she had in the briefing room.
 
   The group slipped into a waiting minivan. The driver appeared to be military. Everything she gathered about the team suggested they once served as well, but no longer. While they had the credentials to be here and to expect hospitality, Zafirah grew convinced those credentials had been faked. No one here seemed to know the team. She suspected they belonged here about as much as she did.
 
   “Take us out to the flight line, Airman,” Rico told the driver as they settled in. “We’ve got a plane to catch.”
 
   With a wave of her hands, Zafirah made herself light as a feather and danced up onto the roof of the vehicle. She didn’t want to lose track of these men now. Not when they presented so many interesting questions about their tasks and their masters.
 
   Zafirah’s face split into a grin. This would be fun.
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